Critical Online Bible Study
The Economy of Ancient Israel

Lesson IX

General
Although we rarely think about it today, ancient economies were actually quite complex with many different occupations, finance, international trade, and accounting.  The bulk of clay tablets and other ancient documents unearthed by archaeologists are devoted to business, trade, and funerals.  The economy of ancient Israel was no exception, although there are very few business documents have survived.  

Overview

	1.  The Holy Land was viewed as the property of God, but it was divided into tribal and family land.
2.  The most important economic activity in ancient Israel was agriculture and a variety of crops were 
     grown.  The most important crops were grains, mainly barley and wheat, along with grapes and 

     olives.

3.  Mining and metallurgy were important.  The metals used were gold, silver, copper, tin, bronze, lead,

     and iron.

4.  Finance was usually handled by landowners, merchants, and traders.  Usury was theoretically 

     prohibited, but practiced anyway.  For only a brief period in the 2nd and 1st centuries BCE did the 

     Jews mint their own coins.

5.  There were numerous other occupations in ancient Israel.  Some streets and towns were devoted to

     single industries. 
6.  Roads were generally poor and communication was by letter.     


Basic Economic Activities

Land

The Holy Land was considered the property of God (Yahweh) by the ancient Israelites and they believed that they were therefore fiefs on God’s land.  Because of this, there were some limits to the human use of the land.  As an example, farmers were to leave the gleanings of their crops for the poor and the foreigner (Leviticus 19:9-10, Deuteronomy 24:19-21).
In practice, some of the land was communal or tribal land, especially pastures and watering holes.  This tribal land was divided among the members of the tribe, which each one could cultivate for his own benefit. 
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More widespread, however, was family land.  The family tombs were found on this land and the boundaries were considered inviolate.  Because of this, there was a strong attachment to the land; it was not, as it is in America, just another commodity.  This attachment is illustrated by the story of Naboth’s vineyard, which Jezebel, the queen of King Ahab, coveted because of its vineyards.  Naboth did not want to sell his land because it was part of his patrimony.  She arranged for the death of Naboth and obtained the land (I Kings, chapter 21).  

When poverty forced someone to sell his land, a relative would buy the land in order to keep it in the family.  Later, when the seller was able, he could buy the land back from his relative.  Unfortunately, the relative would sometimes refuse to relinquish the land.  This led to the invective by Isaiah at Isaiah 5:8.

Agriculture
The land of Palestine is generally very rocky and it is not the easiest place for a farmer to thrive.  Rainfall was not always reliable or plentiful; southern Palestine borders on the desert in the Negev.  There were also pests, particularly the locust, along with various plant diseases.  The ancient farmer had no defense against these aggressors and simply hoped for the best.  The best land was, of course, in the plains of Jezreel (the location of Naboth’s vineyard) and the plains of Sharon.  Grain was grown in these plains with fruit-bearing trees and livestock in the hills.  Vegetable gardens were maintained near the villages in all regions.

Implements.  The ancient farmer had several tools for farming.  The plow and hoe consisted of wooden handles with copper, and later, iron ends for opening the soil, perhaps to a depth of five inches.  At the harvest, the farmer would use a sickle; he would hold the stalks of grain and cut them close to the ground.  The blade was initially flint, but later iron blades were used.  Threshing was done by beating the grain with a stick, trampling by cattle or by dragging some kind of weight over it.  The grain was then winnowed by using a long-handled fork to throw the grain into the air, where the afternoon wind would blow away the unwanted stalks.  Finally, grain would be forced through a sieve to separate any remaining material from the kernels of grain.  The grain was stored in large jars, dry cisterns, or silos.  

Grains.  The two most important grains were barley and wheat.  Both grains are mentioned in a number of places in the Bible.  In addition, millet was also used, but it was not a major crop.  The chart below provides additional information about these grains.  Despite its appearance in some Bible translations, rye was not used.  
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	Grain (Scientific Name)
	Comments and References

	Barley (Hordeum vulgare)
	Two-row barley, or spring barley was most commonly grown west of the Jordan Valley because it has no hull.  Peasants made barley cakes or a flat bread from barley flour.  It was (and still is) the principal grain used to produce beer, although beer is not specifically mentioned in the Bible (the term “strong drink” is used for beer).  The barley harvest usually started in late April or early May.   

	Barley (Hordeum hexastichon)
	Six-row barley, or winter barley, was grown in the Jordan Valley and on the Transjordanian Plateau because it was more tolerant of the climate in those areas.  

	Wheat
	Common (Triticum      aestivum)
	This species of wheat is the one commonly used to make bread.  It is genetically hexaploid; it has six sets of chromosomes with seven chromosomes in each set.  The kernel is not encased in hull.  The poor often could not afford wheat, so they ate barley bread.  The wheat harvest usually begins in late May and the pilgrimage Feast of Weeks (Shavuot) may have originally been a wheat harvest festival.

	
	Durum (T. durum)
	This species was used for a very coarse or dense bread, or its flour was mixed with common wheat flour.  A tetraploid species (four sets of chromosomes), it has the hardest kernel (hence, the name durum).  As with common wheat, it has no hull.  Today it is used almost exclusively to make semolina flour for pasta.

	
	Einkorn (T. monococcum)
	This is coarser grain with a hull.  It is diploid (two sets of chromosomes).  It was not widely cultivated.  

	
	Emmer (T. dicoccum)
	The ancestor of wheat, emmer is coarse with a hull.  It is a hexaploid species.  It was used by the poor.

	
	Spelt (T. spelta)
	This is also a coarse grain with a hull.  It is a hexaploid species.  

	Millet (Panicum miliacum)
	There are several species of millet, but this is the one most likely used by the ancient Israelites.  Its seed is the smallest of the grains and it produces a poor quality bread.  It was sometimes mixed with other grains for bread as in Ezekiel 4:9, where Ezekiel is told to make bread with wheat, barley, beans, lentils, millet, and spelt.  This action symbolized the end of the food supply in Jerusalem during the siege by the Babylonians.  Millet is still used extensively in Africa and India.


Legumes were another important staple in the diet of the ancient Israelite.  Broad (or fava) beans, bitter vetch, carob, chick-peas (garbanzos), fenugreek, and lentils were grown.  Wild peas may have been available as they are indigenous to the Near East.  The chart below has more information about legumes in ancient times.
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	Legume (Scientific Name)
	Comments and References

	Broad, or Fava, Bean (Vicia faba) 
	Widely grown, the bean was winnowed in a manner similar to wheat.  The beans were eaten cooked, or in stews.  The pod was also cooked and eaten as a vegetable.  It was an important source of protein since meat was rarely eaten by ordinary Israelites.  Beans were included in the supplies brought to David during the revolt of Absalom (2 Samuel 17:28).

	Bitter Vetch (Vicia eruilia)
	When split, it is similar to red lentils.  It was fed to livestock; only the desperately poor ate it.

	Carob (Cretonia siliqua)
	Archaeologists have found extensive evidence that carob was used as a food by the ancient Israelites and the carob tree grows in the Mediterranean basin.  It is possibly mentioned in the Bible; Luke 15:16 reports that the prodigal son would have been happy to eat the “pods” the pigs were given.  Since the carob tree is so drought resistant, its pods were eaten in times of famine and fed to livestock at other times.

	Chick-peas or Garbanzo Beans

(Cicer arietinum)
	These have long been cultivated in the Near East.  An important source of protein, chick-peas were eaten cooked or in stews.  They are not specifically mentioned in the Bible.

	Fenugreek  (Trigonella foenum-graecum)
	The seeds are used as a spice and the leaves as an herb, although fenugreek is actually a legume.  The stalk was also cooked and eaten.  Some Jews eat fenugreek with meals at Rosh Hashanah (Jewish New Year).  

	Lentils (Lens culinaris or esculenta)
	Lentils were usually eaten cooked or in stews.  They were also used to make bread (with a little barley flour) eaten by the poor (see Ezekiel’s bread recipe in Ezek. 4:9).  Jacob served Esau a stew of lentils, probably with onions cooked in olive oil (Genesis 25:34).  Lentils are also mentioned 2 Samuel 17:28 and 23:11.  


Vegetables included cucumbers, garlic, leeks, and onions.  These vegetables grew easily in Egypt and the Israelites, during the exodus in the wilderness, lamented their lack of access to vegetables (Numbers 11:5).  In Palestine, it is more difficult to grow these vegetables; they were grown mostly in small private plots.  
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	Vegetable (Scientific Name)
	Comments and References

	Cucumber (Cucumus sativus)
	Cucumbers originated in India, but they have been cultivated in W Asia for 3,000 years.  The Israelites longed for cucumbers when they were in the wilderness under Moses (Numbers 11:5).  They are also mentioned in Isaiah 1:8 and Jeremiah 10:5.

	Garlic (Allium sativum)
	Garlic is part of the onion genus.  It was another vegetable craved by the Israelites in the wilderness.  According to Herodotus, the workers who built the great pyramid of Khufu (Cheops) were supplied with great amounts of garlic.  In ancient Israel, garlic was also used for medicinal purposes.

	Leeks (Allium ampeloprasum or porrum)
	Leeks were popular in ancient Egypt and they formed an important part of the diet in the ancient Near East.  They are easy to grow, mature in the autumn and resist most diseases and pests.  They are mentioned only in Numbers 11:5

	Onions (Allium cepa)
	There are several varieties of onions and it is not clear which variety was grown in ancient Israel, perhaps more than one.  As with garlic and leeks, onions are easy to grow and fairly pest resistant.  They are also mentioned only in Numbers 11:5.


Nuts included almonds, pistachio nuts, and walnuts.  Almonds (Prunus dulcis) were among the “choice fruits of the land” (Genesis 43:11); it was the first to blossom with its pinkish white flowers appearing before the leaves in the spring.  Jeremiah 1:11 is a play on the Hebrew word for almond and the verb “to watch.”  Note also the Aaron’s rod, as related in Numbers 17:8, sprouted overnight with almond blossoms and almonds.

Pistachio nuts (Pistacia vera) were also among the “choice fruits of the land” in Genesis 43:11 and they were widely cultivated.  According to Josephus (Wars of the Jews, III.x.8), walnut trees (Juglans regia) grew near the Sea of Galilee.  Although not specifically mentioned in the Bible, when nuts are mentioned in general, walnuts may actually be intended.

Fruit trees included apples, dates, figs and sycamore figs, grapes (for wine, raisins, and syrup), mulberries, pomegranates, and quince.  In addition, watermelons and muskmelons were grown.   These melons were particularly valued in desert regions because of their high water content.  
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	Fruit (Scientific Name)
	Comments and References

	Apple (Malus domestica)
	Frequently mentioned in the Bible, some translators believe that some other fruit was actually intended by the Biblical writers since apple trees are not generally found in Palestine.  The Hebrew word translated as “apple” may refer to a different fruit.  Hebrew does not have an extensive vocabulary with respect to plants.

	Date (Phoenix dactylifera)
	Although dates were definitely an important food source in ancient Palestine, they are only mentioned metaphorically in the Song of Songs (7:7).  They come from a species of palm. 

	Grapes (Vitus vinifera)
	Grapes were easily the most important fruit crop of ancient Palestine.  They prefer hillsides, but some grapes were grown in the plains in Palestine.  Grapes begin to ripen in July, but the harvest usually ran through August and September.  The early grapes were sour and “set the teeth on edge” (Jeremiah 31:29-30).  The harvested grapes were either eaten, dried into raisins, boiled down into a thick grape syrup, or turned into wine.  

Wine was made by crushing the grapes, often by stomping, and the juice was collected into vats where fermentation began within hours.  Later it was transferred into jars or goat skins for further fermentation and storage.

	Figs (Ficus caricus)
	Figs and fig trees are mentioned more than 60 times in the Bible, often metaphorically (e.g., when Jesus condemns a fig tree in Mark 11:13-14).  The sycamore tree, Ficus sycomorus ,is also a type of fig tree.  The prophet Amos was a “dresser of sycamore-figs” (Amos 7:14), which are edible.  The sycamore tree grew primarily in the Shephelah, a region southwest of Jerusalem.  This tree should not be confused with the American sycamore, Platanus occidentalis. 

	Mulberry (Morus nigra)
	The black (or red) mulberry tree grows well in Palestine.  Its juice was highly prized.  It is mentioned in 2 Samuel 5:23-24, 1 Chronicles 14:14-15, Luke 17:6, and 1 Maccabees 6:34, where the red juice was used to excite the elephants of Antiochus IV Epiphanes, the Seleucid king.

	Pomegranate (Punica granatum)
	The pomegranate is frequently mentioned in the Old Testament.  Its juice was made into wine and it played an important role in art and decoration (Exodus 28:33-34).  It was also a symbol of fertility; it was sometimes depicted as the Tree of Life.

	Quince (Cydonia oblonga)
	Quince is a fruit similar to apples and pears.  It grows on a small, deciduous tree and it is native to SW Asia.  In some translations, “apple” is used when “quince” may have actually been intended by the Biblical author, particularly in the Song of Songs.  


IX-7
Herbs and spices included many different plants and the spice trade was a very important part of almost all ancient economies.  Spices were used in food, perfumes, cosmetics, and incense.  Many of the spices discussed below were actually imported into ancient Israel.  Only one Biblical reference is given for each one, if there is a Biblical reference, but some of them are actually mentioned several times.  There are lists of spices in Exodus 30:34-36 and Song of Songs 4:14.   

Herbs and spices included aloes (Pss 45:8), used to perfume clothing; balm, which may refer to several different medicinal substances (Jer 8:22); black cumin, which are bitter seeds used medicinally then and today (it may help prevent pancreatic cancer and diabetes); sweet cane (sometimes called calamus or just cane), a reed that yields aromatic oil used for anointing and in sacrifices (Jer 6:20); cassia, which is derived from the bark of a tree grown in SE Asia and used to perfume clothing (Ezek 27:19); and cinnamon, which also originated in SE Asia and was highly valued as an ingredient for holy oil and perfume and as a trade item (Rev 18:13).

Coriander originated in SE Europe and Africa; the entire plant is edible.  Cilantro is dried coriander leaves.  The manna provided to the Israelites in the wilderness is compared to coriander in Numbers 11:7.
Cumin (or cummin) is similar to caraway, but spicier.  It was kept on Greek and Roman dinner tables as a spice or seasoning.  It mentioned in Isaiah 28:25.  Dill originated in south Asia and the seeds were used as a spice (today the leaves are also used).  It is not clear if dill is actually mentioned in the Bible as the words in the original languages are ambiguous.    
	Frankincense (in the picture to the right) is the resin of the Boswellia trees found in southern Arabia.  Part of the bark is stripped and the resin collected as it oozes out.  It is a hard, but flammable substance used for incense, perfume, and medicine.  It is mentioned several times in the Bible, the most famous as one of the gifts from the wise men to the infant Jesus (Matt 2:11).  

Galbanum is also a resin from a plant native to Persia.  It was used as a bitter incense and for medicinal purposes.  It is mentioned in Ex 30:34.  The flowers of the henna plant 
	




are fragrant, according to Song of Songs 1:14.  The leaves were (and still are) used to prepare a dye used on the skin and other surfaces.  
The incense used in the Temple in Jerusalem was a mixture of equal parts of frankincense, galbanum, onycha (aromatic shell), and stacte (gum resin) (Ex 30:34-36).  
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	Myrrh (pictured to the right) is a fragrant, oily resin from S Arabia.  It was used for anointing, in perfume, as a beauty treatment, and for scenting clothes.  It is mentioned in a number of places in the Bible, the most famous being as a gift from the wise men to the infant Jesus (Matt 2:11).  Nard is a costly fragrant ointment taken from the roots and stems of an aromatic Indian herb.  Although mentioned in the Song of Songs (1:12), its most famous reference is its use as an ointment for Jesus at Bethany (Matt 26:6-13).  Saffron is an aromatic cooking spice derived from the crocus of a plant.  It is mentioned in Song of Songs 4:14.
	




Stacte is an aromatic incense is derived from the resin of the storax tree, or possibly some other plant.  It was also used in perfume.  It is one of the ingredients for the Temple incense (Ex 30:34-36).   

Fiber Plants.  The two most important fiber plants in ancient Israel were cotton and flax.  Cotton (Gossypium herbaceum) was imported into ancient Israel from Assyria and, later, Egypt.  Isaiah mentions Egyptian cotton weavers in Isa 19:9.  It was woven into thread and cloth.  Flax  (Linum usitatssmum) was cultivated in ancient Israel for the production of linen and rope.  The fibers form part of the stalks, which are pulled.  The seeds are removed, the stalks dried, and then the fibers are separated by “hackling.”  The fibers are then spun into thread.  Flax is mentioned in a number of places in the Bible, including Jer 13:1 and Ezek 44:17-18. 
Livestock.  The most important livestock in ancient Israel were sheep and goats.  These animals were not generally slaughtered for meat, but rather they were kept for their wool, hair (goats), and milk.      
Cattle was also raised, but since they are more expensive to maintain because of the much larger grazing area required, they were less common in the barnyard of the ancient Israelite.  It was not permitted to interbreed different species of cattle (or other animals) (Lev 19:19).  Amos compares the wealthy women of Samaria to the cows of Bashan (4:1).   
Camels, horses, and donkeys were also raised, but most of these animals were owned by royal or wealthy families as the ordinary Israelite could not usually afford them.  
Finally, chickens were widely raised, although they are mentioned only in Matt 23:37.  Eggs are mentioned in several places, including Job 6:6 and Deut 22:6.

Mining

There were six metals used in ancient Palestine:  gold, copper, tin, lead, silver, and iron.  Gold, copper, and silver were known before 3000 BCE.  Tin, lead, and iron came later.    

IX-9
Gold is usually found free from other elements as it is less reactive chemically.  As a result, it did not require smelting, although refining was needed for it to be purified.  It was probably the first metal to be used by man and it is the metal mentioned most often in the Bible.  The primary source of the gold used by the Israelites was Ophir, the location of which is much disputed.  Ophir may refer to India.  Gold was imported through the port at Ezion-geber at the head of the Gulf of Aqaba on the Red Sea.
Copper is more reactive, so it is almost always in a compound.  The most common copper ore is malachite, which is cupric hydrocarbonate [Cu2CO3 (OH)2].  The primary site for mining malachite was the Arabah, where smelting operations were also conducted.  

Tin had to be imported as it is not found in Palestine.  Most of the tin was imported by the Phoenicians, probably from Spain.  Copper, when mixed with tin in an alloy with two to sixteen percent tin, forms bronze, which is harder than either copper or tin alone.  

Lead was smelted from the mineral, galena, which is lead sulfide (PbS).  Galena is often associated with other metals, particularly copper, silver, and zinc.  When heated, lead oxidizes and, if alloyed with silver, will leave the silver behind.  This was an important use of lead, but it was also used weights plumb lines, and fish-net sinkers.  
Silver is often found in free form, but more often it requires smelting and refining; this was an important activity in ancient Israel.  It is not clear what mineral was smelted, but argentite (silver sulfide, Ag2S) is a possible candidate.  Until larger sources of silver minerals were located and refining became more advanced, around 500 BCE, silver was actually more highly valued, and rarer, than gold.  It was used for jewelry, charms and amulets, coinage, and as a standard for business transactions, its most important function.  Silver mentioned in many places in the Bible and the refining of silver is used as a metaphor for the transformation of Israel (Malachi 3:3). 
Iron was probably first smelted by the Hittites in Asia Minor around 1500 BCE.  The Philistines may have brought iron to Palestine around 1200 BCE; at least, they held something of an iron monopoly as 1 Samuel 13:19-21 tells us that Israel had no blacksmiths because the Philistines would not allow it.  Iron was more difficult with which to work because, unlike copper or bronze, it had to be heated before it could be hammered.  This required substantial amounts of fuel.  Nonetheless, iron was valued because it is harder than copper or bronze.   It was under David that iron became readily available to the ancient Israelites (2 Sam 8:8, 12:31).
Finance

Ancient Israel did not have a banking system in the modern sense, but international trade did necessitate some banking services; these were generally handled by merchants, landowners, and traders.  Interest on loans to fellow Israelites was forbidden (Exod 22:25, Lev 25:36-37, and Deut 23:19-20), although loans could be made at interest to non-Israelites (e.g., Christians).  Despite the prohibition of usury, violations were common and strongly condemned by Ezekiel (18:8, 13, 17, and 22:12) as well as Nehemiah (5:6-13).  See also Proverbs 28:8.
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The usual interest rate in Babylonia was one-third (33 1/3 percent) per year for loans of produce, but only 20 percent on money.  Later contracts reduced all interest rates to 20 percent, although sometimes rates as high as 50 percent were charged, according to clay tablets from Nuzi.  

Collateral, called pledges and sureties in the Bible, consisted of movable property, although cloaks had to be returned each night to the borrower for warmth (Exod 22:26-27) and Deut 24:12-13).  Items essential for living were not allowed to be taken as a pledge (Deut 24:6). 
Before the invention of coinage in the 7th century BCE, money consisted of metal pieces, usually silver or gold, evaluated by weight.  Barter was also extensively used.  The advantage of coinage is that it provided a certified value with a consistent weight and purity.  Coinage probably did not arrive in ancient Israel until 5th century BCE.  It is first mentioned in Ezra 2:69.  These first coins were Persian “darics”, named after King Darius.  They were pure gold and weighed 8.424 grams.  The ancient Israelites did not mint their own coinage until 110 BCE, when the kingdom of Judah became independent after the Maccabean revolt.  A nation is sovereign if it has the power to mint its own coinage.    

Occupations
Aside from farmers (peasants) or miners, there were many other occupations in ancient Israel.  These included carpenters, furniture makers, lampmakers, boatbuilders, painters, carvers and sculptors, metal workers (in gold, silver, bronze, as well as blacksmiths in iron), and stonemasons.
Cloth workers included spinners, weavers, fullers (who reduced and dyed cloth), and dyers.  Other workers with leather and fabrics included tanners, leatherworkers, tentmakers (e.g., Paul), carpet makers, rope makers, and basket weavers.  

Other occupations included jewelers, glassworkers, and potters.  Food processors included bakers and cheesemakers, who congregated together along streets in Jerusalem so that there was a Bakers’ Street and a Cheesemakers’ Street.  

“White collar” workers included scribes, translators, accountants, diplomats, and other government officials.  Military personnel included generals and warriors, although the Israelites generally used militias rather than a standing army.

Some towns were famous for various products and occupations, particularly in cloth.  Fullers and tanners, because of the odors these activities generated, were used employed outside the city walls.

There are references to the Fuller’s Field in 2 Kings 18:17 and Isaiah 7:3.
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Transportation and Communication

Before the appearance of the Romans in the 1st century BCE, roads were treacherous and narrow.  The Hebrew word for road is derived from the verb, “to tread” as the roads were paths beaten into existence by the feet of men and the hooves of animals.  Stones, boulders, and weeds often blocked the way.   Governments did eventually improve the roads, especially for the use of horses and chariots.  International trade routes were generally better than local roads because of the greater traffic and maintenance by governments interested in facilitating trade.  Walking was the usual means of travel unless one could afford a horse, donkey, or camel.

The Romans were excellent engineers and they built many paved roads.  The primary purpose was for the convenience of Roman armies, needed for the maintenance of the empire.  

Communication was almost entirely by letter writing.  The movement of letters depended, of course, on the transportation system.   
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