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Course Description 

This course will examine the still very relevant topic of the origins of the Israelites in the 

Late Bronze Age (around 1100 BC), survey their developing history from the LBA until 

the Babylonian Exile in 587 BC. Equal attention will be given to the origin and evolution 

of their religion. The Old Testament/Hebrew Bible will be investigated from historical 

and religious aspects e.g. the Patriarchs, the Exodus, the united monarchy. Using extra-

Biblical inscriptions, annals, other textual sources, and archaeological findings, ancient 

Israel will be set in its surroundings. Those significant factors that contributed to its 

unique self-understanding, which enabled the Israelites to survive the trauma of Exile, 

create Judaism and become the ancestor of Christianity and Islam will be studied. The 

struggle among fact, fiction and "fake news" in this fascinating period will play a large 

part. Towards the end of the course we will look at the relationship between ancient Israel 

and the modern state of Israel and its place in the contemporary Middle East. 

  

Course Goals 

To give students a comprehensive understanding of the origins and development of the 

people who would create the founding religious tradition of the West. 

To provide a survey and analysis of the major historical issues of the period: the rise and 

fall of empires. Egyptian, Assyrian, Babylonian 

To introduce students to the Biblical texts as literature, history, and sacred texts. 

To reflect on the move from traditional Canaanite/Israelite polytheism to monotheism. 

To enable students to understand texts and artifacts in reconstructing a credible picture of 

Ancient Israel. 

To consider how the ancient kingdom and people affect the modern state of Israel and its 

self-understanding  

 

   

Required Texts 

 

The Bible, NRSV (New Revised Standard Version), Zondervan 1989   NRSV  

E. H. Cline, Biblical Archaeology: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford UP 2009) BA 

M. Coogan, The Old Testament: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford, 2008) TOT 

V. H. Matthews, A Brief History of Ancient Israel (Westminster/JKnox, 2002) BHAI 

M. S. Smith, The Memoirs of God (Augsburg/Fortress, 2004) TMG 
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NOTE: The “Old Testament” is the traditional term for the book we study, but for Jews it is not: 

so the term we will use is TaNaK, the Jewish term which is an acronym for The Law, The 

Prophets and the Writings 

 

Recommended (a few out of massive body of writing, for essays or for those who want to read 

further) 
 

W. G. Dever, What did the Biblical Writers Know (Eerdmans, 2001) 

                      Who were the Early Israelites (Eerdmans, 2003) 

                      Did God Have a Wife? Archaeology and Folk Religion in Ancient Israel                                

                      (Eerdmans, 2005) 

                      The Lives of Ordinary People in Ancient Israel (Eerdmans, 2012) 

P. J. King & L. E. Stager, Life in Biblical Israel (Westminster/JKnox, 2001) 

W. M Schniedewind, How the Bible became a Book (Cambridge UP, 2004) 

H. Shanks ed., Ancient Israel: From Abraham to the Roman Destruction of the Temple 

                        3rd edition (Biblical Archaeology Society, 2011)   

 

Course Requirements 

Class participation - attendance at lectures and thoughtful participation in the investigation and 

discussion of texts and concepts 

Readings - as assigned and should be read before each class to aid in understanding and 

participation 

Papers and Examinations -   3 papers on aspects of ancient Israelite religion and history 

                                                – each worth 25% 

                                               a final take-home examination – 20% 

                                               attendance and participation – 5% 

 

Students will be graded on their ability to gather, utilize and analyze information, to write 

logically, intelligently and to offer reasoned judgments and conclusions.  

 

Classroom Etiquette (on line is different! But you know the basic courtesies) 

The use of cell phones in class for texting, browsing, twittering, e-mail or voice mode is not 

kosher!: please switch them off and hide them. Laptops, netbooks, tablets, e-book readers, etc. 

may only be used for reading assigned texts under discussion or taking notes and at the front of 

the class where the instructor can check. Students otherwise engaged will be asked to leave the 

class and even these enforced absences are recorded against the final grade. Unexcused late 

arrival to class and early departure require explanation.  

 

Honor Code 

George Mason University has an honor code. It is the duty of all members of this academic 

community to maintain the highest standards of academic honesty and integrity. Cheating, 

plagiarism, lying, and stealing are all prohibited. All violations of the Honor Code will be 

reported to the Honor Committee. See honorcode.gmu.edu for more detailed information.  

 

Disability Services 

If you are a student with a disability and you need academic accommodations, please see the 

professor and contact the Office of Disability Services (ODS) at 993-2474. All academic 

accommodations must be arranged through the ODS. http://ods.gmu.edu 

 

Other Useful Campus Resources 

Writing Center: B 213 Robinson Hall; (703) 993-1200; http://writingcenter.gmu.edu 



University Libraries “Ask a Librarian” 

http://library.gmu.edu/mudge/IM/IMRef.html 

Counseling and Psychological Services (caps): (703) 993-2380; 

http://caps.gmu.edu 

University Policies 

The University Catalog, http://catalog.gmu.edu, has all the information you need. 

 

Important Semester Enrollment and Withdrawal Dates: 

 

Students are responsible for verifying their enrollment in this class.  

Last day to add 2/12/21: Last day to drop without penalty 2/12/2021. For other dates for 

withdrawal, penalties etc. see the Academic Calendar and Schedule of Classes.  

The class begins at the appointed hour, please be there. Students must present papers and take 

exams on the dates and at the times in the syllabus. Should a very serious crisis make this 

difficult, the instructor must be notified as soon as possible. Excuses for illness must be 

accompanied by a medical certificate. Papers are due at class time on the assigned date - late 

papers will incur the loss of a grade point per week-day. If the course work is not completed the 

student will receive a failing grade for the course. IN (Incomplete) must be requested in writing 

and is given only under extreme circumstances.  

 

Course Outline 

 

Week 1[1/26, 28]: Introduction to the history, religion, archaeology of the ancient Israelite and 

their writings: 

                              TOT chaps 1 and 3; BA pp. 1-7 (chapters 1-4 can be read as background, we 

will consider major issues 

                              which I will address – note the outline of archaeological periods on pp. 33-34); 

TMG Introduction and pp. 7-18 

 

Week 2 [2/2, 4]: The Ancient Near East at the end of the Late Bronze Age – overview  

                           https://humanjourney.us/ideas-that-shaped-our-modern-world-section/the-

bronze-age-collapse/. 

                           This will give the general idea, there are lots of sites, but this one is respectable – 

what happened and how did 

                           These events affect the rise of Israel. 

 

Week 3 [2/9, 11]: Origins and Heroes: BHAI chap. 1; TMG Intro., pp. 7-18; TOT chap. 4; BA 

chap. 7: 

                            Genesis 1-11:9, 12, 15-18:15, 21 - 22 

 

Weeks 4-5 [2/16, 18, 23, 25]: Exodus and Settlement: models of conquest, revolt, infiltration: 

discussion of the ethnic origins 

                                               of the ancient Israelites as filtered through the TaNak. 

                                               BHAI chap. 2, TMG pp. 18-21, TOT chap. 5, BA chap. 7); Exodus 

1-20, Joshua 1-5, Judges 1-5; Papyrus Anastasi V&VI, Sargon, the Stele of Merneptah. 

 

Weeks 6-7 [3/2, 4, 9, 11] Israelite religion – a subset of Canaanite religion, which develops on its 

own, but never quite shakes off its past? 

                                        TMG pp 86-110 (espc. pp. 101-110), TOT chap. 4; Deuteronomy 32:7-

18, Judges 17, 1 Samuel 1, 3-6; 1 Kings 12:25-33, 15: 9-15, 18: 17-39; 2 Kings 1:2-4, 18:1-8, 21: 

1-9, 22-23:30. 

https://humanjourney.us/ideas-that-shaped-our-modern-world-section/the-bronze-age-collapse/
https://humanjourney.us/ideas-that-shaped-our-modern-world-section/the-bronze-age-collapse/


 

Weeks 8-9 [3/16, 18, 23, 25]: Early and United Monarchy – History BHAI chap. 3, TMG pp 21-

28, 46-52, TOT chap. 3, BA chap. 8. 

                                               I Samuel 4-10:25, 16-20, II Samuel 5-7:17, 11-12 (?) I Kings 1-12, 

Inscriptions TBA 

 

 

Weeks 10 – 11 [3/30, 4/1, 6. 7] Divided Monarchy through the fall of the northern kingdom to the 

Babylonian Exile  

                                                 BHAI chaps. 4-5, TMG 28-38, 52-62, TOT chap.9, BA chap. 8; I 

Kings 12, 14: 21-29, 16:21-34; II Kings 9, 18-25: selections from Assyrian and Babylonian 

Annals] 

 

 

Weeks 13-14 [4/20, 22, 27, 29]: Israel’s sacred times, places, persons and law  

                                                   Selections from the TaNaK TBD, TMG 110-123, TOT chaps, 6, 

7, 8     

   

Optional inclusion depending on time: Exile and Beyond, reactions and responses  

                                                              BHAI 101-119, TMG 62-85; Isaiah 40-66, Ezekiel 1-12; 

Cyrus Cylinder 

 

Final will be due May 4th 2021 

 

 

      ___________________________________________ 

 

Disclaimer 

This syllabus represents an agreement between the instructor and the students. The instructor 

reserves the right to make appropriate changes to it at any time and at his sole discretion and there 

will be changes. Students are responsible for keeping themselves up to date on course 

information.     

 


