 Critical Online Bible Study
Geography of Ancient Israel
Lesson VII

General

In this lesson, we will look at three aspects of the geography of ancient Israel.

        1.  Physical Geography

        2.  Climate

        3.  Flora and Fauna

Overview
	1.  Palestine can be divided into four regions:  the coastal plain, the hill country, the rift valley, and 

     the Transjordanian hills and plateau.

2.  The COASTAL PLAIN includes the Plains of Sharon, Philistia (home of the Philistines), and the 
     Plain of Jezreel, or Esdraelon.

3.  The HILL COUNTRY includes the hills of Galilee, Samaria, Judah, the Shephelah and the Negev.

4.  The RIFT VALLEY includes Lake Huleh, the Sea of Galilee, the Jordan River, the Dead Sea, and the 

     Arabah.

5.  The TRANSJORDANIAN PLATEAU includes Bashan, Gilead, Ammon, Moab, and Edom.

6.  Palestine has a Mediterranean climate with wet, cool winters and hot, dry summers.

7.  In Biblical times, much of Palestine was forested.  Much of the fauna have also vanished. 


Physical Geography
Land Regions
The geography of ancient Israel can be divided into two broad areas:  the Cisjordanian region, which comprises the area between Mediterranean sea on the west to the Rift, or Jordan, Valley; and the Transjordanian region, which is the area east of the Rift Valley.
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The Rift Valley

	The Rift Valley is a large crack in the earth’s crust; it runs from Lebanon, through the Jordan River valley and the Red Sea into east Africa.  Beginning with the Bekaa Valley, which separates the Lebanon Mountains to the west from the Anti-Lebanon Mountains to the east, one can follow the Jordan River to Lake Huleh, the surface of which is 155 feet above sea level.  (The headwaters of the Jordan River are in the Anti-Lebanon Mountains.) Further south from Lake Huleh is the Sea of Galilee and from there, the Jordan River runs for 50 miles and then drains into the Dead Sea.  The floor of the Rift Valley, called the Arabah, rises south of the Dead Sea for about 
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46 miles to a height of 750 feet above sea level.  It then                          Jordan River 
descends across 48 miles and ends at the Gulf of Aqaba, 
an arm of the Red Sea.

The Cisjordanian region can be further divided into two areas:  the coastal plains and the hill country.
The Coastal Plains
The coastal plains include the coastal Plain of Acre, where the cities of Acre (or Akko), and Haifa are located, the Plain of Jezreel (or Esdraelon), and the Plain of Sharon.  Mt Carmel separates the Plain of Sharon from the Plain of Jezreel.
The Plain of Acre extends about 20 miles from Tyre at the northern end to Mt Carmel and the Plain of Esdraelon at the southern end.  At the foot of Mt Carmel, and along its slopes, is the modern city of Haifa, Israel, which overlooks Haifa Bay.  The Plain of Acre varies in width from five to nine miles.  

The Plain or Valley of Jezreel (or Esdraelon) is the valley of the Kishon River, which runs west-northwest for 43 miles from Mt Gilboa to Haifa Bay.  The river today is said to be the most polluted in Israel.  The valley is 16 miles wide at its widest point.
The Plain of Sharon runs south-southwest along the Mediterranean coast from Mt Carmel, through Gaza or Philistia (the land of the Philistines) to the Wadi (or Brook) of Egypt, distance of about 70 miles all together.  The coastal plain is about 10 to 15 miles wide.
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The Hill Country
The hill country includes the Galilean Hills, the Hill Country of Samaria, the Judean Hills, the Shephelah, and the Negev.
	The Galilean Hills form a north-south ridge to the west of Lake Huleh and the Sea of Galilee.  They rise rapidly from the Rift Valley to a height of almost 4,000 feet in Upper Galilee and then gradually slope down into the Plain of Acre.  The Galilean Hills extend as far south as Mt Tabor (1,886 feet high), an isolated hill about 11 miles west of the Sea of Galilee.  These hills are an extension of the Lebanon Mountains and consist of east-west ridges.  They are sometimes collectively called Mt Naphtali.  (The highest peak in the Lebanon Mountains is Mt Lebanon in northern Lebanon.  Its elevation is 10,131 feet.)  
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                                                                                                                                            Mt Tabor
The Hill Country of Samaria is located between the coastal plain to the west and the Rift Valley to the east.  It runs south from Mt Carmel and Mt Gilboa to approximately the town of Bethel, about 10 miles north of Jerusalem.  It was the home of the northern kingdom of Israel and includes Mt Gerizim and Mt Ebal.  The area is also called Mt Ephraim.

The Judean Hills are directly south of, and an extension of, the Hill Country of Samaria.  They extend south to about the same latitude as the south end of the Dead Sea.  To the west of the Judean Hills are the coastal plains and the Shephelah.  To the east are the Rift Valley and the Wilderness of Judah.   Both Jerusalem and Bethlehem are in the Judean Hills. 

 The Shephelah is a region of low hills between the coastal plain and the Judean Hills.  It was an area hotly contested by the Philistines and the tribe of Judah.
	The Wilderness of Judah is a desolate area along the west shore of the Dead Sea and the eastern slopes of the Judean Hills.  The Dead Sea scrolls were found in the cliffs overlooking the Dead Sea in this area.

The Negev is to the south of the Judean Hills and the Shephelah.  (“Negev” means “south” in Hebrew.) It is a rocky desert with brown, barren  hills, wadis, box canyons, and deep craters.   Its main plateau ranges in elevation from 1,200 to 1,700 feet.   
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                                                                                                                                  The Negev Desert
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The Transjordanian Region
The Transjordanian region, sometimes called the Arabian Plateau, can be divided into Bashan, Gilead, the Plateau of Moab, and Mt Seir.  It is cut by the deep canyons of the Yarmuk, Jabbok, and Arnon rivers.  The mountains and plateaus of the Tranjordanian region are an extension of the Anti-Lebanon Mountains.   

Bashan is the area north of the Yarmuk River, which empties into the Jordan River south of the Sea of Galilee.  A plateau area famous for its cattle, Bashan is the area to the east and northeast of the Sea of Galilee.  At the north end of the Bashan is Mt Hermon, the highest peak (actually, three peaks) in the Anti-Lebanon Mountains at 9,232 feet.  The highest point in Syria, it straddles the modern border between Lebanon and Syria.  Today, Bashan is known as the Golan Heights.  Originally part of Syria, the Golan Heights have been occupied by Israel since 1967.  

	Gilead is the area east of the Rift Valley, south of the Yarmuk River, and north of the Arnon River, which drains into the Dead Sea.  Both the Yarmuk and Arnon rivers flow through deep canyons as they drain into the Jordan River.  A third major canyon between the Yarmuk and Arnon rivers is that of the Jabbok River.  Gilead was the traditional home of the Ammonites.  The modern capital of Jordan, Amman, is located in this area.     
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 The Plateau of Moab lies between the Arnon River and the Brook of                Yarmuk River Canyon
Zered, which drains in the south end of the Dead Sea.
Mt Seir is the ridge that runs south from the Brook of Zered along the Arabah to near the Gulf of Aqaba.  The highest point is 5,696 feet.  In the Bible, Mt Seir is the home of the Edomites, along with the Arabah and parts of the Negev to the west.  Mt Seir and the area around it constitute a barren, reddish-brown, desert.  
Below is a chart of some of the physical features found in and around ancient Israel.  
	Mountain
	Region
	Notes and Biblical References

	Mt Hermon 

(9,232 feet)
	Bashan
	Mt Hermon is the highest mountain in the Anti-Lebanon mountains.  It is mentioned in a number places in the Bible, including Deuteronomy 3:9, 4:48; Joshua 11:17, 12:1, 13:5; Judges 3:3; Ezekiel 27:5; Psalms 29:6; Song of Songs 4:8; 1 Chronicles 5:23; and Matthew, chapter 16 (Mark 8).  It may have been the site of the Transfiguration.

	Mt Carmel 

(1,810 feet)
	Coastal Plain
	Mt Carmel is a long table mountain that stretches to the sea.  It was the site of the contest between Elijah and the priests of Baal (I Kings 18:20-46).
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	Mountain
	Region
	Notes and Biblical References

	Mt Tabor 

(1,929 feet)
	Galilean Hills
	Mt Tabor is an isolated foothill overlooking the Plain of Jezreel.  It is about 10 miles SW of the Sea of Galilee.  It is first mentioned in Judges 19:22 and figured prominently in the battle for Galilee between the Romans and the Jews shortly before the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE.

	Hill of Moreh 

(1,689 feet)
	Galilean Hills
	This hill sits between Mt Tabor and Mt Gilboa in the Plain of Jezreel.  It is the probably site of Gideon’s camp before he attacked the Midianites (Judges 7:1). 

	Mt Gilboa 

(1,738 feet)
	Hills of Samaria
	Mt Gilboa is near the juncture between Mt Carmel and the Hills of Samaria, about 20 miles south of the Sea of Galilee.  It is often the backdrop for the stories about Saul and David in 1 Samuel. 

	Mt Ebal

(3,084 feet)
	Hills of Samaria
	Located north of Nablus (Biblical Shechem), Mt Ebal was the site of the altar of uncut stone upon which the Law was engraved (Deut. 27:1-10).  It was also upon Mt Ebal where six of the tribes stood when the curses of the Law were pronounced.  Archaeologists have found the ruins of a religious site on Mt Ebal. 

	Mt Gerizim
(2,849 feet) 
	Hills of Samaria
	Located south of Nablus, Mt Gerizim was where six tribes stood when the blessings in the Law were pronounced.  It is the holy mountain of the Samaritans (as opposed to Mt Sinai for the Jews).  A Samaritan temple was built there during the Persian period, but it was subsequently destroyed by John Hyrcanus in 128 BCE. 

	Mt Zion 
	Judean Hills
	The highest point in Jerusalem and the site of the Temple, it was the holiest site in ancient Israel.

	Mt Nebo 

(2,680 feet) 
	Gilead
	Mt Nebo is the mountain from which Moses viewed the Promised Land (Deuteronomy 34:1-4).  Today there is a monument to the Brazen Serpent (Numbers 21:4-9) at the top.

	Mt Pisgah
	Gilead
	It is actually a collection of peaks, including  Mt Nebo.  It is mentioned in Numbers, chapter 23, and 2 Maccabees 2:4-7.
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The next chart shows the most important rivers and other bodies of water.
	Body of Water
	Region
	Notes and Biblical References

	Jordan River
	Rift Valley
	The Jordan River begins at the base of Mt Hermon, flows 45 miles south to Lake Huleh, then 15 miles to the Sea of Galilee.  The longest stretch is 60 miles from the Sea of Galilee to the Dead Sea.  It drops over 4,000 feet in its 156 mile course.  

	Lake Huleh
	Rift Valley
	Lake Huleh is in the Huleh Valley.  A shallow lake of only 5 to 10 feet in depth, it only covers a few square miles.  It is within the borders of modern Israel.  The surrounding swampy area was drained in the 1950’s.  It is one of the few modern sources of papyrus.

	Sea of Galilee
	Rift Valley
	The lowest fresh water lake in the world, the Sea of Galilee is about 13 miles long and 8 miles wide with a total shoreline of about 33 miles.  It covers 64 square miles.  Among the different species of fish, there is a species of tilapia, called “St Peter’s fish.”  The lake is seriously threatened by water diversion projects and overfishing.  It is frequently mentioned in the Bible, particularly the Gospels.

	Dead Sea
	Rift Valley
	The lowest land point on earth is the shore of the Dead Sea, now 1,388 feet below sea level.  It is 42 miles long and 11 miles wide.  It is 8.6 times saltier than the oceans and, because of water diversions from the Jordan River, it is shrinking dramatically.

	Kishon River
	Plain of Jezreel
	This river flows west-northwest for 42 miles from Mt Gilboa, through the Valley of Jezreel, to Haifa Bay.  It is considered the most polluted river in modern Israel.

	Yarmuk River
	Bashan/Gilead
	The Yarmuk flows through a deep gorge to enter the Jordan River from the east.  It is one of the three main tributaries of the Jordan River.

	Jabbok River
	Gilead
	The modern Arabic name is the Zarqa, or “blue river.”  Forty miles long, it flows from near Amman, drops nearly 3,600 feet in its course, and then empties into the Jordan River about 20 miles north of the Dead Sea.  It is mentioned in Genesis 32:23; Numbers 21:24; Deuteronomy 2:37 and 3:16; Joshua 12:2, and Judges 11:13, 22.

	Arnon River
	Gilead/Plateau of Moab
	Forty-five miles long, this river flows through a deep, narrow ravine before it enters the Dead Sea.  Dry in the summer, it is a torrent after the winter rains.  It is mentioned in Numbers 21:13, 26, and 28; Deuteronomy 3:8, 12, and 16; and Judges 11:18,
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	Brook of Zered
	Plateau of Moab/Mt Seir
	This wadi is about 35 miles long and flows into the south end of the Dead Sea.  Flowing only during the winter months, it is mentioned in 2 Kings 3:16 and Isaiah 15:7. 


Geology

The geology of Palestine is fairly simple.  Most of the hills and mountains consist of Jurassic and Triassic dolomitic limestone.  The Shephelah is underlain by chalky limestone, while the Plain of Sharon has some scattered limestone ridges.  The Plain of Jezreel has basaltic soils that have washed down from the Galilean hills.  Bashan is volcanic, but the rest of the Transjordanian plateau is limestone.  

Since the Rift Valley is a crack in the earth’s crust, there are a number of fault lines and Palestine is very prone to earthquakes, of which there have been many.  
Climate

The climate of Palestine is categorized as Mediterranean (cool, rainy winters and very dry summers).  Generally, rainfall gradually declines as one moves from north to south, while temperatures gradually rise.  Along the Mediterranean coastal plain, rainfall is greatest with an average rainfall of about 21 inches per year.  Average daytime high temperatures in the summer are in the upper 80’s F with lows in the 70’s F.  In the winter, daytime highs are in the 60’s F with nighttime lows in the upper 40’s F.  Most of the rainfall occurs between November and March; there is virtually no rain during the summer months in almost the entire region.
In the hill country, summer daytime highs average in the mid-80’s with nighttime lows in the mid-50’s.  In the winter, daytime highs are in the mid-60’s with lows in the lower 40’s.  The area averages about 22 inches of rain per year with usually one measurable snowfall.  In the Negev, where the elevation is lower, the temperatures run several degrees higher with much less precipitation.  
The Jordan River valley is much hotter with less precipitation than the areas to the west.  Summer daytime highs reach well into the 90’s in the northern stretches of the Jordan River valley around the Sea of Galilee.  Near the mouth of the Jordan at the Dead Sea all the way to the Gulf of Aqaba through the Arabah, daytime highs in the summer are usually in excess of 100o F.  In the winter, daytime high temperatures run in the 60’s and 70’s.  Rainfall ranges from more than 20 inches in the area around Lake Huleh to only an inch per year at Eilat on the Gulf of Aqaba.     

On the Transjordanian plateau, with elevations comparable to the hill country west of the Jordan River, average daytime high temperatures in the summer are in the 90’s F with overnight lows in the mid-50’s.  In the winter, daytime highs are in the mid-60’s with lows in the upper 30’s.  Snow can fall in the winter, occasionally in significant amounts, especially in the higher elevations.  The average annual rainfall is lower and averages around 20 inches or more in Bashan to an inch or two at the south end of Mt Seir.
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Chart of Climate Data for Selected Modern Cities
	City
	Region
	Coord
	Elev
	Annual Rainfall
	Jan  High
	Jan  Low
	Aug  High
	Aug  Low

	Haifa
	Coastal Plain (Haifa Bay and Mt Carmel)
	32o 49’ N
34o 59’ E
	Sea Level  to 1,800 ft
	 21.2” 
	63o F
	48o F

	  88o F
	74o F

	Tel-Aviv
	Coastal Plain (Plain of Sharon)
	32o 4’ N  34o 47’ E
	Sea Level
	 20.9”
	63o F
	49o F
	  86o F
	75o F

	Jerusalem
	Palestinian Highlands (Judean Hills)
	31o 47’ N
35o 13’ E
	2,474 ft
(avg.)
	21.8 “
	53o F
	43o F
	  85o F
	67o F

	Beersheba
	Negev
	31o15’ N

34o48’ E
	   880 ft (avg.)
	   8.0”  
	62o F 
	45o F
	  91o F
	70o F

	Tiberias
	Sea of Galilee
	32o 48’ N

35o 32’ E
	 -650 to +650 ft
	 15.7”    
	65o F 
	46o F
	  97o F
	72o F

	Jericho
	Jordan Valley
	31o 51’ N

35o 28’ E
	  -846 ft
	   6.4”
	69o F
	49o F
	102o F
	81o F

	Eilat
	Arabah
	29o 33’ N

34o 57’ E
	Sea Level
	   1.1”
	70o F
	50o F
	104o F
	80o F

	Amman
	Transjordanian Plateau
	31o 57’ N

35o 56’ E
	2,564 ft

(avg.)
	 10.6”
	54o F
	38o F
	  90o F
	65o F


Flora and Fauna
Many of the plant and animal species found in Palestine in Biblical times have subsequently disappeared on account of resource depletion and urbanization.  Crops and domesticated animals will be discussed in the lesson about the economy of ancient Israel.

Flora

	Forests.   In Biblical times, the hills and mountains north of Jerusalem were forested with variety of trees.  Over the centuries, the forests have been depleted, although the modern governments in the region now have reforestation programs.  Below is chart of the most important trees during Biblical times.  Some of these trees have more than one species.  The most notable species are described.  Cultiivated fruit trees are discussed in the lesson about agriculture in ancient Israel.  To the right is a picture of an acacia tree.   
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	Tree
	Taxonomic Name
	Description and Uses

	Acacia
	Acacia raddiana
	Prickly branches and yellow flowers.  A hard wood, it was used to build the furniture in the Tent of Meeting (Exodus 25). 

	Box
	Buxus longifolia
	Reaching up to 20 feet in height, the wood is very hard and durable.  It grows in the Galilean hills and is mentioned in Isaiah (41:19, 60:13) and Ezekiel (27:6).

	Cedar of Lebanon
	Cedrus libani
	Living for up to 3,000 years, the wood from this tree was used to build the Temple of Solomon (1 Kings 5).  It is a slow-growing tree with durable, fragrant wood.  To build the Temple, timbers were floated down the coast to Jaffa and then hauled over land to Jerusalem.

	Crown of Thorns
	Ziziphus spina-christi
	An evergreen that can reach up to 30 feet, it grows  near the Dead Sea.  It is associated with the crown of thorns placed on the head of Jesus when he was scourged.  The fruit is edible.

	Cypress
	Cupressus sempervirens
	Native to Palestine, it was also used by Solomon in building the Temple.  It can grow to a height of 80 feet.  In addition to structures, it was used to build ships, furniture, musical instruments, and doors.

	Greek Juniper
	Juniperus phoenicia
	An evergreen shrub, its wood was used for construction while its small purple berries were used to cure various ailments.

	Oak
	Querus ithaburensis
Querus calliprinos
	Oak forests were extensive in ancient Palestine.  Oaks can reach a height of 60 feet and live 500 years.  The wood was used for construction and shipbuilding.  

	Aleppo or Jerusalem Pine
	Pinus halepensis
	There are still stands of this pine on Mt Carmel.  It is drought resistant and can reach 80 feet in height.  It was used for the floors, doors, and ceiling in Solomon’s Temple.  

	Poplar
	Populus alba
	Jacob used this tree to influence the offspring of his flock (Genesis 30:37).  

	Tamarisk
	Tamarix pentandra
	Preferring sandy soils, this tree may have been the source of the manna in the Wilderness (Exodus 16), although the secretions of an insect is a more likely source.  A deciduous tree, it can grow up to 20 feet in height.  

	Willow
	Salix alba
	Its boughs are one of the four for the Feast of Sukkoth (or Tabernacles in autumn).  Its wood was used for small objects and boats.  The willow was also extensively used for medicinal purposes.
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Fauna

Many animals, present in Biblical times, are no longer found in Palestine.  The discussion below will focus on nonagricultural animals.  The major agricultural animals, which include cattle, horses and asses, goats, sheep, pigs, and chickens, will be discussed in the lesson on economics in ancient Israel.
Bear.  The most famous reference to bears in the Bible is the story about the boys who were mauled by two she-bears because they had taunted Elisha because of his bald head (2 Kings 2:23-24).  Bears survived in Palestine until the 20th century.   
Camel.  The domestication of camels was relatively late, perhaps no earlier than 1200 BCE.  References to camels in Genesis are therefore anachronisms (cf. Gen. 12:16).  Camels are stronger and possess much greater endurance than horses, particularly in desert areas.  Because of their economic value as beasts of burden, a man’s wealth was sometimes calculated by the number of camels he owned.  Camel hair was used to make clothing.
Deer.  There were two species of deer in ancient Palestine, the Iranian fallow deer and the roe.  The fallow deer is larger than the roe, but both constituted a source of wild game.  Deer had disappeared from Palestine by the 1880’s, but they have subsequently been reintroduced in Israel.  
Dog.  Probably the first animal to be domesticated, perhaps 12,000 years ago or earlier, they are frequently mentioned in the Bible.  They were used by the ancient Israelites as watchdogs for both homes and livestock.  It is not clear what breeds were used.  Wild dogs were also present; they would eat dead bodies and other offal.  Because of this, the dog was considered unclean for dietary purposes and often used as a term of reproach (1 Sam. 17:43).  Interestingly, a dog cemetery has been discovered at Ashkelon, a town of the Philistines.  Containing about 700 graves, it dates from 500 to 450 BCE, during the Persian period.  The purpose of the cemetery is unknown.  

Fox.  Foxes were evidently plentiful as Samson caught 300 of them and used them to spread fire in the grain fields of the Philistines.  In the New Testament, Jesus says, “Foxes have their holes, the birds their roosts; but the Son of Man has nowhere to lay his head” (Matt. 8:20) (NEB).
Gazelle.  There are two species in Israel, the plains gazelle (Gazella dorcas) and the mountain gazelle (Gazella gazelle).  There is a third species in the Transjordanian area (Gazella subgutturosa).  Gazelle cannot be domesticated as they panic in captivity and therefore will not breed when captive.  They were almost exclusively hunted for their meat and captured by driving them into triangular corrals, called “kites.”  They were not a major food source.  Gazelle are still found in Israel.  

Leopard.  There were two species of leopard, the spotted and the black.  Both species constituted a problem as they would occasionally attack humans as well as livestock.   Archaeologists have found a number of leopard traps used by people in the ancient Near East.  A reflection of this is found in Isaiah 11:6, where we are told that the leopard would lie down with the kid in the Messianic Age.  Leopards survived in Israel until early in the 20th century.
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Lion.  Lions are frequently mentioned in the Bible.  In probably the most famous lion story, Samson tears a lion apart with his only hands (Judges 14).  They were often used as symbol of power and strength (cf. Numbers 24:9).  Much rarer than leopards, lions disappeared from Palestine in ancient times.
Wolf.  Wolves are mentioned in several places in the Bible.  Since they preyed on livestock, they were viewed negatively.   In Isaiah 11:6, we are told that in the Messianic Age, the wolf shall dwell with the lamb; evidently, wolves fed on lambs.  In the New Testament, they are viewed as ravenous persecutors since Jesus tells his disciples that they are as sheep sent among wolves (Matt. 10:16).  Wolves survived into the 20th century in Galilee.
Other Fauna.  Other mammals include addax, ibex, hyenas, jackals, panthers, bats, and various rodents and hares.  The Bible mentions a number of birds including vultures, kites, falcons, crows, owls, hawks, osprey, storks, cormorants, hoopoes, doves, and pigeons.  Also mentioned are reptiles including snakes, lizards, geckos, and chameleons.  Frogs constitute one of the plagues of Egypt (Exodus 8:1-15).  Although scorpions are mentioned (Revelation, chapter 9), the most significant insect in the Bible is the locust, often the perpetrator of agricultural disasters.    The book of Joel describes a plague of locusts, although locusts were permitted as food under the dietary laws.  Flies and maggots are found among the plagues of Egypt (Exodus 8:16-32).  Fish are not mentioned by species, but fish without scales or fins were forbidden.  The most extensive list of fauna is found in the dietary laws in Leviticus, chapter 11.   
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