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Beth She’an is a city in the northern district of Israel, located just west of the Jordan River, and 
south of the Sea of Galilee. Because of its strategic location, at the conjunction of the Jordan 
River valley and the Jezreel Valley, it has had a checkered history since the time of Joshua. 

Located 17 miles (27 km) south of the 
Sea of Galilee, Beth She’an is situated at 
the strategic junction of the Harod and 
Jordan Valleys. The fertility of the land 
and the abundance of water led the Jewish 
sages to say, “If the Garden of Eden is in 
the land of Israel, then its gate is Beth 
Shean.” It is no surprise then that the site 
has been almost continuously settled from 
the Chalcolithic period to the present. 

 

 

Egyptian Residence  

Beth Shean was the center of Egyptian rule in 
the northern part of Canaan during the Late 
Bronze Period. Monumental stelae with 
inscriptions from the reigns of Seti I and 
Ramses II were found and are now in the 
Rockefeller Museum in Jerusalem. Also, a 
life-size statue of Ramses III as well as many 
other Egyptian inscriptions were found. 
Together these constitute the most significant 
assemblage of Egyptian objects in Canaan. 
The photo above reflects recent reconstruction 
of the mudbrick walls. 

Assigned by lot to the tribe of Manasseh (Joshua 17:11 and 16) it was not completely conquered 
(Judges 1:27) until the time of David and Solomon. 

It was here at Beth She’an where the Philistines displayed and desecrated the bodies of Saul and 
Jonathan (1 Samuel 31:10-12; 2 Samuel 21:12). 

Under Solomon’s reign, the city is listed as part of the fifth of the 12 administrative districts that 
existed at this high point in Israelite power (1 Kings 4:12). Later archeological evidence 
indicates its capture by Pharaoh Shishaq of Egypt in the ninth century BC, and by king Tiglath-
Pileser III of Assyria in the eighth century BC. 
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During the Hellenistic period the city was 
referred to as Scythopolis (“city of the 
Scythians;” cf. Col 3:11). Pompey and the 
Romans rebuilt it in 63 B.C.  It became the 
capital city of the Decapolis and was the only 
one on the west side of the Jordan. The city 
continued to grow and prosper in the Roman 
and Byzantine periods until it was destroyed 
on January 18, 749 A.D. by an earthquake. 
Evidence of this earthquake includes dozens 
of massive columns that toppled over in the 
same direction 

It later became part of the Byzantine empire. 
In the mid-twentieth century, as the state of Israel was being born, there were Jewish-Bedouin 
clashes, but by the early twenty-first century its census indicates an almost entirely Jewish 
population. The name Beth-She’an is believed to mean ‘house of tranquility.’ 

Beth She’an Excavations 

Excavations were conducted in 1921-33 
by the University of Pennsylvania under 
C. S. Fisher, A. Rowe, and G. M. 
FitzGerald. At that time, almost the 
entire top five levels on the summit of 
the tell were cleared. Yadin and Geva 
conducted a short season in the 1980s, 
and Amihai Mazar led a Hebrew 
University excavation in 1989-96. The 
main finds on the tell include a series of 
temples from the Middle and Late 
Bronze Ages. 
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Jericho 

The “City of Palms” spreads out on the west side of the Jordan River at 825 feet below sea level. 

The Old Testament site of Tell es-Sultan is the city Joshua destroyed. In Jesus’ day a new center 
had been constructed on the wadi banks by the Hasmonean rulers and Herod the Great. 

Tell es-Sultan 

After Jerusalem, Jericho is the 
most excavated site in Israel. 
Charles Warren in 1868 sank 
several shafts but concluded that 
nothing was to be found (he 
missed the Neolithic tower by a 
meter!). Germans Sellin and 
Watzinger excavated 1907-13, 
Garstang 1930-36 and Kathleen 
Kenyon 1952-58. An Italian-
Palestinian team excavated for 
several years beginning in 1997. 

 

 

Neolithic Tower 

Discovered and excavated by Kathleen Kenyon in her 
Trench I, the Neolithic tower was built and destroyed in 
Pre-Pottery Neolithic A, which Kenyon dated to 8000-
7000 B.C. The 8m diameter tower stands 8m tall and 
was connected on the inside of a 4m thick wall. 

On the basis of this discovery, archaeologists have 
claimed that Jericho is the “oldest city in the world.” 
Clearly such monumental construction reflects social 
organization and central authority, but there are good 
reasons to question both its dating to the 8th millennium 
B.C. and its function as a defensive fortification. 
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Mud Brick Revetment Wall 

From the excavations of Sellin and 
Watzinger, archaeologists have 
recognized the existence of a large 
revetment wall that supported the slope 
of the tell in the Middle Bronze Age. 

This revetment wall was composed of 
large Cyclopean stones and supported a 
mud brick wall above it. This southern 
portion of the wall was exposed in 1997. 

 
 

Sellin and Watzinger and later Kenyon found 
remains of a collapsed mud brick wall at the base 
of the stone revetment wall. 

Bryant Wood points to the base of that mud brick 
wall. All agree that the wall fell down, but they 
differ on the date. Wood’s conclusions are the 
most informed and they date the destruction of the 
wall to the time of Joshua (1400 B.C.) 

 

 

Storejars of Grain 

Both Garstang and Kenyon found 
dozens of storejars full of grain 
from the last Canaanite city of 
Jericho. The obvious conclusion: 
these were from the time of the 
harvest when the city was burned 
(not looted) by Joshua. As such, 
the archaeological record fits the 
biblical record at this point 
precisely. 

The storejars pictured here still 
remain in one of Kenyon’s balks at 
Jericho. 
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Qumran 

Qumran, or Khirbet 

Qumran, is located about one 
mile in from the northwestern 
shore of the Dead Sea, in the 
West Bank. It is most famous 
for the discovery of the Dead 

Sea Scrolls.  

10 miles south of Jericho, 
Qumran was on a “dead-end 
street” and provided a perfect 
location for an isolationist sect 
to live.  

A Jewish sect had apparently 
removed itself from the center of Jewish population around the second century BC, and 
established itself in this remote and cavernous location. It used to be accepted that it was the 
Essenes who inhabited Qumran, and that they had separated themselves from the Pharisees, 
whom they viewed as corrupt and compromised. This identification is now disputed, however, 
with some scholars claiming the Qumran community’s practices do not resemble what is known 
of those of the Essenes.  

The site was excavated by Catholic priest Roland deVaux from 1953-56. More recent 
excavations of the site have taken place under the direction of Hanan Eshel. 

 

Qumran Dam  

Requiring vast amounts of water for 
their daily purification rites, the 
Essenes had to channel the water 
from the wadi during the infrequent 
winter storms.  

This dam helped to divert the water 
into an aqueduct which led to the site 
which in turn had dozens of cisterns, 
mikvot and pools. 
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The Scriptorium  

On the basis of inkwells and “writing 
benches” found in this room, 
archaeologists have suggested that 
the second story room of this building 
was the place where scrolls were 
copied.  

No scrolls were found in this room or 
in the ruins of the site itself. But the 
same type of unique pottery was 
found both on site and in the caves 
with the scrolls, helping to connect 
the two. 

The Dining Hall  

This long room was used for communal 
meals. Three rows of tables were 
apparently in place where the 
Qumranites ate in silence.  

In the next room over, more than 1000 
complete vessels were found including 
708 cups, 210 plates and 108 salad 
bowls. All of these were serving vessels 
as they were never fired. 

 

 

Earthquake Crack  

Numerous mikvot (ritual purity baths) 
were in use at the site for this community 
that practiced immersion twice daily.  

This mikvah evidences the site’s 
destruction by earthquake in 31 B.C. The 
crack shifted the left side of the mikvah 
by nearly 12 inches. 
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Qumran Cemetery  

Of 1200 tombs found in the cemeteries of 
Qumran, nearly 50 have been excavated. The 
main cemetery has 1100 burials, the northern 
cemetery 30 and the southern cemetery 30.  

The presence of female burials in what has 
been regarded as a celibate male community 
has been a mystery. Recently Joe Zias 
determined that the female burials were more 
recent interments of Bedouin. 

The story of the scrolls begins in 1947 when 
a Bedouin boy, playing out in the desert, threw a stone into a cave and heard a breaking sound. 
Upon investigation, he found ancient clay jars containing linen-wrapped scrolls.  

Despite the political instability, in time some 11 caves were found to contain about 900 scrolls, 
many of them biblical, but others containing rules and regulations of the community and the 
community folklore. The caves may have been in effect the library of the Qumran community.  

Much political controversy and turmoil served to keep the scrolls hidden from public view and 
research till the 1990’s, when the respected Israeli scholar Emanuel Tov breached the ‘secrecy 
rule,’ and published much of the contents of the scrolls.  

The scrolls include every book of the Hebrew Scriptures except for the Book of Esther, as well 
as several apocryphal works such as 1 Enoch and Jubilees, and books devoted to community 
rules and regulations. Prior to the discovery of the scrolls, the earliest extant Hebrew texts (the 
Masoretic texts) had dated to the ninth century AD. The Dead Sea Scrolls are believed to be 
about seven centuries earlier, dating to the second century AD, and hence of great significance in 
authenticating the accepted text of the Old Testament. Despite some textual variants, the Dead 
Sea Scrolls are remarkably similar to the later Masoretic Text. If you have a good study Bible, 
you may identify the DSS variants in the footnotes or marginal notes; see, for example, Isaiah 
15:9 and 19:18.  

Qumran Caves 

Cave 1  

Allegedly discovered by a Bedouin 
shepherd chasing a stray, the initial Dead 
Sea Scrolls found here changed the study 
of the Old Testament.  

The seven scrolls were the Manual of 
Discipline, War of Sons of Light, 
Thanksgiving Scroll, Isaiah A and B, 
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Genesis Apocryphon and Habakkuk 
Commentary. 

Cave 3 

The Copper Scroll was found in this cave 
in 1952. This was the only scroll 
photographed in situ. 

The Copper Scroll is on display in the 
Amman Museum and lists 63 treasures 
hidden in the Judean wilderness and 
Jerusalem area. 

Cave 4 

This most famous of the Dead Sea 
Scroll caves is also the most 
significant in terms of finds. More 
than 15,000 fragments from over 
200 books were found in this cave, 
nearly all by Bedouin thieves. 122 
biblical scrolls (or fragments) were 
found in this cave. From all 11 
Qumran caves, every Old Testament 
book is represented except Esther. 
No New Testament books or 
fragments have been found. 

 

Cave 4 Interior 

The scrolls found in this cave were 
poorly preserved because they were 
not stored in jars. The practice of 
paying “per piece” led to the 
creation of multiple fragments from 
single pieces by the Bedouin 
thieves. 

This cave was among those looted 
by the Bedouin in the free 
afternoons of the days they were in 
the employ of the Qumran 
archaeologists. 
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Cave 5 (foreground) 

This eroded cave was discovered by the 
archaeologists (Bedouin found caves 1, 2, 
4, 6, 11). It is one of those in the marl 
terrace close to the site of Qumran (also 
caves 4, 7, 8, 9, 10). Archaeologists 
estimate that there were originally 30-40 
caves in the marl terrace. 

 

 

Cave 6 

This cave was not used for inhabitation, 
but only for the deposit of scrolls.  

This is the most accessible of the Dead 
Sea Scrolls to visitors today (follow the 
aqueduct from Qumran to the hills and 
it’s on the left). 

 

 

Cave 7 (right), 8 (left) 

Everything found in Cave 7 was in 
Greek. The cave collapsed shortly 
after the scrolls were hidden. 

In Cave 8 were discovered 
8QMezuzah, Genesis, and a hundred 
squares of small leather with strips. 
The guy who lived here had the job 
of making these strips. 
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Cave 10 (right) 

Only one ostracon was found in Cave 10. 
Complete scrolls were found only in 
caves 1 and 11.  

In all 11 caves, some biblical books were 
found in large numbers:  

34 copies of Psalms 
27 copies of Deuteronomy 
24 copies of Isaiah 
20 copies of Genesis 
 

Cave 11 

The last Dead Sea Scrolls found 
to date were found in this cave. 
Thirty scrolls were found 
including Leviticus and the 
Temple Scroll.  

The Temple Scroll was held by 
the antiquities dealer Kando 
until 1967 when being put in jail 
by Yadin, he agreed to sell it “of 
his own free will” for $110,000. 
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En Gedi 

En Gedi is the largest oasis 
along the western shore of the 
Dead Sea. The springs here have 
allowed nearly continuous 
inhabitation of the site since the 
Chalcolithic period. The area 
was allotted to the tribe of 
Judah, and was famous in the 
time of Solomon (Josh 15:62). 
Today the Israeli kibbutz of En 
Gedi sits along the southern 
bank of the Nahal Arugot. 

 

 

 

 

The abundant springs and year-
round temperate climate provided 
the perfect conditions for 
agriculture in ancient times. 
Solomon compared his lover to “a 
cluster of henna blossoms from 
the vineyards of En Gedi,” an 
indication of the beauty and 
fertility of the site (Song 1:14). 
Evidence has been of workshops 
used in the perfume industry to 
distill products made from 
balsam. It has even been 
suggested that the perfume 
production at En Gedi was part of 
a royal estate.  
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Even though there are many 
springs around the Dead Sea, 
most of them have a high salt 
content. En Gedi is one of only 
two fresh water springs located 
on the western shore of the Dead 
Sea and, because of the greater 
availability of land for 
agriculture at En Gedi, it is the 
best spring by which to settle.  

Josephus praised En Gedi for its 
palm trees and balsam, and the 
writer of Ecclesiasticus spoke of 
wisdom that was exalted like a 
palm tree in En Gedi” (24:14). 
One day, the prophet Ezekiel 
predicted, fishermen would line the shores of the Dead Sea by En Gedi (47:10). 

 

Around 1000 B.C., En Gedi 
served as one of the main places 
of refuge for David as he fled 
from Saul. David “dwelt in 
strongholds at En Gedi” (1 Sam. 
23:29). En Gedi means literally 
“the spring of the kid (goat).” 
Evidence exists that young ibex 
have always lived near the 
springs of En Gedi. One time 
when David was fleeing from 
King Saul, the pursuers searched 
the “Crags of the Ibex” in the 
vicinity of En Gedi. In a cave 
near here, David cut off the 
corner of Saul’s robe (1 Sam 
24). 
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Masada 

Masada is an ancient fortress 
town in the southern district of 
Israel overlooking the south-west 
corner of the Dead Sea. It is 
located atop an isolated rock 
plateau, and became the scene of 
a famous Jewish-Roman conflict 
in the 70’s AD, just after the First 
Roman War.  

The summit of Masada sits 190 
feet (59 m) above sea level and 
about 1500 feet (470 m) above 
the level of the Dead Sea. The 
mountain itself is 1950 feet (610 m) long, 650 feet (200 m) wide, 4250 feet (1330 m) in 
circumference, and encompasses 23 acres. The “Snake Path” climbs 900 feet (280 m) in 
elevation. From the west, the difference in height is 225 feet (70 m). 

According to the Jewish-Roman historian Josephus, a group of Sicarii (a splinter group of the 
Jewish Zealots, who fomented resistance to Roman rule), led by Eleazar Ben Ya’ir,  overcame 
the Roman garrison at Masada in 66 AD. The Romans, under the leadership of Iudaea Lucius 
Flavius Silva, laid siege to the fortress beginning in 72 AD, but repeatedly failed to breach the 
wall, till the spring of 73 AD., when they finally entered Masada to find 936 dead bodies. The 
inhabitants had committed suicide en masse rather than capitulate to Roman slavery, execution 
or torture.  

Despite what some feel is the legendary nature of at least part of the story, this history of Masada 
fuels the commitment of modern Israeli soldiers, whose swearing-in ceremony is held on top of 
Masada, and ends with the declaration “Masada shall not fall again.”  

Masada Storehouses 

Fifteen long storerooms kept 
essential provisions for time of 
siege. 

Herod filled with them with food 
and weapons. 

Each storeroom held a different 
commodity. This was attested by 
different storage jars and 
inscriptions on jars in rooms. Wine 
bottles sent to Herod from Italy 
were found. 
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1st Century Synagogue 

This synagogue was found in the 
first season of Yadin’s excavations. 
No Second Temple period 
synagogues were known at the time. 

Many coins from the Jewish Revolt 
were found here. An ostracon was 
found on the floor with inscription, 
“priestly tithe.” 

The back room served as a genizah. 

 

Herod’s Bathhouse 

Herod had several private bathhouses 
built at Masada. The caldarium depicted 
here had a heavy floor suspended on 200 
pillars.  

Outside the room a furnace would send 
hot air under the floor. When water was 
placed on the floor, steam was created. 
Pipes were built into the walls to help to 
heat the room. 

 

 

Siege Ramp 

Investigation of tamarisk branches in the 
Roman siege ramp result in the 
conclusion that fifty percent more rain 
flowed through the wadis into the Dead 
Sea when Flavius Silva built the siege 
ramp. 

A recent article suggests that this ramp 
was mostly natural and only the top 26 
feet was added by the Romans. 
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Siege Camp 

A solid wall was built 
surrounding Masada and 
connected the 8 Roman camps. 
It was 6 feet thick and 7 miles 
long and built to prevent 
escaping.  

An estimated 9000 soldiers plus 
support personnel and slaves 
conducted the siege.  

Szoltan discovered the first 
Roman siege camps in 1932. 
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Dead Sea 

Known in the Bible as the “Salt 
Sea” or the “Sea of the Arabah,” 
this inland body of water is 
appropriately named because its 
high mineral content allows 
nothing to live in its waters. 
Other post-biblical names for the 
Dead Sea include the “Sea of 
Sodom,” the “Sea of Lot,” the 
“Sea of Asphalt” and the 
“Stinking Sea.” In the Crusader 
period, it was sometimes called 
the “Devil’s Sea.” All of these 
names reflect something of the 
nature of this lake. 

 

Biblical Period 

The Dead Sea, unlike the Sea of Galilee to the north, does not figure prominently in the biblical 
narratives. Its most important role was as a barrier, blocking traffic to Judah from the east. An 
advancing army of Ammonites and Moabites apparently crossed a shallow part of the Dead Sea 
on their way to attack King Jehoshaphat (2 Chron 20). Ezekiel has prophesied that one day the 
Dead Sea will be fresh water and fishermen will spread their nets along the shore. 

The Dead Sea is located in the 
Syro-African Rift, a 4000-mile 
fault line in the earth’s crust. 
The lowest point of dry land on 
earth is the shoreline of the Dead 
Sea at 1300 feet below sea level. 
That the lake is at the lowest 
point means that water does not 
drain from this lake. Daily 7 
million tons of water evaporate 
but the minerals remain, causing 
the salt content to increase. 
Figures for the Dead Sea’s 
salinity today range from 26-
35%. 
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Mineral-Rich  

Nearly ten times as salty as the world’s 
oceans and twice as saline as the Great Salt 
Lake in Utah, the Dead Sea is rich with 
minerals. The Dead Sea Works company on 
the southwest side of the lake employs 1600 
people around the clock to harvest the 
valuable minerals from the water. Potash is 
the most valuable of those extracted today 
and is used in the manufacture of fertilizer. 
The best article on the minerals in the Dead 
Sea is in the Encyclopedia Britannica. 

 

The unique concentration of the 
Dead Sea waters has long been 
known to have medicinal value. 
Aristotle, Queen of Sheba, King 
Solomon and Cleopatra were all 
familiar with this and modern 
doctors as well often prescribe 
patients with skin ailments to 
soak in the waters of the Dead 
Sea. Because of the dropping 
level of the Dead Sea, the 
southern end is no longer under 
water, except for that which is 
channeled by aqueducts for the 
purpose of extracting minerals. 
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Jericho – Jerusalem Road 

It takes travelers today 6-8 
hours to hike the 15 miles 
(24 km) between Jericho 
and Jerusalem following the 
path that would have been 
the main road in the first 
century. The elevation 
increase is about 3400 feet 
(1060 m). 

Three primary roads ran 
north and south through 
Palestine.  One ran along 
the seacoast, the Via Maris, 
one ran down the ridge of 
mountains on which 
Jerusalem sat, and one ran 
through the Jordan valley.  

Each one connected to various trade routes.  The Jericho to Jerusalem road was the main route 
between the Jordan valley and Jerusalem, and was used by many of the pilgrims making the 
annual holy day pilgrimages from Galilee to Jerusalem. 

Roman road from Jerusalem to Jericho 

Jesus traveled this route many times. In fact, 
every time that he came to Jerusalem from 
Galilee, he would have traveled up the same 
Ascent of Adumim (unless permitted to 
travel through Samaria. Scriptures record at 
least one trip of Jesus through Samaria and 
two trips by way of Jericho. He probably 
traveled this way dozens of times in his life. 

Parts of the Roman road are still visible in 
places, and the way today is safe and 
pleasant. In the parable of the Good Samaritan, (Luke 10:25-37), it was on this road that the 
traveler was attacked and robbed and left for dead, and where the Levite and the priest, on their 
way to Jerusalem, passed by on the opposite side.  We will pass the Inn of the Good Samaritan, 
built over 1500 years later, on the way to Jerusalem. 

 
 


