The Land of the Bible

Israel can be divided into four sections topographically – four vertical strips:

· The coastal strip or coastal plain

· The central highlands or central mountains

· The Jordan valley

· The eastern highlands or eastern mountains or some call it the eastern tableland

The Coastal Plain

The coastal strip varies in width from a few hundred yards at Mount Carmel to some thirty miles at the southern end. This southern end was the ancient land of the Philistines, or Plain of Philistia. The five main Philistine cities located here are Gaza on the coastal road that leads up from Egypt, Ashkelon 12 miles north and on the sea, Ashdod eight miles farther north and on the road again, then Ekron farther north and more inland, and finally Gath in the middle of the plain.

East of the Plain of Philistia are the foothills (Shephelah in Hebrew). We read in 2 Chronicles 28:18 that “...the Philistines had made raids on the cities in the Shephelah...” These foothills are well known for its sycamore trees. In 1 Kings 10:27 we read that Solomon “...made cedar as plentiful as the sycamore of the Shephelah.”

The northern end of the coastal plain is the Plain of Sharon, whose main town and port is Joppa. Today this area is rich in citrus orchards. We're not real sure what it was like in biblical times, but we know that they raised sheep here since read about the pastures in 1 Chronicles (5:16 & 27:29). But, before modern drainage it must have been very marshy, therefore “the splendor of . . . Sharon” (Isaiah 35:2) may have referred to its lush vegetation, and the “rose of Sharon” may have been an emblem of exceptional beauty because it blossomed in such unpromising surroundings, like “a lily among thorns” (Song of Solomon 2:1-2).

The Central Highlands

The central highlands are part of a mountain range that begins north of Israel. In northern Israel  (Galilee – where Jesus grew up and spent much of his public ministry), the mountain peaks rise to almost 4,000 feet near Hazor. South of Galilee the terrain slopes down to a broad fertile plain called the Plain of Esdraelon on the western side and the narrower Valley of Jezreel on the eastern side. On either side of this valley are the Hill of Moreh and Mount Gilboa. This is where the Philistines and the Israelites encamped on the mountain sides facing each other across the valley before the final battle in which King Saul died (1 Samuel 31:1; 2 Samuel 1:17, 19, 21).

At the southern edge of the plain of Esdraelon lies the fortress town of Megiddo. For centuries it guarded the entrance to the main pass through the mountains to the south, to the hill country of Manasseh and Ephraim, where there are numerous vineyards on the west-facing slopes. Then further south is the hill country of Judah. These two mountainous regions were the focal point of Israel's history during the period of the divided kingdom. The capital of the northern kingdom Israel was Samaria (in Manasseh-Ephraim) and the capital of the southern kingdom Judah was Jerusalem.

Jerusalem sits on a mountain and is surrounded by mountains, with the Mount of Olives on the eastern side across the Kidron valley. Then further east the terrain drops more than 3,000 feet through barren land to Jericho and on to the Dead Sea. It was while making this two-day journey on foot that the traveler in Christ's parable was attacked by brigands and rescued by the Good Samaritan. This whole area between Jerusalem and the Dead Sea is known as the Wilderness of Judea, where Jesus spent forty days fasting and being tempted by Satan.

The foothills mentioned earlier, east of the southern coastal plain, rise steadily from 500 feet above sea level at Gath to 1,300 feet ten miles to the east. Then the real mountains begin where in just ten more miles the altitude rises to over 3,300 at Hebron, the highest city in Israel. So in just 20 miles you've climbed over 2,800 feet. From there you descend over 4,600 feet to the surface of the Dead Sea, which is 1,300 feet below sea level. 

The Jordan Valley

The Jordan Valley is part of the Great Rift Valley which stretches for 4,000 miles from Asia Minor through the Red Sea to the Rift Valley lakes of East Africa.  But the River Jordan itself is only about 80 miles in total length, excluding its meanderings.  It rises in Mount Hermon , 9000 feet, then maintains a steady descent (“Jordan” means “descender”) through Lake Huleh and Lake Tiberias until it peters out in the Dead Sea.  At Huleh it is still above sea level (about 230 feet), but Lake Tiberias is nearly 700 feet below, while its final descent takes it to about 1300 feet below at the Dead Sea, whose bottom at over 2500 feet is the deepest point on the surface of the earth.

Lake Huleh:
Known in the bible as “the Waters of Merom” only mentioned in Joshua 11:5,7—vs 5:  All these kings joined forces and made camp together at the Waters of Merom, to fight against Israel.  Vs 7:  So Joshua and his whole army came against them suddenly at the Waters of Merom and attacked them.  Not such a good habitat for man, but the purple herons nested in its tall papyrus reeds until recently most of it was drained for agricultural land.

Lake Tiberias:

Called in the Gospels the Sea of Galilee, only 12 miles long and 7 miles across at its widest point.  It is deep and full of fish, and the first disciples of Jesus, Andrew and Simon, James and John, were partners in a fishing business on the lake.   The numerous villages around its northern and western shores Jesus visited when he went about preaching, teaching and healing.  South of Lake Tiberias the Jordan River flows for 65 miles until it reaches the Dead Sea.  For much of the distance it is unimpressive and muddy, so it is no wonder that Naaman the leprous Syrian general had no desire to be cured by having to wash in it:

Are not Abana and Pharpar, the rivers of Damascus, better than any of the waters of Israel? Couldn’t I wash in them and be cleansed? (2 Kings 5:12).

The exact site of the baptisms administered by John the Baptist is unknown, but it must have been one of the fords a few miles from where the Jordan enters the Dead Sea.

The whole Judean countryside and all the people of Jerusalem went out to him.  Confessing their sins they were baptized by him in the Jordan River. (Mark 1:5) 

The whole of the Palestinian Rift Valley in the OT is called “the Arabah,” meaning dry, and the Dead Sea is the Sea of the Arabah or the Salt Sea.  This is 48 miles long and a scene of almost unrelieved desolation.  Its eastern shore is overlooked by the sheer cliffs of the mountains of Moab, while one the west are the barren slopes of the mountains of Judah.  The heat is so intense in the summer (110 degrees), the evaporation so great and the rainfall so little, that the water level of the Dead Sea remains constant despite the inflowing streams and the absence of all outflow.  The chemical deposits in the water (salt, potash, magnesium) are highly concentrated , so no fish can survive.  It seems likely that Sodom and Gomorrah were situated in the area now covered by the southern tip of the Dead Sea.  

The Arabah continues south of the Dead Sea until it reached the Red Sea at the Gulf of Aqabah.  Here was the port of Ezion Gerber, giving Israel access by sea to the trade of Africa and Asia.  For King Solomon built a fleet of ships at Ezion-gerber  (1 Kings 9:26).  Copper was exported from the nearby mines which Solomon developed, while imports included such exotic items as gold, silver and ivory, and apes and baboons. (1 Kings 10:22) 

THE EASTERN TABLELAND

Fourth strip of Palestinian country we have to consider is the eastern tableland, between Jordan Valley and the Arabian Desert.  This was the area inherited by two and a half of Israel’s twelve tribes:

Gad, Reuben and the half-tribe of Manasseh have already received their inheritance on the east side of the Jordan. (Josh. 18:7)

 Plateau stretching for 250 miles from north to south divided by four rivers:

· First is River Yarmuq, which flows into the Jordan just south of Lake Tiberias.

· Second is river Jabbok which reaches the Jordan halfway between Lake tiberias and the Dead sea.  It was here that “Jacob was left alone, and a man wrestled with him till daybreak”(Gen. 32:22-32.)

· Third the River Arnon flows into the middle of the Dead Sea

· Forth the River Zered into the southern tip of the Dead Sea.

These rivers divided Israel’s neighboring tribes:

· Ammonites between the Jabbok and the Arnon

· Moabites between the Arnon and the Zered

· Edomites south of the Zered.

South of Bashan was Gilead whole of Transjordan between Lake Tiberias and the Dead Sea.  As the terrain rises to over 3000 feet the rainfall is considerable and brings fertility for forest and vineyards.  The grapes of Gilead were unrivaled throughout Palestine and “the balm of Gilead” was famous.  The caravan of Ishmaelites to whom Joseph was sold by his brothers were “coming from Gilead.  Their camels were loaded with spices, balm and myrrh, and they were on their way to take them to Egypt”(Gen. 37:25).  Continuing  on south we come to Moab next.  Most of Moab is a high plateau.  Denis Baly calls it “the land of the shepherd.
Now Mesha king of Moab raised sheep, and he had to supply the king of Israel with a hundred thousand lambs and with the wool of a hundred thousand rams. (2 Kings 3:4)

It was from the mountains of Moab (Mount Nebo) that Moses viewed the promised land before he died, and on the plains of Moab that the children of Israel encamped before crossing the Jordan to take possession of it.  Finally the most southerly section of Transjordan is Edom.  At its highest point it rises to about 3500 feet, towering above the desert to the west, east and south.  Through Edom passed the great eastern trade route known as “the King’s Highway.”  It was because of Edom’s refusal to allow Israel to use this route on their way to the promise land that there was long stand bad blood between the two countries. (Num. 20:14-21, 21:4).

Such is the “good land” which the Lord their God gave to Israel.  It was a country for farmers, who kept livestock and cultivated the soil.
