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Introduction

This atlas sets out to do something both straightforward and demanding: to place the
Bible’'s words alongside the earth’s witness and to ask what we can responsibly say
when texts and trenches meet. By combining maps, excavation summaries, and
artifact analysis, we aim to connect material culture to biblical narratives without
collapsing either into the other. Readers will find here not a catalogue of “proofs,” but
a guide to how archaeological data can illuminate historical claims and shape
theological readings.

Archaeology is a slow discipline. It works by context, layer, and association: a potsherd
is dated not only by its style but also by where it lies in the ground and with what it
lies. In these pages you will encounter the basic tools of the field—stratigraphy,
ceramic typologies, radiocarbon calibration, epigraphy, and spatial analysis—set
alongside equally careful tools from biblical studies—textual criticism, genre analysis,
and historical inquiry. Our maps are not decorative backdrops; they are analytical
instruments that track settlement patterns, roads, water systems, and imperial
frontiers across time.

Because evidence is fragmentary, argument here proceeds in degrees. We flag what is
well established, what is probable, what is possible, and what remains unlikely or
untestable. Some long-standing questions—Jericho’s destruction date, the
identification of Ai, the scope of the Omride building program—are presented as
contested case studies rather than settled verdicts. Where epigraphic data speak with
unusual clarity—the Tel Dan and Mesha stelae, the Siloam Inscription—we
demonstrate how such voices from neighboring kingdoms and local communities
refine, challenge, or corroborate biblical accounts.

This book also models how to read a site report devotionally and critically. Each
chapter moves from setting and excavation history to key finds and then to
interpretive implications. We explain locus numbers, balk drawings, and phasing not to
burden the reader with jargon, but to show why provenience matters: an
unprovenanced inscription may be visually striking yet hermeneutically thin, while a
humble jar handle with a seal impression can securely anchor a discussion of
administration, economy, or cult.

Artifacts do different kinds of work for interpretation. Some clarify the meaning of
terms and practices—city gates, threshing floors, mikva’ot, synagogues. Others
provide independent chronological anchors—coins, dated inscriptions,
dendrochronological sequences. Still others illuminate social worlds—diet, disease,
trade routes, household labor—that frame how we hear prophetic critique or read
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Gospel scenes. In every case, we distinguish between confirmation (showing that
something could have happened as described), correlation (showing that the world of
the text fits known contexts), and illumination (shedding new light on themes and
theologies the text explores).

Ethics and stewardship run through the atlas. We attend to the responsibilities of
publishing complete datasets, resisting the market for looted antiquities, honoring
living communities, and acknowledging the politics of heritage. Good interpretation
depends on good data, and good data depend on careful fieldwork, transparent
methods, and collaboration across borders and disciplines. Where uncertainties
persist, we say so; where sensational claims outpace evidence, we slow down.

Finally, a word on how to use this book. The atlas can be read linearly, but it also
invites thematic exploration. Map spreads visualize change across periods; sidebars
distill debates; artifact dossiers summarize measurements, contexts, and competing
readings; and chapter conclusions draw the line from potsherds to interpretation with
explicit notes on how the evidence bears on exegesis and theology. Our hope is that
pastors, students, scholars, and curious readers alike will finish each chapter better
equipped to weigh archaeological claims, to read the Bible with historical sensitivity,
and to imagine how the material past continues to shape faithful understanding in the
present.
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CHAPTER ONE: Mapping the Biblical World: Methods,
Chronologies, and GIS

The Bible is, among many other things, a geographical document. Its stories unfold
along specific roads, across named ridges, beside identifiable rivers, and within walled
cities whose gates and towers are described with enough specificity that readers have
long tried to walk those same paths. Abram leaves Haran and heads south through the
length of Canaan. The Israelites circle Sinai for forty years before crossing a river into
a promised land. Kings build in Jerusalem and Jezreel; prophets thunder from Shechem
to Bethel. Every episode sits somewhere on the ground, and for centuries readers
have wanted to know exactly where.

That impulse—to place a story on a map—is older than modern archaeology. The
Roman-era pilgrim Egeria, writing in the late fourth century, recorded her travels
through the Holy Land with the enthusiasm of a modern tourist armed with a
guidebook. Medieval monks marked traditional sites of biblical events, and by the
nineteenth century, European travelers were sketching ruins, copying inscriptions, and
arguing over which tell was which biblical city. Those early efforts were often more
pious than precise, but they laid the groundwork for something far more rigorous: the
systematic mapping of the biblical world using archaeological evidence, scientific
dating, and, increasingly, digital spatial analysis.

This chapter introduces the tools and frameworks that make such mapping possible. It
is not a field guide to every site discussed later in this atlas—those chapters will do
that work in detail—but rather an orientation to the methods, chronological
scaffolding, and geographic technologies that underpin the entire enterprise. If the
chapters ahead are the detailed reports of individual excavations and artifact studies,
this chapter is the surveyor's notebook: the preliminary sketches that help the reader
understand where everything fits and why the ground matters as much as the text.

The southern Levant, the narrow strip of land stretching from the arid expanses of
Egypt's eastern delta to the foothills of the Zagros Mountains, is a deceptively small
stage. Measured from Dan in the north to Beersheba in the south, the distance is
barely two hundred and fifty kilometers—about the span between Philadelphia and
Washington, D.C. Yet this corridor contains an astonishing range of terrain: coastal
plain, central hill country, the Jordan Rift Valley with its freshwater lake and salt sea,
the Negev desert, and the fertile valleys of the north. Rainfall drops dramatically from
north to south, and that single fact shapes nearly everything about settlement,
agriculture, trade, and conflict in the region. Cities rose where water was
reliable—along the Kishon, the Yarkon, the upper Jordan, and the tributaries of the
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Naaman. Pastoralists moved with their flocks between semi-arid steppe and highland
pasture following seasonal rhythms that had barely changed by the time nineteenth-
century European observers first recorded them.

Understanding this geography is not a luxury; it is a prerequisite for reading the Bible
historically. When the text says that Deborah and Barak gathered forces on Mount
Tabor before descending to the Kishon River, the topography explains the strategic
logic: Tabor commands the western end of the Jezreel Valley, and the Kishon below
provided the flat ground where chariots could be deployed—and, as the narrative tells
it, bogged down in mud after a sudden storm. When David flees Jerusalem during
Absalom's revolt, the route he takes eastward down the Kidron Valley, across the
Jordan, and north through Gilead is not random. It follows the most defensible and well-
watered corridor available. Maps make these observations visible in ways that a
paragraph of prose alone cannot.

The modern project of mapping biblical geography began in earnest in the nineteenth
century, driven by a mixture of colonial curiosity, religious interest, and emerging
scientific method. The British Royal Engineers produced detailed topographic surveys
of western Palestine in the 1870s and 1880s under the auspices of the Palestine
Exploration Fund, whose famous manifesto declared that "this country of Palestine
belongs to you more than to most of any of us." The resulting maps, especially the
multi-sheet series compiled by Captain Charles Wilson and later refined by Claude
Conder and Horatio Kitchener, remained the standard base maps for biblical research
well into the twentieth century. Their accuracy was remarkable for the era, and their
Arabic place-names preserved linguistic evidence that helped scholars identify ancient
sites.

The American geographer Edward Robinson, traveling through Ottoman Palestine in
1838, pioneered a different approach. Rather than simply drawing coastlines and
contour lines, Robinson attempted to match ancient place names to modern Arabic
equivalents by interviewing local inhabitants and comparing their responses with
biblical and classical sources. His method, known as biblical topography, was both
brilliant and problematic: brilliant because local memory sometimes preserved
genuine ancient identifications, and problematic because it could also enshrine
traditions that had no historical basis. The debate over Robinson's Arch in
Jerusalem—whether it was part of Herod's Temple platform, as Robinson believed, or
something else—illustrated how physical remains and textual traditions could be
brought into productive, if sometimes contentious, dialogue.

By the early twentieth century, the discipline had shifted from armchair topography to
field archaeology. William Foxwell Albright, working primarily at Tell Beit Mirsim in the
1920s and 1930s, insisted that excavation and surface survey must replace guesswork
in identifying biblical sites. His student Nelson Glueck extended this approach by
surveying the Transjordanian regions east of the Jordan River, cataloging hundreds of
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ancient sites and demonstrating that the settlement patterns described in the Hebrew
Bible could be correlated, at least broadly, with the archaeological record on the
ground. Glueck's confidence sometimes outran the evidence—he tended to find
biblical Israel wherever he looked—but his systematic surveys established a method
that would prove foundational.

Survey archaeology matured dramatically in the 1970s and 1980s with projects like
the Manasseh Hill Country Survey, directed by Adam Zertal, and the Judean Desert
and the Negev surveys. These projects walked the landscape systematically, collecting
surface pottery, noting architectural remains, and recording the location and size of
every visible site. The results were transformative: instead of studying a handful of
famous tells in isolation, scholars could now see how settlements related to each other
across regions and centuries. Density maps of Iron Age Il sites, for instance, revealed
population concentrations in the central hill country that aligned with the biblical
description of the tribal territories of Ephraim and Judah.

But what does it mean to find an ancient site? The most basic unit of archaeological
identification in the Levant is the tell—a mound formed by centuries or millennia of
occupation, with each destroyed and rebuilt settlement leaving a layer of debris on top
of the last. Tells are easy to spot once you know what to look for: low, rounded hills
rising from otherwise flat terrain, often with a darker soil color or visible pottery
fragments on the surface. Not every ancient site is a tell—some, like Lachish, occupy
flat plateaus or spurs, and others, like the Dead Sea fortress of Masada, sit on isolated
rock outcrops—but most major biblical-period cities followed the tell pattern.

Identifying which tell corresponds to which biblical city is, however, rarely simple. It
requires matching ancient textual references, modern Arabic place names, geographic
features described in the sources, and the archaeological record itself. The site of
Megiddo, for example, is identified with the biblical Armageddon based on the
similarity of the modern Arabic name, Tell el-Mutesellim, to the ancient Egyptian
rendering of the city's name, and on the sheer scale of its remains, which include over
twenty superimposed settlement layers spanning from the Neolithic period through
the Iron Age. In contrast, the identification of Ai with the site of et-Tell has been
questioned precisely because the excavations found no occupation during the Late
Bronze Age—the period when the biblical conquest narrative is typically set—raising
the awkward possibility that the site was abandoned when Joshua supposedly attacked
it.

The resolution of such questions depends on the quality of excavation and recording.
Modern excavation technique, developed over more than a century, is based on the
principle that every artifact derives its meaning not only from what it is, but from
where it was found. The locus system assigns a unique number to each distinct soil
layer, feature, or deposit within an excavation area. A storage jar found in Locus 1453
might be Iron Age I, but if that locus belongs to a Hellenistic fill deposited centuries
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later, the jar tells us about Hellenistic activity, not Iron Age settlement. This principle
of context is the bedrock of archaeological interpretation, and it is what separates
careful excavation from treasure hunting.

The recording of these contexts relies on several interrelated systems. The
stratigraphic method, codified by Mortimer Wheeler in the 1950s and refined for Near
Eastern excavation by the British archaeologist Kathleen Kenyon, involves digging in
controlled squares separated by standing sections called balks. The balk faces reveal
the stratigraphic sequence—the order of layers, walls, floors, and fills—as a three-
dimensional cross-section. By drawing these sections and correlating them across
adjacent squares, excavators can build a Harris Matrix, a diagram that represents the
relative chronological sequence of every deposit and feature on the site. The Matrix is
essentially a map of time rendered in two dimensions: it shows which layers preceded
which, which were contemporary, and which represent episodes of destruction or
abandonment.

Pottery is the single most important material for dating those layers. Unlike stone
architecture, which is occasionally reused and thus can mislead, ceramic vessels are
abundant, break frequently, and are rarely recycled. Each period in the Levant
produced characteristic vessel forms, fabric types, and decorative styles. The large,
hand-made storage jars of the Early Bronze Age gave way to wheel-burnished wares in
the Middle Bronze Age, which were in turn replaced by the finely burnished and
painted vessels of the Late Bronze period. Iron Age | brought collared-rim jars
associated with highland settlements, while Iron Age Il saw the proliferation of red-
slipped and hand-burnished wares, along with the stamp impressions on jar handles
that document administrative systems. By learning these typological sequences,
excavators can look at a handful of sherds from a sealed locus and date that locus
within a range of a few decades.

The correlation of ceramic typologies with absolute dates requires independent
chronological anchors. Egyptian scarabs and other inscribed objects provide one set of
fixed points, as do Assyrian and Babylonian records that mention specific kings and
campaigns. Radiocarbon dating, which measures the decay of carbon-14 in organic
materials, offers a more universal but also more complex tool, and is discussed in
greater detail in a later chapter. For now, it is enough to note that the combination of
relative dating from stratigraphy and typology with absolute dating from texts and
scientific analysis produces the chronological grid within which archaeological
discoveries are placed.

That grid, in broad outline, divides the history of the southern Levant into a series of
periods that any student of biblical archaeology must know by heart. The Early Bronze
Age, roughly 3300 to 2300 BCE, saw the first urban development in the region, with
fortified cities appearing at sites like Jericho, Ai, and Bab edh-Dhra. The Intermediate
Bronze Age, or Early Bronze IV, represents a period of urban collapse and more
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dispersed, often semi-nomadic settlement—a pattern some scholars have linked to the
biblical patriarchal period, though the connection remains speculative. The Middle
Bronze Age, particularly MB Il (ca. 1800-1550 BCE), witnessed the rise of powerful,
well-fortified Canaanite cities with massive ramparts and elaborate tombs, providing
the material backdrop for the narratives of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.

The Late Bronze Age, from approximately 1550 to 1200 BCE, is the period of Egyptian
imperial control over Canaan, documented in the Amarna Letters and in the records of
military campaigns by pharaohs such as Thutmose Ill and Ramesses Il. This is the
world in which the biblical Exodus and Conquest traditions are most often set, though,
as later chapters will show, the fit between text and evidence is anything but
straightforward. The widespread destruction that marks the end of the Late Bronze
Age around 1200 BCE—the so-called Bronze Age Collapse—brought down empires
from the Hittites to Egypt and transformed the political landscape of the entire eastern
Mediterranean.

The Iron Age |, roughly 1200 to 1000 BCE, saw the emergence of small, unwalled
highland villages in the central hill country of Canaan—settlements characterized by a
distinctive material culture that many archaeologists associate with the early
Israelites. These villages lacked monumental architecture and imported luxury goods,
which makes them hard to find in the ground but also tells us something about the
social and economic world of the period. The transition to the Iron Age IIA, around
1000 to 925 BCE, brought the rise of the first significant state structures, including the
united monarchy traditionally attributed to Saul, David, and Solomon—a period whose
material evidence is fiercely debated and which receives extensive treatment in later
chapters.

The Iron Age IIB and C, from the ninth through the sixth centuries BCE, represent the
period of the divided monarchies of Israel and Judah, followed by the Neo-Babylonian
destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCE and the subsequent Babylonian Exile. The Persian
period, from roughly 539 to 332 BCE, saw the rebuilding of the Temple and the
emergence of the province of Yehud, a modest entity compared to the kingdoms that
preceded it. The Hellenistic and Roman periods, from Alexander the Great onward,
brought Greek cultural influence, Roman administrative infrastructure, and the world
in which both Second Temple Judaism and early Christianity took shape.

Each of these periods has its own archaeological signatures—characteristic pottery,
architecture, inscriptions, and settlement patterns—and learning to recognize them is
essential for understanding how the chapters that follow use material evidence to
address biblical questions. The chronological framework is not a straitjacket but a
scaffold, and debates about the precise dating of transitions—especially the Iron I/IIA
boundary and the Iron IIA/B boundary—remain among the most technically
consequential disagreements in the field.
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The mapping of these periods across the landscape has been revolutionized in the last
two decades by Geographic Information Systems—GIS. In the simplest terms, GIS is
software that allows researchers to store, analyze, and visualize spatial data in layered
digital maps. An archaeological GIS can contain dozens of layers simultaneously:
topography derived from satellite imagery or LiDAR elevation data, locations of
surveyed sites, soil types, rainfall isohyets, ancient road networks, and excavation
results. By overlaying these layers, researchers can ask questions that would be
impossible to answer by staring at paper maps alone. How close were Late Bronze Age
settlements to perennial water sources? Did the distribution of Iron Age I villages
correlate with soil quality suitable for grain agriculture? What routes connected
Samaria to the coastal plain, and how did those routes shift between periods?

The power of GIS lies not just in visualization but in analysis. Viewshed analysis, for
example, can determine which areas were visible from a given fortress or watchtower,
giving operational meaning to biblical references to signal fires and military lookouts.
Least-cost path analysis models the most efficient routes between two points given
terrain slope, vegetation, and other variables, helping scholars reconstruct ancient
road systems and trade corridors. Spatial statistics can identify clustering patterns in
settlement data, revealing whether sites were evenly distributed, randomly scattered,
or grouped in ways that suggest political or economic organization.

The application of GIS to biblical archaeology is still evolving, and its limitations
deserve frank acknowledgment. The software is only as good as the data entered into
it, and survey coverage across the southern Levant is uneven—some regions, like the
central hill country and the Negev, have been intensively surveyed, while others,
including parts of Transjordan and the northern Galilee, remain surprisingly patchy.
Moreover, the identification of ancient sites on modern terrain requires assumptions
about whether place names have remained stable over three thousand years, an
assumption that does not always hold. GIS can make these assumptions visible and
testable in new ways, but it cannot eliminate them.

Satellite imagery and aerial photography have added another dimension to spatial
analysis. High-resolution images from commercial satellites and platforms like Google
Earth have allowed researchers to identify potential sites—visible as crop marks, soil
color variations, or subtle topographic anomalies—without setting foot in the field.
During periods of drought, differences in vegetation growth over buried stone walls or
ancient channels can reveal settlement layouts that are invisible at ground level.
LIDAR (Light Detection and Ranging) technology, which bounces laser pulses off the
ground surface through vegetation to create detailed elevation models, has been
transformative in other parts of the world and is beginning to see application in parts
of the Levant, especially in forested or heavily vegetated areas like the Galilee.

Remote sensing, like GIS, has its critics and its limitations. Satellite images can be
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distorted, and what looks like a buried wall in a crop mark may turn out to be a
modern irrigation ditch upon ground-truthing. The technology works best as a
supplement to, not a replacement for, traditional survey and excavation. But the
combination of remote sensing, ground survey, and digital mapping has created an
integrated toolkit that allows archaeologists to study landscapes at scales ranging
from a single building to an entire region.

One area where these tools have been particularly productive is the study of ancient
road networks and regional economies. The Bible mentions trade routes—the King's
Highway, the Via Maris, roads connecting Jerusalem to the Shephelah and the coastal
plain—but identifying these routes on the ground has always been difficult. GIS-based
analyses of site distributions, combined with terrain modeling, have helped clarify
where major arteries likely ran and how secondary roads connected smaller villages to
market centers. The distribution of storage jar types, loom weights, and other trade
goods can then be mapped against these routes to reconstruct patterns of economic
interaction.

The integration of textual and material evidence is, in the end, the central challenge of
biblical archaeology, and it runs through every chapter of this atlas. Texts provide
names, events, and sometimes dates. Material culture provides independent evidence
about settlement patterns, economic systems, and social organization. Neither source
speaks for the other: a biblical mention of a city does not guarantee that the
excavated tell beneath the modern village is the right one, and a well-dated
destruction layer does not, by itself, confirm or deny the historicity of the event
attributed to it. Responsible interpretation requires holding both kinds of evidence in
view, understanding the biases and limitations of each, and resisting the temptation to
flatten one into the other.

The chapters that follow will put these methods to work on specific sites, artifacts, and
debates. The goal of this opening chapter has been to show how those methods are
grounded—Iliterally—in a physical landscape that can be measured, mapped, and
modeled with increasing precision. Whether the question at hand is the date of a
destruction layer, the route of an ancient army, or the economic underpinnings of a
prophet's social critique, the answer begins with knowing where things are, how we
know, and what the limits of that knowledge are. The biblical world is real geography,
and this atlas exists to help readers see it with both eyes open.
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