Critical Online Bible Study
Social Institutions in Ancient Israel

Lesson X

General

In this lesson, we will look at the nature of government in ancient Israel, the king and the royal family, along with the royal servants and officials.  We will also look at the royal administration, finances, and how the state was defended.  At the end, there is information about slavery and weights and measures. 
Overview

	1.  The tribe and family constituted the basic social units in ancient Israel.
2.  When the Israelites chose a king (Saul), they still regarded Yahweh (God) as the real king.  The 

     human king was the regent for Yahweh.

3.  The kings of Judah and Israel wielded great power and often, but not always, vast wealth.  

4.  Public revenues came from taxes, duties, and the royal estates and businesses.  Since the ancient

     Israelites were not generally conquerors, they did not derive much revenue from booty.

5.  Ancient Israel was defended by both foreign mercenaries and conscripted citizens.  Weapons 

     included daggers, swords, lances, bows and arrows, and slings.  Shields and breastplates were 

     used for protection.  Cities were defended with massive walls, but siege warfare techniques were

     often successful against city walls.

6.  Israel treated its slave population, which was comparatively small, with greater humanity than

     surrounding nations.

7.  The ancient Israelites used weights and measures, but they were based on custom and inexact.     


Government

The State

Israelite Tribal Organization.  Before their settlement in Palestine, the Israelites were essentially a nomadic people.  Government existed at the tribal and clan level.   A tribe is an independent group of families who believe they are descended from a common ancestor, so they have a shared blood-relationship.  Sometimes tribes merged; the tribe of Simeon was weak and merged with the tribe of Judah.  At other times, they diverged when grazing lands became too crowded; an example may be the separation of Lot and Abraham (Gen. 13).  

A tribe consisted of several clans and each clan included several related families.  The Hebrew word for clan is mishpah and for tribe, shebet or matteh.  Each clan was ruled by the elders, or heads, of each family and each tribe was led a chieftain, or nasi, who commanded the respect and obedience of the 
clan elders.  
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	When the Israelite tribes began their settlement of Palestine, they formed a confederation, the Twelve Tribes of Israel, around the religious shrine at Shechem.  This confederation was loosely organized and during the period of the judges, each tribe was essentially on its own.  The male
	The Hebrew word for judge is shofet.  The leaders in the book of Judges were not judges in the usual sense.  They were charismatic tribal leaders; the Hebrew word for a charismatic leader is nagid, so the book of Judges should perhaps be the Book of the Leaders, or Nagidim.  


members of each tribe were collectively 
responsible for its defense.  It was the eventual failure of this arrangement in resisting the Philistines that led to the desire for a king.  
Canaanite City States.  When the Israelites moved into Palestine, the Canaanites were loosely organized into small city-states, governed by kings, but nominally under the suzerainty of Egypt.  Because there was no effective central authority, the Israelites were able to pick off each city-state one-by-one.  The book of Joshua mentions the fall of Jericho, Ai, Gibeon, Hazor, and lists others in chapter 12.
At the same time, the Philistines were gradually infiltrating by sea from either Cyprus or Asia Minor.  They had formed a confederation of five city-states in what is today Gaza.  As with nomadic tribes, the city-states were generally defended by their male inhabitants.     
River Valley Empires.  Against this background were the large empires of Egypt, Assyria, and Babylonia.  Based in major river valleys, these empires were enabled by a much larger agricultural base upon which to base much larger populations.  The land of Israel was agriculturally limited, so that the population of Israel was never comparable to those of the large empires.  The upshot of this is that Egypt, Assyria, and Bablyonia could field much larger armies, very often consisting of mercenaries and warriors of mixed nationality. 

Yahweh As King.  When the Israelites selected a king, they still regarded Yahweh as their true king.  The human king was Yahweh’s viceroy on earth, whom Yahweh had chosen.  If the king was disobedient, then he would be punished, along with the people, by Yahweh.  Although the king was theoretically chosen by Yahweh, in practice each king chose his own successor, at least in the kingdom of Judah.  It was usually the first-born son, but if the first-son was no longer alive, then the successor could be any son.  Note that the oldest of David’s sons, Adonijah, at the time David picked his successor, was the oldest surviving son, although not the first-born.  David chose Solomon, who was younger than Adonijah (1 Kings, chapter 1).   
The King
The first king of Israel and Judah was Saul, who came from the tribe of Judah.  There are conflicting accounts of how Saul became king and whether or not Yahweh approved of the whole idea of a human monarch.  
Investiture and Anointing.  When a new king was installed in Judah, the ceremony began with in the Temple, where a special place was reserved for the king.  The investiture then occurred and the new king was given the diadem and the insignia of his office.  He was anointed with oil as a sign of his selection by Yahweh.  After this, he was presented for acclamation by the people, who would shout, “Long live the king!”  
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Enthronement.  Following the Temple ceremonies, the new king was taken to the palace and seated upon the royal throne.  The officials from the prior administration did homage to the new king, as a formality and probably also in the hope that they would retain their jobs.
Psalms were sung, accompanied by flutes and trumpets, during these ceremonies.  Psalms 2 , 72 and 110 were probably sung.  Note that Psalm 45 is a royal wedding psalm.  

The King’s Family
The Harem.  The kings of Israel and Judah were not monogamists.  The first king, and probably the poorest, was Saul, who nonetheless had several wives and at least one concubine (2 Sam 3:7 and 12:8).  David had at least six wives when he captured Jerusalem and added still more.  Solomon reputedly had 700 wives and 300 concubines (1 Kings 11:3), but the later kings could not afford such extravagance.   After ten of the tribes revolted, Solomon’s son, Rehoboam, was left with “only” eighteen wives and sixty concubines.   

Children.  With so many wives, the kings fathered many children (except for the ones who died young).  Sons had nurses as toddlers and later tutors chosen from prominent men in the community.  The king continued to provide for his sons even after they had married when many of them were granted land holdings and their own homes.  Despite this, the king still retained considerable power over his sons as long as he lived.  

Daughters lived in the palace until they married.  As youth, they were attended by other women.  They wore a distinctive dress, probably some kind of tunic.  

The Queen Mother or “Great Lady.”  The mother of the king wielded considerable power and this is reflected in the fact that she is usually mentioned in 1-2 Kings when each king of Judah is introduced.  The most famous example is Bathsheba, who was able to orchestrate the accession of her son, Solomon, to the throne (1 Kings, chapter 1).
The King’s Officials and Servants

There were a number of different officials who served the king.  The three most important ones were the master of the palace, the secretary, and the herald.  Other officials included scribes, accountants, the chief of the king’s personal guards and the king’s armor-bearer, or squire.  Servants included the cupbearer, bakers, and carvers and personal attendants.  There is a list of David’s retinue in 2 Samuel 20:23-26 and of Solomon’s in 1 Kings 4:1-6.  
Master of the Palace (‘asher ‘al habbayth).  Several are mentioned by name in the Bible including Ahishar (under Solomon, 1 Kings 4:1), Arsa (under Elah, 1 Kings 16:9), Obadyahu (under Ahab, 1 Kings 18:3), Jotham (son of Uzziah, 2 Kings 15:5), and Shebna, who is excoriated in Isaiah 22 and replaced by Eliakim during the reign of Hezekiah.  The master of the palace was essentially the chief of staff and information was generally funneled through him.  He was also responsible for the management of the king’s extensive farms.   
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Royal Secretary.  This official acted as the king’s private secretary as well as his secretary of state, or foreign minister.   Among those mentioned in the Bible are Shebna, who had been demoted from the position of master of the palace (see above), and Shaphan, who discovered the Book of the Law (probably Deuteronomy 12-26) in the Temple during the reign of Josiah (2 Kings, chapter 22).    
Royal Herald (mazkir).  This official was the king’s official spokesman, or “press secretary.”  He was responsible for palace ceremonies, introductions of those whose were granted an audience with the king, and the announcement to the people of the king’s commands.  He was also the king’s travel agent as he was responsible for making arrangements whenever the king traveled.

Other Servants (ebed hammelek).  In addition to personal servants such as cupbearers, bakers, carvers, wardrobe attendants, the king had counselors, friends, and courtiers.  According to 2 Kings 25:19, Josiah had five counselors, but Jeremiah 52:25 mentions seven.  The most famous counselor was Ahithophel, who was a counselor to David, but who sided with Absalom when Absalom revolted.  Ahithophel committed suicide when his sage advice was rejected and he realized that Absalom’s cause was lost (2 Sam. 17:23).  
The Royal Guards.  Under David, the royal guards were the Kerethites and the Pelethites, who had been recruited among foreigners, particularly the Philistines.  The regular army consisted of Israelites.  The guards were mercenaries; they provided personal protection to the king, but also engaged in warfare.  

Under Solomon, there were 600 guards and they guarded the entrance to the palace.  Their armaments were stored in the Gallery of the Forest of Lebanon, an elaborate columnated room in the palace.  Under later kings of Judah, the guards were known as the Carites; they were involved in the overthrow of Queen Athaliah (2 Kings, chapter 11).  

Administrative Districts

The capital cities, Jerusalem for Judah and Samaria for Israel, had governors, appointed by the king (there were no elections in ancient Judah or Israel).  Under Solomon, the land was divided into prefectures and these are listed in I Kings 4:7-19.  Governors, whose primary responsibilities were to maintain order and to collect taxes, were appointed over the prefectures.  After the death of Solomon, when the kingdom split into the Kingdoms of Judah in the south and Israel in the north, the prefecture system was evidently maintained by each kingdom.  Towns and villages were governed by councils of elders (z’qenim).  David sent messages and gifts to the elders of various towns in Judah (1 Sam 30:26-31) and Jehu addressed the elders of Samaria (2 Kings 10:1, 5).  Apparently, Jerusalem and Samaria, in addition to governors, also had councils of elders.
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Public Finances
In ancient Judah and Israel, there was no real distinction between the revenues of the state and those of the king.  Part of the revenue was generated from taxes, but the king also realized substantial income from farms and businesses owned by the crown.  In addition, the Temple also realized substantial income from sacrifices and the Temple tax.  

Interestingly, when the king died, or he was overthrown, the crown properties passed to the new king, even if he hailed from a different family and started a new dynasty (this applied to Israel only as Judah had only one dynasty, the House of David).  

Taxes were collected from the people based on what they produced.  In addition, the king had full control of international trade in the form of excise and import taxes.  It is incredible to see the enormous increase in wealth from the kingship of Saul, through David, and then to Solomon.  
One important, perhaps the most important, cause of warfare in ancient, and often in modern, times was the quest for additional revenue.  Kings sought not only booty, or the spoils of war, but new lands for an expanded revenue flow.  
Why did kings want such wealth?  Ego, material and military security (with more wealth a king could hire and equip more mercenaries), and a legacy in the form of monumental architecture.  The two great builders in the Bible were Solomon, who built the first Temple and the Palace of the Cedars of Lebanon among many other structures, and Herod the Great, who extensively remodeled the second Temple and built many other grand structures.  It is unfortunate that Herod’s Temple, the remodeling of which began in 20 BCE, was destroyed in 70 CE by the Romans, only 44 years after the remodeling project had been completed.  It was, for its brief history, a dazzling structure. 
The problem with displays of wealth is that they tempted other kings to invade.  Hezekiah received ambassadors from Babylon, when both he and the Babylonians were battling the Assyrians, and showed them his vast wealth.  (Much of this wealth was later lost to the Assyrians in the form of tribute payments.)  Nonetheless, the Babylonians learned about the potential wealth in Jerusalem, a lesson well remembered when they invaded the kingdom of Judah about 100 years later.  (See 2 Kings 20:12-19.) 

In addition to the palace treasures, the Temple also contained a treasury as did most temples in ancient times.  The Seleucid king, Antiochus IV Epiphanes, treated the Temple treasury in Jerusalem as a sort of ATM, by which to finance his military campaigns.  (Antiochus was killed in the process of raiding another temple at Tabae in Persia.)  In 2 Maccabees, chapter 3, there is a rather fantastic story about the attempt of Heliodorus, an official for Antiochus, to confiscate the Temple treasury.  He is stricken down by an apparition of a horse ridden by a man in golden armor.) 
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Military Organization
Personnel.  In nomadic times, every able-bodied male was a potential warrior on behalf of the clan or the tribe.  When Gideon fought the Midianites, he called for men from four of the tribes, sent home those who had no stomach for warfare, and was left with 10,000 men.  Of these, he selected 300 to fight.  Saul and David, similarly, each had a close-knit group of warriors, who were separate from the rest of the male population; most of them were mercenaries, some from other lands.  In the case of David, there were two groups of warriors, the Cherethites and the Pelethites.  There was also three particularly capable warriors, as well as the Thirty.  Much of this is reminiscent of the warriors around Agamemnon at Troy.  
These special warriors formed the vanguard in any attack on an enemy.  Once they had gained an advantage, the regular army of conscripted Israelites would pursue the enemy as it fled.  

Charioteers.  The use of chariots spread from Indo-European peoples to the north into the Near East around 1000 BCE.  Since they were so effective as a fighting force, every king wanted a host of charioteers.  The chariots were usually drawn by two horses with one in reserve.  Three men rode in the chariot, the driver, the warrior, and the armor-bearer or squire.  Chariots were limited by the terrain; they were effective only on open plains.  

Armaments.  Before the appearance of conscripted armies in the 9th century BCE, Israelite warriors provide their own weapons.  The Philistines, who for a while had a monopoly of iron weapons, had taken most of the Israelite weapons, which were made of bronze and less effective than iron ones.
The most important weapon was the hereb, a cross between a dagger and a sword, about 20 inches in length.  Another weapon was the kidon, sometimes translated as “javelin,” but probably a sword.  Goliath carried one into battle (1 Sam 17:6).  The romah and hanith, were both pikes or javelins, although they are not clearly described.  They were made from wood.  

In addition to the weapons above were the bow (qesheth) and arrow (hes) along with the sling (qela).  Bows were made of a combination of wood and horn.  Bowstrings were made of various materials including flax, plaited hair, catgut, or animal nerve strings.  Arrows were originally wood-tipped, then bronze-tipped, and finally iron-tipped.  The shafts were made of wood.  
The sling was used by both shepherds and warriors.  Carefully selected pebbles or stones were used as projectiles.  The slingers from the tribe of Benjamin were especially renowned for their accuracy (Judges 20:16) and David, as is well known, killed Goliath with a sling (1 Sam 17).

Defensive weapons included the helmet (qoba), which was not extensively used by Israelites.  Helmets were often made of leather, although Assyrian soldiers had bronze ones with crests.  Goliath wore a helmet, but it failed to protect him.  The breastplate (siryon or shiryon) was used to protect horses and chariots as well as men.  It was made of small plates of bronze or iron sewn onto cloth.  
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Mobilization.  There were no declarations of war in ancient times.  A commander would pitch camp in the territory of another country and then lay down conditions.  If the conditions were refused, war ensued.  To call men to arms, messengers were sent around the country and trumpets were blown.  

With a standing army, these efforts were not usually required.  Initially, men took their own weapons, but in later times, the king provided weapons for his troops.

As in any period, war was brutal.  If a city surrendered peaceably, its inhabitants would be spared, although a steep indemnity was usually demanded.  If a city resisted and subsequently fell, the city would be pillaged, the men killed or enslaved, the women raped and taken away with the children.  The city would then be burned.  The Assyrians, and later the Babylonians, would deport most of a defeated population and then repopulate the area with other deported populations in an attempt to break the identification of people with their original homelands.  In the case of the Jews, this did not work.
Note that most of the wars involving Judah and Israel were defensive.  These kingdoms were not particularly aggressive and their territorial integrity gradually deteriorated after the death of Solomon.    

Fortifications
Most of the towns in ancient Israel had some sort of rampart, or defensive wall.  For the capital cities of Jerusalem and Samaria, the walls were particularly strong.  These walls incorporated a number of design features to enhance city defenses including redans, or sections of the wall that stuck out, and crenels, or notches in the top of the wall through which archers could fire their arrows.  (The parts between the crenels are called merlons.)  Some walls had casemates, or windows through which archers could fire.  

The city gates were also protected; they would be at the end of a passageway between the walls of the city so that defenders could rain down arrows and spears on any attackers from both sides of the passageway.  

Military engineers tried to use natural features that would add to the strength or height of a city wall.  Ancient Jerusalem was built on a hill with steep inclines on three sides.  The sides of the hill, along with the walls on top, made Jerusalem almost impregnable.  The weak side was on the north, so the main fortress (called the Antonia in Roman times) on along the northern wall of the city.  It was the north side, as one would expect, were the Babylonians, and later the Romans, breached the walls.

An attacker would try several tactics to breach the walls during a siege.  If the walls could not be breached, then it was hoped to starve the city into submission.  Ancient Samaria, the capital of the northern kingdom of Israel, held out for three years against the siege by the Assyrians, but finally fell.

Attackers used battering rams and siege towers to either break through the wall or to drive off the defenders at the top of the wall.  Another tactic was to tunnel under the wall in order to cause its collapse.  
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	In addition to fortified cities, ancient kings built fortresses at strategic points to protect their countries.  Rehoboam, Solomon’s son, built a series of forts along the road leading south from Jerusalem.  These fortresses were usually manned by charioteers or mercenaries, although later male citizens were evidently required to give one month of service each year.  The service was rotated so
	Sometimes walls could be a liability.  When the Spartans invaded ancient Attica, Pericles, the great Athenian leader, pulled the rural population of Attica into Athens behind the famous Long Walls that protected the road between Piraeus and Athens.  Unfortunately, the overcrowding resulted in an outbreak of plague; many Athenians died including Pericles himself.


that the fortresses were constantly manned.  
Slavery
General.  Slavery existed in ancient Israel, but not to the extent or with the severity in which it existed in ancient Greece or Rome, both of which had very large slave populations.  In almost all cases, most slaves were captives from war, who were either enslaved by the victors or sold to slave-traders.  Young women were usually enslaved, not sold, and considered trophies of war, although some victorious warriors would eventually marry their captive slaves.  Under the laws of the Torah, Israelites were permitted to buy and sell non-Israelites as slaves.  

Israelite Slavery.  While Israelites could certainly be sold as slaves by foreigners, there were severe restrictions on slavery by an Israelite master over a fellow Israelite.  An Israelite might become the slave of another Israelite on account of poverty or debt.  He could be kept as a slave only until the debt was satisfied.  In any event, he was not to be kept for more than six years.  If he chose to remain a slave after six years, his status as a slave became permanent.  An example of Israelite slavery is found in 2 Kings 4:1-7, where Elisha performs a miracle to save two children from being sold into slavery to satisfy a debt.  

Number of Slaves.   Unlike Greece and Rome, where slaves constituted a majority of the population, it appears that less than one-fifth of the Israelites were slaves, based on the figures given in Ezra 2:64 and Nehemiah 7:66.  Most Israelites were too poor to afford any slaves; they had enough trouble avoiding slavery themselves.  Wealthy families, however, may have owned a number of slaves.  
Rights of Slaves.  Although slaves were considered property, they did have certain rights.  They were theoretically protected against physical injury; a slave owner who blinded his slave or broke his tooth was required to free his slave.  If the slave was beaten to death, the slave owner was liable unless the slave survived for one or two days in which case the slave owner was off the hook (Exodus 21:20-21).     
A slave was usually considered a member of the family and he or she was treated decently as well as being provided with the necessities of life.  Some masters and their slaves were very close and in some cases slaves received an inheritance from their masters.   A slave could own property, save money, and possibly own slaves himself, although the Bible does not explicitly mention this.  Any wife given to a slave, and any resulting offspring, remained the property of the slave owner.  Despite all of this, being a slave involved hard work and often harsh treatment.
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Runaway Slaves.  Slaves were sometimes branded or tattooed to indicate ownership, but with a runaway slave, who has been captured and returned, this was far more likely.  In Israel, however, branding and tattooing is banned by Lev. 19:28, and runaway slaves were actually to be welcomed by the communities to which they had escaped.  Extradition of foreign slaves to their foreign owners was refused as Israel was to a place of refuge for slaves (Isaiah 16:3-4).  The experience of the Israelites as slaves in Egypt clearly gave them a more generous attitude toward slaves.   
Manumission.  A slave owner could free a slave whenever he wished.  He could not hold in slavery a fellow Israelite for more than six years, but a foreign slave could be held indefinitely.  If the slave owner married a female slave, she was no longer a slave (technically).  If a slave chose to remain as a slave, the slave owner would pierce his ear against the doorpost to indicate that he was now a member of the family.  

Forced Labor or the Corvee.  Prisoners of war were often put to work on public building projects.  Under Solomon, free Israelites were evidently used as forced labor for the many building projects; it was the “levy of the house of Joseph” (I Kings 11:28) that precipitated the revolt of Jeroboam after the death of Solomon and the separation of the kingdom of Israel from the kingdom of Judah.  It is unlikely that free Israelites (whether from Israel or Judah) were ever again used as forced labor.  Particularly horrendous was the work in the mines in the Arabah not unlike the appalling conditions found in the silver mines at Laurium near Athens in Greece.  Under the later kings, these prisoners and their descendants, who were not Israelites (many or most of them were probably Canaanites), formed two work forces, one for the palace and one for the Temple.  Note that Ezra 2:55-58 and Nehemiah 7:57-60 refer to the “descendants of the slaves of Solomon.”
Weights and Measures
Although some ancient governments had adopted standardized systems of measurement, this was evidently not the case in ancient Israel.  There was a system, based essentially on custom, but it was not rigorous or exact.  Measurements were to be “just,” rather than exact.  The calendar and time measurements will be covered in the lesson about the religious institutions of ancient Israel. 
In metrology, or the science of measurement, there are three types of quantities to be measured: distance, area, volume, and weight.  

Distance.  The basic unit of distance in the Old Testament was the cubit (‘ammah).  It was the distance from the elbow to the tip of the middle finger.  Since this distance can vary, there were two cubits, the common cubit (around 17.5 inches) and the great (or royal) cubit (around 20.5 inches).  The span (zereth) was the distance from the tip of the thumb to the tip of the little finger with the hand and fingers extended.  There are two spans in a cubit.  The palm (tephah or tophah) is the width of the hand at the base of the fingers.   There are three palms to a span, or six to a cubit.  The finger (‘esba’) was one-fourth the length of a palm.  In addition, the rod was equal to six great cubits.  Measurements were made with flaxen cords.  Builders often used their own arms and hands to make measurements.

Area.  The basic agricultural unit of area, the semed, was the area a team of oxen could plow in one day, or the area was measured by the amount of grain used to sow it.  
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Volume.  The largest unit of dry volume was the homer , equivalent to about 10.5 to 11.5 bushels.  It was used to measure the amounts of cereal grains.   Another unit of dry volume was the kor, used to measure flour, wheat, and barley.  It was about the same size as a homer; in later times, it was used as a liquid measure and equivalent to about 100 gallons.  The ephah was about one-tenth the amount of a homer.  In liquid measure, the common unit was the bath, which was equal to about 10 gallons.  Other terms were the s’ah, equal to one-thirtieth of a homer or one-third of an ephah or a bath; the hin, equal to one-sixtieth of a homer; the qab, equal to 1/100th of a homer; and the log, equal to 1/720th of a homer.  All of these ratios are inexact.
Weight.  Foodstuffs were measured by volume, but precious materials and metals were measured by weight.  Scales on a beam-balance were generally used; the weights were hard stones (eben) and they kept in a pouch.  The term shekel means to weigh and it was the common unit of weight.  It was around 11 or 12 grams, or about 0.4 ounces.  Fifty shekels (sixty in Ezekiel) constituted a mina, and 60 mina equaled one talent.  The gerah was the smallest unit and it equaled 1/20th of a shekel.

References.   Most of the information in this lesson came from De Vaux, R, Ancient Israel:  Volume 1:  Social Institutions,McGraw-Hill, New York, 1965.
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