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Introduction To Old Testament History

ADDENDA
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A
BIBLICAL GEOGRAPHY AND HISTORY
Suppose you are reading in the Old Covenant writings and come across this verse
from Hosea 9:9: “They have deeply corrupted themselves, as in the days of Gibeah. . .
.” What do those words mean to you? Do you know what happened in Gibeah? Of
course, you understand from this verse that God is unhappy with the way these people
(in this case His own people, Israel) were behaving. It is easy to see that they were doing
evil. But what evil? Where was Gibeah, and what event took place there that was so
wicked that God still made mention of it several centuries later through Hosea? Without
a knowledge of Biblical history and geography (Genesis through Esther), these words of
Hosea cannot have their intended impact on your heart. In many of the prophets’
messages, the prophets referred to events in Israel's history merely by referring to the
place where those events took place! If you don't know the Biblical geography and
history, the prophetic books will at times be impossible to fully understand! Many have
complained of being "bored" by reading the prophets, when the real problem is that the
reader is ignorant of the geography and history of which the prophets so often spoke!
Consider this Scripture from Isaiah 1:9, as the prophet mourned for Israel’s
wickedness in his day:
“Except the Lord of hosts had left unto us a very small
remnant, we should have been as Sodom, and we should
have been like unto Gomorrah.”
In this case, most readers can appreciate what Isaiah is saying because we are
familiar with the infamous events that transpired at Sodom and Gomorrah. Few of us are
able to locate on a map of ancient Palestine where those cities are thought to have
existed, but most of us know about the horrible crimes for which God obliterated them.
But did you notice as you read that verse, that it is your knowledge of Biblical geography
and history that enabled you to understand Isaiah's words? It is only because in your
memory bank a certain form of immorality has been associated with the cities of Sodom
and Gomorrah that you can read the above verse and really comprehend how low Israel
had sunk and how grieved Isaiah must have been! If you had never heard of Sodom and
Gomorrah and were ignorant of the history of those cities, the full impact of Isaiah’s
words could not be felt! Here is another example, from Hosea 11:8:
How shall I give thee up, Ephraim? how shall I deliver
thee, Israel? How shall I make thee as Admah? How
shall I set thee as Zeboiim?
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What does this verse mean to you? For starters, who is Ephraim, and why does God
mention him in the same breath with Israel? And then, what happened to Admah and
Zeboiim so that God now threatens to bring the same judgment upon Ephraim and Israel?
No one can answer these questions without a knowledge of Biblical geography and history.
Look at what a knowledge of those elements of the Bible will bring:
We learn in Genesis that Ephraim was Joseph's son who became the father of the
leading tribe of Israel, so that many times in the prophets "Ephraim" is used as a synonym
for "Israel", as in this verse. Here, by speaking to Ephraim and then to Israel, God is merely
repeating Himself! As for the cities of Admah and Zeboiim, they were cities located near
Sodom and Gomorrah that God destroyed with Sodom and Gomorrah, and for the same
reason (Dt. 29:23)! In the above verse, God is grieved because He was about to “give up”
Ephraim to cruel foreign armies and “deliver” Israel to utter destruction. Without
knowledge of Biblical geography and history, however, that verse could not be understood
at all.
To what places and important events in Israel's history were the "holy men of old"
referring in these verses?
Lo, we heard of it at Ephratah. We found it in the fields of
the woods. We will go unto his tabernacles. We will
worship at his footstool. Arise, O Lord, into thy rest, thou,
and the ark of thy strength!
(Ps. 132:6-8)
God came from Teman, and the Holy One from mount
Paran. Selah. His glory covered the heavens, and the earth
was full of his praise.
(Hab. 3:3)
Is the iniquity of Peor too little for us, from which we are
not cleansed until this day, although there was a plague in
the congregation of the Lord?
(Josh.
22:17)
Now it came to pass, when Jeremiah had made an end of
speaking all that the LORD had commanded him to speak
unto all the people, that the priests and the prophets and all
the people took him, saying, “Thou shalt surely die. Why
hast thou prophesied in the name of the LORD, saying, This
house shall be like Shiloh . . . ?”
(Jer.
26:-8-9)
None of these verses can be fully appreciated without a knowledge of the Bible's
geography and history. The next time you hear someone complain about how difficult it is
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to read the books of the ancient prophets of Israel, ask that person if he has ever become
acquainted with Israel's history and geography. My bet is that he has not. If you are
unfamiliar with the words which the prophets use, how can those words seem anything but
boring and confusing?
I do not suggest that the mysteries of the kingdom of God will be understood if you
learn Biblical geography. After all, many who actually lived in that land and knew it well
didn't understand the ways of God. What I am saying is that there is a difference between
the mysteries of God and the mysteries that are the result of our own ignorance. For
example, the question, "What happened at Gibeah?" is not a mystery of God. The answer is
knowable, if we search for it in the Bible. To some it may seem to be a deep mystery, but
only because they have not read the book of Judges.
Let us take advantage of what God has revealed, so as to prepare ourselves for what
He has yet to tell us!
One of my primary goals is to bring my students to the point of asking the same
questions which I ask (and I have many) because if I do that, they will be asking questions
based on knowledge of the Scriptures rather than ignorance of them. The starting point is to
learn what God has revealed: the Bible. We are living in a time when the Bible is virtually
an unknown book, even among those who should know it best. And often it is slandered as
a book virtually impossible to learn! But if the student simply trusts Jesus to help him and
follows my simple directions, he will learn this most important of all documents in history!
Don't believe the nay-sayers. You can do it–if you want to!
Here are my beginning instructions:
First, pack up your commentaries in a box and put the box in a distant corner of your
attic. Do not waste your time reading books about the Bible. You'll never learn the Bible
that way. Read the Bible itself. The Bible is so much more easily understood than the
books that Christian scholars and teachers write about it! Just get yourself some maps of
ancient Israel and READ THE BIBLE! Will learning the Bible take some time? Of course.
But you don't have to do it all at once. In fact, you cannot do it all at once. It will require
commitment to a goal. It will require patience and faith. But it is an attainable goal, and it
is an effort which will pay enormous dividends, not only while you live here but afterwards
as well. Make learning the Bible, not just spot-reading parts of it, a top priority in your life
now.
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From the Oxford English Dictionary
1993 Version
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WHEN THE WISDOM AND PROPHETIC BOOKS WERE WRITTEN
History Books

Wisdom Books

Genesis

Job (?)

Prophetic Books

Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy
Joshua
Judges
Ruth
1 Samuel

Psalms

2 Samuel
(1 Chronicles)

Psalms

1 Kings
(2 Chronicles 1-20)

Proverbs
Ecclesiastes
Song of Solomon

2 Kings
(2 Chronicles 21-36)

Ezra

Isaiah
Jeremiah
Lamentations
Ezekiel
Daniel
Hosea, Amos,
Jonah, Micah,
Zechariah
Haggai
&
Zephaniah

Nehemiah
Esther
Prophets whose time is not specified: Joel, Obadiah, Nahum, Habakkuk, Malachi
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*

* 2 Chronicles 20:35-37

