






The first possible solution is a journey circumventing the hill country of Upper Gilead by keeping to 
the eastern (but less secure) plains and arriving in the area of Ramoth-gilead in Lower Gilead (see the 
adjacent area on p 3 or consult one of the maps of the entire country). From here there are a number 
of ways to continue NW.

A second way, a shorter route cutting through the middle of Upper Gilead, from Rabbah/Philadelphia 
through Gerasa and Jabesh-gilead to yet another city of the Decapolis, Pella (earlier ‘Pehel’ mentioned 
in Egyptian documents). From there it goes beyond the Jordan to Beth-shan/Scythopolis (the only 
city of the Decapolis west of the Jordan river). In this context Saul’s early battle with the Ammonites 
at Jabesh-gilead (1 Sam 11 with additional comments in the Dead Sea scrolls) reveals the importance 
of this route. The Israelites and Ammonites competed for this trade route as both peoples emerged in 
what we call the ‘Age of Nations.’ Victory by Saul here brought confirmation that he was a ‘leader’ 
(later called ‘king’) who could bring success in this new challenging age. As his success grew, however, 
Saul’s attention shifted from his faith to himself, and the prophet Samuel had to reprimand and then 
finally reject him. This is the story of the book of 1 Samuel and the rise of David, ‘a man after the 
Lord’s own heart.’ The position of Gerasa of the Decapolis, which flourished here in Jesus’ day, and 
the impressive Late Roman city, which later emerged here, further enlighten our understanding of this 
route’s importance, but our first evidence comes from Saul’s battle with the Ammonites.

There is yet a third way through uplifted Upper Galilee from the area of Rabbah/Philadelphia to the 
key destination of Beth-shan/Scythopolis. This route passes near Gedor and descends from the area 
of Zia to the twin sites of Penuel/Mahanaim. It emerges from the Jabbok canyon into the Rift and 
treks northward to Beth-shan/Scythopolis, passing Succoth, Zaphon and Abel-meholah on its way. 
A little note found in the writings of Josephus Flavius about Jewish-Gentile tensions in Jesus’ day 
illuminates the real significance of this route. He reports that the Jews of Perea (a Jewish territory in 
that day, located along the east side of the Rift valley) had a serious border dispute with Gentiles in 
Philadelphia, no doubt over control of trade along this route (Ant 20:2/1.1). Millennia earlier, while 
traveling on this same route, Jacob sent a forward company with gifts to head off his irritated brother 
Esau in hopes for the reconciliation of past differences. Before doing so, Jacob had arranged his affairs 
with Laban in Gilead and then experienced a strange night near Penuel/Mahannaim along the Jabbok 
river. During this night Jacob’s name became ‘Israel,’ the one who wrestles with God (Gen 32-33).

b. Ammon

With this geobasics background in mind, it becomes clear that Ammon and its capital at Rabbah 
is particularly important commercially since any leader who establishes a political entity here can 
become the middleman between Arabia and the northern arena with its routes to Tyre, Sidon, and 
the other Canaanite/Phoenician city-states. Such a leader can syphon off tolls and trade benefits 
from passing caravans either going around or through Upper Gilead. Thus when Ammon stirs, other 
players on this economic playing board take notice. We have already noted Saul’s fierce battle with 
the Ammonites at Jabesh-gilead (1 Sam 11-12). For his part, David (who followed Saul) had good 
relations with Ammon, even during the difficult revolt of his son Absalom. These relations ended, 
however, later in David’s reign when Ammon’s new leader took over, and was no doubt eager 
to expand his influence over traffic along these routes. As relations began to sour and then went 
from bad to worse, armed conflict erupted at Rabbah of Ammon concurrent with the episode of 
David and Bathsheba. All of this forms one of the Bible’s most intriguing discussions of the court of 
Jerusalem, the court in Rabbah, economic realities along trade routes described above and through 
it all, David’s sin and repentance (the Bible’s classic example; cf 2 Sam 10-19 and Ps 51). The 
commercial importance of Rabbah is highlighted by the later emergence of Philadelphia at this site, 
the southernmost city of the Decapolis and whose impressive citadel and Roman theater can be seen 
today in the midst of Amman, capital of modern Jordan. Rabbah, Philadelphia and modern Amman 
all testify to the prominence of this area east of the Jordan.
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By glancing at the Finder Map on this page, the map on p 1 or the map on pp. 12-13 you can review 
the importance of this entire area, both as an area of settlement and as a magnet for Arabian trade 
coming off the desert in the direction of Tyre and Sidon. Again, a brief study of geobasics shows how 
the events of the Bible fit perfectly within the regions of the Land Between.

c. Moab

When one compares the broad, uplifted limestone area of Upper Gilead with the narrower limestone 
regions in Moab the difference becomes clear. The large geological fault off the Rift at the NE end 
of the Dead Sea helps explain this difference. What is important for us to note is that the ‘eastern 
heights’ now continue southward off this map and into the Southern Arena (pp 6-7), becoming an 
extremely important part of our later discussion. 

To the east, fertile parts of Moab’s tableland gently descend to the arid and chalky plains of Arabia, 
creating a perfect area for herds to graze as the Bible clearly relates (2 Kgs 3:4-5). A large area of 
volcanic basalt (red) covers much of Moab, but western eroded areas of limestone (green) provide 
inhabitants with beautiful areas of productive soils and rainfall, such as slopes due west of Kir (or ‘Kir-
hareseth’ as the Bible sometimes calls it) and farther south (p 7). Most likely Elimelech and Naomi 
migrated to one of these small fertile areas of Moab when drought and famine came upon the area of 
Bethlehem, west of the Dead Sea (cf. Ruth 1). These high slopes of Moab gather rain from passing 
storms coming from the west and offer a limited opportunity for subsistence, a fact which changed the 
course of history as we learn from the book of Ruth and the story of her progeny, David. 

The Arnon canyon (‘Mujib’ in Arabic) and its small stream (a dangerous torrent during downpours) is 
the natural northern boundary of Moab. Leaders in Moab, however, always regarded the Dibon plain 
as theirs, as the Bible and the famous Mesha Stone (named for the ‘king’ of Moab) tell us.

d. Medeba Plateau

We now arrive at the discussion of the most strategic area along these ‘eastern heights,’ the Medeba 
Plateau. This area has been explored since the late 19th century, but modern surveys and excavations 
(known as the ‘Medeba Plains Project’) by Jordanian experts and Andrews University in Berrien, 
Michigan provide much new information on this strategic area. Our task here is to see how this 
plateau fits into the surrounding region of eastern heights.

A number of important geobasics combine to allow the area of Medeba (and nearby Heshbon and T. 
Jalul) to play a key role in the history of the Land Between. Note them on this and related maps.

•	 The great chasm of the Dead Sea, whose floor plunges to its deepest depths along the sea’s eastern 
shore north of Eglaim (Mazra), creates one of the country’s greatest barriers. True, in a daring move 
‘all the people of the East’ once reached En-gedi on the western shore, (2 Chr 20), but this was 
an exception. Practically, the easiest way to cross from east to west was across what the Bible calls 
‘the plains of Moab,’ just north of the Dead Sea, and from there across the Jordan river to the oases 
around Jericho. Thus, what is practical to the south becomes possible just north of the Dead Sea.

•	 The eroded heights of Moab, the adjacent the area of Dibon and the uplifted hill country of 
Upper Gilead all deny or discourage descent unless the goal is necessary (as trade flowing 
between Rabbah and Beth-shan via Gerasa or Zia). The Medeba plateau, however, is lower than 
surrounding eastern heights, and thus descents from the area of Heshbon (near Medeba) are not 
nearly as difficult as those to the south along Moab’s scarps descending into the Dead Sea chasm. 

•	 A semi-fertile, less difficult Medeba plateau (or plain) just south of the strategic center of Rabbah 
and easier descents to the lower Jordan Valley in the Rift just north of the Dead Sea, in addition to 
the oases around Jericho, lower hill country west of the Jordan and a natural outlet to the coastal 
plain south of Joppa on the Mediterranean all combine to enhance the importance of the Medeba 
plateau. Biblical history and beyond echo this reality, as we hear of battle after battle. Here we 
review but a few of these events.
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The approach of the Israelites along the arid plains of Arabia at the edge of Moab and Edom (p 
7) prompted action from the defenders of the Medeba plateau. Because of their special relationship 
and tensions with their ‘cousins’ in Edom and Moab the Israelites had avoided overrunning their 
areas, a narrow strip of fertile land stretching south of the Medeba plateau. One Biblical tradition, 
however, does speak of an internal, circuitous route (the ‘King’s Highway’) which linked these narrow 
agricultural areas across deep canyons (the Zered/Hasa and the Arnon/Mujib).

As the Israelites moved northward along the Arabian desert they had to pass through that land’s ‘back 
door’ in order to reach the Central Hill Country west of the Rift and the Jordan river. This ‘back door’ 
was the Medeba plateau, the descent to the passage across the Rift (north of the Dead Sea) and the 
inviting oasis city of Jericho. The territory of Heshbon and its king Sihon lay directly in the path of 
the Israelites. Thus once around the eastern difficulty of the Arnon canyon the area’s natural routes 
make their way NW from the ‘desert highway’ on the edge of Arabia directly to the Medeba plateau 
via such sites as Jahaz and Almon-diblathaim. It is no surprise that the Bible records conflict on this 
route. Moses sent messengers to negotiate safe passage through the area to the Rift and beyond into 
‘Canaan,’ but his attempts were spurned. Sihon the Amorite, ‘the king of Heshbon’ and his city fell to 
the Israelites who found themselves in control of the Medeba plateau and all of Heshbon’s territory. 
This lay between two of the main canyons in the eastern heights, ‘from Arnon to Jabbok’ as the Bible 
tells us (Num 21:24). A major shift in the geopolitical/geoethnic status quo of Transjordan took place. 

The ‘elders of Moab and the elders of Midian’ found themselves in dire straights, so much so that 
Balak, ‘king’ of Moab, brokered a deal in normal Middle Eastern fashion with the distant but famous 
pagan prophet Balaam. This desperate attempt to bring down wrath upon the Israelites ultimately 
failed but not before we read the interesting and amusing episodes and the oracles of Balaam. These 
include a phrase often heard at Christmas, put to music by none other than Felix Mendelssohn in the 
19th century (Num 24:14-17ff). The Bible recounts this and more (Num 21:21-25:17; Deut 2-3).

The sojourn of the Israelites on the Medeba plateau and across the ‘plains of Moab’ below the plain 
in the Rift valley must have lasted for some time. Some Israelites explored Gilead and found it so 
pleasing that they petitioned Moses to let them remain here, though the rest of the Israelites were to 
move west across the Jordan into Canaan. Among the events of this period we hear echoes of how the 
tribes of Reuben and Gad partition this area as well as conflict somewhere in the territory of another 
major Amorite city, Edrei in the Bashan beyond Lower Gilead (p 3). The various accounts of this busy 
period in the regions from Moab to the Bashan appear across the pages of Biblical books and address 
the problem of Israelite control being centered west of the Rift while some tribes live east of the Rift 
(Num 21: 31-35; 32; Deut 3:1-17; Josh 13:8-33; 22). The intense concern for Israelite unity in the 
midst of this land divided by geobasic realities continues to be an issue through Israel’s history as a 
people and as a nation. The story of Gideon and the Midianites underscores this divide (Judg 6-8).

There are many episodes in ancient Israel’s history and during the period of the Maccabees and 
later which illustrate the strategic importance of the Medeba plateau and surrounding territories. 
These are too many to record here, but two Biblical accounts cannot be overlooked. One is the 
conflict of Jephthah (from the ‘land of Tob’ in Bashan), who with his militia band successfully faced 
the mounting Ammonite pressure upon Israelite settlements in and around the Medeba plateau, 
settlements established centuries prior to Ammon’s awakening (Judg11-12). The other episode comes 
to us from 2 Kings 1:1 and 3, complemented by a marvelous discovery of the late 19th century, the 
Mesha Stone, on which this king of Moab recorded his exploits and victories over the Israelites in and 
around this same Medeba plateau. Both accounts tell the same story. This important area was coveted 
by all surrounding entities, by Israelites who overtook it in the days of Moses, later by Ammonites in 
the nearby area of Rabbah in the days of the judges and by Moabites from the south in the days after 
the death of Ahab of Israel. This tells us the same underlying reality, a reality which was reflected 
in many other stories through the times of the Maccabees, king Herod of Judea, the Nabateans, the 
Romans and through the period of Islam’s invasion and overwhelming conquest by the sword. Today 
the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan maintains a firm grip on this and other Transjordanian territories, 
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and peace with Israel has allowed this same area to be a marvelous region to explore as a welcoming 
and hospitable populace invites the tourist to see all types of sites and regions.

Before moving on it may be helpful to cast your eyes over various maps to review concepts and regions 
which you have met in previous discussions.

3. The Central Abyss of the Rift

We have already visited parts of this region of our map study above, but a few additional comments are 
in order. First, however, HL two small subregions along this Rift:

.	HL the short division (broken line) crossing the Rift just south of Abel-meholah in the N

.	HL the division crossing the Rift in the middle of the map, south of Adam 

a. The convenient Beth-shan crossover

This area (seen best on pp 10-11) provides a natural and convenient link for traffic and armies passing 
between Gilead and the Jezreel valley. It witnessed some of the greatest battles in later history. We 
mention it here in order to contrast it with other parts of the Rift below which are less open and 
enclosed between much higher uplifts on both sides of the Rift.

b. Fertile Perea, Adam ford and Farah valley

As we descend south of Abel-meholah on our central arena map we easily see the limestones 
and chalks which encompass this slowly descending region, already far below the level of the 
Mediterranean as the elevation numbers indicate. Sterile and loose lissan deposits, the floor of an 
ancient inland sea much larger than the present Dead Sea, appear. These deposits, as well as the soils 
of the Rift, appear much larger and clearer on a later map (pp 16-17), which you should consult often 
as our discussion proceeds. Note that to the west of the Jordan river valley (a valley inside the greater 
Rift valley) an area of weaker limestones and chalks has restricted the Rift and kept the Jordan slightly 
to the east. These recede slightly following the general diagonal orientation of the uplifts (broken 
yellow lines). Finally, side faults from the Rift open a beautiful, but in places seriously restricted valley, 
the Farah, which reaches NW to the site of Tirzah. The Farah is a type of counterpart to the deep 
Jabbok canyon, which splits Upper Gilead in two, except the Farah consists of two basic parallel faults 
leaving a sunken basin (officially called a ‘graben’). There are fords all along the Jordan, the most 
renowned of which is the crossing at Adam. The story of Gideon mentions such fords as he called 
upon Israelites west of the Jordan to seize them in order to impede the fleeing Midianites (Judg 7:24).

The Rift east of the Jordan is quite different. Alluvial soil deposited by streams descending from harder 
limestone hills in Upper Gilead has transformed the sterile lissan into a productive agricultural area, 
provided water from those same streams reaches it. Modern Jordan has brought water to this area 
from the Yarmuk river to the north, and farmers have transformed the area into fruitful fields and hot 
houses filled with produce. 

It was precisely this sort of dedication to agriculture and innovation that allowed this region to 
become the flourishing Jewish territory of Perea (‘Across-the-Jordan’ in Hebrew) in and before the 
days of Jesus. Indeed, Perea hosted one of the main routes between Jewish Jerusalem/Judea and Jewish 
Galilee, a longer but safer route than through the Central Hill Country and the area of the hostile 
Samaritans. Perea would have seen pilgrims walking to Jerusalem for the major Jewish feasts, buying 
supplies and resting along their way. Jesus knew this route well, and it was the one He followed on ‘the 
way to the cross’ before that last Passover, no doubt passing the ‘capital’ of the region at the site of 
Amathus. The Gospel accounts record many events on this trip but include few names which would 
allow us to pinpoint the various stories. His ‘Perean ministry’ appears with references on page 36 of 
Regions on the Run, interspersed with sections of the Gospel of John and visits to Jerusalem, probably 
during this Perean ministry. While not specifically mentioned, the Jews of Jesus’ days no doubt 
engaged in servicing trade caravans passing from the Decapolis center of Philadelphia to Galilee and 
Phoenician ports beyond. The temptation to ‘leave the farm’ and move to the big city would have 
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been a common experience, but in this case it meant leaving Jewish religious life and living with the 
Gentiles, either at Pehel/Pella to the north, at Gerasa in the heart of Upper Galilee or at Philadelphia 
in former Ammonite territory. As no doubt you have already surmised, this is the context of Jesus’ 
story about the prodigal son, one which certainly would have touched the hearts of many a Jewish 
father and mother—and also provided a sterling example of divine love. Jesus told this story in Perea 
(Lk 15:11-32).

All of the above helps us understand the importance of regions such as Succoth and its surrounding 
fertile plain (note its setting in Ps 60 and Ps 108), as well as Zaphon, most probably located at Tel 
es-Saidiya, beautifully situated along one of Upper Gilead’s major river canyons and above the lissan 
of the Jordan river valley and rich alluvial plain. All of these factors, plus the trade routes mentioned 
above, make this part of the Rift valley very special, combining soil, water, sun and commerce. Do not 
neglect to consider the detailed view on the later map and surrounding routes (pp 16-17).

c. Lower Rift valley north of Dead Sea

Surface, sterile lissan deposits in the Rift valley south of Adam increase in size and divide east from 
west. By Phasaelis (‘P’ on the central arena map) there are areas of rich terra rosa soils from adjacent 
high limestone hills. In Jesus’ days this was a lovely area, which king Herod gave to his brother for 
growing date palms, a crop for which this area was known. Today Israeli technology has restored 
the area’s productivity and date palms again line the highway. Meanwhile, the oasis of Archaelais 
(named for king Herod’s son) remains a productive area of Arab farmers, who carefully manage waters 
descending from limestone hills above.

We could easily write scores of pages about the southernmost part of the Rift valley, due north of the 
potent waters of the Dead Sea (unusable for irrigation). We already have spoken of its routes, which 
provide the first real crossover south of the area of Beth-shan (the Adam crossing does not compare 
to it). On the east the so-called ‘plains of Moab’ capture the soil and water descending from limestone 
hills above. Millennia past it hosted cities (such as T. el-Ghassul), and settlement continued down 
through Jewish Perea to Greek and Roman cities established by special imperial grants in this very 
desirable setting. 

Meanwhile, strong springs at Jericho and Naaran in the west transform their surroundings into 
lush oases, so coveted that they have a special place throughout the Bible. These oases saw the 
construction of impressive cities and city facilities with water works which used every available drop 
of water from the hills for farming as well as for pools of pleasure. They flourished in the days of the 
Hasmoneans, King Herod and Jesus. In fact, a second Jericho south of the ancient tell emerged in 
Greek times and was fully refurbished prior to the birth of Jesus. Yet another Jericho arose SE of the 
ancient tell during Byzantine times and remains the center of modern Jericho. Sites, tastes, water 
channels and flowering sub-tropical plants abound in this most interesting of the land’s oases, an area 
through which Jesus and His family often passed. To be a tax collector here was to be a rich man, and 
Zacchaeus was the chief collector (Lk 19:1-10). Regions on the Run lists other very interesting passages 
from this moment as Jesus passed through Jericho on the ‘way to the cross’ (pp 36-37).

3. Western Uplifts

The ‘western uplifts’ carry by far the majority of Biblical history, and thus we offer only passing 
discussions of major illustrative events. Later editions of this guide, or supplementary work in other 
Biblical Backgrounds productions, will augment what follows. It is our hope that our discussion here 
will aid your work in Regions on the Run, on our Regional Study Maps and on the Regional Study 
Guide (downloadable from our web site).

Below we will mark all subregional divisions (medium broken lines) to the west of the Rift valley and 
south of the Carmel range, of which only the Iskandar Uplift shows. Note how rocks, soils and upfolds 
(broken yellow lines) differ from subregion to subregion. Some features, such as harder limestone 
(green areas) and upfolds, almost run the full length of the Central Hill Country of Samaria, Ephraim 
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and Judah. Your own observations before, during and after marking are far more effective than telling 
you what to note. Be sure to compare your work with later, more detailed maps of this area (pp 16-21).

.	HL the line separating the subregion of Samaria from that of Ephraim. Continue to HL this line 
as it extends westward to the Mediterranean, noting that this separates the Sharon Plain from the 
Coastal Plain farther south. HL the three subsequent capitals of the northern kingdom of Israel in 
the area of Samaria: Shechem, Tirzah and Samaria. Penuel deep within the Jabbok also served as a 
Transjordanian capital for a time, linked with Shechem via the fords at Adam.

.	HL the line separating Ephraim from the various subregions of Judah farther south. HL three site 
names in the area of Ephraim: Bethel to the south, Timnath-serah/heres (Joshua’s inheritance) and 
Shiloh (the early Israelite religious center where the boy Samuel grew up) 

.	HL the various subregions of Judah in the southern Central Hill Country, locating various 
horizontal and vertical divisions. For example, the divide between Judah’s hill country (green) and 
Judah’s Wilderness (brown) is clear. Consulting the chart inside the back cover and the rainfall 
line on the middle full map (pp 12-13) can tell you much about these subregions. HL the sites of 
Jerusalem in the center and Hebron in the southern hill country. Note the distinct upfold through 
Judah, parallel with that of the north but not continuous. This structurally changes everything in 
the middle of the Central Hill Country, producing the land of Benjamin to be discussed later.

.	HL all divisions (remember, only the medium broken lines) in the SW part of the map, noting how 
the wind-blown loess soils of the Negev fall into distinct basins (Western and Eastern Negev). HL 
three sites: Arad at T. Arad in the east, Beer-sheba in the center and Gerar to the west. Note the 
clear difference between the Negev soils and the alluvia of the Philistine Alluvial Plain, bounded 
by brown-red and dune sands. The Shephelah (of Judah) is especially important to note, and here 
our division lines are broken so that the gateways to and from the alluvial valleys of the Shephelah 
remain ‘open.’ 

.	Finally, you will see that some route information along the SW corner of the map is missing. You 
can fill this in by comparing this map with the Southern Arena map (pp 6-7). Also add the ‘Sinai 
Sands’ in the appropriate place.

We begin by briefly discussing the list under ‘Western uplifts’ heading (p 5) and then proceed beyond 
these uplifts to the long and interesting coastal plains.

a. Samaria

The geographical variety of Samaria opens it to outside influences making it difficult to defend. One 
can easily see the paths of various side faults breaking off the great Rift fault and continuing northwest 
through the upfold (broken yellow line in the east). These ultimately define the Carmel range seen 
on the Finder map on this page. This open character meant that northern Israel could expand out 
to surrounding trade routes, but by the same token imperial or surrounding local armies could easily 
invade. But the mixing and mingling of the northern Israelites with the culture of the Canaanites was 
far more dangerous, as seen in the days of Ahab, Jezebel and Elijah. 

This area of ‘Samaria’ (as it was later called) provided the Israelites with a true ‘testing ground of 
faith,’ and the administration of northern Israel failed miserably in this test –– centuries after Joshua, 
the spiritual disciple of Moses, warned the Israelites of such dangers. This is one of the most impressive 
settings to illustrate the value of geobasics in understanding what lay behind Israelite historical and 
spiritual failures, which led to disastrous consequences. Since its emergence after the days of the 
apostle Paul until today, the Gentile church often has ‘mixed and mingled’ in the same way as the 
northern Israelites blatantly did in the days of Ahab and Jezebel. Thus this church faces the same 
judgement—as Paul himself sternly warns the Gentile believers in Rome (Rom 11:13-36) and John 
tells us in vivid terms (Rev. 3:14-22). In short, to be accepted and liked by the world and those around 
us is more important than remembering our calling and being faithful (cf. Josh 24; Rev 17:12-14).
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b. Ephraim

The geobasics totally change in Ephraim to the south of Samaria. Unity replaces diversity in a broad 
area of uplifted harder limestones. Other side upfolds exist, branching out to the SW, a fact which 
accounts for this large area of uplifted limestone (these are not shown on this map). Thus, unlike 
Samaria, Ephraim offered a safe refuge and retreat, especially true in the very heart of this uplifted and 
deeply eroded hill country, which the Bible describes as ‘the remote interior of Ephraim’ (Judg 19:1; 
see this area on the map on p 18).

This ‘hill country of Ephraim’ was the first ‘home’ of the Israelites who crossed from Transjordan into 
this Central Hill Country. It was from here that Joshua conducted his campaigns, administered tribal 
affairs, and no doubt often preached (e.g., his final ‘sermon’ in Joshua 24, given to all Israelite tribal 
leaders at Shiloh). The story of the prominent tribe Ephraim, the son of Joseph, who received the 
patriarchal blessing of Jacob before his death in Egypt, runs through the Bible for blessing and for 
ultimate judgement (Ps 78). Ephraim, like the proud church in Laodicea (again, Rev 3:14-22), is a 
reminder of the final, serious warning of the apostle Peter (2 Peter 3:17). 

The secluded hill country of Ephraim served the Israelites well, but it was invaded and overcome by at 
least two persistent outside forces. After the disastrous defeat at the battle of Aphek and the loss of the 
Ark, the Philistines fulfilled their policy by invading the rough territory of Ephraim as far as Shiloh 
and destroying Israel’s religious/administrative center. Archaeological excavations at the site reveal 
this, and phrases from Psalm 78 echo these terrible times (cf. 1 Sam 4; Ps 78:59-64). A millennium 
later, shortly after the end of the book of Acts, the army of Rome marched into this same hill country 
via Joshua’s ancient inheritance at Timnath-serah/heres (in Roman times known as Thamna) to 
subdue the Central Hill Country and ultimate destroy Jerusalem.

c. Judah

A glance at the area of Judah on our map of the Central Arena (pp 4-5) shows you how much 
different Judah is from the areas of Ephraim and Samaria. Two parallel upfolds (broken yellow lines) 
contribute to the area’s diversity, creating a hill country which is only unified by harder limestones 
appearing in various sub-types. Arab stone masons know these sub-types well and have special names 
for each one as they use them in creating building materials. 

For our present purposes we will simply note a few of the parts of this southern hill country.

•	 The two upfolds of the hill country create various surface watersheds from north to south. The 
area between the two upfolds (W and SW of Jerusalem) is faulted as the upfolds descend in 
opposite directions. This creates a deeply eroded area, leaving Jerusalem more or less isolated 
from the west. A glance at the road system shows just how complex it is. The main N-S route 
is usually very restricted to the path of least resistance along or near various watersheds. This 
restriction lessens in certain areas (outlined on this map by a thin, solid line). One is what we call 
‘the crown of Hebron’ and another is outlined by Gibeon, Gibeah, Ramah and Mizpah, which 
we call the ‘Central Benjamin Plateau’ (neither named on this map). Sites and routes in this 
area and approaches from Jericho and the broad Aijalon valley (adjacent to the site of Aijalon) 
witnessed more Biblical events than any other region of the land. North of Bethel our roads enter 
the difficult hill country of Ephraim. Thus the Central Benjamin Plateau and the crown of Hebron 
have a very special place in the story of the Bible.

•	 The chalk Wilderness east of the hill country descends eastward and finally falls abruptly into 
the Rift and Dead Sea. This is a place of final refuge for Judah, but a refuge which the Romans 
also destroyed in their persistent policy of seek-and-destroy after the fall of Jerusalem in +70. The 
story of Massada (bottom center of map) dramatically demonstrates Rome’s policy and the equally 
persistent resistance of the Jewish rebels. More often, however, the parts of the wilderness adjacent 
to the hill country served shepherds as grazing areas, as we hear in the Nativity accounts which 
state that ‘in that region (in the wilderness adjacent to Bethlehem) there were shepherds in open 
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areas, keeping watch over their flocks by night’ (Lk 2:8). This was the territory David knew well, 
and David’s tender care as a shepherd is again recalled in the same psalm as was the destruction of 
Shiloh (Ps 78:65-72). Much more could be said of this amazing, arid wilderness, within the rain 
shadow of Judah’s higher hill country, the place in which John the Baptist roamed and where Jesus 
experienced temptations which reoccurred throughout His ministry (Lk 4:13). This fascinating 
area offers many views and experiences, but it is also extremely dangerous to visit if one does not 
know it as well as David knew it. Tourists have wandered here, lacked water and lost their lives. 
Thus the potent image of the good shepherd is used in the Bible and in such psalms as Ps 23.

•	 Although not a part of the Central Hill Country geologically, the Shephelah (Lowland) is regarded 
as an integral part of Judah. Much could be written on this busy buffer zone between hill country 
and coastal plain. Glance down the Shephelah from the broad Aijalon valley in the north to 
the narrow valleys in the south. Note site names, roads and features, especially the area of chalk 
(brown) in the north and the narrow chalk moat which lies between the hill country and weaker, 
chalky limestones of the Shephelah. The entire area was a great battlefield with gateways in and 
out of various valleys and a list of events far too long to list here. 

•	 Like the Shephelah, the Negev is not actually part of the Central Hill Country, but it is so closely 
related to Judah that we discuss it here. It lies between upfolds in the hill country and other upfolds 
discussed later (pp 6-7). Lacking upfolds proper these Negev basins are natural gathering areas for 
fine, wind-blown soil called ‘loess,’ almost like flour. This soil can be productive for growing grains 
but downpours can create sudden streams which cut deeply into top soil. By comparing this map 
with the two-page map (pp12-13) you can see that the Negev basins lie outside of the normal, 
sufficient rainfall line. Thus, only in ‘good’ years, years of abundant, consistent and well-timed 
rainfall in this southern region, can its inhabitants enjoy broad green fields of grain which come to 
full maturity. This dramatic background provides the setting for Ps 126, a song which attempts to 
capture the joy of the return to Zion from captivity in Babylon. Sites such as Beer-sheba and Arad 
were major fortresses guarding the southern trade corridor through the Negev and the approaches 
to Judah proper. They also administered Judah’s control over the greater south.

4. The Coastal Plains 

The great variety of soils (sands alluvia and loess) along the coastal plains reveals that these areas are 
anything but dormant. They have been impacted by the invasion of the sea in the far past. You can 
read summaries of these different types of coastal soils on the two-page map (pp12-13). 

On this map note how coastal ridges (called ‘kurkar’), some buried beneath coastal dunes, block the 
direct flow of streams to the Mediterranean and impede the flow of runoff descending from the steep 
slopes of the hill country. This forces soil-rich streams to deposit their burdens as fertile alluvia across 
broad basins between the coast and the low hills of the Shephelah. It was here, around what we call 
the ‘Philistine Alluvial Plain,’ that three of the five Philistine cities were located (Josh 13:3; 1 Sam 
6:17). Some earlier have questioned the proximity of Gath to Ekron, but the identify of both sites 
is now established and each occupied its own ‘bay’ of the greater Philistine Alluvial Plain. Note the 
unique situation of the Philistine city of Ashkelon, located directly along the shore (unlike inland 
Ashdod with a port at some distance). Ashkelon is unique among the Philistine cities, a fact to which 
history alludes and which archaeological excavations at the site demonstrate. Indeed Ashkelon is in 
many ways more important than Gaza as the roads on this map illustrate. The southern trade corridor 
coming from Arabia via Edom and the Negev basin leads through T. Halif to the important areas of 
Mareshah, Lachish and T. el-Areini, as well as to T. el-Hesi. Ashkelon absorbed these routes while 
servicing maritime shipping to and from Egypt. The special arrangement which king Herod’s father had 
with both the Nabateans of Petra and Ashkelon provided the family with the wealth which catapulted 
Herod to become ‘king of the Jews,’ even though he was of Idumean (Greek for ‘Edomite’) descent, 
despised by the Jews. This was happening on the eve of the birth of Jesus.
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Other areas of alluvia exist around higher regions of brown-red sand by Joppa and in the Sharon Plain. 
In this context the roads of the entire coastal plain are very interesting to explore, both in the south 
and in the north where Herod’s great building project of Caesarea (on-the-sea) took place at the former 
site of Strato’s Tower. A sole verse from the book of Acts ties this entire coastal area together as Philip, 
after his encounter with the Ethiopian eunuch descending from Jerusalem along a lonely road to Gaza, 
finds himself in Ashdod (Azotus of Greco-Roman times) and conducts evangelistic meetings from 
Azotus to Caesarea (Acts 8:40). Philip’s trip through Jewish coastal territory (which began at Jewish 
Ashdod/Azotus and ended in mixed Jewish/Gentile Caesarea) occurred before Paul’s road to Damascus 
experience and his travels throughout the Mediterranean world. The Good News was on its way.

For a moment sit back and glance over the entire map you have just marked and briefly explored. 
Compare Samaria (northern Israel’s home, the heartland of the house of Joseph) with Judah (the 
refuge-home of the nation and house of Judah). Consider the areas between these nations, an area 
which after Solomon’s death suffered a bitter Judah-Israel civil war of fifty years. The territory of the 
tribe of Benjamin (related to Joseph) was south of Bethel and north of Jerusalem, the heart of this 
highly contested area. Make special note of how the broad Aijalon valley in the north is linked to the 
Central Benjamin plateau (outlined on this map). This plateau in turn is linked to Jericho, the lower 
Rift Valley and to the Medeba plateau beyond. The limited challenge of east-west travel through 
this central corridor is not possible farther south, between the tableland of Moab and the central 
Shephelah. There the chasm of the Dead Sea, the wilderness and the higher hill country of Judah 
separates east from west. 

Clearly this is not a random land but a carefully designed playing board with proper entrances and 
exits. It was within this ‘divinely designed’ context that the Israelites settled, both in the northern, 
central and southern parts of the hill country. What occurred in each of these areas (from the apostasy 
and exile of Israel in the north to the survival of Judah in the south) ultimately led to our redemption 
but also provides graphic illustrations and imperatives for us today as we find ourselves in our own ‘land 
betweens.’ The challenges have not changed within these modern ‘testing grounds of faith’ for we still 
must live ‘in the world but not of the world.’  

F.	 THE SOUTHERN ARENA  

We reviewed a number of useful technics at the beginning of the marking section for the northern and 
central arenas (bulleted points such as referring to the back cover chart, the rainfall line on the middle 
spread map (pp 12-130, etc.) If needed these can be reviewed now. For the Southern Arena it is important to 
consult maps which you now know well. The more detailed map on pp 22-23 is useful for this study.

We now turn to the marking of the Southern Arena map (pp 2-3). Our goal again is to make the subregions 
stand out and to introduce them by brief discussions and selected historical allusions and events, far less 
numerous here in the arid south. As before, use the Finder Map to place this arena within the land, read the 
text on these pages, note the three major regions as defined by the black, solid lines on the map and locate 
the subregions listed below these regions. We have already discussed the northern parts of this map in regard 
to the Central Arena (pp 4-5) and thus much of our work is done. We begin in the east along the edge of 
Arabia and work our way westward toward the Mediterranean.

1. Eastern Heights

This map presents the entire tableland of Moab and its relationship to narrower eastern heights 
south of Moab, the area of Edom and the renowned city of Petra, buried deed within early sandstones 
(bottom of this map). Note that the arid desert of Arabia moves westward, even more so than in 
Moab, and that the confines of hills and ridges of Edom narrow as we move south. Comparing this map 
with the rainfall line on the full two-page map (pp 12-13) shows just how narrow Edom’s habitable 
land becomes in the south. Small springs (such as those at Wadi Musa near Petra or at Tamar S of 
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the Dead Sea) and man-made cisterns take on tremendous importance. Both the Edomites and the 
later Nabateans knew well how to manage and protect such deposits of  water. Greek and Roman 
armies withered in these surroundings, lacking the knowledge of water sources, often hidden by their 
clever desert foes. Once they entered this dry south land they sought in vain for water and ultimately 
perished. We now enter an entirely different landscape than we seen thus far.

.	HL all the subregional lines (broken line) on this map which appeared on the southern portion of 
the Center Arena map (pp 4-5)

.	HL the subregional line (broken line) Moab and the Medeba plateau (to the north of this map). 
HL the site names of Dibon and Kir [-hareseth] just north and within the tableland of Moab.

.	HL the subregional line (broken line) between the northern mountains of Edom around Bozrah 
and the southern limestone ridges (green) above deeper sands in which Petra is located (purple). 
HL each of these site names: Bozrah and Petra.

.	Find and HL the term ‘Feinan Canyon’ in the Rift west of the large name ‘EDOM’ and add 
‘PUNON REGION’ next to it (see Regions on the Run, Map B, p 20 for comparison). This was 
inadvertently omitted on this map and on the detailed map of the area (pp 22-23) to which you 
should also add it. It is best to HL the space first and then add the name to avoid running color. 
Another mistake to correct at this point is the location of the important oasis of Tamar in the Rift 
valley. It is correct at the crossroads on the Southern Arena map (pp 6-7) but is wrongly positioned 
on the detailed map (pp 22-23). While doing this you can also HL the name on both maps.

a. Moab

With a full view of Moab you can easily review all you know of this area from previous studies. Find 
the Arnon/Mujib canyon to the north and the deep Zered (‘Hasa’ in Arabic) south of Moab, a faulted 
canyon SE of the Dead Sea and another impact off the great Rift faults. Note the different paths of 
two highways through Moab, the so-called ‘desert highway’ running S-N between Moab and the 
Arabian desert and the ‘King’s Highway’ (the ‘royal road’), which makes its way north across both the 
Zered and Arnon canyons as it heads from Edom through Moab and on to the Medeba plateau (north 
off this map). The Romans built and improved this amazing route in the century after the days of Jesus 
(after +106 when Rome took over Nabatea) in order to bring this part of Arabia into their imperial 
orbit. Remains of this ‘Via Nova Traiana’ (‘Trajan’s New Road’) are still visible, and until recently it 
was lined in places with milestones. This road is one of the most exciting remains to see in modern 
Jordan (especially exposed parts in less-inhabited Edom) as one stands upon it and imagines the 
caravans of luxury goods and spices which made their  way to Mediterranean ports and from there to 
the tables of Rome and its provinces. This, indeed, was the end (‘limus’) of the Roman empire which 
stretched from here to England. 

b. Edom

When one enters Edom one enters a different world, the world of Lawrence of Arabia and the world 
of the  astounding Nabateans, who pushed the clans of Edom to the NW into the Negev basin and 
beyond to the region of Mareshah. Here we meet them in the days of the Maccabees, king Herod 
and his father Antipater and through the days of Jesus and the apostles. The Nabateans had moved 
north from southern regions of Arabia off this map and exploited this area’s unique position between 
caravan routes across Arabia and routes both north and south of the Dead Sea chasm, routes which 
led across the Rift to Mediterranean ports. What we learn from the days of Rome and the Nabateans 
helps us understand the policy of the Edomites of David’s day down through the Israelite monarchies. 
Not everything applies to the earlier Edomites, but it is clear that the economic value of taxing 
the passing caravans of luxury goods and spices (coveted by Mediterranean peoples) lay behind the 
violent trade wars described in the Bible as well as the scathing curses of the prophets. This is the 
point of the visit of the Queen of Sheba (the area of Yemen in southern Arabia) to Solomon’s court. 
There were negotiations at the highest level concerning trade along the routes before you. In later 
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periods of the Israelite monarchies Edom’s control of trade grew, especially when Judah was humbled 
by the Assyrians and destroyed by Babylon. The prophets scorn Edom’s exploitation and joy as 
Judah’s controlled diminished with the onslaught of the Assyrians and later Babylonians along the 
coastal highways and in the Shephelah. This was especially troublesome because Edom’s traditional 
relationship with ancient Israel through Jacob’s brother Esau. As is common in the Middle East, 
kinship means everything, and family ties override every other consideration. Thus the mournful, 
scornful words of Ps 137 and the prophets Obadiah, Isaiah and Jeremiah. All of this comes to mind as 
one wanders the ways and byways of lofty Edom.

Discussion of the Edomite center of Bozrah, securely isolated on a promontory in the midst of a large, 
impressive canyon, and of Petra, the Nabatean stronghold in southern Edom, can be found in the 
Regions on the Run (pp 20-21). [To be continued in later versions....]

c. South of Edom and off this map

–––––––

d. Rift valley south of the Dead Sea

–––––––

2. A series of uplifts west of the Rift

–––––––

3. The corridor of the Negev Basin

–––––––
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BENJAMIN FIELD STUDY
—SPECIFIC GEOBASICS MARKINGS FOR PAGES 18-21—

Complete the following reading and marking instructions prior to the Benjamin field study. This study 
uses two maps: 1) Philistia, Judah, the Rift and Moab (pp. 18-19); and 2) Judah’s Shephelah, Hills and 
Wilderness (pp. 20-21). The two maps overlap as you noticed while doing the general markings. You can see 
their relationship to each other and their position in the whole land by means of the map index on the back 
cover.

The first map, Philistia, Judah, the Rift and Moab, provides a larger context for Judah and Benjamin. It 
includes the coast from Gaza to Joppa, the Negev basins and Transjordan from Kir [-hareseth] in Moab to 
Rabbah in Ammon. You are familiar with all these names from the general marking exercise. The second 
map, Judah’s Shephelah, Hills and Wilderness, focuses more closely on the territory of Judah and Benjamin.

A.	 Philistia, Judah, the Rift and Moab—Pages 18-19

This study focuses on the territory of Benjamin, which lay between the larger tribes of Ephraim to the north 
and Judah to the south. Early in the settlement process, Ephraim and Manasseh, the two tribes of the House 
of Joseph, and Judah had secured their positions in the Central Hill Country. As the tribes gathered to 
divide the rest of the land, Joshua commanded the two larger tribes, ‘Judah is to remain in its territory to the 
south and the house of Joseph [Ephraim] in its territory to the north’ (Josh 18:5). When the lot was cast for 
Benjamin’s territory, ‘its borders lay between Judah and the sons of Joseph [Ephraim]’ (Josh 18: 11). This was 
Benjamin’s lot, a tenuous position between a powerful son of Leah and an equally powerful nephew, Ephraim, 
of the line of Rachel.

.	HL on subregional name: Remote Interior of Ephraim (N of Ephraim)

.	HL on feature names: Shiloh Canyon (N of Ephraim); Central Benjamin Plateau (N of Benjamin)

.	HL on feature or site names and accompanying elevations: Baal Hazor, 1016 m/ 3333 f (east of 
Ephraim); Halhul, 1020 m/ 3346 f (south of Judah)

The tenuous nature of Benjamin’s position between the two larger tribes only emerges as one learns the 
character of Benjamin’s territory. If you have worked through this guide on the introductory spreads, pp. 2-7, 
you know that the land has two large corridors from Transjordan to the coast: one runs through the Galilean 
depression, north of the Central Hill Country; and a second through the Negev depression, south of the 
Central Hill Country. Benjamin hosted another crossover from Transjordan to the sea. It was smaller than 
the other two and more difficult, but Benjamin’s gateways to both the east and the west were among the best 
in the high hill country encompassing Ephraim and Judah. Sit back and look at map 18-19. What obstacles 
prevent a route from running between Moab and Judah? Ephraim, too, had obstacles: the Shiloh canyon 
system on the west, which represents a large area of deep, V-shaped canyons (to see all of it, look at p. 16); 
and a steep drop off the eastern side of the Central/Ephraim Uplift (note yellow, dotted line). Compare 
the elevation at Baal Hazor with the elevation 17.7 km/11 m dues east in the Rift by Archelais. The drop 
is 1,305 m/ 4,281 f. Baal Hazor in Ephraim is the highest point in the northern hills. Likewise, the highest 
point in the southern hill lies at Halhul in Judah. Benjamin and the Central Benjamin Plateau formed a 
lower saddle between these two heights. The average elevation on the plateau is 743 m/2,438 f, around 274 
m/900 f lower than the heights of Ephraim and Judah (see Regional Study Map 7: Land of Benjamin and its 
Approaches). Benjamin, therefore, lay north of the obstacle of the Dead Sea and with its steep scarps and 
south of the heights and obstacles of Ephraim and offered a crossing from Medeba in Transjordan to Joppa on 
the coast.

.	HL on roads: From Medeba to Jericho (northern one) via Beth-haram, Qasr el-Yahud and Beth-
arabah. From Jericho to Gibeon via the Zeboim valley, Michmash, Geba and Ramah. From Gibeon 
to Joppa via Upper Beth-horon, Modiin and Lod.
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B.	 Judah’s Shephelah, Hills and Wilderness—Pages 20-21

This map provides a closer look at the features, roads and cities around Benjamin. Begin by HL the same 
road from Medeba through central Benjamin toward the coast. You will go off the map after Modiin before 
reaching Joppa.

.	HL on feature names in Benjamin: Makkuk Canyon; Zeboim Valley; Kelt Spring (which points 
into the Kelt Canyon); Ascent of Adummim; Suweinit Canyon; Farah Canyon; Central Benjamin 
Plateau

.	HL on city names in Benjamin: Michmash; Geba; Mizpah; Ramah; Gibeah; Gibeon

.	HL on feature names west of Jerusalem: Chesalon Canyon; Sorek Canyon; Rephaim Canyon

.	HL on feature names in the Shephelah: Aijalon Valley; Sorek Valley

The rugged hill country of the Sorek system (Chesalon canyon; Sorek canyon; and Rephaim canyon) 
increased the value of Benjamin’s territory. Jerusalem, isolated behind the Sorek system, depended on 
Benjamin for its routes in and out of the hill country. The Central Benjamin Plateau (CBP), on the other 
hand, gathered up ascents from both the east and the west. Locate the CBP and note that the map encloses 
it in a thin, black line. The line reaches out to encircle the cities that define the plateau: Ramah, Gibeah, 
Gibeon and Mizpah. The line also encloses Geba to the east and reaches north to the Bethel Plateau. 

.	HL on roads: From Jericho to Gibeah via the Ascent of Adummim and Anathoth. From Jericho to 
Mizpah via Naaran and Bethel. From Gibeon to Gezer via Kiriath-jearim. 

26



JUDAH, SHEPHELAH AND PHILISTINE COAST FIELD STUDY
—SPECIFIC GEOBASICS MARKINGS FOR PAGES 18-21—

Complete the following reading and marking instructions prior to the Judah, Shephelah and Philistine Coast 
field study. This study uses two maps: 1) Philistia, Judah, the Rift and Moab (pp. 18-19); and 2) Judah’s 
Shephelah, Hills and Wilderness (pp. 20-21). The two maps overlap as you noticed while doing the general 
markings. You can see their relationship to each other and their position in the whole land by means of the 
map index on the back cover.

The first map, Philistia, Judah, the Rift and Moab, provides a larger context for Judah. It includes the coast 
from Gaza to Joppa, the Negev basins and Transjordan from Kir [-hareseth] in Moab to Rabbah in Ammon. 
You are familiar with all these names from the general marking exercise. The second map, Judah’s Shephelah, 
Hills and Wilderness, focuses more closely on the territory of Judah.

A.	 Philistia, Judah, the Rift and Moab—Pages 18-19

Some text

1.	 Features

Some text

.	HL

2.	 Roads

Some text

.	HL

3.	 Sites

Some text

.	HL

B.	 Judah’s Shephelah, Hills and Wilderness—Pages 20-21

Some text

1.	 Features

Some text

.	HL

2.	 Roads

Some text

.	HL

3.	 Sites

Some text

.	HL

3.	 Sites

Some text

.	HL
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