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Consideration of the sources available for the study of Ancient Israel 
 

1. Hebrew Bible 
 

 

BENEFITS OF USING THE BIBLE AS A HISTORICAL SOURCE 

 It is often our only source on various topics, especially in relation to aspects of the 

social structure and political organisation. 

 There is so much information about that can be ‘mined’ from the bible. The limitations 

considered above do not render it completely useless as a historical source. It is useful 

for historical reconstruction when used as any other historical source, i.e. with an 

awareness of its possible agenda. 

 

LIMITATIONS AS A SOURCE OF HISTORICAL INFORMATION 

 Like any text, it has an agenda. This agenda is not necessarily to accurately record 

events but rather to form the identity of the people of Israel and show the role of the 

Hebrew God. 

 It is a literary text – it may not even be intended to be accurate but uses literary 

devices to communicate a message. 

 It was written in the south (Judah) and so not surprisingly is often critical of the 

Northern Kingdom of Israel. 

 It is a text written by many authors and has been edited over time. 

 These authors are often separated from the periods they describe by vast amounts of 

time. 

 

2. Extra-biblical texts 
 

Epigraphic and inscriptional texts survive from Israel and Judah as well as their neighbours, 

including:  

Local = Phoenicia, Philistia, Ammon, Moab, Edom.  

Foreign Empires = Assyria, Babylon, Egypt. 

 

BENEFITS 

 These contribute to, or contrast with the information provided by the Hebrew bible, 

often from a different perspective. 

 They contribute information about specific time periods or events. 

 They were recorded at (or closer to) the period or event that they relate to. 
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LIMITATIONS 

 There is a tendency to treat these sources as more reliable merely by virtue of being 

extra-biblical. 

 Remember, they are still subjective and carry their own agenda. 

 

 

3. Archaeology 
 

A plethora of archaeological evidence, including artefacts, features and ecofacts have been 

discovered through archaeological excavations and surface surveys conducted in Israel and 

neighbouring countries. This fieldwork is ongoing, widespread throughout Israel and very fruitful. 

New discoveries are made almost every day.  

 

See:  http://mq.edu.au/ancient-history-for-schools 

Click on: 

 Archaeological Digs currently underway in Israel 
 

BENEFITS 
 

 The archaeological evidence allows unique insight into aspects of the ancient society 

and culture. Through studying the material culture we get an insight into the living 

culture that produced and used these materials.  

 Archaeological evidence traces patterns of settlement, growth and decline, including 

destruction, abandonment or continued occupation. 

 Archaeology reveals evidence for economic growth, prosperity and decline . 

 Archaeology reveals evidence of intercultural contact, trade, warfare and the spread of 

ideas and culture. 

 

LIMITATIONS 

 

 The information offered by the archaeological record is limited to the interpretations 

that archaeologists and historians make of the recovered material. Modern post-

processual archaeology adopts scientific methods to locate, uncover and analyse 

archaeological remains. However, the interpretation of these remains is still a subjective 

endeavour.  

 Previous conclusions are constantly revisited as new information becomes available, for 

example through new scientific tests to analyse the remains, new translations of texts or 

new discoveries made in the field. 

http://mq.edu.au/ancient-history-for-schools
http://www.mq.edu.au/about/about-the-university/faculties-and-departments/faculty-of-arts/departments-and-centres/department-of-ancient-history/ancient-history-for-schools/resources-for-schools-digs
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 Absence of evidence is not the same as evidence against: Just because something 

mentioned in the biblical (or extra-biblical) texts bears no evidence in the archaeological 

record, this does not necessarily mean it is false. Archaeological evidence may back up, 

contradict or be completely independent of events and features of the society attested 

in written sources.  

 Archaeological evidence is, by its very nature, an incomplete record of what once was. It 

is a non-representative sample of what once comprised the material culture of an 

ancient people. 

 What we recover is dictated by: 

o Chance discoveries. 

o Natural and deliberate destruction governing the circumstances of deposition and 

post-depositional disturbance. 

o The laws of preservation. For example, inorganic materials survive much better than 

organic materials, skewing the archaeological record in favour of pottery over woven 

baskets. This affects whole sites as well as individual artefacts. 

o Current excavation and fieldwork agendas: Research projects are often driven by 

modern objectives and funding imperatives. We can usually only answer the 

questions we thought to ask in the first place.  


