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Genesis 18-25

So Sarah conceived and bore a son to Abraham in his 
old age, at the appointed time of which God had 

spoken to him. (Gn 21:2)
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Genesis 18-19

• Gn 13 Lot’s choice
• Gn 18 The Angel of the Lord visits Abraham
• Significance of the overthrow of Sodom etc
• The Cities of the Plain (location, map, fertility, evidence, 

cause, time of the year)
• The Chronological gap
• Sodom (Bab edh-Dhra, destruction)
• Gomorrah (Numeira, destruction)
• Zoar (es-Safi)
• Feifa
• Khanazir
• Gn 19 pillar of salt
• Gn 19 Lot’s Cave (Deir Ain Abta)
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Genesis 20-26

• Gn 20:1 Gerar (biblical significance, site, Tel Haror)
• Gn 21:1-3 Isaac
• Gn 21:14 Hagar
• Gn 21:31-33 Beersheba (biblical significance, Abraham’s Well, Tell 

Sheva, Tell Sheva Well)
• Gn 22 Sacrifice of Isaac
• Gn 23 Cave of Machpelah (Hittite legal code, site)
• Isaac

– Gn 24 The servant goes
– Gn 24 The servant meets Rebekah
– Gn 24 Rebekah comes
– Gn 26:22 Isaac at Rehoboth
– Gn 26:25 Well at Beersheba
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Gn 13 (Lot’s choice)

• And there was strife between the herdsmen of Abram's livestock and the herdsmen 
of Lot's livestock…So Lot chose for himself all the valley of the Jordan, and Lot 
journeyed eastward. Thus they separated from each other. (13:7, 11)

• Although Sodom was a notoriously wicked city, Lot chose to pitch his tent toward it (v 
5-13) as it was surrounded by a well-watered fertile plain (v10). It was attractive from 
every material viewpoint. 

• He chose the area which was the valley of the Jordan, that it was well watered 
everywhere (v 10). The valley is Heb. kikkar (“round loaf of bread” or “round coin”) 
only used here (13:10-12; 19:17; 19:25, 28-29; Dt 34:3; 1 Ki 7:46; 2 Ch 4:17; 2 Sa 
18:23) and for the circular area around Jerusalem (Ne 3:22 12:28). The term can be 
translated “circular district” (BDB Lexicon, Whittaker). Some hold that the location 
best fitting this description is at the N end of the Dead Sea known as the Ghor, or 
plain of the Jordan. 

• The Heb kullahh mashgeh means to be ‘completely and totally irrigated’. It was this 
area which was well watered. 
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Gn 13 (Lot’s choice)
• To appreciate the implication of Lot’s choice, we must 

understand a little of what scholars call historical geography.
• Canaan included 2 primary regions for flocks to graze, one N 

(green), the other S (red) as shown in the map. The N area 
centred on Shechem (12:6, 33:18–34:31, 37:12–17), with the 
Bethel-Ai region as the S boundary. 

• The S area included Hebron/Mamre and the still more S region 
around Beersheba and Gerar (12:9; 13:1,18; 20:1; etc). The two 
areas were effectively connected by the watershed line, the 
mountainous spine that runs through central Canaan. Movement 
between the two major pasturages followed this time-honoured 
ridge route.

• Abram and Lot make their agreement between Bethel and Ai, in 
the heart of Canaan. Abram offers Lot either the N area or the S 
area. Abram permits Lot to choose the portion of the whole land 
(kol-ha’ares\) that he desires; for Abram, the whole land is the 
land of Canaan (‘eres-kƒna’an) (13:9,12). 

• Lot chooses a third area not in the land of Canaan (13:10–11),  
clearly implied in the statement that Abram settled in the land of 
Canaan, while Lot settled in the cities of the valley, and moved 
his tents as far as Sodom. (13:12).

• Moreover, the Bible is clear that the E boundary of Canaan is 
the Jordan from its exit at the Sea of Galilee to the Dead Sea 
(Salt Sea); from the SE end of the Dead Sea the border ran in a 
SW direction toward Kadesh Barnea and then turned toward the 
Mediterranean, running along the Brook (or Wadi) of Egypt (cf. 
Nu 34:1–29; Js 15:1–14; Ezk 47:13–20). 
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Gn 18 (the Angel of the Lord visits Abraham)

• Now the LORD appeared to him by the oaks of Mamre, while he 
was sitting at the tent door in the heat of the day. When he lifted up 
his eyes and looked, behold, three men were standing opposite him; 
and when he saw them, he ran from the tent door to meet them and 
bowed himself to the earth  (18:1-2)

• Sarah laughed to herself, saying, "After I have become old, shall I 
have pleasure, my lord being old also?“ (18:12)

Abraham and the Three Visitors 
(Artwork by David Avisar)

Sarah laughs (18:1-15) 
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Significance of overthrow of Sodom etc

• Biblically and fundamentally it was God’s judgment, remembered 
again and again throughout Scripture (Dt 29:23; Is 1:9; Je 49:18; La 
4:6; Am 4:11; Lk 17:29; 2 Pe 2:6).

• Sodom was synonymous with brazen sin (Is 3:9; La 4:6; Ju 7). Ezk 
16:49-51 lists her sins as pride, complacent prosperity and 
abominations, Gn 19;4-5 concentrates on her sexual perversion, 
particularly homosexuality. Lot’s vicious offer of his daughters (v 8) 
reflects the life and corrupting influence of Sodom.

• Provides a theologically documented account of divine judgment 
implemented by a ‘natural’ disaster. The history is faith’s guarantee 
that the Judge of all the earth does right (Gn 18:25).

• Being personally persuaded of its justice and necessity (Gn 18:20-
21) God acts; but in wrath He remembers mercy, and in judgment 
discrimination (Gn 19:16, 29). 
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The Cities of the Plain (location)
• Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, Zeboim, and Bella (or Zoar) formed the pentapolis. 

These 5 cities are generally referred to as the Cities of the Plain (10:19; 13:10; 
14:2) associated with the ’Circle’ (kikkar) of the Jordan (Dt 34:3). The Bible does 
not say that the cities were on the Plain itself. Geographical references in ch 14 
suggest that they were located in the Dead Sea area (14:3). 

• The coalition of 5 cities rebelled against their overlord. The rebellion was 
suppressed and Lot was taken captive. Abram rescued Lot with 318 men, and 
defeated the armies that previously had fought against the coalition (chp 14). 

• 6 wadis are on the E shore of the Dead Sea, 5 of which had ancient cities. From 
N-S: Bab edh-Dhra (Albright, 1924), Numeria (Rast and Schaub, 1973), es-Safi, 
Feifa and Khanazir, believed to have been abandoned at the same time c 2450–
2350. They lay in a straight N-S line, about 6-13km apart, and each located by 
the side of a wadi. 

• Bab edh-Dhra and Numeira are the only known inhabited towns in the region of 
the Dead Sea between c. 3000-900. 

• Many archaeologists believe if Bab edh-Dhra = Sodom, then Numeria = 
Gomorrah, es-Safi = Zoar. The evidence that Feifa, Safi, Khanazir are 3 of the 5 
Cities of the Plain is still lacking. More excavation is needed at these sites. 

• Bab edh-Dhra is the largest site from the pre-Hellenistic period in the area, and is 
the logical site for Sodom. The conclusion that these sites are associated with the 
Cities of the Plain is inescapable (Rast 1987a: 190–94; 1992: 561). 
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The Cities of the Plain (location)

• The level of the Dead Sea was at a low point during the EBA (Neev and 
Emery 1995: 62) and thus the shallow basin, or "plain" S of the Sea would 
have been dry land and probably cultivated. The change in name from 
Siddim to yam ha-melah (Salt Sea), another name for the Dead Sea, still in 
use today in Israel, is an indication that the plain is now covered by the Sea, 
which was thus lower in the time of Abraham. 

• The location of the EBA sites along the E edge of the plain fits the Biblical 
description of the cities as being of the plain. Cities of the Plain is in the 
construct state in the Hebrew, viz. the word cities has a close association 
with the word plain. They were not in the plain, or on the plain, otherwise a 
different construction would have been used. Rather, they were "of" the 
plain i.e. had a close association, or connection, with the plain. They were 
doubtless dependent upon the plain for their livelihood.

• The Ebla Tablets William Shea (Shea 1983) read the second segment of 
the geographic atlas found at Ebla (with sites 188-219) and found Admah 
(#210) and Sodom (#211) (n). This is the only confirmed extrabiblical 
mention of the Cities of the Plain. As the Ebla Tablets date to 2400-2350, it 
appears that the Atlas was composed prior to the founding of Numeira 
(Gomorrah) and probably Zoar and Zeboiim. (n)
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The Cities of the Plain (map)
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The Cities of the Plain (fertility)
• Valley of Siddim (14:3). Siddim is from a Heb. verb "to harrow," or cultivate. Wherever 

the verb is used in OT, it is in an agricultural context (Jb 39:10; Is 28:24; Ho 10:11). 
• This plain was very well-watered as far as Zoar (13:10). The two Heb. words 

translated “well-watered” here are kullah, an intensive form of the verb meaning, "to 
be complete," and mašqeh, from the verb meaning, "to give to drink" or "irrigate," 
Kullah masqeh thus suggests a complete irrigation system. Archaeologists found the 
remains of a well-organized and efficient irrigation system of ditches and dikes. 

• The Ghor was a very rich agricultural plain that was watered by good irrigation from 
wadis carrying the seasonal rainfall from the hills to the E. The people who worked 
the farms and operated the dikes lived in its cities. These were built as fortifications to 
protect the water source. 

• Paleoethnobotanists who studied the pollens and plant remains around Bab edh-
Dhra and Numeira (Susan Balderstone, New Science Helps in Search for Biblical City 
of Sodom, Jordan Times, Mar 1, 1978, cited in BS 7:3, Summer 1978) found rich 
diversity of crops grown. Most common were remains of wheat, barley, grapes, figs, 
lentils and flax. Less common were dates, wild plums, peaches, pistachio nuts, 
almonds, olives, pine nuts, chick peas, pumpkin, and watermelon (McCreery 
1980:52). Some of these were evidently imported from higher altitudes, 20-30km E. 
They also found evidence that flax and castor-oil plants were raised there. 

• Several of these crops could only have been grown with the use of irrigation.
• There is little doubt that agriculture was an important component of the economic 

base of the EBA cities in the region and that irrigation was a key element of the 
agricultural industry (McCreery 1981: 168; cf. p. 167, 1980: 52). 

• It appears that each of the 5 Cities of the Plain controlled the water from the principal 
streams that flowed into the plain from the E.
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The Cities of the Plain (evidence)
• …they made war with Bera king of Sodom, and with Birsha king of Gomorrah, Shinab king 

of Admah, and Shemeber king of Zeboiim, and the king of Bela (that is, Zoar). All these 
came as allies to the valley of Siddim (that is, the Salt Sea). (14:2-3)

• Walter E. Rast and R. Thomas Schaub (BAR Sep/Oct 1980) excavated Bab edh-Dhra and 
Numeira in 1973. 

• Even without excavation, they saw that the site had been burned. Spongy charcoal was all 
over the ground and could be scooped up by hand. Pottery sherds showed that Numeira 
was inhabited in the same period as Bab edh-Dhra viz. EBA (c. 3200-2200). They also 
uncovered 3 other sites, all habited during EBA, strung along a line S of the first 2 sites: 
Safi, Feifa, and Khanazir, These remain unexcavated, however. 

• Note that there are 5, and only 5 sites located in the Dead Sea area. All 5 date to EBA; 
there is no other evidence of occupation in the area until the Roman period. Each of the 
EBA sites was discovered built on a piece of ground overlooking a Wadi, enclosed by a 
stone wall with a tower at one end, and situated near a spring. All overlooked the S Ghor, 
the circular plain or flatland along the SE shore. 

• Many people, even W.F. Albright, thought that the Valley of Siddim was at the shallow S 
end of the Dead Sea, now covered with water. In recent years the sea level has dropped 
considerably as the Jordan has been drained. During summer 1979, a large part of the S 
basin was exposed. 

• Rast and Schaub could examine the S floor of the Sea, and concluded: "The south end 
could not have contained cities at any time during the historical period, at least from 3000 
BC onward…This area would have been not only an improbable, but also an impossible 
area in which to establish a city." 
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The Cities of the Plain (evidence)

• A massive fire destroyed the fortified city at Bab edh-Dhra at the 
end of EB III. Its severity is still evident:
– Fire destroyed the NE gate as indicated by charcoal, broken and 

fallen bricks, and areas of ash (Rast 1981:21). 
– A massive pile-up of mud brick in the W end suggests heavy 

destruction there (op cit: 31). 
– The city wall fell and the mud brick superstructure of the sanctuary 

collapsed, apparently after burning (Rast 1992: 560).
– The many stone and boulder fields within the city came from walls 

that were disrupted and transported down slope (Donahue 1980: 51; 
1985: 136). 

– The cemetery 1km outside the city had charred remains of roofs, 
posts, and bricks turned red from heat

• Following the destruction, Bab edh-Dhra was occupied in EB IV, 
but almost exclusively outside the EB III site. Following this brief 
period of extramural settlement, it was permanently abandoned.
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The Cities of the Plain (evidence)

• Numeira too was violently destroyed at the end of EB III. The type of 
pottery lying on the floors of the houses confirms that it met its end at the 
same time as Bab edh-Dhra (Rast and Schaub 1980: 45). A thick layer of 
burnt debris was found in almost every area excavated (Rast 1981: 41; 
1987b: 47). Over the final layer was a thick (0.5-1 m) layer of ashy debris, 
in which were found the skeletons of 2 mature males who perished in the 
final destruction; over this was mud brick detritus and rock fall (Coogan 
1984: 80). (n)

• In Room 4 just inside the S wall were fragments of human bones above 
and on the final surface (Rast and Schaub 1980: 44). Numeira was never 
again occupied. 

• Bab edh-Dhra was buried under a coating of ash a few metres thick. The 
other 4 cities were covered in the same ash. Numeria had 2m of ash in 
some places. The ash deposits in all the cities made the soil a spongy 
charcoal, preventing rebuilding. 

• The Bible says 4 of the 5 cities were destroyed, leaving Lot to flee to Zoar. 
Zoar was not destroyed by fire, but was abandoned during this period.
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The Cities of the Plain (the cause)
• The Bible describes in detail the destruction. Gophriyth (19:24 “brimstone” NAS) is a foreign 

loan word, most likely derived from Akk. ki/ubritu “sulphurous oil (black sulphur)” (Gentry 
1999).The material that fell was thus a burning petroleum product. 

• Bitumen (a natural petroleum product similar to asphalt) was commonly found in the shallow S 
basin of the Dead Sea in antiquity (Bilkadi 1984; 1994; Clapp 1936a: 901–902; 1936b: 341–
42). Such material normally contains a high percentage of sulphur, and is associated with 
natural gas. Now the valley of Siddim was full of tar pits; and the kings of Sodom and 
Gomorrah fled, and they fell into them. (14:10) Several historians including Jos., Strabo and 
Tacitus have written that, in their times, masses of asphalt sometimes rise to the surface of the 
waters of the Ghor (incidentally, confirming Valley of Siddim = the Ghor). 

• Geologist Frederick Clapp suggests that these combustible materials to be forced out of the 
earth by subterranean pressure from an earthquake resulting from the shifting of the bounding 
faults. As it gushed out of the earth it could have been ignited by a spark, lightning or surface 
fire; it would then fall as a burning, fiery mass. A volcanic eruption could have caused the 
damage, but Clapp (1929,1934) found no evidence that lava or as eruptions had happened as 
recently as 4,000 years ago (confirmed by Neev and Emery 1995). Only after Clapp formulated 
this theory were Sodom and Gomorrah found. The sites are located exactly on a fault line E of 
the plain, so his theory is entirely plausible. 

• Abraham saw that the smoke of the land ascended like the smoke of a furnace (19:28). Qitor is 
a “fume”, or dense smoke such as that of sacrifices. Heb. Kipshan “a pottery kiln” (Wood 1992) 
indicates a forced draft resulting from the heating of the air, such as would be expected from 
subterranean deposits being forced out of the ground under pressure. The thick smoke was 
forced upward from the land by the great heat. 

• Heb. haphak  means "overturning" (Dt 29:23), possibly indicating an earthquake. Geologist 
Jack Donahue found evidence of an earthquake event occurring at the time of destruction. The 
N side of Bab edh-Dhra had an uplift of at least 28m (Donahue 1985); severe erosion there 
caused the N wall to eventually collapse into Wadi Kerak. Between Nuemira and the Wadi 
Numeira to the N was a 50m increase in height differential. It also caused the Wadi to change 
direction from flowing S of the site during the period of occupation. 
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The Cities of the Plain (time of the year)

• William Shea has pointed out that the time of year when the 
earthquake occurred can be set at late spring or early summer 
(1988: 21–22). 

• The fact that the grapes were intact indicates that they were freshly 
harvested. In the hot climate of the Dead Sea valley the harvesting 
of grapes occurs earlier than other parts of the country—in the late 
spring or early summer. 

• In the 1981 season more grapes were found, prompting the 
excavator to comment on the chronological implications:

• “The infrequent small finds included…more whole carbonized 
grapes with the stems attached and what preliminary analysis 
indicates were carbonized watermelon seeds (both evidence for 
dating the destruction of the site to late spring)” (Coogan 1984:77).
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The Chronological Gap

• Since the Lord told Abraham and Sarah about the coming birth of Isaac just 
prior to the destruction (18:10–14), the date of the destruction can be 
calculated based on the birth date of Isaac. If we assume a mid-15th c date 
for the Exodus, the date for the destruction would then be c. 2070.

• The archaeological date for the destruction of Bab edh-Dhra and Numeira, 
however, is considerably earlier than this. Rast gives the date for end EB III 
and the destruction as 2350 (1987: 47; 1992: 560). Schaub places the date 
slightly later at 2300 (1997: 249). 

• Moreover, debate continues as to whether towns named Sodom, Gomorrah, 
Zoar, and perhaps other Cities of the Plain are mentioned in the Ebla tablets. 
This lends support to an early date for Abraham, rather than a late date. 

• In reality, the archaeological date for end EB III cannot be determined with 
any degree of certainty. Dating for the Bronze Age in Israel is dependent 
upon synchronisms with the known history of Egypt. To date, we have no 
such synchronisms for the EB III period. 

• It is thus possible that the destruction of Bab edh-Dhra and Numeira could 
have occurred in ca. 2070. We shall have to await further discoveries before 
an accurate archaeological date can be assigned to the end of EB III period.
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Sodom (Bab edh-Dhra)

• Bab edh-Dhra < 1.5km E of the Lisan, the tongue-like peninsula protruding into the Sea 
on the E shore. The site was re-excavated in 1965, 1967, and 1973. The town was 
destroyed at end EB III (c 2400). The foundations of some of the buildings were buried 
under tons of rubble. Beneath the rubble, there is clear evidence of a fiery conflagration. 

• The 3.6-4ha town had 2 walls: (a) EB II, a 3m thick mud-brick wall built on a stone 
foundation; (b) EB III, 7m thick stone wall. Both walls had large defensive towers, with 
gates located W, NE along with numerous houses. A large 6.7 x 3.7m rectangular 
structure found inside the town is thought to be a temple, destroyed by fire at the end of 
EB III. 

• (tp R) The main burial area throughout its over 1,000-year history was Cemetery A to the 
SW, huge grave sites with thousands of skeletons, showing that the city had been well 
populated in the EBA (estimated pop at the time of the destruction was 600-1200) about 
the time Abraham would have lived. (n)

• It appears that the residents of Numeira buried their dead in the cemetery at Bab edh-
Dhra. 
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Sodom (Bab edh-Dhra)

Foundation of a tower and gate 
system at Bab edh-Dhra'
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Sodom (Bab edh-Dhra)• (tp R) The NE gate was in use at the time of the 
conflagration. Its 2 flanking towers had massive 
stone and timber foundations, L:10m, W:4m, with 
a 3–4 m passageway between. Arrow shows the 
direction of entry. This is possibly the gate in 
which Lot met the angels (19:1). 

• (bt R) Dr Bryant Wood at the W gate (view E) that 
was the main gate throughout most of the city’s 
history, giving easy access to the agricultural 
fields in the plain below. Within the last 100 years 
of occupation, the W wall and gate area 
underwent a major destruction. This resulted in 
the citizens intentionally blocking up the W gate 
and constructing the NE gate (Schaub and Rast 
1984: 46; Schaub 1993: 134). The new gate was 
founded on a metre of burned destruction debris 
resulting from the calamity (Rast and Schaub 
1980: 28; Rast 1981a: 20), which is possibly from 
the attack of the Mesp kings in Gn 14.

• Lot invited the angels to his home. Houses at Bab 
edh-Dhra were of the typical EBA "broad room" 
style. They were rectangular, L: 5m, W:2-3m, with 
an entrance in one of the long sides 
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Sodom (destruction)
• After Bab edh-Dhra was settled, the residents 

began to use charnel houses (bone houses) to 
rebury the bones of their dead. They are mostly 
rectangular mud-brick structures with walls, L:3-8m. 
Dr. Wood (n1) says a fire began on the roofs. The 
burning roof collapsed into the interior and spread 
inside the building. This was so for every house 
excavated. 

• It seems highly improbable that a conqueror would 
go into a cemetery located several hundred metres 
away and systematically set fire to and demolish all 
the burial houses. Why then did every structure in 
the cemetery burn up like this? Then the LORD 
rained on Sodom and Gomorrah brimstone and fire 
from the LORD out of heaven, (19:24). This unique 
discovery corroborates the Bible’s description of 
burning debris raining on the buildings from the air.

• "The evidence would suggest that this site of Bab 
edh-Drha is the biblical city of Sodom.“ (Dr Wood).

• Dr Steven Collins has however proposed T. el-
Hammam = Sodom (n2). 

Dr Wood  standing in Charnel House A22 at Bab edh-
Dhra. The largest of the excavated charnel houses, or 
funerary buildings (15.5 x 7.8 m), the structure was 
destroyed by fire at the same time the city was 
destroyed. The fire started on the roof and spread to 
the interior when the roof 

View E along the S wall of the destroyed city of 
Bab edh-Dhra. Note the proximity of the 
mountains of Moab in the background in modern 
Jordan (ABR)
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Gomorrah (Numeira)
• Numeira Loc 13km S of Bab edh-Dhra at the SE end of the Dead 

Sea; a 0.5ha walled settlement, on a level top just S of the spring, 
Wadi Numeira. It appears that to have been in existence for only 
a short time, possibly < 100 years. 

• The remains here were better preserved than at Bab edh-Dhra. 
Every room was filled with ash and burned debris.

• A number of domestic installations and the existence of some 
local industry including winemaking were found. Textiles, string, 
rope, seeds, and even a large batch of grapes with skins still on -- 
found in what may have been a winery – were amazingly 
preserved. There were remains of a watch tower and a flight of 
plaster lined stairs leading to its upper part. 

• (bt R) Evidence suggests the residents fled the town in haste. 
Most identifiable doorways from the latest phase of occupation 
had been deliberately blocked, apparently to strengthen the 
homes against damage. In addition, no valuable small finds were 
discovered nor were there foodstuffs in the storage facilities. 

• However, large quantities of pottery were found on the floors of 
the houses, evidently too heavy and bulky to transport in the 
hasty evacuation. It appears the residents had some early 
warning, such as preliminary tremors, and did what they could to 
prepare. They shored up their houses, gathered up their 
valuables and as much food as they could carry, and fled their 
homes never to return (Coogan 1984: 80–81). Stone-lined grain storage pits at Numeira. 

Many such pits were found at Numeira, but 
they were all empty. 

The excavation area as it appeared following 
the 1977 season

Numeira site
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Gomorrah (Numeira)
• Numeira was excavated between 1977-83.  

The site was only occupied during the EB III, 
and there are several indicators that it was a 
colony of Bab edh-Dhra.  For example, no 
tombs have yet been discovered in the 
vicinity of Numeira, and ceramic evidence 
indicates that the inhabitants of Numeira 
buried their dead at the cemetery outside 
Bab edh-Dhra (Rast 1987b: 47).

• Like Bab edh-Dhra, Numeira was violently 
destroyed at the end of the EB III, never to 
be re-occupied.  Interestingly, excavations at 
Numeira showed that it suffered two 
destructions, one during its lifespan and 
another that finally destroyed it. This seems 
to match the biblical account where the cities 
were plundered by the kings of the N (Gn 
14), presumably rebuilt, and then finally 
destroyed by God (Gn 19).

Numeira from the NW (BP)

E fortifications (BP)
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Gomorrah (destruction)
• Dr. William H. Shea wrote an article Numeirah: Was this Gomorrah? in Archaeology and Biblical 

Research, 1:4, Autumn, 1988, pp. 12 - 23. He notes many of the same things described for Bab 
edh-Dhra, and then discusses the archaeological excavations and their results. They found 
evidence of two separate destructions -- the first was of mud-brick walls and roofs, while the 
second included stone walls and a large tower. He quoted an archaeological journal as follows: 

• "This earliest phase of occupation was destroyed by fire: the walls and rooms that collapsed over 
the ashy destruction debris consisted of considerable mudbrick detritus, many large wooden 
beams, and carbonized grasses and reeds still tied by the ropes that had held them together as 
thatch. On the occupational surface of Room V was the skeleton of a mature male who had 
perished in the destruction of this earliest phase." (BASOR 225:79) 

• That first one was the work of the Mesopotamians. After that happened, it must have been 
natural for the occupants to try and prevent another such tragedy -- they used stone for the outer 
walls instead of mud-brick, and built a lookout tower. 

• A later report referred to the second destruction, in the living areas, and said: 
• "The major occupational surfaces, with minor variation from room to room, were sealed by thick 

destruction debris, including charred timbers and ash layers. ... [Rm. 3 contained] thick 
destruction debris, including burnt wooden beams that had collapsed on storage jars." (BASOR 
240:43,44) 

• The question arises -- how many years elapsed between the two destructions? This can be 
answered by the results from an unroofed area just inside the walls, beside the tower, which had 
been in use between the two destructions. Shea quoted the excavators as follows: 

• "Within the city, the area adjacent to the inner (west) face of the defensive system in both phases 
[of destruction] was an outdoor activity area. More than 20 alternating layers of chaff and 
carbonized material, ... suggest seasonal activities. Over the final layer was a thick (0.1 - 0.5m) 
layer of ashy debris, in which were found the skeletons of the two mature males who perished in 
the final destruction of the town" (BASOR 225:80) It's not clear whether these 20 layers represent 
chaff from annual grain harvests or annual repairs to the thatched roof of the tower. In either 
case, this seems to show that somewhat more than 20 years elapsed between the two 
destructions. 
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Zoar (es-Safi)

• Zoar In Abraham’s time, Zoar was a member of a Pentapolis that included 
Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, and Zeboiim. 

• When two angels came to warn Lot of the Lord’s imminent judgment upon 
Sodom, he pled for permission to flee to a small city nearby. The city was 
named Zoar, which means "little," because of Lot’s petition to the angels. 
Apparently he thought that God might spare the city since it was smaller 
and therefore had presumably committed less sin. Fire and brimstone from 
heaven destroyed the other Pentapolis city-states, but Zoar escaped (19:1-
29). 

• Although the exact location of Zoar is not known (n), it is commonly placed 
at the SE end of the Dead Sea, at the foot of the mountains of Moab. The 
site is near the edge of the plain called the Sebkha, 8km up the Zered 
River (Wadi Hesa) from where it flows into the Dead Sea. 

• Zoar was shown on the Madaba map on the SE shore of the Sea, just S of 
the Zered in the vicinity of modern es-Safi. It may be at Khirbet Sheik 'Isa 
and al-Naq', which form part Safi at the mouth of the Wadi Hasa. 

• EBA pottery was found at Safi. Again there was a cemetery that could 
compete with Bab edh-Dhra and Feifa in size and kind. 
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Feifa

• Feifa was located on the N side of the Wadi Feifa. ≈ 38 km S of Bab 
edh-Dhra and appears to be very similar to it. Even surface evidence 
shows that it was destroyed in an inferno. Spongy charcoal can still be 
scooped from the surface by hand, just like at Numeira.

• There were remains of a city wall and a tower. EBA pottery there 
placed this ruin in the same time period as Bab edh-Dhra. 

• An enormous EB IA cemetery comparable with Bab edh-Dhra in size 
and usage was found as well as a fortified enclosure (Rast and Schaub 
1974: 11–12). This turned out to be a small IR II (8th c) fortified village 
partly overlying the cemetery.

Looted cemetery at Feifa



Genesis 18-26 27

Khanazir

• Khanazir was located ≈ 7.5km S of 
Feifa on the N side of Wadi 
Khanazir, at the extreme S end of 
the Ghor, just before entering the 
Arabah. 

• This site has all of the common 
characteristics of the other 4 sites 
but without a cemetery. 

• Walls observed by Rast and 
Schaub in 1973 (1974: 12–14) 
were in reality rectangular 
structures marking EB IV shaft 
tombs.

The site of Khanazir

Stone structures at Khanazir
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Gn 19 (pillar of salt)
• But his wife, from behind him, looked back, and she 

became a pillar of salt. (19:26)
• The root to salt (m-l-h) is used in the OT not only in 

contexts where it means "purification, preservation," but 
also in contexts were it is a symbol of barrenness and 
destruction. Alcalay's The Complete Hebrew-English 
Dictionary translates the expression za·RA ma·kom 
me·lah (lit., "to sow a place with salt") as "to destroy 
completely." Such an action is described in Jg 9:45, 
where Abimelech destroys Shechem. Part of the 
destruction was sowing salt in the city. 

• The case of Lot's wife, who was destroyed when she 
disobeyed God's command and was turned into a pillar 
of salt, is well known. It is probably as an allusion to this 
familiar incident that Is 51:6 uses the root m-l-h in the 
sense of "destroy."

• The Heb. netsiyb (not the usual matstsebah) translated 
“pillar” means something stationary, like a military post, 
or a statue. 

• The lesson of Lot’s wife was meant to be seen by all and 
remembered. Remember Lot's wife. (Lk 17:32)

Salt sculptures protrude from the 
shallow water at the S end of the 
Dead Sea. (ABR, Garo Nalbandian)
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Gn 19 (pillar of salt)

The splintered rock formation known as Lot's Wife. (70m high)

"Pillar of Salt" at Jebel Usdum, 
1936? (Matson 01779) 

A giant salt pillar popularly known as Lot’s 
Wife formed from the collapse of a salt cave 
at Mt Sedom (Arab.Jebel Usdum) at the SW 
shore of the Dead Sea. ABR) 

javascript:OpenImage(%22http://www.bib-arch.org/Retrospective/bswbImage.asp?PubID=BSBA&Volume=27&Issue=06&ImageID=04403&SourcePage=bswbRetroSubpage.asp%22)
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Gn 19 Lot’s Cave 
(Deir Ain Abta)

• Lot went up from Zoar, and stayed in the mountains, and his two daughters with him; for 
he was afraid to stay in Zoar; and he stayed in a cave, he and his two daughters. (19:30)

• Lot and his daughters lived in a cave in the mountains near Zoar. At the edge of the 
mountains just to the E of Zoar, the Madaba Map depicts the Sanctuary of Agios Lot (St. 
Lot), a church built in memory of Lot. 

• The basilical church at Deir 'Ain 'Abata, perched high on a mountain cliff above SE Dead 
Sea, matches the Sanctuary of Lot portrayed on the Madaba map, and was found by H. 
Donner and E.A. Knauf in 1983. Built in front of a cave thought to be where Lot and his 
daughters lived, the church is located 7 km NE of Safi on the steep N bank of the Wadi 
Hesa. The earliest evidence of occupation at the site is from the EBA.

• The 7th c AD Byz basilica has 3 aisles with 3 apses, and its floor is decorated with a 
mosaic. In the basilica’s S part is a cistern of 7m depth. A series of rooms N of the 
church were probably part of a monastery and pilgrims' accommodations.

• A doorway at the back of the left N aisle provides access to the Cave of Lot. A stone 
bearing the inscription "St. Lot" which was found during excavations, is evidence for a 
localisation of Lot's Cave at this place in antiquity.

St. Lot Church at Deir 'Ain 'Abata 
with the Cave (L). 
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Gn 20:1 Gerar (biblical significance)
• Now Abraham journeyed from there toward the land of the 

Negev, and settled between Kadesh and Shur; then he 
sojourned in Gerar. (20:1)

• Gerar (“a region; lodging-place”) a very ancient town and 
district in the S border of Israel, which was ruled over by a king 
named Abimelech (10:19; 20:1,2). Abimelech, meaning "my 
father is king," was a dynastic title, not the personal name of 
these two kings who lived in different generations.

• Gerar was an important city in the Negev during patriarchal 
times. For a time, Abraham lived there with Sarah. Fearing that 
he would be killed as she was very beautiful, he lied to 
Abimelech that Sarah was his sister (20). 

• Isaac also lived in Gerar for a brief period. Like his father, 
Isaac claimed Rebekah was his sister (26:7-11). 

• Both of them entered into a treaty with the king before they 
departed to Beersheba (21:23-34; 26). 

• Through Abraham's oath to Abimelech, the land of Gerar was 
excluded from the territory destined to be conquered by the 
Israelites (21,22-32) and it was outside the area of Israelite 
settlement (Js 15). 

• Philistines originating from Casluhim lived in Gerar as 
shepherds ruled by a king; a treaty existed between them and 
the Patriarchs (10,14; 21,32-34; 26,1, 15ff.).
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Gn 20:1 Gerar (site)

• Gerar Loc on the way to Egypt. In the N it bordered on the territories of Beersheba and Gaza (10,19; 
26,1-2; 2 Ch 14:12-13). Its area included Rehoboth (which some scholars identify with the later 
Ruheibah, 20km S of Elusa), Sitnah, Esek, the valley of Gerar, and the royal city of Gerar. 

• Asa of Judah (c. 908-867) pursued Zerah the Ethiopian from Mareshah to Gerar and destroyed all the 
cities in its vicinity (2 Ch 14:8-14). If 1 Ch 4:39-41 in LXX is correct (reading Gerar instead of Gedor), 
the land of Gerar was inhabited in the period of the monarchy by remnants of Ham and by Meunim. 

• The name Gerar survived as a geographical term even after the destruction of the city and 
designated the district occupied by the former land of Gerar. The reference to it in 2 Ch 14:12 may 
already have this meaning and it certainly has it in 2 Macc 13:24 (cf. I Macc 11:59). 

• The district was later known by its Gk name Geradike or Geraritike (Eus.Ono. 60:6ff.) which was 
identified with the biblical Gerar. Scripture says it lay between Kadesh and Shur (the fortifications on 
the Egy frontier), i.e. between two deserts, one bordering with Egypt, and which the people entered 
after having crossed the Red Sea, and the other, Kadesh, stretching out up to the desert of the 
Saracens. (Ono. 60:7-14; Jerome 61:6-13). 

• Eus. located Gerara (20:1), after which Geraritica was named, beyond the Daroma (S Judaea) 25 Rm 
(40km) "from Eleutheropolis (Bet Guvrin) toward the south"; it is similarly represented on the Madaba 
Map SW of Beersheba. Various scholars have accordingly proposed to identify it with T. al-Sharia, 19 
km NW of Beersheba or with T. Yamma further to the W. 

• Aharoni, however, has suggested a site midway between the two mounds of T. Abu Hurayra (T. 
Haror), the largest tell in the area and containing pottery dating from the MBA and later 
periods.(Yehoshua M. Grintz, Encyclopaedia Judaica, ad v. "Gerar“)
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Gn 20:1 Gerar (Tel Haror)
• (tp, cn R) Tel Haror is generally accepted as the site of 

ancient Gerar.  During MBA (c. 2000-1500), it was one 
of the largest cities in S Canaan, covering 16ha. 

• Surrounded by a rampart of beaten earth, sitting on the 
W bank of Wadi esh-Sheri’ah, in the valley of 
Gerar. Loc in the W Negev, 14km SE of Gaza, 24km 
NW of Beersheba, near the S end of the Philistine 
Coastal plain on the inland route of ICH.

• The terrain around it is relatively flat and dry. In spite of 
its very limited rainfall, the Negev produces citrus fruit, 
green onions, cabbage, lettuce, cotton and sunflowers.

• Isaac’s herds and crops became so bountiful there that 
the local Philistines envied him. To drive him away, they 
filled in the wells that Abraham had dug. When 
Abimelech asked Isaac to leave, he moved to the 
nearby valley of Gerar (26:12-17), probably the mod. 
Wadi el-Jerdr. 

• (bt R) It seems to have been a rich pastoral country (2 
Ch 14:12-18). Isaac here reaped an hundred-fold, and 
was blessed of God (26:12). Modern techniques are 
being used to sow and reap in the area’s fertile soil.

The tell at Gerar
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Gn 21:1-3 Isaac

• Then the LORD took note of 
Sarah as He had said, and the 
LORD did for Sarah as He 
had promised. So Sarah 
conceived and bore a son to 
Abraham in his old age, at the 
appointed time of which God 
had spoken to him. Abraham 
called the name of his son 
who was born to him, whom 
Sarah bore to him, Isaac. 
(21:1-3)



Genesis 18-26 35

Gn 21:14 Hagar

• So Abraham rose early in the morning and took bread and a skin of 
water and gave them to Hagar, putting them on her shoulder, and 
gave her the boy, and sent her away. And she departed and 
wandered about in the wilderness of Beersheba. 

• Then God opened her eyes and she saw a well of water; and she 
went and filled the skin with water and gave the lad a drink. (21:14, 
19)

Bedouin filling a waterskin (Michael Asher)
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Gn 21:31-33 Beer-sheba

• Therefore he called that place Beersheba, because there the two of 
them took an oath. So they made a covenant at Beersheba; and 
Abimelech and Phicol, the commander of his army, arose and returned 
to the land of the Philistines. Abraham planted a tamarisk tree at 
Beersheba, and there he called on the name of the LORD, the 
Everlasting God. (21:31-33)

Ruins at Beer-sheva (Beersheba)
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Gn 21:31-33 Beer-sheba (biblical significance)
• Beersheba and T. Beersheba are separated by 5km. It is often difficult 

to determine which city is referred to in the biblical texts because of 
their proximity to one another.

• Beer (‘well”) sheba (named "the well of seven" or "well of the oath" 
playing on the word sheva as "oath," and sheva as the number seven.

• Named when Abraham sealed a covenant by his gift of 7 ewe lambs to 
Abimelech, giving Abraham a well and water rights in a land he did not 
own. Access to water was an important to Abraham, for which he 
blessed the Lord. He remained in the vicinity of Beersheba (21:22-34). 

• Isaac made a similar pact with a later Abimelech. Like his father, he 
owned significant livestock and servants who were consuming a 
significant amount of food and water. When a dispute arose with 
Abimelech about these resources, a covenant was established, giving 
water rights to Isaac (26:23-33). 

• It marked the S boundary of Israel from Dan to Beersheba (Jg 20:1;1 
Sa 3:20; 2 Sa 24:2, 15), being nearly 48km SW of Hebron, bordering 
the Negev region further S. 

• it was an important oasis for caravans traveling to or from the desert 
territory to the S, and was also on the E-W caravan route from Edom to 
Ashkelon. 

• In OT times, the only good N-S road (the Patriarch's Highway) through 
the central mountain range, linked Beersheba with Hebron, Bethlehem, 
Bethel and Shechem. It divided at Hebron, the SE branch going toward 
Arad, and the SW  toward Beersheba. 

• From here Jacob set out with his sons toward Egypt. The kings of 
Judah launched from here their expeditions in quest of Arabia's riches, 
especially the gold of Ophir on the Red Sea. 
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Gn 21:31-33 Beer-sheba (Abraham’s Well)

• The well was at a junction of the SW extreme of the Shechem-Hebron 
road where the desert starts, and an E-W basin where two wadis 
converged. During the dry season, the wadi served as a track for 
merchants and travelers. 

• A layer of clay 4.5-6m below the surface forms a water table, drawing 
water down from Hebron 40km NE in the Hill Country of Judah. This 
water source sustains life and crops in the dry season between May and 
October. It was a common practice in this region to dig wells to tap this 
underground water resource. The tells of the Negev cities from MBA and 
IRA stand W of this basin. 

• The Beersheba well lay at the point where the starkest part of the Negev 
begins, i.e. where the rainfall drops to < 20cm p.a. S of the basin, the 
desert becomes wider, drier and more mountainous. One day's journey 
into it was almost too much for Elijah.

• The function of the well has been taken over by groundwater pumps, but 
the source is the same mountain aquifer that extends as far N as Mt 
Carmel. An old well that may be the Biblical one is called Abraham's well 
and found in a small museum. A big old tamarisk grows beside it, 
recalling the one that Abraham planted. 

• Just across the street to the S is the Wadi Beersheba’s broad flat bed. 
Around the well, from the IRA (11-7th c), spread an unfortified Israelite 
town, whose area at times reached 9ha. Later towns were from Byz; 
today’s city (with 200,000 inhabitants) connects the rest of Israel to Eilat.

• The well itself is Ø 3.7m, D:15m. Its top 8.5m are lined with stones, set, 
probably, at the Byz settlement. After that it is hewn in bedrock. In 19th c 
AD representations, one sees grooves in the stones, made by the ropes 
of the water haulers. (These top stones have had to be replaced.)

• The other candidate for Abraham’s well lies on the N bank of this wadi at 
Tell Sheva. 

Abraham's well (presumably) at the 
intersection of main roads and very 
near to the wadi at Beersheba. 
(Sandals/Lisa Meserve)

Old well at Beersheba. 
(1900-26) (Matson)

http://www.netours.com/2003/Beersheba-quotes.htm
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Gn 21:31-33 Abraham’s well
• Abraham's well at Beersheba, 

with tamarisk tree planted 
nearby. The concrete trough is 
a modern addition to 
demonstrate how cattle were 
watered. Near the outer gate 
of the city is a well and a 
tamarisk tree.  Both are later 
than the time of the patriarchs, 
but they remind one of the well 
Abraham dug and the tree he 
planted (Gn 21).  

• The tamarisk tree is well suited 
to life in the Negev with its 
deep root system and its ability 
to survive on brackish water.  It 
secretes salt on its leaves and 
drips water in the morning.
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Gn 21:31-33 
Beer-sheba 
(T. Sheva)
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Gn 21:31-33 Beer-sheba (T. Sheva)
• Tell Sheva (T. Beersheba) 4km E of mod Beersheba, on the N bank of the Beersheba 

riverbed. Archaeology has shown that Beersheba was the administrative centre of the 
Negev. The city was well-planned, dating to the United Monarchy period (10th c). It 
was built on a an artificial mound H:5.8-6m, affording both security and an imposing 
view of the surrounding region. 

• The city was actually quite small (1.1ha) but with substantial defences. The earliest 
wall, a massive structure of sun-dried brick with stone foundations, was reinforced by 
a sloped glacis with a deep moat at its foot. Existing throughout the 10th c, it was 
destroyed in the 9th c, and replaced by a casement wall built on the foundation of the 
old solid wall. It existed almost 100 years, until destroyed in 701 by the Assyrian king 
Sennacherib.

• The tell contains a series of Israelite cities, one of which (from the end of the 8th c) has 
been partly reconstructed. In the 11th c, at the time of Samuel (whose sons presided 
there as judges 1 Sa 8:2), a fortified town covered half the mound. 

• There was no evidence of habitation before 1200 (Ze’ev Herzog, Beersheba of the 
Patriarch, BAR Nov/Dec 1980), much too late to be of Abraham’s time. Str VI through 
IX represent the pre-urban occupation of the site (during IR I, 1250-1000). The only 
surviving remains were found at the SE part of the mound, because during IRA\ II, the 
top of the hill for leveled for fortification construction. 

• The earliest occupation (Str IX) was represented only by 7 large pits about 6.7-7.6m 
Ø, some being up to 3m deep. These were probably granaries; shallower pits 0.9-
1.2m deep, were used for habitation. The entire Str IX settlement is estimated to have 
covered 2500m²; if so, it could hold 20 dwelling pits and 1o granaries, housing 100-
140 people. 

• Prof Moshe Kochavi believes Beersheba of Str IX-VIII was simply a small village on 
the S border, just opposite the much larger T. Masos (= Ir-Amalek, the city of the 
Amalekites). If so, Beersheba Str VII (late 11th c) was part of Saul’s defences. 
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Gn 21:31-33 T. Sheva well
• The well is up on the mound, yet outside the city's single gate and 

protective wall. It had to be 4 times deeper than one dug at the base 
of the hill, being 69m deep (cf. 15m for Abraham's Well). Its shaft 
was hewn from solid rock and the upper part is strengthened by a 
stone lining. It was not dug through any structure. As none of the 
walls built on the site were cut by the well (starting with the late 
10th/early 9th c wall), it must have been incorporated into the very 
first settlement and in later phases houses were located relative to 
the existence and use of the well. It was thus dug during the period 
of Str VIII or IX, and gives more evidence regarding the dating of the 
Patriarchal Age. 

• Unfortunately, we cannot conclusively settle the many questions 
regarding the existence or the dating of the Patriarchal Age on the 
basis of the evidence from Beersheba. For that we must await the 
vast accumulation of evidence from sites throughout the ANE.

• As the city had an alternative emergency water supply, and as the 
wall builders used it as a reference, the well must have been dug 
before the building of the fortified city. 

• The diggers might have been from the Chalcolithic era, or Abraham 
might have dug it. Or perhaps the diggers were the first 12th c 
settlers, 20 or so families from the tribe of Simeon who left the grain-
storage pits (found at virtually all the small settlements from this 
period). People laid out their houses in an oval, using the solid 
backs to form an outer wall. The well was located outside this wall 
on the edge of the hill. It was probably dug by the Simeonite 
families. 

Buckets of fill pulled up by a winch gradually 
expose the more than 30m-deep rock-cut 
shaft of the ancient well of T. Sheva. So far, 
the bottom of the well, that is, water-level, 
has not been reached. Seen around the top 
of the well are some of the stones which line 
the upper 6m of the shaft. (BAR/Avraham 
Hay)
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Gn 21:31-33 T. 
Sheva well

On the E slope of T. Sheva IRA I 
levels (Str IX–VI), from about 1250–
1000 were uncovered. The 
excavation of these strata was 
restricted to limited and separate 
spaces between the walls of later IR 
II cities which dominate the picture. 
Here we may identify structures 
from these later IR II cities: (1) the 
city-gate; (2) storehouses; (3) the 
outer gate of Str V; (4) the water 
channel of Str II. Note also (5) the 
location of the well outside the 
fortified city. (BAR/Avraham Hay)

A dwelling pit of the 13–12th c 
(Str IX) cut into conglomerate 
rock. The floor of the cave was 
paved with flat stones. At the top 
is a later wall from the 11th c. 
(Str VII) which was built on 
layers of fill (BAR/Avraham 
Hay).

A model of the earliest IR I settlement (Str IX) is seen here in colour. Dwelling pits were cut into the rock on the 
slope of the hill and above the well. Some of the pits were covered by beams and branches; others were 
protected by fabric or leather (at top of hill). Channels connected the pits and served as entrance lanes (lower 
centre of slope). Huts or tents were probably erected in the open spaces between the pits. (BAR/Avraham Hay)

The well is the small hole at 
the bottom of the slope.
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Gn 22 Sacrifice of Isaac
• Now it came about after these 

things, that God tested Abraham, 
and said to him, "Abraham!" And he 
said, "Here I am." He said, "Take 
now your son, your only son, whom 
you love, Isaac, and go to the land of 
Moriah, and offer him there as a 
burnt offering on one of the 
mountains of which I will tell you.“ 
(22:1-2)

A goat and a bush 
in the wilderness 
(LBPA 3789-1)
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Gn 22 Sacrifice of Isaac

Climbing Mt Moriah (PZ)

Embracing Isaac when the Lord 
provided the ram (PZ)

Sacrificing on Mt Moriah (PZ)
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Gn 23 Cave of Machpelah

• After this, Abraham buried Sarah his 
wife in the cave of the field at 
Machpelah facing Mamre (that is, 
Hebron) in the land of Canaan. So 
the field and the cave that is in it, 
were deeded over to Abraham for a 
burial site by the sons of Heth. 
(23:19-20)

• Abraham breathed his last and died 
in a ripe old age, an old man and 
satisfied with life; and he was 
gathered to his people. Then his sons 
Isaac and Ishmael buried him in the 
cave of Machpelah, in the field of 
Ephron the son of Zohar the Hittite, 
facing Mamre (25:8-9)

• Hebron (aka Kiriath-arba in Gn 23:2; Js 
14:15;15:13). A town in the mountains of 
Judah, about 900m asl and between 
Beersheba and Jerusalem, being about 
30km from each. About 3km N is Mamre, 
after Mamre the Amorite (13:18; 35:27).

• The traditional site of the cave of 
Machpelah, burial place of some of the 
patriarchs, is currently marked by the 
mosque of Hebron, which was formerly a 
Crusader church and that stands on the 
site of a church erected by the emperor 
Justinian in the 6th c AD. Cenotaphs in 
the mosque memorialize Abraham and 
Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, and Jacob 
and Leah, who are presumed to have 
been buried in the cave below.

Cenotaph of 
Abraham today
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Gn 23 Cave of Machpelah

• The Hittite legal code dating from c 1300 explains Abraham’s 
reluctance to buy the entire parcel of Machpelah. The law required 
the owner of an entire tract to perform the duties of ilku or feudal 
service, a responsibility which doubtless included pagan religious 
observances. 

• As a YHWH-worshipper, Abraham preferred to avoid this 
involvement by purchasing only the cave itself and the territory 
immediately adjacent, Ephron the Hittite responsible to perform ilku 
as the original owner of the tract. 

• The account in Gn 23 exhibits such intimate knowledge of Hittite 
procedure as to make it certain that the episode antedated 
destruction of Hittite power in the 13th c (Manfred Lehmann, BASOR, 
No. 129, Feb 1953: 18)
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Gn 23 Cave of Machpelah 
(site)

• Ma‘arat Ha-Machpelah (“the double cave”, alluding both to the cave’s physical structure and to the 
“couples” buried there), the cave of Machpelah. The main wall is still standing as it was some 2,000 
years ago when it was built, with some elements as later additions. The mosque (formerly a church) 
now occupies half of the internal space. 

• The cenotaphs 6 stone monuments, fully clothed with coloured drapes, commemorate the burial 
sites of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Sarah, Rebecca, and Leah. 

• Within the 18m high walls of this fortress-like structure is said to be the cave that Abraham bought 
from Ephron the Hittite. Later legends of Jewish, Christian and Muslim visitors say it also contains 
the remains of Adam and Eve and Jacob’s 12 sons.

• Herod the Great erected this massive cyclopean enclosure with his characteristic masonry—finely 
dressed stones with depressed margins. Above ground, the only complete Herodian edifice still 
standing marks the site, called in Arab. Harama el Khalil, the Enclosure of Abraham (“the friend of 
God”). Inside the enclosure is a raised courtyard, a mosque and a network of passages and rooms 
built over the centuries by numerous conquerors, each wishing to leave his imprint.

• The upper half of the Herodian walls is interrupted by vertical pilasters, or engaged columns, jutting 
out from the tightly tatting stones of the walls. 

• (tp) The domed mosque of Joseph, containing his cenotaph, protrudes from the enclosure below 
the minaret on the L corner. However Ex 13:19; Js 24:32 makes it clear his remains are  buried in 
Shechem. 

• Jewish and traditions put the bones at Machpelah (n). A 10th c caliph who ordered an investigation 
found a boulder which, when cracked open, was reported to contain the body of Joseph. He then 
had a tomb built over the site to commemorate Joseph.

Aerial view of the Haram (sacred 
precinct) of Hebron (Arab. Al-Khalil, "the 
intimate friend (of God)”)
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Gn 23 Cave of Machpelah

Graceful vaults overarch a Crusader church, 
now part of the mosque at Machpelah, the 
traditional site of the Tomb of the Patriarchs, 
R: red- and white-striped marble cenotaphs 
of Isaac,; L: tomb of his wife Rebecca; 
centre back: the mihrab, framed by marble 
panels. To the R is the wood pulpit, or 
minbar, imported in 1187, legend claims, 
from the mosque at Ashkelon by Saladin. To 
the R of the pulpit, in an area out of sight 
behind the cenotaph of Isaac, is an access 
(marked B on the plan), now blocked, used 
in the 12th c to explore the caves below (see 
Notes for Moshe Dayan’s exploration)..

• The enclosures of Machpelah and the Temple Mount are built 
with exactly the same proportions. Machpelah: av L: 60m; av. 
W:34m. Temple Haram: av. L:490m; W:282m. The L:W ratios 
are practically identical: 1.77:1 for Machpelah, 1.73: 1 for 
Temple. As on the Temple Mount, Herod created a flat surface 
inside the Machpelah enclosure. Then he paved the floor with 
huge paving stones about T: 90cm. 

• Saladin in 1188 retained the building structure but converted it 
once more into a mosque. He built 4 minarets atop the Herodian 
enclosure, of which only those at the E and W corners have 
survived. Stairways were added outside the NW and SE walls. 
Saladin allowed both Jews and Christians to visit the shrine.

• The current structures inside the enclosure are, for the most part, 
the work of the Fatimid Caliphs (10th and 11th c); the 
Mamelukes (13–16th c) also made some alterations. The 
Ottomans made only superficial changes. Although these rulers 
added on to the enclosure both inside and out, it remains today 
as the only intact Herodian structure. Roof-top crenellations, also 
a later addition, lend a sense of rhythm that enlivens its 
rectangular stability.
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Gn 23 Cave of Machpelah

• Plan of the Tomb of the Patriarchs The Herodian enclosure was erected around the traditional resting place of the 
patriarchs and the subsequent phases of building through Moslem times. The underground chambers (n).

• Black outline is the massive, 1.8m-thick Herodian enclosure wall. Each corner is oriented toward the points of the 
compass (upper L corner = N). White area inside the wall is an open, central courtyard. Blue area is the area 
surrounding the courtyard. R of courtyard is a portico (porch) prob. Mameluke, with a covered Crusader ceiling shown 
as crossed dotted lines. 

• L of courtyard are 2 cenotaphs: hexagonal = Leah; octagonal = Jacob. Under the portico are 2 more cenotaphs: 
hexagonal = Sarah, octagonal = Abraham. 

• Between the 2 cenotaphs is a vestibule and the mosque entrance. A wall, probably Mameluke, shown vertically on the 
plan, separates the portico from the mosque.

• Yellow area is the mosque (since 1188), originally a Byzantine basilica and later a Crusader church. Crossed dotted 
lines indicate the vaulted ceiling, probably from the former church, and repaired by the Mamelukes. The cenotaphs of 
Rebecca and Isaac are inside the mosque. 

• Cave entrance B abuts the enclosure wall (R of Isaac’s cenotaph. Cave entrance A is indicated on the opposite wall (L 
of Isaac’s tomb).

• Semicircular niche in the middle of the SE enclosure wall of the mosque is the mihrab that faces toward Mecca. The 
minbar, or pulpit with stairs, is indicated by small vertical lines extending L from the SE enclosure wall directly below the 
niche.

• Bottom L: Two adjoining structures located outside of the SW enclosure wall are the traditional tomb and mosque of 
Joseph, added in the 10th c. The larger opening in the segment of the enclosure wall bordering the Joseph additions is 
probably the original entrance to the Herodian enclosure. The smaller opening to the left was made in the 14th c.

• The stairway (R of the plan) was removed in the 20th c; beside the famous “seventh step” of this stairway was a crack 
through which non-Muslims were allowed to peek into the cave.

Adapted from a plan drawn by 
Father Louis-Hughes Vincent 
and E. J. H. Mackay
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Isaac

It came about after the death of Abraham, that 
God blessed his son Isaac; and Isaac lived by 

Beer-lahai-roi. (Gn 25:11)
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Gn 24 The servant goes

So the servant placed his 
hand under the thigh of 
Abraham his master, and 
swore to him concerning 
this matter. Then the 
servant took ten camels 
from the camels of his 
master, and set out with a 
variety of good things of his 
master's in his hand; and 
he arose and went to 
Mesopotamia, to the city of 
Nahor. (24:9-10)

Camel caravan on Mt. of Olives, 1925-46 (Matson 14759)
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Gn 24 The servant meets Rebekah

• Now when she had finished giving him a drink, she said, "I will draw 
also for your camels until they have finished drinking." So she 
quickly emptied her jar into the trough, and ran back to the well to 
draw, and she drew for all his camels. (24:19-20)

Man giving water to camel, 1900-20 (Matson10620)  

Watering 
camels,1900-20 
(Matson 05637)
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Gn 24 Rebekah comes

• Isaac went out to meditate in the 
field toward evening; and he 
lifted up his eyes and looked, 
and behold, camels were 
coming. (24:63)

Bedouin wedding series. Bride's-maids on camel. 
1936?(Matson/matpc 01337)
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Gn 26:22 Isaac at Rehoboth
• He moved away from there and dug 

another well, and they did not quarrel 
over it; so he named it Rehoboth, for 
he said, "At last the LORD has made 
room for us, and we will be fruitful in 
the land." (26:22)

• Rehoboth is the third of the series of 
wells that Isaac dug as he separated 
himself from the Philistines. Its 
location is uncertain; some suggest 
Arab. Kh. Ruhebe (Ruhaibeh) at Wadi 
Ruhebe ≈ 35km SW of Beersheba. 

• (bt) A large 50m deep well is here, and 
is crossed by the road from Khan en-
Nukhl to Hebron, by which Israel is 
entered on the S. View of the opening of the well at Kh. Ruhebe. It may 

be the well of Rehoboth that Isaac dug. (HLP)

http://holylandarchive.com/photos_src/ISNVRH02_800.jpg
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Gn 26:25 Well at Beersheba

• So he built an altar there and called upon the name of the LORD, and 
pitched his tent there; and there Isaac's servants dug a well. (26:25)

• Isaac had clear geographical associations with the N Negev, and 
particularly the oases of Beersheba and Beer-lahai-roi (24:62, 25:11, 
26:32–33). 

• The archaeological record indicates that this area was not settled 
before the end of the LBA. Expansion into the Negev from the N 
began no earlier than the latter part of the 13th c. 

• (tp R) Archaeological excavations at Beersheba have shown that a 
deep well associated with the sanctuary was dug at about this time. 
This is possibly the well mentioned in Gn 21:25 and 26:25. 


