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Introduction


You have Nicole Kidman to thank for this book. In the fall of 2004, I had the good fortune to be hired by Ms. Kidman (yes, the Academy Award–winning actress) to teach her a private version of the Introduction to the Old Testament course I was teaching at Pepperdine University.1 I kid you not. (For those of you rolling your eyes at my name-dropping, I’m telling you this to demonstrate this book’s topic is of interest to everyone—even celebrities.) Not only did she prove to be wicked smart—she still remembered her Latin—but she was kind, clever, and funny, and she has one of the most caring hearts of anyone I’ve ever met.

One day we met on a Culver Studios set where Ms. Kidman was filming the movie Bewitched. During breaks in between shooting, she and I would go to her trailer and do our course lessons. One day while reading the book of Genesis, Nicole asked a simple question: “Where did the Bible come from?”

I didn’t have an answer, at least not a simple one. And she’s not alone in wondering. It’s a question we’ve probably all pondered at some point. The Bible is the bestselling book in the United States; chances are, most people reading this will have at least one copy at home or on their computer, iPad, or smartphone. Whether we consider ourselves religious or not, we hear the Bible quoted everywhere from pop culture to politics. It’s part of the fabric of our nation. But the elusive question remains: Where did it come from?

I’ve spent over a decade formulating an answer to that question, and that answer is found throughout the pages of this book. Also, now you know the answer to your book club’s first trivia question: What was the author doing with Nicole Kidman in her trailer? The answer is one that fulfills the dreams of men around the world: reading the Bible. And Ms. Kidman, thank you. It was truly an honor to work with you. I hope this book serves as an adequate answer to your question.

WHERE DID THE BIBLE COME FROM?
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So, to answer the question about where the Bible came from, we should start with the fact that the Bible did not one day just magically appear. It did not float down from heaven as a complete document. It was not revealed verbatim to a single person whose utterances were then recorded, a claim that Islamic tradition makes about the Qur’an. Rather, the Bible’s contents were repeatedly argued over, voted on, and seldom decided upon with unanimity. In fact, the early church councils rarely took up the issue of the canon of the Bible and, instead, left the decision to certain prominent individuals tasked with reforming liturgical practices or creating copies or translations of the official Bible for various political and religious leaders. And when the church councils did issue decisions on the canon of Scripture, those decisions were often not consistent from one council to the next, so that many of those decisions aren’t reflected in the Bible we have today.

Furthermore, the creeds of the early church, like those stemming from the most famous of early church synods, the First Council of Nicea, were actually declared before the contents of the biblical canon were established. This means that the church was making decrees prior to a decision about what officially belonged in the Bible. What this tells us is that the popular notion, especially among religious conservatives, that the Bible is a “blueprint” for the church and that all decisions should be rooted in “Scripture” is backward, as this was not the practice of the early church. Rather, the church fathers decided what the church was to believe based on some of the writings of the Bible with other doctrines based on what they thought should or ought to be true. The remainder of the Bible was then filled out by books that supported these doctrinal decisions.

This book examines how the Bible we know today, both the Hebrew Bible and the Christian New Testament (including the Apocrypha), came to be. But rather than examining the councils and individuals who decided what would make up the Bible, I want to take a new approach. We will examine important cities that contributed to the formation of the Bible, including its composition, redaction, and canonization. We will explore the cities that built the Bible by telling of their backgrounds, histories, and archaeology, and then we will examine the significance of these cities for the written text of the Bible.

As an archaeologist and professor of biblical studies at the University of Iowa, I study and teach about the relationship between the archaeology of the ancient Near East and the text of the Bible. This book uncovers some topics that will be surprising to many people. For example, the books of the Bible weren’t the only Jewish and Christian books written in antiquity. There were numerous other books written about Moses, Jacob, and Jesus in antiquity, and there are far more books that were left out of the Bible than were let in. Furthermore, the process by which the books of the Bible were chosen was a messy, often political process. Of the books that were allowed into the Bible, there were multiple versions in circulation at the same time as well as various translations, and the modern English Bibles we read today pull from all of these versions.

This book will also explore some of the more difficult biblical verses, how they got there and how the early Christians and Jews interpreted them. We’ll see what the Bible says about the birth of Jesus, and how his place of birth and virginal conception caused problems for the early church. We’ll see exactly how tall Goliath really was. At the end of this book, you should be well versed in the archaeological evidence for the literature of the Bible, what international events shaped the Bible’s stories, and who was ultimately responsible for the final form of the biblical canon. Perhaps most important, you will possess a knowledge of the stories behind the stories of the Bible, and this behind-the-scenes look at the making of the Bible will change the way you read the Bible forever.

EXPERIENCING THE BIBLE PHYSICALLY
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The Bible cannot simply be read; it must be experienced. Put another way, you cannot read and understand the Bible without understanding the geography—the land, the cities, the rivers and lakes, the oceans, the mountains, and the weather—in which the biblical stories are set. You simply cannot understand the Bible without a knowledge of its physical context.

In this book, I will take you with me as I travel through the Holy Land, acting as your guide through many important sites and sharing little-known information, crucial background, and even some interesting trivia. I encourage you to visit the cities described in this book (although in the interests of safety, you should refrain from visiting some of them for the time being), and it is my hope that you can take this book with you to the various cities described here and use it to understand better how each city’s geographical context and archaeological history interconnect with the formation of the Bible and the specific passages dealing with each specific city. For those of you who won’t have a chance to make the trip any time soon, I’ve included photos of the locations, so that you can get a feel for what it looks like from the comfort of your chair or study.

DISCOVERING THE LINK BETWEEN CITIES AND THE BIBLICAL TEXT
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An important part of this book is looking at how the cities that built the Bible ultimately influenced the actual text we find in our Bibles today. The idea of how the Bible actually became a book has been the topic of many recent volumes. My UCLA doctoral adviser, Bill Schniedewind, wrote a book entitled How the Bible Became a Book, in which he articulates how the Hebrew Bible, or Christian Old Testament, went from being a set of oral teachings to a written volume commanding authority. Other books, like Neil Lightfoot’s How We Got the Bible, examine the physical manuscripts that were used to establish the standard texts we have of the Bible. The late Bruce Metzger’s classic work, The Text of the New Testament: Its Transmission, Corruption, and Restoration, which was recently updated and expanded by Bart D. Ehrman, looks at how the text of the New Testament was altered both accidentally and intentionally over the first few centuries. Still other volumes, like The Canon Debate, edited by Lee M. McDonald and James A. Sanders, have examined the process of canonization, that is, the process by which it was determined which books would become part of the authoritative Bible, and thereby considered to be part of the “Word of God,” and which books would be cast out as merely “instructional” or condemned outright as “heretical.”

Books such as these have become increasingly important as people look more seriously at both the process by which the practice of writing evolved and how it came to have authority in society. In the earliest societies, the highest authority came not from written documents but from kings who verbally spoke commands and laws, but who themselves were not necessarily subject to them. The king was often above his own laws, prompting the famous Mel Brooks line, “It’s good to be the king.” But within many ancient Near Eastern societies, we see laws transition from words that may have been spoken by kings, prophets, and priests, or that may have been normative cultural practices, to words that were written down and often attributed to a deity or deities. Over time, the writing down of these laws as words steadily transfers legal authority from the one speaking the words to the written document recording those words. As subsequent generations gradually learn to revere the authority of the written word, and these written words outlast the particular kings or deities who originally were believed to have spoken them, the written word itself comes to be increasingly authoritative, until soon a “nation of laws” is established that is founded upon a legal code that becomes more authoritative than any single ruler. This very process describes the origin of the Bible, which today is understood by the faithful to be the “Word of God,” and which many believe to be more authoritative than any ruler or government.

Of course, whenever texts are copied, there is always a chance for scribal errors, interpretations, and explanations as well as deliberate alterations over time. We can identify discrepancies within the texts by setting them side by side and examining the historical development of the textual changes from copy to copy. This is one form of what scholars call textual criticism, and I’ll demonstrate plenty of examples of textual criticism in this book. This will allow us to go beyond the mere history of these cities and instead explore the influence the cities had upon the written text of the Bible, which many people today look to as a source of great authority in their lives.

A NOTE ABOUT THEOLOGICAL CLAIMS AND DIVINE INSPIRATION
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The purpose of this book is not to make theological or doctrinal claims. I have no denominational preference, nor do I favor one religious or nonreligious tradition over another. It’s my hope that this book will appeal to both theists and nontheists alike, devout Christians and atheists, conservative Jews and secular humanists.

I present facts and data, explain what this information means, demonstrate how the archaeological and geographical data affect the biblical texts, and then leave what to do with that information up to you. Some people will use it to become more literate about the history and background of the Bible. Some will use this book to plan their trip to the Holy Land’s archaeological sites and museums. Others might use it in a Bible study at church or synagogue. Still others will use it to point out some problems with the texts sacred to Judaism and Christianity. However you use it is up to you; my job is not to tell you what to believe, but rather to give you the information necessary to make and hold an informed belief.

A quick word about divine inspiration. Most people of faith, both Jews and Christians, believe that there was some divine aspect to the composition of the Bible. Although very few people believe that the Bible is the verbatim word of God and that every letter is perfect, inerrant, and infallible (and we’ll discuss this belief later in the book), the majority of people of faith today believe that there was some level of divine “inspiration” to the creation of what today is known as the “Word of God.” This book will touch a bit on this subject toward the end, after we read the stories that resulted in the text of the Bible. But the process of canonization, that is, the process of determining which books came to comprise the Bible and which books did not, is similar to what is said about the making of laws and sausage: most people like the end result, but few want to see how they are actually made. In the same way, the canonization of the Bible is actually a very messy process, which we’ll examine in the second half of this volume. For now, understand that I am not as interested in how the divine realm “inspired” (directly or indirectly) the composition of the Bible. Rather, this book examines the human part of this process, as people of faith understand that the Bible is both a divine and a human phenomenon.

HOW TO READ THIS BOOK
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Let me offer a few notes on formatting and abbreviations and then explain how I’ve structured the book. First, I use the scientific and professional dating standard of BCE (before the common era) and CE (common era) to represent the dates that many know as BC (before Christ) and AD (anno Domini, “In the year of the Lord”). I do this for two reasons. The first is that BCE/CE is the standard modern way to represent dates in history, as it removes dating from a purely Christian calendar. By using the same dates, but attributing them to BCE and CE, we don’t have to redate everything, but we remove the explicitly Christian reference point of the dating system. The second reason is related to the first. Many people do not realize that the “before Christ” and “Year of the Lord” dates are flat-out wrong. Jesus was not born in “AD 1,” and it’s quite simple to prove. We know from multiple literary and archaeological sources that Herod the Great died in 4 BCE according to our existing calendars. If we use a BC designation, it means Herod the Great died four years “before Christ,” and this is a problem if Jesus was supposed to have been born during the reign of Herod. However, if we simply use BCE, then we can keep the exact same dates and spare the embarrassment of using a miscalculated date for Jesus’s birth.2

Some might also observe that the majority of this book deals with the composition of the Hebrew Bible or Old Testament. This is to be expected since approximately 75 percent of the Christian Bible is, in fact, the Old Testament.3 When Jesus quotes “the Scriptures,” he’s not quoting the Gospels, which weren’t written until at least a half century after his death; rather, he is quoting the Hebrew Scriptures, which was the Bible of the earliest Christian church. When Jesus is heralded as the promised messiah of Israel, that is not a Roman invention, but a thoroughly Jewish notion.

As you see above, I use the term “Hebrew Bible” (abbreviated HB) to refer to the Old Testament (OT). It wasn’t until a number of centuries after Jesus that later Christians canonized the writings of early Christians and distinguished them from the accepted Jewish writings by calling them the “Old Testament” and their own Christian Scriptures the “New Testament” (NT). All quotations of biblical verses are from the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) unless otherwise noted, and all emphasis in Bible quotations and other quoted material is mine.

The Masoretic Text (MT) of the Hebrew Bible is the standard, received text of the Hebrew Bible that was edited from the sixth to the eleventh centuries CE by a group of Jewish scribal scholars referred to as the Masoretes, who not only preserved and copied the Hebrew Scriptures by hand, but also added the well-known vowel vocalization system used today to pronounce the Hebrew text in a standardized way. The Masoretic Text differs from other versions of the Hebrew texts, such as the Samaritan Pentateuch (SP), the texts of the Hebrew Scriptures found among the Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS), the Greek Septuagint (LXX, or “Seventy,” after the legend of the seventy-two scribes who supposedly translated the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek), and the various Aramaic Targums (Tg), which preserve the Aramaic translations of the Bible along with additional interpretations by the Aramaic-speaking Jews of the first few centuries CE.

I’ll provide a literally transcribed English equivalent for many Hebrew personal names (e.g., Ḥizqiyahu), followed by their common anglicized form (Ḥezekiah). You will often notice small half circles raised above the letters, as in the names Ba‘al, Cana‘an, and Yisra’el (anglicized as Israel). These represent the Hebrew letters ’aleph and ‘ayin and are brief pauses in the names, rendering the pronunciations bah-al and cana-an. The dots under some of the letters are not problems with the printing press, but rather represent more intensively vocalized letters. I do all of this in an effort to show you how the names are actually pronounced in Hebrew and to entice you to learn Hebrew.

This book proceeds in a largely chronological order. Chapter 1 begins in Phoenicia (modern Lebanon and coastal Syria) with an examination of the cities of Byblos, Tyre, and Ṣidon. In addition to giving us the word for Bible, these cities contributed both the physical materials needed for writing and the very alphabets used to write the Bible. These cities also contributed the early Phoenician deities that would become so prominent in the narrative of the Bible.

Chapter 2 examines the city of Ugarit, the Mediterranean coastal city that not only provided evidence of the transition from Semitic languages written in pictorial and syllabic cuneiform alphabets to those written in later consonantal alphabets (like Aramaic and Hebrew), but also, like Phoenicia, provided a pantheon, or assembly of deities, that came to be worshipped throughout Cana‘an with familiar names like Ba‘al, ’Asherah, and ’El, many of which also show up in the Bible.

Chapter 3 looks at the city of Nineveh, the capital of the ancient Neo-Assyrian Empire, which dominated Cana‘an and ultimately conquered Samaria and ancient Israel. Chapter 4 examines Babylon, the capital of the ancient Neo-Babylonian Empire, which destroyed Jerusalem and the Temple to YHWH (God’s personal name found throughout the Hebrew Bible) and ended the line of Davidic rulers in Jerusalem.

Chapter 5 explores the city of Megiddo, which played an important role in the politics of ancient Israel and contributed one of the most famous biblical concepts known today from the New Testament book of Revelation, namely, Armageddon.

Chapter 6 looks at Athens, which gave rise to Western civilization largely through its Platonic philosophical academy. This chapter surveys some of the philosophies that are mentioned in or had tremendous influence upon the Bible. This chapter also looks at the process of hellenization, brought to the Holy Land by Alexander the Great and his successors, which thoroughly influenced and ultimately altered Jewish theological beliefs and shaped many early forms of Christianity.

Chapter 7 examines the city of Alexandria, on the Mediterranean coast of Egypt, home to the famed Library of Alexandria, which provided the legendary motivation for the translation of the Hebrew Scriptures into Greek, yielding the Septuagint. This chapter also provides a survey of the books that comprise the Apocrypha, which were included in the Septuagint, but were ultimately left out of the Hebrew Scriptures.

Chapter 8 looks at Jerusalem, the capital of the ancient United Kingdom of Israel, the later Kingdom of Judah, and home of the Jewish Temple and the modern Western Wall. This chapter examines Jerusalem’s significance for the ideology and theology of the Hebrew Bible as well as its importance in the life and death of Jesus.

Chapter 9 moves to the tiny settlement of Qumran and its significance to the Dead Sea Scrolls, which contain the earliest copies of the Hebrew Bible known to us by over a thousand years and which have altered the content of nearly every Bible published since 1950. Chapter 10 looks at the cities of Bethleḥem and Nazareth, which are inexorably linked with the birth, life, and ministry of Jesus.

Chapter 11 examines the city of Rome, the Roman Empire, and its role in late Second Temple Judaism, the life and death of Jesus, and the birth of the early church. We discuss Paul’s Letter to the Romans as the best treatise of Paul’s gospel of Jesus and the book that more than any other shaped Western civilization. We also examine Rome’s role in the canonization of the Bible. Finally, the Conclusion summarizes what we’ve learned and shows what we can do with this information.

Last, I reiterate my promise to you. I’ll never tell you what to think or what to believe; that is up to you. What I will do is present you with the archaeological, historical, and literary evidence that we have along with the consensus opinions of the world’s best biblical scholars, archaeologists, historians, and linguists regarding that evidence.

Now, I hope you’ll do me a favor by not just reading the information presented in this book, but challenging it. If you’re reading the eBook, make use of the copious links to websites and definitions that I’ve included with each important term. Use the Google Earth virtual tour included at the Cities That Built the Bible website to travel virtually to these locations and view the evidence for yourself. If you have the means and the opportunity to do so, book tickets to travel to these physical places and see them for yourself. I strongly encourage you to challenge everything—and not just what you read in this book—but every claim made by a pastor, preacher, minister, scholar, rabbi, author, cable TV documentary host, or ancient-alien enthusiast to see whether what is being claimed is simply what you want to believe or reject or whether there is historical, archaeological, and literary evidence to support the claim and whether it is logical. Do this and you’re already on your way toward thinking like a critical scholar.

And one last thing. I tell a lot of jokes and incorporate humor into every aspect of my life, both professionally and personally. I hope you’ll have as much fun reading this book as I had writing it.

So grab a comfy spot on the couch or on a sandy beach, grab your beverage of choice, and join me as we walk through The Cities That Built the Bible.





CHAPTER 1

Phoenician Cities


If we’re going to write a book about writing the book, the Bible, we have to start at the beginning. How did societies develop the skill of writing? And if we’re going to examine writing, we must begin with Phoenicia, the birthplace of Western writing, which gave us the alphabet that allowed written documents like the Bible to be written at all. In fact, the early capital of Phoenicia holds claim to being the first city responsible for building the “Bible,” since it is where the Bible derives its name: Byblos. By taking a look at Byblos and the later cities of Tyre and Ṣidon, we will see how, at its most elemental level, Phoenicia is the perfect starting point for exploring how these ancient cities built the Bible.

AN ILLEGAL DRIVE TO LEBANON

[image: image]

The pinnacle of Phoenician culture was located in what is now Lebanon, and travel to Lebanon can be a bit dicey, especially if you’ve ever traveled to Israel. This is because the two countries are still technically at war, and given the hostilities between the two countries, travelers attempting to enter Lebanon with Israeli stamps in their passports will usually be denied entry. The remnants of the war between the two countries are still visible today; entire fields full of land mines are fenced off and bright yellow signs written in English, Hebrew, and Arabic still warn, “DANGER MINES!” One area, Shib‘ā Farms, is still a point of contention today, as Israel controls the land, but the Lebanese say it belongs to them.
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A sign near Banias (ancient Caesarea Philippi) in the Golan Heights near the Israeli border with Lebanon.

In 2000, I was digging at Banias (ancient Caesarea Philippi) with a team from Pepperdine University. The dig director was Vassilios Tzaferis, who served as the Israel Antiquities Authority’s Director of Excavations and Surveys from 1991 to 2001. Vassilios and I became fast friends, and he was a mentor to me during my early years as an archaeologist. A Greek Orthodox monk who left the priesthood to marry his beautiful wife, Efti, Vassilios went on to earn his doctorate and become an archaeologist. He discovered the first evidence of a crucified man in Jerusalem—a Jewish man named Yehoḥanan ben Ḥagqol, whose ankle bone was discovered with a nail driven through it inside an ossuary (or burial bone box) bearing his name.1

One afternoon following an exhausting day digging at Banias, Vassilios called to me, “Bob! Let’s go for a drive.”

I didn’t ask any questions. I got in the car, and Vassilios started driving. But instead of turning south back to Kibbutz Snir (cf. Deut. 3:9), where the team had been staying, he continued on toward the west. I knew something was up when we crossed an unmarked, flattened barbed-wire fence that had been driven over repeatedly.

“So, where are we going?”

Vassilios responded in his deep, booming Greek voice, “Over there.”

I looked down the winding dirt farm road on which we were driving and in the distance saw a pile of tires burning in the middle of the road. Residents of a small local village appeared to be protesting something.

I asked Vassilios nervously, “Where are we?”

“It depends on who you ask. Some call it Lebanon,” he replied calmly, without looking up or altering the path of our slowly progressing vehicle.

I stoically suppressed my suddenly increasing anxiety and pointed out to Vassilios in my coolest voice possible, “Um . . . the road is on fire, and those people appear to be protesting. And did you say ‘Lebanon’?!”

Vassilios again replied peacefully, “They’re just kids.”

As our vehicle pulled to a stop in front of the tire fire, Vassilios rolled down the window and in perfect Arabic began speaking to one of the teenagers who approached the vehicle. They had a whole conversation. I sat nervously waiting for them to begin pelting our vehicle with the rocks they each had in their hands, but it never happened. Our fearless, peacemaking Greek leader finished the conversation, rolled up the window, turned the truck around, and began driving back to Israel.

“They want their farm back,” Vassilios said, scanning the land around us. “They’re just farm kids, they’re angry, this is all they’ve got, and burning tires on their own property doesn’t hurt anyone.”
 
Vassilios continued, “It’s complicated up here, Roberto. Don’t be afraid. They want the same thing you want: to be happy, have a job, get married, raise a family, and be left alone.”

I always liked it when Vassilios called me Roberto. I knew he was being sincere. And it was there, in a truck that had illegally crossed into Lebanon with a colleague I admired, that I began researching and learning about the conflict between Israel and its neighbors from all sides, including that of the children who just want what all kids want: to play and not be in constant fear. This experience influenced how I read and study the Bible, especially as I look at cities, such as those in Phoenicia, that so deeply impacted the creation of the book that still causes a stir in my heart today.

THE HISTORY OF PHOENICIA
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Before the Romans, Greeks, and Persians dominated the Mediterranean, the Phoenicians ruled the sea from 1200 to 800 BCE and made a fortune as traders throughout the area. Phoenicia is actually a Greek name from the word Phoiníke (Φοινίκη). The Phoenicians were experts in the extraction of red-purple dye from murex shells, giving us the word Phoinix (Φοȋνιξ), meaning “deep purple, crimson.” Phoenicia came to be known as the “land of purple” because of its monopoly over the production and export of its most famous product, purple-dyed cloth. The vast wealth derived from this and many other commodities and crafts traded throughout the eastern Mediterranean resulted in a collection of independent Semitic city-states in northern Cana‘an that came to be known as Phoenicia, one of the most economically prosperous cultures of the late second to early first millennium BCE.

These Cana‘anite Phoenician states formed colonies on several Mediterranean islands, including Cyprus, Crete, Sicily, Malta, Sardinia, and Ibiza; along coastal Europe from southern Turkey to Spain; and along the entire coast of northern Africa. Their best-known colony is Carthage (modern Tunis, Tunisia, located between modern Libya and Algeria), which later became their capital. Carthaginian Phoenicians came to be known as the Punics and were rivals of Rome until their destruction as a result of the Punic Wars, fought between Rome and Carthage from 264 to 146 BCE.

Long before the biblical kingdom of Israel existed (ca. 1000 BCE), ancient Phoenicia ruled the eastern Mediterranean and northern Cana‘an. In addition to the archaeological and nonbiblical literary evidence attesting to the wealth of Phoenicia,2 the Bible acknowledges the success of its cities. Joshua 19:29 describes Tyre as a “fortified city,” which we would expect of a major port town. Acts 21:3 records that the apostle Paul’s ship docked at Tyre, as this was one of the major coastal ports in Syria as late as the Roman period.

And it is this success—particularly the success of its three major port towns, Byblos, Tyre, and Ṣidon—that made Phoenicia a target for neighboring nations seeking to take advantage of its economic success and therefore its political power, as we see with the Neo-Assyrian conquest of Phoenicia in 883 BCE. It was also Phoenicia’s success that made it a subject of condemnation by Israelite prophets admonishing foreign nations for their greed while the poor in Israel suffered.

Isaiah 23 is a poem recounting the fall of Tyre and Ṣidon at the hands of the Babylonians in the seventh century BCE. In it, Yesha‘yahu (Isaiah) bemoans the demise of the once proud and wealthy coastal city-states, “whose merchants were princes, whose traders were the honored of the earth” (23:8). The prophet states that Phoenicia will remain in this ruined state “for seventy years, the lifetime of one king” (23:15).

So although the destruction of these three Phoenician cities at the hands of the Babylonians provided a point of reference that later Israelite prophets (including Jesus, as we’ll see later) used to scare Israelites and later Jews into behaving properly, these cities were actually far more than just historical reference points; in fact, they quite literally provided the materials for three of the most essential items for the building of the Bible: the alphabet, paper, and the Jerusalem Temple itself! Let’s start by looking at the early capital of Phoenicia, Byblos.

BYBLOS

[image: image]

Byblos served as the early capital of Phoenicia from 1200 until around 1000 BCE, when the capital was moved to Tyre. You may not recognize Byblos as a city in the Bible because it was known by a few different names. During the Bronze Age, it was known as the Cana‘anite city Gubal. The Amarna Letters, which were correspondence between the Egyptian pharaohs in Amarna and various Cana‘anite city-states, refer to it as Gubla. The Phoenicians referred to the city as Gebal, and the Bible preserves this Iron Age (1200–586 BCE) name, referring to Byblos as Geval ([image: image]).3

However, you may recognize the city by its later Greek name, Byblos (Βύβλος), as the city lent its name to its most famous export: the book. In fact, although the earliest “paper” came from the stalks of the papyrus plants largely found in Egypt, papyrus earned its early Greek name, byblos or byblinos, from the fact that it was exported to the Aegean through the Phoenician city of Byblos. The name for paper eventually evolved into biblion (βιβλίον), the Greek word for “book, scroll,” the plural of which, biblia (βιβλία), “many books,” gave us the word “Bible.” Thus in the purest sense, the first city responsible for building the “Bible” is the very city whence the Bible derives its name: Byblos.

THE PHOENICIAN ALPHABET

But Phoenicia didn’t just give us the word for the Bible. The Phoenicians are credited with the very invention that allowed the Bible to be written down in the first place—the Phoenician alphabet.

As the Phoenicians engaged in trade over the centuries, their influence throughout the Mediterranean increased.4 But these seafaring traders needed a system to streamline their invoices, orders, receipts, and logistical organization as they brokered goods between Asia, Europe, and northern Africa. Although the Phoenicians gathered and exported a myriad of products, arguably their most lasting gift to the world is something far more ubiquitous: a simple, consonantal alphabet.5

The Phoenician alphabet is actually responsible for both the Greek and Hebrew alphabets. The Phoenicians are credited with transitioning from earlier systems of writing like cuneiform (those chicken-scratch impressions made by a wedge-shaped stylus tip on a clay tablet to form pictures that represent either words or syllables) to a much easier system. Cuneiform required the memorization of hundreds, if not thousands, of symbolic pictograms to represent the nouns, verbs, and other parts of language required to communicate complete thoughts in rudimentary “sentences.” The Phoenician system was a much easier consonantal system made up of only a few graphemes (letters). These “letters” did not stand for things, but for the sounds that made up words.

The development of a consonantal alphabet meant that scribes had to memorize only a few symbols—twenty-two to be exact—and place them together to form the sounds that make up a word, instead of drawing the entire object they were trying to communicate. Having to remember only twenty-two shapes (instead of thousands of pictograms) made writing much easier and the composition of letters much faster, which in turn allowed writing to become easier to learn and therefore more common during this period. Thus, the Phoenician alphabet is the first necessary component to “building” the Bible, and the Phoenician cities of Byblos, Tyre, and Ṣidon represent the glorious culture of the Phoenicians from which Western alphabets derive.

THE SPREAD OF THE PHOENICIAN ALPHABET THROUGH THE MEDITERRANEAN

It is thought that the Phoenicians spread their new writing system to their ports and colonies throughout the Mediterranean. The Greek historian Herodotus claims that the Phoenicians brought their alphabet to the Greeks.6 Indeed, the chart on the next page demonstrates the similarities between the Greek and Phoenician alphabets. Of course, the Greeks went on to write tomes of classical literature and philosophy that serve as the foundation for Western thought, subsequent Western literature, and essentially most of Western culture.
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The chart above demonstrates how the Phoenician alphabet provided the foundational shapes of the letters that would become the Greek, Hebrew, Aramaic, Latin, and ultimately English alphabets.

Other groups adopted the Phoenician alphabet, for example, the Arameans, a group of Semitic peoples who resided in what is now Syria. The Arameans used the Phoenician alphabet for their Aramaic language, which came to be the dominant language throughout the Near Eastern empires until the coming of the Greeks and the hellenization (and subsequent romanization) of the Levant. In fact, so superior in ease of use and learnability were the Phoenician alphabet and the Aramaic language that, following the Persian Achaemenid conquest of Mesopotamia in the sixth century BCE, King Darius I jettisoned his own people’s traditional Akkadian cuneiform language and adopted (Old) Aramaic as the official language of the empire.7 Because it was easy to learn and use, the Persians felt it was the best language for governing their vast empire made up of many different peoples speaking various native languages.

Because the Phoenician alphabet was the dominant one used by Cana‘anite peoples, it is no surprise that the Hebrews also adopted it and used it to write the earliest known epigraphic Hebrew inscriptions, like the Gezer Calendar, discovered in the city of Gezer, about twenty miles west of Jerusalem.8 This tenth-century BCE tablet acted like an ancient Farmers’ Almanac, instructing farmers when to plant and harvest their crops. Scholars refer to Hebrew written in Phoenician script during this early period as Old Hebrew (see chart above).9 Later, while they were in Babylon, exiles from Judah adopted the local Aramaic language as their native tongue. Evidence for this comes from the fact that some books of the Bible written after the return from exile, namely, ‘Ezra’ (Ezra) and Dani’el (Daniel), contain large portions of text written in what has come to be known as biblical Aramaic.10

After the exiles returned to Jerusalem, they continued speaking and writing the Aramaic language down through the time of Jesus. This is why Jesus is always quoted in the Gospels as having spoken Aramaic—it was his native tongue! They also adopted the Aramaic square script to write both Aramaic and Hebrew, which is why the Hebrew that we have in the Bible (and today) uses the Phoenician alphabet and the Aramaic square script.

Thus, since the Phoenicians, who popularized the consonantal alphabet, saw their alphabet become adopted by the Hebrews, Arameans, and Greeks, and since their three languages were used to compose the books of the Old and New Testaments of the Bible, we can confidently claim that the Phoenicians are ultimately responsible for the literary raw materials—paper and alphabet—used to write the Bible. But the Phoenicians didn’t just give us the devices used in the writing of the Bible; they also inspired some of the text of the Bible. And believe it or not, Phoenicia also gave us the holiest place in Judaism, the house of God itself, the Jerusalem Temple. So let’s turn to Tyre and Ṣidon, two cities that greatly influenced the contents of the Bible in different ways.

TYRE AND ṢIDON
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Two other ancient Phoenician port cities, Tyre and Ṣidon (both in modern Lebanon), ultimately surpassed the early Phoenician capital of Byblos in size and importance. The island city of Tyre grew in prominence throughout the Late Bronze Age (1550–1200 BCE) and supplanted Byblos as the Phoenician capital around 1000 BCE. In 333 BCE the capital was moved to Carthage (in modern Tunisia), where it remained until the destruction of Carthage at the hands of the Romans in 149 BCE during the Third Punic War.

Tyre is mentioned often in the Bible, where it is known as Ṣor ([image: image]), pronounced “Tsor” or “Tsur.” The Greeks later called it Turos (Τύρος), whence we get the modern anglicized name Tyre.

TYRE’S CONTRIBUTION TO THE CREATION OF THE TEMPLE IN JERUSALEM

Although Tyre was not an Israelite town, this regional trade center did provide ancient Israel with its most prominent structure. Few people realize that the palace of King David as well as the Temple of King Shlomoh (Solomon), both in Jerusalem, were made possible through materials and craftsmen from Tyre. Tyre was responsible for the physical building of David’s palace and the Temple in Jerusalem. Second Samuel 5:11 states: “King Hiram of Tyre sent messengers to David, along with cedar trees, and carpenters and masons who built David a house.” Later on, 1 Kings states that Ḥiram also provided the materials—specifically the famed cedars of Lebanon (take a look at the Lebanese flag today to see just how proud the Lebanese are of their cedars!)—to build the Jerusalem Temple: “Now King Hiram of Tyre sent his servants to Solomon, when he heard that they had anointed him king in place of his father; for Hiram had always been a friend to David” (5:1).

Note that the verse also says, “Hiram had always been a friend to David.” This implies that there had been a strategic alliance between Israel and Phoenicia. Solomon confirms this alliance by sending a message to King Ḥiram asking him (quite flatteringly) for Lebanese cedars to use in building his Temple:


Therefore command that cedars from the Lebanon be cut for me. My servants will join your servants, and I will give you whatever wages you set for your servants; for you know that there is no one among us who knows how to cut timber like the Sidonians. (1 Kings 5:6)



King Ḥiram consented, responded with his counterdemands, and then proposed a clever way to transport the lumber to Jerusalem. Rather than carry it overland, which would incur tremendous expense in labor and animals as well as an increased delivery time to navigate the mountains between the Lebanese coast and Jerusalem, Ḥiram decided he would ship the lumber down the coast. Instead of taking valuable trade ships out of service for use in transporting the lumber to Jerusalem, 1 Kings says that King Ḥiram bound the lumber itself into rafts and floated them down the Mediterranean coast, which allowed his shipping vessels to continue on their business of international trade:


“My servants shall bring it down to the sea from the Lebanon; I will make it into rafts to go by sea to the place you indicate. I will have them broken up there for you to take away.” (5:9)



In exchange for the lumber requested by Solomon for use in his Temple, King Ḥiram asked Solomon to pay him an annual allowance.


“And you shall meet my needs by providing food for my household.” So Hiram supplied Solomon’s every need for timber of cedar and cypress. Solomon in turn gave Hiram twenty thousand cors of wheat as food for his household, and twenty cors of fine oil. Solomon gave this to Hiram year by year. (1 Kings 5:9–11)



The language used in 1 Kings 5 appears to imply some sort of trade deal, if not a formal treaty between Tyre and Israel. Near Eastern scholar Edward Lipin´ ski states: “Israel and Tyre were complementary countries from the economic point of view, Israel appearing as a continental, agricultural land, while Tyre was oriented towards seafaring and maritime trade.”11 Israel, which produced wheat, millet, honey, oil, and balm, among other commodities (cf. Ezek. 27:17), traded regularly with Tyre, which likely exported much of the goods it received from inland states; in exchange, Israel imported many handcrafted objects that were produced locally in Phoenicia. Thus, it makes sense that Solomon would ask King Ḥiram of Tyre for the materials for the Temple, as Lebanon was known worldwide for its timbers and Solomon wanted only the best for YHWH’s Temple.

We also know that laborers from both Tyre and Israel are said to have worked together on the Temple according to the Bible. According to 1 Kings 5:18, “Solomon’s builders and Hiram’s builders and the Giblites did the stonecutting and prepared the timber and the stone to build the house.” Thus, we have additional biblical claims that the two kings worked together to procure the materials and build the Jerusalem Temple.

Given this textual evidence, we can conclude that Tyre contributed significantly to the construction of the Jerusalem Temple. Furthermore, the Bible explicitly states that much of Solomon’s wealth was the result of joint trade expeditions with Phoenicia. First Kings 9:26–29 tells of one joint venture in which Solomon provided trade access to the Gulf of ‘Aqaba, the Red Sea, and the Indian Ocean for King Ḥiram. Such a trade agreement would have cut the distance of ocean voyages from Europe to South Asia by over forty-three hundred miles, making commercial trade with India viable for Phoenicia. Thus, although the biblical tales of Solomon’s wealth may indeed be exaggerated, the fact that Solomon engaged in trade with Phoenicia may stand at the root of the legends of his wealth, as those trading with Phoenicia would have certainly profited greatly by doing so.12

Now, scholars and many readers may take pause and rightly ask, “How do we know that this is historical and not just a madeup story?” This is a fair question. The best scholarly response is that the later compilers and editors of the Bible (i.e., the scribes who collected these stories and arranged them in the Bible) would likely not have highlighted positive interactions with foreign nations (who worship foreign gods) if they had not actually happened. Express commands from God like those found in Exodus 23:32 and Deuteronomy 7:2 prohibit the Israelites from making treaties with foreign peoples. The fact that David and Solomon both are said to have had positive interactions with Phoenicia is a problem for the Bible. Thus, it is unlikely that such a violation of YHWH’s commands would be invented and introduced into the text by later composers or editors of the Bible. Rather, although the tales of Solomon’s wealth and the vastness of his “kingdom” are almost certainly embellished, it is likely that the use of Phoenician cedars to build the Jerusalem Temple and the tales of joint trade ventures and agreements with Phoenicia are rooted in some historical reality.

THE FALL OF TYRE AND ṢIDON

But as is the case with every nation that has ever existed, Phoenicia’s heyday eventually gave way to foreign conquest. Tyre and Ṣidon were attacked and conquered a number of times by various enemies including Egypt; the Assyrian king Shalmaneser V; the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar II, who forced them to pay him annual tribute; the Persian Achaemenids, who ruled Tyre and Ṣidon from 539 to 332 BCE;13 Alexander the Great, who overthrew Ṣidon and orchestrated the Siege of Tyre before razing the city to the ground when taking it from the Persians; and Antigonus I Monophthalmus, who again besieged the city in 315 BCE.14

And it is these destructions of Tyre and Ṣidon that were burned into the cultural memory of Israelites, Judahites, and later Jews by a number of Hebrew prophets. Because of the history of power and economic excess and the subsequent destruction of these cities, the Hebrew prophets looked to Tyre and Ṣidon as examples of what God does to those who do not care for the poor or heed his word.

The prophet Yeḥezqi’el (Ezekiel) condemned the king of Tyre not only for his vast wealth, but because he “compared his mind to the mind of a god”:


Therefore thus says the Lord GOD: Because you compare your mind with the mind of a god, therefore, I will bring strangers against you, the most terrible of the nations; they shall draw their swords against the beauty of your wisdom and defile your splendor. They shall thrust you down to the Pit, and you shall die a violent death in the heart of the seas. (28:6–8)



In fact, Ezekiel 27–28 is a lengthy prophecy against Phoenicia, a portion of which is particularly condemnatory of Ṣidon:


Thus says the Lord GOD: I am against you, O Sidon, and I will gain glory in your midst. They shall know that I am the LORD when I execute judgments in it, and manifest my holiness in it; for I will send pestilence into it, and bloodshed into its streets; and the dead shall fall in its midst, by the sword that is against it on every side. And they shall know that I am the LORD. (28:22–23)



The prophet Isaiah offers an entire prophecy against Tyre. Isaiah 23 describes the destruction of Tyre, and vv. 13–14 specifically highlight the deeds of the Babylonians (here called the Chaldeans):


Look at the land of the Chaldeans! This is the people; it was not Assyria. They destined Tyre for wild animals. They erected their siege towers, they tore down her palaces, they made her a ruin. Wail, O ships of Tarshish, for your fortress is destroyed.



Thus, a prophetic tradition developed that cursed Tyre (and Ṣidon by proxy) for amassing wealth and not heeding the words of God.

TYRE AND ṢIDON IN THE NEW TESTAMENT

It is this destruction of the main city-states of Phoenicia that Jesus would remind his opponents of in a harsh sermon against cities near the northern shore of the Sea of Galilee. In Luke 10:13–15 (cf. Matt. 11:20–24), Jesus invokes Tyre and Ṣidon as a point of comparison while chastising the Jewish cities of Chorazin, Bethṣaida, and Kfar Naḥum (Capernaum):


Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the deeds of power done in you had been done in Tyre and Sidon, they would have repented long ago, sitting in sackcloth and ashes. But at the judgment it will be more tolerable for Tyre and Sidon than for you. And you, Capernaum, will you be exalted to heaven? No, you will be brought down to Hades.



Jesus tells Chorazin, Bethṣaida, and Capernaum, cities in which Jesus has performed his “deeds of power” (cf. Matt. 11:20), that the well-known non-Jewish cities of Tyre and Ṣidon will have an easier time at the final judgment than they will.

And yet, interestingly, we also have an account of Jesus retreating to Tyre and Ṣidon in Matthew: “Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon” (15:21). Mark adds that he went there and “entered a house and did not want anyone to know he was there. Yet he could not escape notice” (7:24). And while he was in Tyre, Jesus is said to have performed one of his more controversial miracles.

Mark 7:24–30 (cf. Matt. 15:21–28) tells the story of the Syrophoenician woman. (Syrophoenicians are Phoenicians from Syria.) This miracle is controversial because Jesus not only initially refuses to perform the miracle, but also calls the woman a dog (Gk. κυνάριον), which was as insulting then as it is now:


Now the woman was a Gentile, of Syrophoenician origin. She begged him to cast the demon out of her daughter. He said to her, “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” But she answered him, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” Then he said to her, “For saying that, you may go—the demon has left your daughter.” So she went home, found the child lying on the bed, and the demon gone.



I once told my college class a version of this story: “On my way to class today, a homeless person asked me, ‘Teacher, can you answer some questions about the Bible for me?’ I responded, ‘I’m on my way to teach my students. I need to teach them first, because it’s not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.’”

My students were appalled (and rightly so). I could hear one of the students whisper under her breath, “What a jerk!” They stared at me, wondering how I could be so rude to a homeless man who was simply asking for my help.

Then I said to my class, “I didn’t really say that to a homeless man. But could you imagine if someone had recorded my saying that and then posted it on YouTube? At the very least I’d get called into the dean’s office, and I’d certainly be labeled on some website as the worst person in the world.”

And yet that’s what Jesus said to the Syrophoenician woman! Of course, he ultimately healed the woman’s daughter, but the text makes clear that it was because of the woman’s clever comeback—“even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs”—that he healed her. Note that she didn’t give Jesus an “Oh no you didn’t” response along with a finger wag, but instead spun Jesus’s “dog comment” and threw it back in his face, matching him cliché for cliché. And here’s the fun part: Jesus was so impressed with her cleverness—“For saying that, you may go”— that he healed the woman’s daughter.

Of course, some people argue that the healing by Jesus makes up for his harsh words or that the addition in Matthew 15:24 of Jesus’s statement that he “was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel” makes his healing of this Gentile woman some sort of extracurricular bonus healing, compensating for his initial denial of the woman’s request and his rude behavior toward her. Whatever its interpretation, it is worth noting that, although Jesus may have initially ministered to his fellow Jews, he ultimately ministered to all people, regardless of race, gender, and nationality, and he first did so not in Jerusalem or the Galilee, as one would expect, but on a trip to Tyre.
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The ancient Phoenician cities of Tyre, Ṣidon, and Byblos contributed to both the Old and New Testaments. Phoenicia gave us paper, the alphabet, and the word “Bible” itself. These cities assisted with the building of the Jerusalem Temple and are credited with helping Solomon become rich, not to mention the fact that their prosperity became the target of condemnation for Hebrew prophets. The destruction of these cities became a lingering memory in the minds of Jews at the time of Jesus, who performed a unique miracle there, expanded his ministry to include Gentiles, and chastised cities surrounding the Sea of Galilee by saying that they would suffer more than Tyre and Ṣidon. Indeed, the ancient cities of Tyre, Ṣidon, and Byblos are cities that directly helped build the Bible.
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