
W e read the Bible for many reasons. For many of 
us, it is inspiring literature. For others, it is a 

window to events of the past or a witness to the hopes 
and dreams of our ethnic or spiritual ancestors. Some 
of us read the Bible because of its curiosities. Most of us 
likely read it as a guide to faith and right living. Whether 
we read the Bible through the lens of literature, history, 
theology, or ethics, we cannot help but encounter its 
record of how God has interacted with the world over 
the course of the ages. The Bible’s claims that God chose 
to create and then interact with people on planet Earth 
is an awesome thought. God entered the world of flesh 
and blood—a land of rocks, some soil, and not enough 
water; a place bound by time and marked by celebra-
tions of life; an arena squeezed between empires. He 
used natural elements such as these to reveal things 
about himself. Over the course of millennia, God spoke 
to a small band of eager yet stubborn folk dug into this 
narrow, arid land on the southeastern bend of the Med-
iterranean Sea. Abraham, Moses, Ruth, David, Isaiah, 
Jeremiah, Anna—signposts in the narrative—marked 
God’s words well. They also looked forward to a point 
“when the time [would come] to completion” (Gal 4.4) 
and, as Jesus, God would immerse himself in the daily 
hustle and bustle of a small, dynamic, and very needy 
portion of the Roman Empire called Galilee (Phil 2:5–8).

The Bible is jam-packed with accounts of real people 
living in specific places at specific times. This attribute 
sets it apart from all other sacred texts. God’s decision 
to communicate eternal truths through the mundane 
things of human life—through normal happenings 
in fields, at threshing floors, along wave-lapped sea-
shores, in village houses, or along crowded streets—is 
as compelling as it is humbling. It also suggests that we 
can better understand God’s revelation if we take the 
time to learn and better appreciate something about the 
physical context in which the Bible was given.

The physical and cultural world of the Bible was, in 
many ways, quite different from our own. For most of 
the people who walked through what we read about in 
the pages of Scripture, everyday life was rooted in small 
agricultural villages made mostly of rock and mud or 
in goat-hair tent encampments scattered along steppe 
lands facing open desert. Economic resources were 
limited, with patterns of communication and trade 
taking place within narrowly circumscribed locations. 
Society was communal and stable, exhibiting a regular 
life rhythm year in and year out, generation after gen-
eration. Multigenerational families lived within the 
same tent or house, on small plots of ancestral land in 
close proximity to other members of their extended 
family. Grazing patterns for livestock were mutually 
recognized and rarely changed. People were born, lived 
their entire lives, and were buried on their family’s land 
(e.g., Gen 3:19; Ps 90:3; Eccl 12:6–7). Throughout biblical 
history, carefully preserved social forces preferred 
the known over the unknown, helping ensure that a 
family’s limited resources remained intact (the practice 

of arranged marriage to one’s cousin, e.g., reflects this 
value; Gen 24:2–4,15,67; 29:10–13,28; Judg 14:3). 

For millennia, village and shepherding lifestyles in the 
Middle East have fostered endogamous marriage in 
which the bride and groom are members of the same 
extended family. The male head of a family finds wives 
for his eligible sons within the family village or tent 
encampment or from one nearby, where resources 
(water, fields, or grazing land) are shared. The custom 
is time-honored because it is practical: it strengthens 
existing social and economic relationships in a land 
where resources are scarce and must be protected. 

Within this slowly turning cycle of events was found 
the good life, the best to which a typical Israelite or 
Judean might hope to aspire. In day-to-day affairs, se-
curity sprang from the soil, the substance from which 
Adam, the father of mankind, was created and for which 
he was named (from adāmāh, “ground;” cp. Gen 2:7). 
“Throughout Solomon’s reign, Judah and Israel lived 
in safety from Dan to Beer-sheba,” on ancestral land, 
we read, “each person under his own vine and his own 
fig tree” (1 Kgs 4:25). This was shalom in its most prac-
tical sense. Peace was defined not just by an absence 
of hostilities but as life lived the way it was supposed 
to be—quiet, secure, faithful, and full—in a special 
place that came to be called the Holy Land (cp. Ps 78:54). 
It is no accident that the fifth most frequently used 
noun in the Hebrew Bible (after “Lord,” “son,” “God,” 
and “king”) is eretz, “land,” a term that often appears in 
the phrase eretz Yisrael, “the land of Israel,” the place 
specially chosen and prepared by God as a home for his 
chosen people (cp. Gen 12:1–9; Deut 32:8–14; Ps 78:1–72). 
Throughout, the people of the Bible were reminded that 
a lifestyle as earthy as theirs was not complete without 
the full realization that God had fashioned their land 
and placed them on it for his purposes. Medieval rabbis 
such as Ibn Ezra and Rashi took this concept so seriously 
that they saw ancient Israel’s journey to the land of 
Canaan—first as Abraham their father and then with 
Moses and Joshua—as a kind of return to the garden of 
Eden.1 We can almost speak of the “completion of place” 
(to paraphrase Gal 4:4, which speaks of the completion 
of time) in reference to the soil on which the story of 
redemption would unfold. A land can’t be more prom-
ised, or full of promise, than that! 

This is my Father’s world,
and to my listening ears
all nature sings, and round me rings
the music of the spheres.
This is my Father’s world;
I rest me in the thought
Of rocks and trees, of skies and seas;
His hand the wonders wrought.

—Maltbie Babcock, 1902
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1 For a basic discussion, see John H. Sailhamer, The Pentateuch as Narrative (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1992), 101.



The line between biblical geography and biblical 
theology blurs easily in a land that is holy. The writers 
of the Bible (certainly those who composed the Old 
Testament, but even the authors of the New) saw an 
intimate connection between God, his people, and the 
land Israel called home. Israel was God’s people; their 
land was his land. This was a kind of sacred trinity (small 
s, small t), a tight triad through which the writers and 
characters of the Bible sought to understand their place 
in the world. “Lord, you showed favor to your land; you 
restored the fortunes of Jacob” (Ps 85:1). The fortunes of 
one, then, rose and fell with the other. When the people 
of Israel sinned, it was as if the most productive parts 
of their land had been cursed: “The land mourns and 
withers; Lebanon is ashamed and wilted. Sharon is like 
a desert; Bashan and Carmel shake off leaves” (Isa 33:9; 

cp. Deut 28:23–24; 38–40). But when, by the grace of God 
his people were restored, then . . .

the wilderness and the dry 
land [would] be glad;

the desert [would] rejoice and 
blossom like a wildflower.

It [would] blossom abundantly
and [would] also rejoice 

with joy and singing.
The glory of Lebanon [would]  

be given to it,
the splendor of Carmel and 

Sharon. (Isa 35:1–2)

 This house and 
garden, in Dana village in 
the Highlands of Edom, 
preserves age-old living 
patterns of rural life in 
the lands of the Bible. 
The walls of the house 
are mud-washed while 
the garden is fenced by 
tumble-down stone. Vines 
trained as an awning 
provide shade and a ready 
source of food in the sum-
mertime; fatted sheep and 
an attentive goat graze 
nearby. Neighbors are 
always welcome. “In that 
day,” declares the Lord of 
hosts, “every one of you 
will invite his neighbor to sit 
under his vine and under his 
fig tree” (Zech 3:10, NASB).
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Understandably, the biblical authors took the reality 
of place seriously—not only as a theological concept 
rooted in God’s choice for ancient Israel (Gen 12:1–9) 
but also in its most utilitarian sense, for the land of the 
biblical story was their home.1 As would be expected, 
the human writers of the Bible (and the characters in 
the stories they told) were intimately familiar with the 
rugged terrain of Judah (Isa 41:15), with cold winter rain 
and scorching desert heat (Ezra 10:9,13; Isa 4:6; 49:10). 
They had seen the fields and hills surrounding their 
towns and villages ripe with crops (Ruth 2:2–3; 1 Kgs 
4:25), or full of enemy troops ravaging everything held 
dear (2 Kgs 6:13–15,24–29). They had experienced the 
relief offered by a small spring of water or by the shelter 
of a crevasse in a mighty rock (1 Sam 23:25; 24:3; 2 Sam 
23:15–17; Isa 58:11). Aspects of their home—of geogra-
phy—were not only a vital part of the story they had to 
tell (references to place in the text of the Bible abound); 
they shaped the way the story was told. Isaac’s paternal 
blessing, for instance, not only carries the satisfaction 
of a life well lived, but speaks of the land on which he 

lived: “Ah, the smell of my son is like the smell of a field 
that the Lord has blessed” (Gen 27:27). On virtually every 
page of the Bible, the divine message is infused with 
geographical information; its writers assumed that 
their readers knew even more. 

The Bible’s preoccupation with place prompts us, 
as readers, to pay attention to the grounded contexts 
where the events recorded on its pages occurred. In our 
rush for relevance, we would do well not to forget the 
points of geographical reference that the text already 
had for its original readers. When the Bible’s authors 
made the effort to include specific geographical infor-
mation in their work, with items as minute as single 
place names, they intended these bits of data to be an 
important part of what they had to say. As a result, 
knowing something of the landed context of the Bible 
is a necessary prelude for recognizing, interpreting, and 
applying the other, more “practical” aspects of the bib-
lical text to our lives. It was perhaps Saint Jerome, who 
lived the last thirty-two years of his life in Bethlehem 
where he had moved to immerse himself in the context 

1 In recent decades, the rubric “theology 
of the land” has largely been limited to 
discussions about rights of ownership 
or use of the land of ancient Israel. For 
some implications, see Paul H. Wright, 
Understanding the Ecology of the Bible: An 
Introductory Atlas (Jerusalem: Carta, 2018): 
6: “Although eretz is most often used in 
the Hebrew Bible in connection with a 
particular, bounded area that became the 
homeland of the people of ancient Israel 
(e.g., Gen 12:1; 15:18; Deut 1:21), its sweep 
of territory was much larger, encompassing 

that of ‘all the nations of the earth’ (eretz) 
(Gen 18:18; Jer 25:26; Zech 4:10, 14). Thinking 
inclusively, this prompts readers of the Bible 
to consider how principles of the ecology of 
place, understood first within the context of 
the land of ancient Israel, can be expanded 
to include the whole of the created order. 
We might argue, in fact, that a full-orbed 
theology of land should take into account 
concepts of place that apply wherever a Bi-
ble reader’s own locality might be, whether 
it is a place that is owned, used, or simply 
visited by oneself or by others. The Bible’s 

own emphasis on the created order as the 
locus of the divine-human encounter shows 
us that place—whether it is the land of an-
cient Israel or somewhere else—gives order 
to human existence, providing a sense of 
connectedness and belonging. When land is 
reduced to political concepts of ownership, 
rights or control, the result is a conversation 
that ignores or overrides the more essential 
aspects of what land, as a God-made place 
for human fulfillment, can be, and the inter-
connected relationship of all living things 
(the eco- of ecology) on it.”

 Read the land; see 
the text; live the Book. 
The Jezreel Valley is full 
of historic and prophet-
ic associations that 
fairly leap off the pages of 
Scripture. Deborah, Barak, 
Gideon, Saul, Elijah, 
Elisha, Josiah, and Jesus 
all passed through this 
pivotal locale. The view 
here is from the fields 
surrounding Endor, home 
of the medium (1 Sam 
28:7), toward Mount 
Tabor, where Deborah 
and Barak deployed their 
troops (Judg 4:6) and atop 
which, according to an 
early church tradition, 
Jesus was transfigured 
in the presence of three 
of his disciples. Looking 
from the present into the 
past requires that the stu-
dent of biblical historical 
geography maintain an 
attentive gaze. While the 
general shape of the land 
of ancient Israel remained 
essentially unchanged 
throughout time, the 
imprint of human activity 
on it varied, sometimes 
greatly. The tasks of read-
ing the text and reading 
its landed context are 
intertwined, prompting 
skills of fluency in both. 
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of Scripture, who said it best: “Just as those who have 
seen Athens understand Greek history better, and just 
as those who have seen Troy understand the words of 
the poet Virgil . . . thus one will comprehend the Holy 
Scriptures with a clearer understanding who has seen 
the land of Judah with his own eyes.”1 He had, and he did.

In the middle of the last century the great American 
geographer Carl Ortwin Sauer spoke about the essence 
of the discipline of historical geography, which is the 
study of communities within cultural areas over time. 
Essential to the task is the need to define just what any 
given cultural-geographical area is, or, more properly, 
was. Sauer’s methodology remains our starting point:

The reconstruction of critical cultural 
landscapes of the past [by the historical 
geographer] requires (a) knowledge of 
the functioning of the given culture as 
a whole, (b) a control of all the contem-
porary evidences . . . and (c) the most 
intimate familiarity with the terrain 
which the given culture occupied. . . .

 One might say that [the historical 
geographer] needs the ability to see the 
land with the eyes of its former occu-
pants, from the standpoint of their needs 
and capacities. This is about the most 
difficult task in all human geography: 
to evaluate site and situation, not from 
the standpoint of an educated Ameri-
can [for instance], but to place oneself 
in the position of a member of the cul-
tural group at the time being studied.2

The observation that every biblical event took place 
somewhere is as obvious as it is underappreciated. 
Once we become familiar with the Bible’s own maps 
(i.e., its internal systems of geographical information) 
and learn to relate these maps to the shape of its land 
as well as the human endeavors described in the Bi-
ble on that land, we can start to develop a coherent 
and meaningful set of pegs on which to hang what are 
otherwise often seen as a long and confusing series of 
events that march across the open pages of Scripture. 
For many readers (and teachers!) of the Bible, one king, 
one battle, one story of everyday life blurs into the next. 
A geographical grid provides an objective structure by 
which we can begin to make sense of the flow of the 
pieces of the biblical narrative. Moreover, an under-
standing of place becomes an indispensable tool to help 
us recognize a whole range of factors (policy decisions, 
economic forces, political and military realities, and the 
like) that were just as much a part of human activity in 
the past as they are today. 

More than that, biblical authors, as well as characters 
within the biblical story, frequently used geographical 
imagery to talk about matters of the heart or of things 
eternal. “The Lord is my rock,” the psalmist intoned re-
peatedly (Ps 18:2,31; 31:1–2; 42:9; 62:6; 71:3; 78:35; 89:26; 

92:15; 94:22), and it behooves a careful reader of the 
Bible to know something about the rocks of the land of 

1 From the preface to Jerome’s translation of 
Chronicles, Pref. Chron. (LXX), cited in G. S. P. 
Freeman-Grenville, Rupert L. Chapman III, and 
Joan E. Taylor, The Onomasticon by Eusebius of 

Caesarea (Jerusalem: Carta, 2003), 2–3. 
2 Carl Ortwin Sauer, “Forward to Historical 
Geography,” in Land and Life: A Selection from 
the Writings of Carl Ortwin Sauer, ed. John 

Leighly (Berkeley: University of California 
Press, 1963), 362; emphasis added. 

 This image of St. Jerome adorns the left-side panel of the main doorway of the Church of St. 
Catherine in Bethlehem. Jerome came to Bethlehem first as a pilgrim in AD 386 when he was about 
forty years old, then settled in the town two years later, remaining there until he died in AD 420. 
The lower level of the Church of St. Catherine contains a grotto which tradition holds was the cell 
in which Jerome lived when he translated the Old Testament from Hebrew into Latin (the Vulgate). 
One of Jerome’s primary motives for moving to the Holy Land was to better learn biblical Hebrew; his 
working knowledge of the landed context of the Bible was enriched immeasurably in the process.
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ancient Israel, and those around the city of Jerusalem in 
particular, to begin to understand why he dared com-
pare God to what is otherwise a hard, inanimate object. 
Isaiah’s heraldic call, “Prepare ye the way of the Lord, 
make straight in the desert a highway for our God” (Isa 
40:3 KJV), familiar as a tenor recitative in Handel’s Mes-
siah, takes on heightened significance after the reader 
(or concert-goer) has acquired a first-hand appreciation 
of the topography of the wilderness that rises from 
Jericho to Jerusalem, the direction from which Jesus 
typically approached the city. Jesus announced that 
“streams of living water [would] flow from deep within” 
those who believe in him (John 7:38). The image was 
aptly spoken within the courtyards of the Jerusalem 
temple on the last day of the fall Festival of Tabernacles 
(John 7:2,10,14,37), but is more fully grasped when the 
reader understands the nature of Jerusalem’s normal 
water supply in the first century AD and something 
about the cycle of seasons in that land in the process. 
Of course, recognizing that Jesus was also drawing on 
a rich collection of earlier uses of water as an idiom 
found in nearly all of the books of the Old Testament 
and Jewish writings of the intertestamental period 
heightens the image—but not without prompting the 
reader to become familiar with grounded details of 
those instances as well in order to see why there is 
such a fixation on water in the Bible in the first place. 

Traditional Arab poetry, nearly always oral, offers an 
instructive analogy. For the Bedouin, desert-dwellers 
in much of the Middle East and conservators of Arab 
traditions from hoary antiquity, the world of nature 
offers an unending host of metaphors that reveal not 
only their abiding and intimate relationship with the 
land but also the varied interpersonal relationships 
that define the tribal realities of everyday life.1 So, for 
instance, one’s homeland is likened to a fair maiden: 
“A homeland in Najd that was once a haven, a refuge 
sought by those burdened by hard times. She resem-
bles a fair, chaste maiden; In her beauty my homeland 
outshines all fair maidens.” Homelands might also be 
likened to wild animals or to persons of valor in bat-
tle: “A wild falcon took off, followed by horsemen and 
cameleers, seeking to despoil the enemy and attack him 
unawares. . . . Hail, you rider on a speedy mount that runs 
like a terrified ostrich on level plains.” And, of course, 
the beauty of women was always a popular theme: 
“Her neck, O ’Agab, O neck of the gazelle! The neck of 
the timid female antelope in the desert land. . . . You are 
the perfume of a sweet basil growing by the rain pool; 
wherever the wind blows, it carries your fragrance.”2 
Parallels to biblical texts such as the Song of Songs and 
Ezekiel 19 are obvious. 

All of this gives Bible readers a double-edged geo-
graphical task. One is to understand aspects of geogra-
phy that inform events recorded in the Bible. The other 

is to come to appreciate how a geographical reality 
can become a metaphor of a heightened reality, one 
of the spirit or the heart. The former task is properly 
the subject of historical geography, while the latter is 
a gateway into literary geography.3 Biblical geography 
properly encompasses both disciplines, and careful 
readers need to be cognizant of each, reading, as it were, 
land and text in tandem.4 

Perhaps a word about fluency is in order. Becom-
ing fluent is something that is usually associated with 
learning a language. A person is said to be fluent if he 
or she can speak and write as skillfully as someone 
who is native-born to that language group. To be really 
fluent, though, is to be able to understand shades of 
meaning with all the intimations that are second-nature 
for someone who learned a language at his mother’s 
knee. Fluency is a goal of geographers who are intent on 
“reading” a land as well.5 A few parallels are instructive:

• The investigation of a written language often 
begins with learning the graphic symbols that 
represent the sounds of that language, then by 
studying the formation of words and patterns of 
syntax. Similarly, for the student of biblical geog-
raphy, the characteristics of a region’s rocks and 
soils, the location of its available water resources, 
the patterns of landforms, climate, and the like 
are not random introductory details but essential 
building blocks in the process of understanding 
the “syntax” and eventually the “genre” of a land. 
In both cases, the whole is much greater than the 
sum of its parts.

• Units of a text, whether they be individual 
sounds, words, or phrases, gain context when 
they interact with one another and reflect or 
anticipate similar units in portions of texts that 
precede or follow them. In much the same way, 
the context of a geographical region is found in 
the interaction of its natural features and their 
relationship, individually or collectively, with 
regions they border. 

• When we read a text fluently, we notice how 
meaning is embedded in literary structures and 
how the repetition of words or the development 
of themes provides texture to a paragraph or a 
pericope. Similarly, the texture of a geographical 
region is shaped by the location and structure of 
resources, strategic points, natural routes, and 
patterns of land use. For the historical geogra-
pher, the “meaning” of a region is found in a set 
of real-life opportunities that the texture of a 
land provides for its inhabitants. 

• In short, just as readers of texts do well to un-
derstand details of literary genre, so an effective 
historical geographer pays attention to aspects 

1 Eveline van der Steen, Near Eastern Tribal 
Societies during the Nineteenth Century: Econo-
my, Society and Politics between Tent and Town 
(Sheffield: Equinox, 2013): 71. 
2 Eveline van der Steen, “Bedouin Poetry 
and Landscape,” pg. 424–428 in Jacques van 
Ruiten and J. Cornelis de Vos, eds., The Land 
of Israel in Bible, History and Theology: Studies 
in Honor of Ed Noort (Leiden, Brill, 2009). 

3 Note in particular the works of John A. 
Beck: God as Storyteller: Seeking Meaning in 
Biblical Narrative (St. Louis: Chalice Press, 
2008); Zondervan Dictionary of Biblical 
Imagery (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2011); and 
Discovery House Bible Atlas (Grand Rapids: 
Discovery House, 2015). 
4 See Paul H. Wright, “Introduction to His-
torical Geography,” in Jonathan S. Greer, John 

W. Hilber, and John H. Walton, eds., Behind 
the Scenes of the Old Testament: Cultural, 
Social, and Historical Contexts (Grand Rapids: 
Baker, 2018), 5–11. 
5 I am dependent on wordsmith Lawson 
Stone, who suggested to me the idiom of 
reading the land.
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of geographical “genre” that define how any 
particular region should be “read.” And, in the 
same way that reading one text helps us become 
sufficiently fluent so as to tackle another, so 
learning to read one particular landscape helps 
the biblical geographer roam meaningfully over 
the horizon to the next.1 

Once we gain a skill set that allows us to read the 
land of the Bible with fluency, we will not only be able 
to understand more fully the significance of the di-
vine-human events that transpired within its pages, 
but will see something of the full-orbed beauty of the 
text and the event that quick-journeyers, like tourists 
or speed readers, might miss. One of the best readers 
of the land of ancient Israel was the Scottish clergy-
man and Bible scholar George Adam Smith. Smith’s The 
Historical Geography of the Holy Land, first published 
in 1894,2 remains unsurpassed in its eloquent grasp of 
the dynamic of the land and, in spite of its age, remains 
a must-read for any budding biblical historical geogra-
pher. The lands of the Bible, like the Bible itself, deserve 
to be read and re-read slowly. Perhaps the best advice 
comes from Sauer, who, at the end of a brilliantly pro-
ductive career in both classroom and field geography, 
reminded his colleagues that “locomotion should be 
slow, the slower the better, and be often interrupted 
by leisurely halts to sit on vantage points and stop at 
question marks.”3 Sauer’s words were intended for 
apprentices in field study, but work equally well amid 
the terrain of a library or an individual book. Fluency in 
matters related to the context of land cannot be gained 
by short, touristic experiences, as profitable or moving 
as they may otherwise be.

Studying the geography of the Bible, then, allows us 
to take a book that in its extraordinary details might 
otherwise seem opaque or disconnected from our own 
realities and make it our own. It becomes possible to fol-
low Joshua’s army into the hill country of Canaan (Josh 
6–11) or to crest the rise on which David’s Jerusalem 
stood and experience a bit of the energy of the Songs 
of Ascent (Pss 121–134). We are able to see Rehoboam 
plot a line of defense against the Egyptian Pharaoh 
Shishak, then witness his desperation in circling the 
wagons around his hill country home (2 Chr 11:5–12; 
12:1–13). Jesus must have climbed the hills above Caper-
naum often in the early mornings to gaze over the Sea 
of Galilee (cp. Mark 1:35). By doing the same today, we 
can better appreciate his call to ministry or our own 
place in the kingdom of God. It has been said that the 
best way to get to know someone is to spend time in his 
or her home. The land of the Gospels was the earthly 
home of Jesus. We can be sure that an intentional look 
at his land doesn’t so much make the Bible come alive 
(since the Bible already is alive; cp. Heb 4:12) as much as 
it makes us come alive to the Bible.

A careful study of the geographical information of the 
Bible also has apologetic value. The biblical writers had 

to be accurate when presenting geographical material 
since their assertions about the realities of landforms 
and climate, or the relative position of cities or the use 
of strategic routes (to give just a few examples), could 
easily be verified by anyone—then and now—who 
took time to go out into the land and see things for 
themselves. Verifiable geographical information pro-
vides a solid foundation (of bedrock, to use an analogy 
at hand) on which to place and evaluate the veracity of 
the other truth claims in the Bible. 

This book is an illustrated guide to biblical geography. 
As a discipline, geography focuses on details of geology, 
landforms, soils, water resources, climate, and the like. 
Because the lands lying along the eastern Mediterra-
nean seaboard are not only characterized by a highly 
dissected topography but are wedged between the 
encroaching desert and a restless sea, aspects of their 
geography are interesting in their own right. Indeed, 
the modern state of Israel, for example, is only a little 
larger than the state of New Jersey plus Long Island; 
nevertheless, it contains the same variety of landforms 
and climate as does all of California. Historically, this 
wide dissimilarity of geographical features has played 
a major role in settlement patterns and land use in the 
area since the dawn of time. That the region is also 
a land bridge linking the continents of Europe, Asia, 
and Africa as well as the Arabian Peninsula only adds 
to the geographical uniqueness and special dynamic 
of the place.

The modern state of Israel, plus the West Bank, covers 
approximately 10,700 square miles (27,713 km sq), an 
area that is slightly larger than New Jersey including 
Long Island. The distance from Dan to Beer-sheba, the 
historic northern and southern extremities of ancient 
Israel (1 Sam 3:20; 2 Sam 3:9–10; 1 Kgs 4:25; 2 Chr 
30:5), is 110 miles (177 km), the same as the highway 
mileage between New York City and Philadelphia. 
That drive can be made quickly by automobile, over 
ground that is topographically uniform. To walk the 
rugged and difficult terrain from Dan to Beer-sheba 
in biblical times, by contrast, took at least a week. 
Indeed, the variety of landforms in Israel, from snowy 
Mount Hermon to the cut of the Dead Sea at 1,312 feet 
(400 m) below sea level, more closely resembles the 
contours of California—though squeezed into an area 
the size of New Jersey.

Details of geography, however, are just so much data 
if we fail to view them through the prism of human 
activity, specifically the historical events of the biblical 
period. While this book is organized along traditional 
geographical lines (chapter headings refer to natural re-
sources and settlement regions), the underlying prem-
ise posits a two-way flow of information: geographical 
data informs our understanding of human (and God-
moved) activity in the land of the Bible, while the Bible’s 
own description of these events, rooted deeply in the 
realia of the land itself, helps us to better understand 

1 Conversely, geography can also serve as 
an analogy for language: “Language is the 
landmass that is continuous under our feet 
and the feet of others and allows us to get 
to each other’s places.” Sven Birkerts, The 
Gutenberg Elegies: The Fate of Reading in an 

Electronic Age (New York: Fawcett Columbine, 
1994), 82. 
2 George Adam Smith, The Historical Geog-
raphy of the Holy Land (London: Hodder and 
Stoughton, 1894); thirtieth edition reprinted 
by Ariel Publishing House, Jerusalem, 1966. 

3 Carl Ortwin Sauer, “The Education of a 
Geographer,” in Land and Life: A Selection 
from the Writings of Carl Ortwin Sauer, ed. 
John Leighly (Berkeley: University of Califor-
nia Press, 1963), 400.
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the geographical stage on which these events took 
place. In essence, our work is an exercise in historical, 
cultural, and literary geography, practical aspects of 
the discipline that give hue and texture to what are 
otherwise seen as rather flat, black-and-white pages 
of the biblical text.

So how do we gain a working knowledge of the places 
in which the events—and the theological message—of 
the biblical text are grounded? Our first task is to read 
(or, reread) the Bible with geographical data in mind. 
Texts contemporary to the Bible such as letters, tales, 
or annals from ancient Egypt or Mesopotamia, victory 
stela touting local military campaigns (e.g., the Moabite 
Stone or Tel Dan Stela), or the histories of Josephus 
(Antiquities of the Jews and The Jewish War) provide a 
wealth of additional geographical data related to the 
biblical story that can be mined by interested and en-
ergetic readers. As we read, we need to pay particular 
attention to place names, to movements of people from 
here to there, and to the reality of places and events 
mentioned in the text. Geographical information is 
found in the Bible’s historical books, poetry, prophetic 
oracles, and wisdom literature, and even in the didactic 
portions of the Epistles.

The Amorites forced the Danites into 
the hill country and did not allow them 
to go down into the valley. (Judg 1:34) 

He is like a tree planted beside flow-
ing streams . . . they are like chaff that 
the wind blows away. (Ps 1:3–4)

The one I love had a vineyard 
on a very fertile hill. (Isa 5:1) 

My brothers are as treacherous as a wadi, 
as seasonal streams that overflow. (Job 6:15) 

When he heard that John had been arrest-
ed, he withdrew into Galilee. (Matt 4:12) 

They wandered in deserts and 
on mountains, hiding in caves and 
holes in the ground. (Heb 11:38)

Consider how a small fire sets 
ablaze a large forest. (Jas 3:5)

Even if many of these referents are used creatively, as 
literary images, the pictures they produce are grounded 
in a geographical reality that can be known and which, 
to a large extent, can still be verified. A prerequisite 
for understanding a biblical image is first to know the 
tangible reality of the actual object behind the image. 
This is the case whether we want to understand the 
intent of the image in the text itself or the significance 
of the image for the modern reader. 

As we learn to read both text and land, patterns be-
gin to emerge. For instance, notices of rainfall (2 Sam 
21:10), the advent of the barley and wheat harvests (Deut 
16:9–10; Judg 15:1; Ruth 2:23; 2 Sam 21:9), or the onset of 

 Parable imagery 
abounds in the broad 
valleys of Lower Galilee, 
places where Jesus often 
walked in those silent 
years between his birth 
and the beginning of his 
public ministry. An appre-
ciation of the living spaces 
of Galilee helps give voice 
to those intervening years, 
presenting the Gospels to 
us in high definition. 
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military maneuvers (1 Sam 23:1; 2 Sam 11:1) were used 
as a kind of calendar by the biblical writers, signaling 
the time of year an event took place. Notations within 
the biblical narrative of fortified towns strung along 
natural routes serve to indicate strategic gateways into 
and out of regions (e.g., the route passing through the 
towns of Beth-horon; 1 Kgs 9:17; 2 Chr 8:5). Jesus’s visits 
to places such as Nazareth, Nain, Caesarea Philippi, and 
Jerusalem raise the memory of earlier biblical or other 
historical events that took place in the same regions and 
that surely impacted his own messianic self-awareness. 
When plotting and organizing the flow of biblical his-
tory this way, it is helpful to consult an atlas that shows 
some detail of landforms and topography—hopefully 
one that has large enough pages for note-taking!

Beth-horon was the name of two towns lying north-
west of Jerusalem during the biblical period, one 
Upper Beth-horon and the other Lower Beth-horon 
(Josh 16:5; 18:13; 2 Chr 8:5). These twin towns still 
occupy upper and lower positions on a natural ridge 
route connecting Jerusalem to Gezer and the Mediter-
ranean coast. This route has always been Jerusalem’s 
best access to the west, serving as the economic 
lifeline for the Judean capital. Not surprisingly, the 
Beth-horon ridge route has seen its share of military 
activity throughout history. Many battles described in 
the Bible were fought for control of this route and the 
resources it represented (Josh 10:10–11; 1 Sam 7:5–12; 
13:15–18; 14:31,46; 2 Sam 5:17–25; 1 Kgs 9:17; and 
1 Macc 3:13–26). 

Second, it is helpful to work regionally. Despite the 
justified tendency of faith traditions to hallow plots of 
ground and the eagerness of many Holy Land visitors 
who want to walk where Jesus walked, X almost never 
marks the spot. More importantly, if we focus only on 
bits of geographical data or limit our investigation to 
individual sites or events, our view becomes a series of 
isolated, disjointed snapshots, perhaps good for touring 
but inadequate for recognizing, appraising, and inter-
preting the multi dimensional Bible + land equation 
set before us.1 The biblical world was a complex place, 
where no site, event, or natural feature stood alone, 
any more than a word or phrase stands alone in a text. 

A regional approach starts with defining what makes 
any given region a region. This presupposes an under-
standing of how to define a region in the first place. The 
least helpful method is to start with political borders. 
A political border typically represents a particular set 
of historical circumstances due more to the successful 
efforts of victorious armies or charismatic politicians 
than anything inherent on the ground itself, as a glance 
at borders drawn just about anywhere on the face of a 
modern (or ancient) globe reveals. More helpful is the 
method of the great German biblical scholar Albrecht 
Alt, who advocated a territorial Geschichte (territorial 
history) that examined geographical units as they ap-
peared, or were described, in ancient sources such as 
the Bible.2 A good example is Joshua 10:40: “So Joshua 

conquered the whole region—the hill country, the Negev, 
the Judean foothills, and the slopes—with all their kings.”

The territory that was to become the heartland of 
ancient Israel included four distinct regions that can 
easily be distinguished by differences in geographical 
features and terrain—a fact that was as obvious to 
the writer of the book of Joshua as it is to any diligent 
observer of the land today. Another example is the bor-
ders of Canaan described in Numbers 34:1–12, the only 
ancient source that delineates Canaan as a bounded 
territory. Here Canaan neatly fit between several nat-
ural topographical features: the Rift Valley to the east, 
the Sinai Desert to the south, and the Mediterranean 
Sea on the west.

But because not all geographical regions are de-
scribed or even named in ancient texts, perhaps the 
most helpful methodology is to first delineate a region 
based on natural geographical features, then strive to 
determine what makes that region unique in terms of 
its own set of geographical realities regardless of the 
period of time under study. In this way geographical re-
alities become an important context for understanding 
historical data drawn from texts or even from archae-
ology. Sometimes it becomes difficult to define exactly 
which geographical factors best constitute a region, and 
where one region ends and another begins. Regional 
boundaries tend to be rather indistinct; for instance, a 
mountain range drops to a plain or arable land gives 
way to steppe land and then desert. On the other hand, 
unlike political boundaries that, as we have seen, are 
sharp on the ground but shift over time, boundaries 
defined by geographical features are quite stable over 
time, blurred as they may be on the ground. The regional 
boundaries indicated by white lines on the maps in 
the chapters that follow are not meant to mark clear 
geographical lines on the ground, for rarely do sharp 
lines exist in the physical world; instead, the white lines 
acknowledge the place where the characteristics of one 
region, as defined in the text, give way to those of its 
neighbors. To return to the analogy of fluency, biblical 
scholars often debate how prose should be divided into 
paragraphs or poetry into stanzas. An effective reader 
knows how to group words, sentences, or paragraphs 
into meaningful units and, by doing so, to read with 
intent. The same holds true for the process of defining 
regions and understanding (or reading) the relation-
ship of each region in the context of its neighbors. It 
is important to keep in mind that each region will, by 
definition, differ geographically from every other, and 
sometimes widely so. The many microenvironments 
blanketing our “California squeezed into the size of New 
Jersey” area add to the complexity—and interest—of 
the biblical narrative. What quickly complicates the 
discussion is that often the name of a geographical 
region can also be the name of a political unit located in 
roughly the same place. The biblical text provides many 
examples, such as “Moab,” “Israel,” and the names of 
each of the Israelite tribes that received a bounded in-
heritance upon entering the land with Joshua. “Judah,” 

1 Not so incidentally, this is reason enough 
for the student of historical geography to 
cultivate the habit of consulting maps that 
are significantly larger and considerably more 

detailed than those commonly displayed by 
hand-held electronic devices! 
2 Albrecht Alt, Die Landnahme der Israeliten 
in Palästina (Leipzig: Reformations Program 

der Universität Leipzig, 1925), 2; Essays on Old 
Testament History and Religion, trans. by R. A. 
Wilson (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1966), 136.
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for instance, is a person, a tribe, a political kingdom, 
and a bounded territory; we sometimes need to read 
carefully to make the proper associations. Studying 
changes in political boundaries is a critical element 
in the historical geographer’s craft, but that process 
must begin with a prior understanding of what makes 
a meaningful geographical unit in the first place.2 

A regional approach pays particular attention to 
the network of natural routes that connect a region’s 

towns and villages to one another, as well as the longer- 
distance routes leading to the resources of neighboring 
regions and more distant regions beyond. Particular 
attention should be paid to the seams—borders, buffer 
zones, and gateway cities connecting one region to the 
next. It is these areas, rather than the heartlands them-
selves, that were the scene of so much of the political, 
military, and economic activity of the events recorded 
in the Bible and its contemporary ancient literature. 

In spite of the great regional diversity of the lands of 
the Bible, it is possible, based on overall geographical 
similarities, to group certain regions together into larg-
er districts. For the land of ancient Israel, these include 
a southern district (Judah and the Negev), a central dis-
trict (Samaria), and a northern district (Galilee). To the 
east lies Transjordan, a string of regions joined to one 
another like beads on a chain. Of course, the lands of 
the Bible take in a much larger sweep than just these: 
ever-widening circles encompass the Sinai, Egypt, Phoe-
nicia (Lebanon) and north Syria, Mesopotamia, Anatolia 
(modern Turkey), Cyprus, the Aegean, and lands beyond. 
From Abraham’s day to Paul’s, the world of the Bible was 
large and interconnected—even though most biblical 
events took place in the tiny sliver of land hugging the 
southeastern bend of the Mediterranean Sea. 

Third, it is possible to gain important insights into the 
ancient nexus of people + land by examining indigenous 
people groups in the cultural present who in various 
ways preserve or reflect ways of life held in the same 
region during the time of the Bible. Although traditional 
ways are fast disappearing as even the more remote 
parts of the modern Middle East enter the age of high 
tech, a careful look at Bedouin in the Sinai or Jordan, 
in particular,3 or at peasant farmers (fellahin) living in 
villages distant from the larger cities of Jordan, Syria, 
and Lebanon,4 can reveal timeless and relevant cultural 
patterns of how to shape societies within a largely un-
changing set of natural resources. Here a strong note of 
caution is in order, however, since the natural tendency 
of readers is to oversimplify or romanticize connections 
that might look anthropologically interesting at first 
glance. At the same time, much can be gained from 
sensitive work in ethnography, especially from studies 
of data taken prior to the rise of nationalism and indus-
trialized technology in the Middle East. 

 And fourth, even though we have access to a wonder-
ful number of printed or electronic study tools today, 
the best way to understand the geography of the Bible is 
to travel to its lands personally. While it is impossible to 
visit the actual world of the Bible (time machines remain 
tools of science fiction), all of us have ready access to a 
“place machine,” that is, an airplane or other means of 
transport that can carry modern man to the places of 
the biblical story. Once we have done our textual and 
anthropological homework, a series of informed visits 
to the lands of the Bible can revolutionize our under-
standing of God’s work in the world, both then and now.

 One hundred years 
ago, the Scottish geog-
rapher and Bible scholar 
George Adam Smith 
likened the gaze into the 
barren wilderness of Judah 
from the hill country high 
above to the view of a sail-
or on the narrow deck of a 
ship, peering at rolling sea 
waves below.1 But unlike 
the oceans, the wilderness 
above the Dead Sea is 
utterly devoid of water. 
Here tumbled brown 
swells sear into an eternal 
jumble of nothingness; 
even shepherds take great 
care when making it their 
seasonal home. This stark 
springtime view lies only 
fifty miles from the churn-
ing Mediterranean Sea, 
yet seems a world away.

1 Smith, The Historical Geography of the Holy 
Land (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1894), 
261–62. 
2 The opposite tendency is illustrated by 
the comment of the old Polish farmer who, 
upon hearing that the border between 
Poland and Russia had once again shifted, 

thus leaving him under the control of a gov-
ernment based in Warsaw, exclaimed, “Good! 
I can’t stand another cold Russian winter!” 
3 See, for instance, Ghazi bin Muhammad, 
The Tribes of Jordan at the Beginning of the 
Twenty-First Century (Amman: Atalla Design, 
1999); Joseph J. Hobbs, Bedouin Life in the 

Egyptian Wilderness (Cairo: American Univer-
sity Press, 1989); and Ze’ev Meshel, “Wilder-
ness Wanderings: Ethnographic Lessons from 
Modern Bedouin,” BAR 34/4 (2008): 32–39. 
4 Carol Palmer, “‘Following the Plough:’ 
The Agricultural Environment of Northern 
Jordan,” Levant 30 (1998): 129–65.
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The Bible contains a record of how God encountered 
people in particular places and at particular times. But 
while the Bible is rooted in time and place, its eternal 
truths are transcendent. As we read with one eye fo-
cused on the earth, the other on the eternal, and in 
our living in between we do well to consider how the 
people of the Bible did the same.

We, too, are people of place. Each has a special spot 
where he feels most secure, most at peace, most “at 
home.” For some, it’s the old homestead. For others, 
it’s a particular town or city, or a view of a mountain 
or lake. Even if it’s just a particular room or spot within 
a room (that favorite chair), individuals tend to gravi-
tate to place. We who live in societies that are highly 
mobile and transient haven’t given up on the reality 
of that special place in which to escape, to regroup, 
to recover, to reenergize—to find shalom and become 
whole again.

Summary 
The biblical writers were intensely aware of their own 
physical environment. Not surprisingly, nearly every 
aspect of the biblical story is infused with geographical 
information of one kind or another. A student of the 
Bible is best able to appreciate the landed context on 
which the events of the Bible took place by pursuing 
a regional approach to biblical geography. In doing 
so, he or she is able to better understand the impact 
of geographical realities on patterns of human settle-
ment, communication, economy, and defense during 
the biblical period, thereby gaining a more complete 

appreciation of the geographical, historical, and theo-
logical perspectives from which the biblical authors 
wrote. 

Questions 
1. Is a life lived “under his own vine and his own 

fig tree” (1 Kgs 4:25) appealing, or quaint, for a 
post-modern, urban, mobile Westerner? Which 
of its values are most important (or most elu-
sive) for you?

2. Jerome asserted that people who visit the lands 
of the Bible have a clearer understanding of the 
Bible’s message than those who don’t. Is this 
assertion reasonable? If so, why?

3. What specific geographical images do the bibli-
cal writers use to characterize God? Which did 
Jesus use of himself? How are these images both 
powerful and mundane?

4. How might a study of the biblical geography 
enhance our understanding of God’s on-going 
participation in events of the world?

5. Highlight the geographical data mentioned in 
Deuteronomy 32 or Psalm 78. How many of these 
images seem familiar to you based on the living 
conditions of your own home? Which are most 
different or cannot be accurately visualized with-
out either studying biblical geography or visiting 
the lands of the Bible?

6. In what ways might reading a text be a helpful 
metaphor for “reading the land”?

 Israel’s King Ahab 
brought his armies here, to 
the flats of Ramoth- gilead 
where, in 853 BC, he en-
gaged the superior chariot 
forces of Ben- hadad in 
a pitched battle for 
control over Transjordan’s 
international highway. He 
lost his life in the process 
(1 Kgs 22:29–40). Twelve 
years later, the sun set on 
Ahab’s dynasty when his 
general, Jehu, emerged 
from another battle at 
Ramoth-gilead to seize 
the Israelite throne (2 Kgs 
9:1–26). When we look 
at the lands of the Bible 
regionally, the horizons 
for connected study are 
endless.
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