Biblical Geography: Exploring
the Ancient Near East

Join us on a fascinating journey through the lands of the Bible, where faith and
geography intersect to tell humanity's greatest story. From the fertile valleys of
Mesopotamia to the hills of Jerusalem, we'll explore how geography shaped biblical
events and continues to impact our understanding of Scripture today.



The Earth's Spherical Nature:
Ancient Wisdom Meets Science

Egyptian Mythology vs.
Biblical Truth

While ancient Egyptians believed the
Earth rested on five columns or
hatched from a cosmic egg, the Bible
revealed scientific truth centuries
before Greek philosophers. Moses,
educated in Egyptian wisdom, never
incorporated their mythological
cosmology into Scripture.

Biblical Accuracy

Isaiah 40:22 speaks of God sitting
"above the circle of the earth," using
Hebrew terminology that indicates
spherical shape. This revelation came
in the 8th century BC, long before
Greek scientists like Pythagoras
proposed similar theories.



Greek Philosophers and Earth's Shape

Tales of Miletus (6th century BC)

Called the "father of science," yet believed Earth was flat like
a plate

Pythagoras (6th century BC)

First after the Bible to declare Earth spherical and in
constant motion

Anaximander (6th century BC)

Proposed Earth was cylindrical, suspended by atmospheric
pressure

Aristarchus (3rd century BC)

Concluded Earth was smaller than the Sun and orbited
around it



Heliocentrism vs.
Geocentrism: The Biblical
Perspective

Medieval astronomy, largely influenced by Ptolemy, placed Earth at the universe's
center. The Roman Church made geocentrism dogma, persecuting those who
disagreed. However, the Bible never claimed Earth was the universe's center.

Nicolaus Copernicus (1473-1543) challenged this view, drawing inspiration from
ancient Greek astronomers. His heliocentric theory, confirmed by modern science,
sparked the scientific revolution that separated true biblical teaching from church
tradition.



Galileo's Struggle: Science and Scripture

Galileo Galilei (1564-1633) provided compelling evidence for heliocentrism through
telescopic observations. At age 70, he faced the Roman Inquisition and was forced
to recant his discoveries to save his life.

Importantly, Galileo never saw conflict between science and Scripture. He
understood that biblical language often uses observational terminology - just as we
still say "sunrise" and "sunset" today, despite knowing Earth rotates.




Joshua's Long Day:
Understanding Biblical
Language

Critics often cite Joshua's command for the sun to stand still as evidence of biblical
error. However, this misunderstands the nature of biblical language. Joshua, a
military commander, used common observational language rather than scientific
terminology.

Even today, meteorologists and astronomers use phrases like "sunrise” and "sunset"
without implying geocentrism. The Bible's use of phenomenological language
doesn't contradict scientific truth but reflects how events appear to human
observers.




The Great Ancient Empires: Introduction

The biblical narrative unfolds against the backdrop of mighty ancient empires that rose and fell across the Near East. These powers shaped the
political, cultural, and religious landscape in which God's people lived and thrived.

Egypt Assyria

The first great power, where Israel was enslaved and liberated The iron-fisted empire that conquered the Northern Kingdom
Babylon Persia

The golden empire that exiled Judah for seventy years The benevolent empire that restored Israel to their homeland
Greece Rome

The cultural empire that spread Hellenistic civilization The iron empire that ruled during Christ's earthly ministry



The Egyptian Empire: Gift of
the Nile

Egypt represents one of humanity's oldest civilizations, with a history nearly as
ancient as mankind itself. Napoleon, contemplating the pyramids, declared to his
soldiers: "From atop these pyramids, forty centuries look down upon you."

Modern Egypt occupies nearly one million square kilometers in northeastern
Africa, bordered by the Mediterranean Sea, Israel, Sudan, and Libya. However, 96%
consists of arid lands, forcing its 95 million inhabitants to live on just 4% of
cultivable territory.



Upper and Lower Egypt:
Biblical Divisions

Upper Egypt (Pathros) Lower Egypt

Located in the south, this region Situated in the north, this region's
consisted of narrow valleys flanked by most fertile area lay in the Nile Delta,
limestone cliffs. The Hebrews knew where the river branches into multiple
this area as Pathros, as mentioned in tributaries before reaching the
Jeremiah 44:1,15. Mediterranean.

The Nile River, at 6,853 kilometers long, is Earth's second-longest river. Without it,
Egypt would be uninhabitable desert. Herodotus rightly called Egypt "the gift of
the Nile."



Egyptian Engineering Marvels

The Egyptians left an indelible mark on history through monumental architecture
and scientific achievements. The Great Pyramid of Cheops originally occupied 253
square meters at its base and stood 159 meters high.

Stone Blocks Current Height

Each averaging 1 meter thickness and Still standing after more than 4,000
2.5 tons weight years




The Assyrian Empire:
Descendants of Asshur

The Assyrians proudly traced their lineage to Asshur, son of Shem and grandson of
Noah (Genesis 10:11). This patriarch left Shinar's plains to establish a city on the
Tigre's eastern bank, which bore his name.

Initially insignificant, Assyrian territory gradually expanded to encompass
neighboring nations, transforming into a great empire. At its height, Assyria
stretched from northern Baghdad to Lakes Van and Urmia, and from the Zagros
Mountains to the Habur River valley.



The Babylonian Empire:
Symbol of Power and Glory

In Scripture, Babylon symbolizes power and glory, representing one of Earth's first
civilizations. Babylonian chronicles intertwine intimately with Mesopotamian
history - humanity's cradle.

Babylon's history connects deeply with Hebrew history through centuries of
interaction. Both peoples, according to some scholars, originated from the same
Semitic family. Abraham himself came from Ur of the Chaldeans.



Babylon's Geographic Advantages

Babylon was strategically planted in a fertile region with constant rainfall, enabling great civilizations to flourish since humanity's dawn. This
blessed area witnessed Nebuchadnezzar's empire bloom and continues to evoke images of opulence and prosperity.

Advanced Irrigation Building Materials
Archaeological discoveries in 1956-57 revealed a vast canal network While stones were rare, abundant clay provided material for
between Baghdad and Nippur, making Babylon an agricultural construction. Babylonian buildings consisted primarily of fired

powerhouse while other peoples faced hardship. bricks, creating their distinctive architecture.



The Persian Empire:
Unprecedented Reach

With Babylon's destruction, a new superpower emerged in the Middle East. The
Medo-Persian coalition rapidly transformed into a vast kingdom. During
Ahasuerus's time, Persia ruled 127 provinces from India to Ethiopia - never before
had a kingdom possessed such extensive dominions!




Persian Treatment of the Jews

During the Persian Empire, Jews experienced unprecedented tolerance and
kindness. Persian sovereigns permitted Jews to practice their religion and maintain
national traditions freely. In this period, Jewish exiles received permission to return
to beloved Israel and rebuild the holy Temple and their homes.

Documents unearthed in recent decades reveal two Persias: Greater Persia in
Elam's southeast (modern Iran) and Lesser Persia, bordered north by Greater
Media.



The Greek Empire: Cradle of
Western Civilization

Greece stands as the cradle of Western civilization. From the Greeks, we inherited
democracy, classical arts conception, and philosophy. Despite their geographically
modest possessions, ancient Greece continues influencing us. Without the
Hellenes, there would be no traditional division between East and West.

Greece constitutes a peninsula in southeastern Europe, surrounded by three seas:
the Aegean to the east, Mediterranean to the south, and Ionian to the west.
Macedonia lay to the north.



Greek Geographic Challenges
and Expansion

Completely surrounded by sea, Greece features numerous islands and islets.
Nature blessed Hellas with many mountains and steep slopes but denied it major
rivers and extensive plains. Greek hydrography is extremely poor.

Due to their land's harsh climate and soil, Greeks began expanding their
imagination. They dreamed of other lands and envisioned new horizons. This led to

their diaspora from the 12th to 6th centuries BC, establishing colonies throughout
the Mediterranean world.



Macedonia and the Gospel

Geographic Boundaries Spiritual Significance
Macedonia bordered Greece to the In Macedonia lay the city of Philippi,
south, the Aegean Sea and Thrace to where the Gospel was first preached
the east, Balkan mountains to the on European soil through Paul. From
north, and Thrace and Illyria to the this strategic region, God's Word
west. Today, this territory spans spread throughout Europe, reaching

multiple modern nations. millions of souls.




The Roman Empire: Iron Strength

Symbolized by iron, the Roman Empire conquered and subjugated many peoples. From West to East, the weight of Roman fists was known and
proverbial. Never had there been such a powerful kingdom! The mere mention of Rome's name sufficed to frighten peoples, overthrow kings,
and expand borders.

It's difficult to trace the Roman Empire's limits. Extensively expanded, it maintained countless provinces in Europe, Asia, and Africa. It was
Earth's most powerful kingdom, its presence felt in all parts of the globe.



The Fertile Crescent:
Humanity's Cradle

The Fertile Crescent, despite its vital importance to Salvation History, is an
insignificant rectangle in Western Asia, encompassing 2,184,000 square
kilometers. This region extends semicircularly between the Persian Gulf and
southern Palestine.

This region's history can be summarized as a series of struggles between mountain
inhabitants and desert nomads. All wanted to possess these most fertile lands.
This mystical area's eastern side served as humanity's cradle and first civilization's
stage.



Mesopotamian Civilizations

In the Fertile Crescent, also known as Mesopotamia (literally "between rivers"), two great civilizations flourished: Assyria to the north and
Babylonia or Chaldea to the south. The Tigris and Euphrates rivers encircle this mysterious territory, currently occupied by Iraq.

According to biblical narrative, the Garden of Eden was located at both rivers' sources. It was in Ur of the Chaldeans, one of the Fertile
Crescent's most progressive cities, that Israel's history began with Abraham's call.



The Land of Israel:
Introduction

A territorially impoverished nation - thus is Israel, one of the world's smallest
countries. Yet within its meager soil unfolded our entire spiritual drama. This
mystical and blessed land served as cradle to patriarchs, prophets, judges, kings,
sages, and righteous ones. Guarded by the Almighty, it welcomed humanity's
Savior into its arid embrace.

Despite its cramped geographical possessions, the Holy Land has always been a
bone of contention among men. Located at the globe's center, it becomes more
controversial daily. We all worry about its future - our own future lies in its
tomorrow!



Names of Israel Throughout History

Canaan

Named after Noah's grandson, whose descendants settled
these fertile lands over 2,000 years before Christ

Land of the Hebrews

Named after Heber, from whom the Israelites descended
according to Shem's genealogy

Land of the Amorites

An ancient designation found in both biblical and secular
writings

Land of Israel

The most common biblical name, established when Joshua's
forces conquered Canaan



More Historical Names of the Holy Land

Land of Judah Promised Land Holy Land

Named after the territory inherited by Based on God's promise to Abraham in First used by Prophet Zechariah (2:10-12),
Judah's tribe, later expanded to include Genesis 12:1-4, calling him to leave his recognizing this territory's sacred nature
Benjamin's lands after the kingdom's father's house for the land God would for Jews, Christians, and spiritual seekers

division show him



Palestine: The Name's Origin
and Evolution

Israel is also known as Palestine, a name derived from "Philistia," which designated
the land strip inhabited by ancient Philistines along the southeastern
Mediterranean coast. These people were fierce enemies of the Hebrews, causing
many difficulties for Israel's first monarchs.

During the New Testament period, historian Flavius Josephus called the entire
Israeli territory Palestine. From Roman rule until Israel's establishment on May 12,
1948, the Jewish land was known worldwide as Palestine. Currently, however, the
name Israel has regained predominance.




Israel's Strategic Location

The Land of Israel is located in Asia. Given its strategic positioning, it constituted "a center of gravity for the ancient world and its civilizations."
Commercially, it lay on the obligatory route for East-West and North-South traffic. Politically, it served as an inevitable passage for conquering
armies of surrounding great powers.

Biblical Boundaries Modern Boundaries
North: Syria and Phoenicia North: Lebanon

East: Parts of Syria and Arabian desert East: Syria and Jordan

South: Arabia South: Egypt

West: Mediterranean Sea West: Mediterranean Sea



Israel's Plains: Geographic
Foundations

Modern geographers divide the Land of Israel into five principal plains: Acre,
Sharon, Philistia, Shephelah, and Armageddon. Detailed knowledge of these places
is necessary due to their importance in Sacred History.

Topography literally means "description of a place or region," formed by two Greek
terms: "topos" (region) and "graphein” (to describe). This science measures and
geometrically represents specific portions of the globe's surface.




The Plains of Israel: Detailed Geography

‘

Plain of Acre Plain of Sharon Philistine Plain

Located in Israel's extreme northwest coast, Extending between Mount Carmel's south Situated between Joppa and Gaza, this 75-
extending to Mount Carmel. This region, and Joppa, this 85-kilometer plain varies kilometer by 25-kilometer plain housed the
called "Akko" in Hebrew meaning "hot sand," between 15-22 kilometers in width. Once warlike Philistines. This fertile region
comprises land bordering mountains between known for its marshes and forests, it now produced abundant cereals and fruits, with
Galilee and the Mediterranean. constitutes one of Israel's richest agricultural  five principal cities: Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod,

districts. Gath, and Ekron.



Shephelah and Armageddon

Plains

Shephelah Plain

Located between Philistia and Judean
mountains, Shephelah features a
series of low hills. Its soil fertility is
quite notable, with abundant harvests
of wheat, grapes, and olives. The
Hebrew meaning of Shephelah -
"lowlands" - aptly describes this plain's
topography.

Armageddon Plain

Also called Jezreel or Esdraelon, this
plain lies at the confluence of three
valleys, the most important being
Jezreel. Located between Galilean
mountains and those of Samaria, this
plain (Israel's largest) is unparalleled
in beauty.

Armageddon holds eschatological significance as the site of a great end-time
battle mentioned in Revelation 16:16, where God will ultimately reconcile with

Israel.




Valleys of Israel: Divine Geography

Israel is abundantly rich in valleys. Before Canaan's conquest, Moses explained to the Israelites: "For the land you are entering to possess is not
like Egypt's land, where you sowed your seed and watered it by foot like a garden; but the land you are entering is a land of mountains and
valleys that drinks water from heaven's rain" (Deuteronomy 11:10-11).

In Palestine, where rain falls only during certain periods, the landscape is cut by many narrow valleys and stream beds (wadis) that display
water only during the rainy season.



The Jordan Valley: Israel's Greatest Depression

The Jordan Valley is Israel's largest valley, beginning at Mount Hermon's foot and extending to the Dead Sea. Israeli territory is thus cut
longitudinally by the Jordan Valley, scene of most important events in God's people’s life.
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The Jordan Valley is Earth's deepest valley, Starting width at Mount Hermon's foot, Maximum width near the Dead Sea before
below Mediterranean sea level expanding considerably southward narrowing again



Significant Valleys in Biblical History

01

02

03

Valley of Achor

Site of Achan's punishment according to
Joshua 7:24-26, located between Judah and
Benjamin's territories with fortresses of
Middin, Secacah, and Nibshan

Valley of Aijalon

Scene of one of humanity's greatest miracles
where Joshua commanded the sun to stand
still over the Amorites, enabling Israel's
tremendous victory

Valley of Eshcol

A fertile region abundant in vineyards near
Hebron, still famous for its singular fertility,
currently generating considerable revenue for
Israel through grapes, pomegranates, and figs



Valley of Shechem: Jacob's
Well

At Jacob's Well in Shechem Valley, Jesus sat and spoke to a thirsty Samaritan
woman about the Kingdom of God. This valley, whose name means "shoulder" in
Hebrew, spans 12 kilometers with abundant vegetation erupting from its soil.

Shechem Valley was Abraham'’s first home in Canaan. Here Jacob pitched his tent
returning from Haran, Dinah was defiled by Prince Shechem, Simeon and Levi
committed great slaughter to avenge their sister, and Governor Joseph was buried.
Located between Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal, modern Nablus sits in this
historic valley.




The Plateaus of Israel

Israel contains two great plateaus: Central and Eastern. The first is practically a
continuation of the famous Lebanon Mountains, extending north-south through
the country's center. The second is considered by most geographers an appendix
of the Anti-Lebanon, following the same direction.

Both plateaus have an average altitude varying between 700-1,400 meters. A
plateau is defined as a large expanse of flat or gently undulating elevated terrain,
cut by valleys embedded within it.




Central Plateau Divisions

Plateau of Naphtali

Located in northern Galilee, inhabited by
the Naphtalites, famous for their courage
but suffering constant attacks due to
vulnerable frontiers

2

Plateau of Ephraim

Comprises the Samaria area. After Israel's
schism in 931 BC, this region became the
Northern Kingdom's political capital

3

Plateau of Judah

Situated in the south, flanked by Bethel
and Hebron. This territory belonged to
descendants of Jacob's most extraordinary
son, the audacious Judah



Eastern Plateau: Transjordan

Highlands

Plateau of Bashan

Also known as Hauran, situated
between Mount Hermon's south and
Yarmuk River. During Joshua's time,
this fertile region was controlled by
Og, who was defeated by the
Israelites. These wheat and cattle-rich
lands passed to Manasseh's tribe.

Plateau of Gilead

Located between Yarmuk and
Heshbon, crossed by Jabbok River. Its
fertility is also notable. This region's
balm was highly appreciated in Old
Testament times, as Jeremiah asked:
"Is there no balm in Gilead? Is there no
physician there?" (Jeremiah 8:22)



Mountains of Israel: Spiritual
Significance

Inspired by the Holy Spirit, David sang: "Those who trust in the LORD are like
Mount Zion, which cannot be moved but abides forever. As the mountains
surround Jerusalem, so the LORD surrounds His people from this time forth and
forever" (Psalm 125:1-2).

Why did David refer to mountains in one of his most beautiful psalms? Mountains
always exercised powerful influence over God's people's spirits. In these
elevations, Israelites glimpsed divine magnitude. It was on Sinai that the Hebrews
acquired their doctrinal foundation.



Mountains in Biblical History

Mountains hold immense importance in Scripture. God gave the Law tablets to
Moses on a mountain; Aaron died on a mountain; so did Moses; blessings and
curses were proclaimed on mountains; John the Baptist was born in the mountains;
Jesus was born in Judea's mountainous region; His great battle with the Devil
occurred on a mountain; His greatest sermon was on a mountain; He was
transfigured on a mountain; He agonized on a mountain; was crucified on a
mountain; buried and resurrected on a mountain; ascended to Heaven from a
mountain; and will return, placing His feet on the Mount of Olives.




& Mount Zion

Located in Jerusalem's eastern part,
rising sovereign and lofty at
approximately 8oo meters above
Mediterranean level. Originally
inhabited by Jebusites until David
conquered it, making it Israel's
capital.

The Mountains of Judah

Mount Moriah

Synonymous with sacrifice and
abnegation. Here Abraham faced his
greatest spiritual test (Genesis 22:11-
13). A thousand years later, Solomon
built the Temple on this elevation.

5 Mount of Olives

Located east of Jerusalem, separated
from Mount Moriah by Kidron Valley.
The Garden of Gethsemane lies on
this mount's western side, where
Jesus faced one of His most painful
moments.



Mountains of Ephraim: Blessing and Cursing

Mount Ebal Mount Gerizim

From Ebal, curses were pronounced. Located north of Nablus, its soil Unlike Ebal, Mount Gerizim is covered with comforting vegetation.
is arid with many escarpments. Standing 300 meters high and over This 230-meter elevation sits at 940 meters above Mediterranean
1,000 meters above the Mediterranean. Jotham proclaimed his level. Many cisterns were opened here to capture rainwater.
famous fable from this mount's summit. Samaritans built a temple here after the Babylonian exile.

Both mounts form a natural amphitheater with perfect acoustics, where blessings and curses were proclaimed over Israel's children.



Mountains of Naphtali: Northern Heights

Mount Carmel

Site of Elijah's great contest with Baal's
prophets. Actually part of a 30-kilometer
mountain range extending from the
Mediterranean southeast, where the duel
occurred at Carmel's summit.

Mount Tabor

A solitary mount planted in luxuriant
Esdraelon, 320 meters high. From its
summit, magnificent landscapes can be
viewed. Traditional site of Christ's
transfiguration, though modern scholars
favor Mount Hermon's southern slopes.

Mount Gilboa

Where King Saul and Jonathan died
fighting the uncircumcised Philistines.
This elongated mount inspired David's
lament (2 Samuel 1:21). Located
southeast of Jezreel plain at 543 meters
altitude.



Mount Sinai: The Holy
Mountain

The Sinai constitutes a mountainous peninsula located between the Gulfs of Suez
and Agaba. Here God appeared to Moses and commissioned him to liberate Israel
from Pharaoh's yoke. From the burning bush, the great I AM declared: "I AM WHO I
AM."

Also known as Horeb, Mount Sinai served as Elijah's refuge where the fervent
prophet of Jehovah could hide from wicked Jezebel. "Sinai" means burning bush,
cleft, or cracked according to exegetes. This sacred elevation has a triangular form
with vertices resting on Asian and African territories.




Deserts of Israel: Wilderness
Geography

In Scripture, words translated as "desert" include not only sterile sand or rock
deserts but also plains of steppes and grasslands suitable for livestock. The
Hebrew word "midbar" has several meanings: flat region suitable for cattle raising,
semi-fertile and semi-arid area, and desert proper.

Currently, the term desert designates regions where plant cover is practically null
or reduced to isolated plants. There's a gradation of aridity extending from almost
absolute deserts to relative deserts in areas bordering humid regions.



Major Deserts in Scripture

Sinai Desert Judean Desert

Israel wandered forty years in this desert, Areas east of Judah's mountains to the
learning to live with Sinai's hardships. Despite  Jordan River and Dead Sea form Judea's
that soil's aridity, they lacked nothing. The desert. This subdivides into several minor
Lord supplied all their needs. Also called Sur, deserts: Maon, Ziph, and En Gedi. Here David
Paran, Kadesh, Zin, and Beersheba deserts. wandered when pursued by King Saul.

Negev Desert

Fifty percent of Israeli lands compose the
Negev Desert. However, modern Israel is
conquering its deserts' aridity and
transforming them into gardens through
advanced irrigation and agricultural
techniques.
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Jerusalem: The Eternal and Indivisible Capital

In July 1980, the Knesset - Israeli parliament - approved a decree-law crafted by then-Prime Minister Menachem Begin, making Jerusalem the
eternal and indivisible capital of Israel. Begin responded to British objections by affirming that before London's existence, Jerusalem was
already Israel's capital.

Jerusalem means "habitation of peace" in Hebrew, first mentioned in Scripture in Joshua 10:1. However, Genesis 14:18 references the city as
Salem. This most celebrated city in the world is venerated by three monotheistic religions: Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. Even its
geographical location is privileged, located in Israel's central mountain range, 50 kilometers from the Mediterranean, built 800 meters above
sea level as a symbol of grandeur and magnitude.



