Critical Online Bible Study
Life in Ancient Israel

Lesson VIII

General

In this lesson, we will look at the daily life of the ancient Israelite, which was generally very hard and often on the edge of death.  Daily life includes the necessities of life such as food, drink, clothing, shelter, health, education, and physical security.  
Women were usually responsible for the management of the home such cooking meals, caring for children, spinning and weaving.  They often worked in the fields as well.  Professional women worked as midwives, mourners, or sometimes, prostitutes.    Men usually practiced a trade, such as carpentry, masonry, leather-working, or tent-making.  If they owned or rented land, they too worked in the fields and cared for any farm animals.  They took responsibility for their sons, when their sons had reached their early teens, and taught them a skill. 
Overview
	1.  CHILDREN were a blessing and barrenness a curse.  Education was generally in the home.
2.  MARRIAGE was contractual.  Marriage feasts could last for up to two weeks.  Only husbands 

     could obtain a divorce.  Only later were women allowed to divorce their husbands.

3.  At DEATH, the deceased was buried within 24 hours.  Only sons or other males heirs could inherit

     the property of the deceased.

4.  MEALS usually consisted of barley bread, curds or cheese, beans, lentils, olives, grapes, and apples.
     Meat was saved for special occasions.
5.  Most CLOTHING was made from linen, wool, leather, and goat hair.

6.  HOUSES were made of mud brick or stone.


The Life Journey
Birth

To have many children was considered a blessing in ancient Israel.  Sons were preferred.  Sterility or barrenness was considered tragic as the stories of Sarah, Rachel, and Hannah attest.  The firstborn son had special privileges, and although he belonged to God, he was ransomed by sacrificing the firstborn of the flock.

At birth, the mother positioned herself on two stones set close to one another.  She was said to give birth on her knees.  Often another female relative or midwife helped; there were professional midwives.  The husband was not usually present at the birth.  The newborn child would be washed and rubbed with salt and then wrapped in swaddling clothes.  
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Nursing was provided by the mother, although a wet nurse was sometimes used, especially by the ruling classes.  A child would be weaned at age 3 and a feast would be given.

The child would be named immediately after birth, usually by the mother.  The name was intended to reflect some quality or feature of the child; note how the sons of Jacob are named in Genesis, chapters 29 and 30.  Children were named after plants and animals or they were given theophoric (“God-bearing”) names such as “Obadiah,” which means “servant [Obed] of Yah [Yahweh].  The kings of Judah had both personal and throne names.  

Circumcision of sons usually occurred on the eighth day of life.  This procedure was originally performed by the father of the child, but later specialists were used.  Circumcision applied to all males, including servants and slaves.  Only circumcised males could participate in the Passover (Exodus 12:43-49).  Many of the surrounding peoples practiced circumcision; the Israelites may have acquired the practice from the Egyptians.  It may have started as a marriage initiation rite (see Genesis 34).

Education
Education in ancient Israel eventually led to four main objectives.

	1.  To teach basic reading, writing, and arithmetic.

2.  To teach the historical and religious heritage of the Israelites.
3.  To teach the ways of ethical conduct in life, which would lead to wisdom and happiness.
4.  To teach a profession or skill.


Except for the duties of a wife and mother, and among upper class girls, education outside the home was generally limited to boys.  Recorded in the Mishnah, however, is an amusing debate among the rabbis about the education of women.

	Ben Azzai says, “A man is required to teach Torah to his daughter.’

Rabbi Eliezer says, “Whoever teaches Torah to his daughter is as if he teaches her sexual satisfaction.”

Rabbi Joshua says, “A woman wants a qab [of food] with sexual satisfaction more than nine qabs with abstinence.”  He would say, “A foolish saint, a smart knave, an abstemious woman, and the blows of abstainers; lo, these wear out the world.”  [Sotah 3:4]


Education was a work in progress in ancient Israel.  Before the Babylonian Exile, synagogues did not exist and children, except for those in the royal and priestly classes, were either home schooled or attended informal schools run by prophets or local priests.  Both parents were considered to be equally responsible for the education of their children.  Instruction began early in the morning and discipline could be severe.  In the book of Proverbs, we read, “Discipline your son, and he will be a comfort to you and give delights to yourself” (29:17) and “A good beating purges the mind, and blows chasten the inmost being” (20:30).  In the schools, a teacher was called “Father” and students were often called “sons”.  Boys were taught the Hebrew alphabet and then taught to read legal and narrative texts that later became incorporated in the Torah or became useful in drawing up legal documents.  Practical skills were usually learned as an apprentice with one’s own father, although there is some evidence of guilds.   
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For children in the royal and priestly classes, wet and dry nurses and other professional instructors were used.  Sometimes girls were given formal instruction so that many of them became literate.  The royal administration required a bureaucracy of scribes, accountants, and professional craftsmen among others.  There was also a military bureaucracy.  Special schools existed for those destined for these occupations.  Similarly, the priesthood provided special instruction for those destined to become priests.  One responsibility of the priests was to instruct the common people in the requirements of the law.  The classical prophets, such as Isaiah and Jeremiah, condemn the priestly class for failing to instruct the people and for its gross hypocrisy.

Later in the period of the Second Temple, the Torah was taught to students at the primary level.  These  schools were called a bet seperim, or “house of the scribes”, and they were probably conducted in the synagogues.  In Aramaic speaking areas, such as Galilee, they were taught to read the targums, or Aramaic translations of the Torah.  Outside of Palestine, among the Jews of the Diaspora, Greek language and literature were taught so that Jews could compete in the world around them.  Because of this, many Jews became Hellenists, or proponents of Greek culture.  This led to conflicts with traditional Jews and it was even evident among early Christians (Acts 6:1-2).  On the other hand, it led to the translation of the Biblical text into Greek. 

Because the learning of the Torah was viewed as being so important, literacy among men was probably widespread by the time of Jesus.  It should be noted, however, that Peter and John are called “agrammatikos”, or “unlettered” in Acts 4:13.     

Secondary schools had appeared by the beginning of the 2nd century BCE as ben Sirach refers to them (Sir 51:23).  This type of school, only available to wealthier Jews, was called bet midrash, or “house of interpretation.”  The Pharisees ran these schools, where students were taught the Oral Law, which later became the basis of the Mishnah.  Paul had studied at the feet of Gamaliel in one of these schools (Acts 22:3).  Paul, as a Jew of the Diaspora, also had a Greek education; he spoke Greek and quotes the poet and dramatist Menander in 1 Corinthians 15:33. 
The educational views of Rabbi Yehuda ben Tema are summarized in the following tradition from the Mishnah (Abot 5:21).

	At five years, one is fit for the Scripture,

At ten years, for the Mishnah,

At thirteen for the commandments,

At fifteen for the Talmud,

At eighteen for the bride-chamber,

At twenty for pursuing (a calling),

At thirty for authority.
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It should be noted that, unlike the Greek schools, the Jewish schools did not teach science or philosophy.  The ancient Jews were taught manual skills and they had good engineers for construction, but pure science was not taught.  Because of this, there was very little Hebrew or Aramaic literature in science and philosophy until the Middle Ages.

Marriage
Marriage in ancient Israel was usually monogamous, although some wealthier Israelites could afford more than one wife (only men could engage in polygamy).  Some men had one wife, but one or more concubines and slaves (e.g., Abraham).  
A couple became engaged when the prospective groom paid the mohar (or bride-price) to the girl’s father.  Leviticus 27:4-5 values a woman at 30 shekels; a girl under age 20 is valued at 10 shekels.  These amounts could vary, however, depending on the status and wealth of the groom and of the girl’s family.  The mohar could be paid through labor as in the case of Jacob, who worked for Laban to acquire the hands of Leah and Rachel.  The mohar represented compensation to the girl’s family; it gave the prospective husband authority over his bride. 
Marriage was often at very young ages.  Rabbinic tradition set the minimum age of marriage for boys at age 13 and for girls at age 12.  Many of the kings of Israel and Judah were married in their middle teens.

Marriages were often arranged by the parents; the boy and girl rarely had much say in the matter, although love marriages did occur.  The legal basis for a marriage was a formal marriage contract; it was not viewed in a religious context despite Proverbs 2:17.  Although the Bible warns against marriages between Israelites and outsiders, such marriages often occurred.  The book of Ruth may be a protest against the restrictions on mixed marriages.

At the time of the marriage, the bridegroom would declare, “She is my wife and I am her husband, from this day forever.”  The bride made no declaration.  The bridegroom, accompanied by friends with tambourines and a band, would go to the home of the bride, where she would be richly adorned.  She would be veiled, the veil would come off only in the bridal chamber.  She would then be escorted by her friends to the home of the bridegroom while love songs are sung.  This would be followed by a great feast, which could last for a week or two.  The blood-stained linen from the nuptial night would be preserved as proof of the bride’s virginity.   The bride would leave her family to live with her husband.  She became a member of his clan and any children were children of the husband’s clan.  

Divorce

The justifiable grounds for divorce have been acutely debated within Judaism, from adultery and misconduct only to whatever reason the husband wished.  Women did not acquire the right of divorce until much later.  The husband declared, “She is no longer my wife and I am no longer her husband,” or simply, “I divorce my wife.”  A written writ of divorce was generally required.  A financial consideration for the spurned wife was usually required, although the Bible makes no mention of this.  A divorced woman could not remarry her first husband if she had a subsequent marriage to another man.    
VIII-5
Death

Death was ever present in ancient times.  The dead were buried fully clothed.  Soldiers were buried with their swords under their heads and their shields under their bodies.  Although there is no explicit information, burial is thought to have occurred within 24 hours of death.  This is still a requirement in Islam.  Cremation was viewed as an outrage and only the worst criminals, or enemies one wished to totally annihilate, would be cremated.  Burial was in a cave or a tomb hewn from soft rock.  The tomb had ledges upon which the body was placed.  A few household items were left for the deceased.  The poor could not afford tombs, so they were buried in the ground in common graves.  

Mourners wore sackcloth, removed their shoes, poured dust on their heads, and held their heads in their hands.  Professional mourners could be hired; they would praise the deceased and chant or sing lamentations.  The best laments in the Bible are those of David, one over Jonathan in 2 Samuel 1:19-27 and the other over his son Absalom in 2 Samuel 18:33.

There were no wills or testaments.  A father at death would give oral instructions about the distribution of property.  Only sons, generally, had the right to inherit property with the first-born son receiving a double portion of the estate.  If a man died without any sons, his property would pass to his daughters (Numbers 27:7-8).  If he left no children at all, then it would pass to his brothers, and then to his father’s brothers.  The widow had no share in the inheritance, although she may already have property of her own.  Her grown children, or other relatives, would see to her needs.

Daily Life
Food and Drink

The typical ancient Israel was a poor peasant, so meals were simple and usually meatless.  The vegetarianism was partly motivated by Genesis 1:29-30, where God gives humans fruits and vegetables to eat.  Meat eating was not permitted until after Noah’s flood, although note Abel’s occupation and 

sacrifice in Genesis 4:3-4, so the ancient Israelites viewed vegetarianism as more nearly ideal.

Generally, there were two meals each day, one in the late morning and a more substantial one in the evening after sunset.  The most important item in the diet was bread made from barley meal, which was either fried on a griddle or baked in an oven.  Bread was made daily, almost always by the women of the household.  Wealthy Israelites ate bread made with wheat flour; servants (often males) made this bread.  During hard times, emmer  or spelt (both coarse types of wheat) was used.  In later times, bakeries appeared and there was a Street of the Bakers in Jerusalem (see Jeremiah 37:21).
With bread, curds or cheese was often served.   Fresh milk was never consumed; milk for curds or cheese came from goats or sheep.  To make cheese, salt was added to curds and allow to dry.  As with the bakers, there was a street in Jerusalem were the cheesemakers worked.  The Tyropean Valley in Jersualem was named after them.
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Palestine is not a good place for growing vegetables, so the variety of vegetables was limited.  Most often, it consisted of beans and lentils, which was eaten raw, boiled into pottage, or mixed with flour in bread.  Onions and leeks are also available.  In emergencies, carob husks could be eaten.
Aside from their use for bread, grain kernels could be eaten raw or roasted.  In 2 Kings 4:42-44, Elisha is reported to have eaten bread and “fresh ears of grain” (probably barley).  

The two primary fruits were grapes and olives.  Most grapes were made into wine and most olives were pressed for their oil.  There is evidence that apples were available.  Other fruits included the pomegranate, which was also used to make wine, figs, which were made into cakes, and dates.  Watermelons were valued in desert areas because they are 90 percent water.
Since animals provided milk for cheese and curds, they were not generally killed for their meat.  Meat was usually eaten only after a sacrifice, or at a banquet or other special occasion.  The wealthy, however, ate meat more often.  Meat was either boiled or roasted and included mutton, goat, beef (on very rare occasions), wild game (gazelle and deer), quail, pigeons, and turtledoves.  Fish was rarely eaten until New Testament times, when the Sea of Galilee became an important source of fish.
Spices included honey, which was the most important sweetener.

The principle beverages were wine and water, although water was often scarce and unsafe.  Sometimes vinegar was drunk.  Wine was usually mixed with spices and, later, water.  Mixed wine was called “foaming wine” and when mixed with myrrh or gall, it was used as a drug (see Matthew 27:34 or Mark 15:23).  Before drinking, wine was strained to exclude lees and insects.  Older wine was preferred to new wine as older wine was sweeter and stronger.        

After pressing, wine would begin fermentation within a few hours; it was then transferred to jars or wineskins made from goat hides.  Because of fermentation gases, fresh wine was put into new wineskins; old ones would have burst (see Matthew 9:17).  

Egyptian and Syrian wines were named for the districts in which they were produced.  Syrian wines were particularly valued (see Ezekiel 27:18-19); the Assyrian king, Ashurbanipal, was especially fond of Syrian wine from Helbon.  Palestinian wine from Hebron was also valued.
Clothing
Two plant fibers were available to the ancient Israelites, cotton and flax, from which linen is made.  Linen, with much longer fibers, is easier to spin than cotton.   Not grown extensively in Palestine, flax and linen were imported from Egypt and Syria.  Egyptian linen was valued for its softness and pliability and it was comfortable to wear.  

Cotton was introduced into Assyria around 700 BCE; the Bible mentions Assyrian cotton, but cotton did not become an important fabric in Palestine until later.  Neither linen nor cotton was generally dyed.  When dye was used, it was often indigo applied to threads for decoration.  Cotton is more easily dyed than linen.  The animal fibers included goat hair, wool, and camel hair.  Leather was also used.  
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Shelter
The ancient Israelites lived in tents and houses.  During harvest, they lived in booths near their crops.
Used by nomads and shepherds, tents were made from black, hand-woven goat hair.  There was a center pole and cords were used to hold the tent in place.  If a tent was large enough, a curtain could be hung across it so that it was divided into two sections, with the back section for women.  Wealthier nomads could afford separate tents for women.  
Tents were sparsely furnished.  A hearth consisted of a few stones, or it was just a hole in the ground.  Straw mats served as bedding and a piece of leather on the ground as a table.  Cooking pots, goatskin bags, lamps, and a few other items completed the furnishings.

A booth was a temporary shelter made of branches woven together.  The Feast of Booths, one of the three pilgrimage feasts in the Old Testament, probably originated as a harvest festival, although it later commemorated the type of dwelling the Israelites were forced to use in the wilderness after their escape from Egypt.

Houses in ancient Israel were originally made of mud or mud brick.  This continued to be true in lowland areas and along the great rivers in Mesopotamia and Egypt.  In the hill country of Samaria and Judah, stone was plentiful and houses were generally made from stone.  Wood was used for frameworks, doors, roofs, and ceilings.  The floor was either dirt or stone.  Animals were usually kept on the lower level.  Houses were always found in the villages and cities; outlying farm houses were not built, so farmers went out each day from the city or village to work in the fields (except during the harvest as noted above.)

Health and Disease

Since sanitation was often lacking, and modern medical practices did not exist, infectious diseases were much more widespread and serious.  Infant mortality is estimated to have been about 75 percent.
Ancient Mesopotamians and Egyptians believed that diseases originated with demons, although the Egyptians were less superstitious.  Injuries and accidents were generally attributed to rational causes rather than demons.  The ancient Israelites were more inclined to view disease as punishment from God for serious transgressions.  After the Persian period, however, Satan and demons were increasingly regarded as the sources of disease.

The diseases most often mentioned in the Bible are blindness and skin ailments.  Also mentioned are deafness and crippling.  During Old Testament times, it was believed that blindness was sent by God and only curable by him.  Much of the congenital blindness was probably Ophthalmia neonatorum, a severe conjunctivitis caused by venereal disease in one or both parents.  Tobit apparently had albugo, an opacity of the cornea.  He was cured by an application of fish gall to his eyes (Tobit 11:4-15).  Another example involves the temporary blindness of Aramean soldiers after a prayer by Elisha (2 Kings 6:18-21).   
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Skin diseases in the Bible are often grouped together as leprosy.  There are, of course, many types of skin diseases and leprosy is just one.   Leprosy today is confined to Hansen’s disease and, although Hansen’s disease was definitely prevalent in ancient Palestine, some of the skin diseases mentioned in the Bible were diseases other than Hansen’s disease.  Uzziah, the king of Judah during the 8th century BCE, who lived at the time Isaiah began to preach, suffered from a skin disease for seven years before he died.  During those seven years, Jotham, the crown prince, handled the affairs of state.  Jotham succeeded Uzziah (2 Kings 14:5-7).  

Bubonic plague is mentioned in 1 Samuel, chapters 5 and 6.  The Philistines had captured the Ark of the Covenant.  Because of this, God afflicted them with tumors and rats.  After seven months, they decided to return the Ark to the Israelites.  They were told to send five golden tumors and five golden rats along with the Ark.

Treatment of diseases was usually handled through the priesthood.  Leviticus, chapter 13, contains the most detailed information about common diseases in ancient Palestine.  Since ancient peoples could see a connection between good health and good hygiene, there was a strong focus on cleanliness. 

The Gospel writers tell us that Jesus cured many different diseases including blindness, deafness, paralysis, hemorrhagic discharges, fevers, and epilepsy.  Aside from miraculous cures, ancient priests and physicians had a wide variety of methods and concoctions for treating diseases.  Some of these methods and concoctions were actually effective.
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