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Foreword
“Can we see the remains of David’s palace in Jerusalem?” visitors 

ask. “Yes!” says one archaeologist, “I’ve found some of its walls.” “No!” 
says another, “those walls were built one hundred years later!” Why 
does archaeology not give a clear answer to the question? Matthieu 
Richelle explains in his clearly written study what archaeology can 
offer to help us understand the Bible and what it cannot. Museums are 
full of ancient objects, and archaeologists find more every year; and 
many others are found by accident when foundations are dug or roads 
cut through the landscape. Yet in addition to the great range of artifacts 
recovered, we should remember that many more still lie buried—or, 
more significantly, have disappeared. Textiles, leatherwork, basketry, 
and woodwork rot in even slightly damp conditions, so a large part 
of the equipment of ancient life is lost. Only rare circumstances allow 
books written on papyrus or leather to survive, as the Dead Sea Scrolls 
have done in the arid climate on the border of the Dead Sea. They are 
about two thousand years old, and no older copies of books in Hebrew 
have been discovered. Did any exist? Richelle discusses the debated 
question of when the histories of Israel and Judah were written and 
shows that it is reasonable to suppose that the books of Samuel rest 
on records from the days of David and Solomon, rather than being 
wholly later compositions, as many modern writers assume. Part of 
the evidence comes from his research on ancient Hebrew inscriptions 
found in the Holy Land.

To come to archaeology expecting to make particular discoveries 
is the wrong approach. The archaeologist seeks to learn about a place, 
its buildings, its people and their activities, the changes the place ex-
perienced over the centuries, and its relations with other places. When 
discoveries do produce a link with the Bible, they need very careful 
evaluation before any conclusions can be drawn. Carved ivory frag-
ments found at Samaria hint at the splendor of king Ahab’s palace 



there, although they may not actually have decorated it. There are 
Hebrew writings apparently acknowledging the goddess Asherah be-
side Israel’s God, but they should not lead to the conclusion that all 
Israelites worshipped her.

Matthieu Richelle demonstrates the positive contributions that 
archaeology can make to a better understanding of the Bible in its an-
cient world. He uses the most recent debates about the dates of build-
ings that might have been erected at Solomon’s orders, or at Ahab’s 
a century later. He shows how the uncertainty results in part from 
the way some scholars—notably the authors of The Bible Unearthed: 
Archaeology’s New Vision of Ancient Israel and the Origin of Its Sacred 
Texts (2001)—assume that the biblical reports have little factual basis, 
and also in part from attempts to use the carbon 14 technique to define 
the dates of the structures. The differences of opinion among schol-
ars continue, but through Richelle’s book readers will be better able 
to disentangle the factual from the hypothetical as they try to evalu-
ate the evidence. The endnotes guide readers to major sources and 
discussions.

Rightly interpreted, archaeological findings and the Bible are 
complementary. Some questions and problems cannot be resolved at 
present because the evidence from outside the Bible is too meagre, a 
fact often ignored, so there is more work to be done, more to be found, 
more to be learned. However, readers should always be aware that 
the Bible is primarily a book of theology that demands a response of 
faith—yet it also provides facts to accompany that faith.

The well-organized chapters that follow present a selection from 
the contributions archaeology makes to our understanding of the Bible, 
and their judicious and fair assessments make them a reliable intro-
duction to the subject. Since this book’s original publication in French 
in 2011, the author has revised the work to strengthen his arguments 
and to bring it up to date. It will be a welcome guide for anyone inter-
ested in archaeology and the Bible.

—Alan R. Millard 
Emeritus Rankin Professor of Hebrew and  

Ancient Semitic Languages 
The University of Liverpool
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Preface to the 
English Edition

This book, first published in French in 2011, was translated into 
Portuguese in 2016. For the English version, I had the opportunity to 
significantly revise, update, and enlarge my text; in addition, I added 
many endnotes that make it easier for the interested reader to further 
his or her study of a given subject or check the accuracy of the infor-
mation I provide.

I am thankful to several people who helped in the production of 
this book. First of all, my wife, Sarah, not only translated the original 
book into English but also helped me produce a substantially revised 
version of it. I am most grateful to Alan Millard for his careful read-
ing of the book, his many remarks that helped in improving the text, 
and his writing the foreword. My Doktorvater, André Lemaire, kindly 
agreed to read an earlier version of Chapter 5, in which I discuss a 
difficult subject that he is very knowledgeable about, and he made 
very helpful suggestions. I thank also Yosef Garfinkel, from the He-
brew University of Jerusalem, for kindly giving me permission to use 
a photograph of the Qeiyafa ostracon. Last but not least, I am indebted 
to Jonathan Kline and Carl Nellis of Hendrickson Publishers for their 
help and kindness. Many thanks in particular to Jonathan for first ap-
proaching me with a view to publishing my book in English and for his 
constant encouragement, support, and help at each stage of the editing 
process. His numerous suggestions made the book much clearer and 
much more readable in many places.
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Introduction
The Bible and archaeology have long been sources of fascination, 

and all the more so when one explores the relationship between them. 
Some researchers seek to demonstrate the veracity of the biblical texts 
through archaeological discoveries, while others drastically revise the 
history of ancient Israel on the basis of the results of excavations. The 
subject has recently been at the center of various books, articles, and 
television documentaries for the general public, not to mention the 
constant announcements and discussions on the Internet. In addition, 
there are already many works for laypeople that present archaeologi-
cal discoveries illustrating the biblical narratives. The purpose of this 
book is different. It is written for those who wish to look beyond sen-
sationalist claims and who want to acquire the keys for understanding 
what underlies the controversies. More precisely, the objective of this 
book is threefold:

●● to help you discover “from scratch” what archaeology reveals 
about the past, but also what its limits are, so that you can have 
an idea of what can truly be expected of it

●● to tackle the controversial question of the comparison between 
what the Bible affirms and what archaeologists discover

●● to shed light on two recent controversies concerning the time 
of David and Solomon

The first chapter introduces the different types of information that 
archaeology provides; most people are unaware of the whole spectrum, 
which ranges from architecture to the details of daily life in ancient 
Israel. Among the discoveries, inscriptions deserve a special place, 
since they grant access to invaluable information about the ancient 
world; the second chapter is devoted to them. It shows how the texts 
unearthed from the lands of the Near East throw precious light on 



the biblical narratives. This profusion of information could, however, 
lead us to forget the uncertainty that inevitably surrounds research. In 
order not to be duped by the sensationalism of announcements in the 
media made by certain archaeologists in search of fame, we must not 
ignore the limits that are inherent to archaeology; the third chapter 
reviews this subject.

With this basic information, we will be equipped to engage the 
heart of the subject: the relationship between the Bible and archaeol-
ogy. How can we have a balanced approach to this subject, one that 
avoids the opposite traps of naïveté and unjustified skepticism and 
that also frees us from the baggage of preconceived notions? And what 
happens in practice when the biblical texts are compared with archaeo-
logical discoveries?

After responding to these general questions, in the final chapters 
we will review two case studies that focus on important current debates 
about the relationship between the Bible and archaeology. What are 
we to make of the claims that archaeological excavations demonstrate 
that David and Solomon were in reality chiefs of a small, unassuming 
polity? And is it true that archaeology proves that the biblical texts 
could only have been written from the eighth century BCE onwards?

In summary, this book is an invitation to develop a balanced con-
ception of the links between these two fascinating subjects: the study 
of the Bible and the study of archaeological discoveries.
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1

What Archaeologists 
Discover

If we are to believe the famous Indiana Jones movies, archaeolo-
gists are simply adventurers who find hidden treasures that, in the best 
cases, end up displayed in museums. It is true that for a long time re-
searchers displayed a preference for unearthing precious objects. This 
was particularly the case in the realm of Egyptology, since the Nile 
valley offered up an impressive number of “prizes.” The discovery of 
Tutankhamun’s tomb with all its treasures, which caused a veritable 
sensation and was widely publicized, is a good example. However, the 
fruit of archaeological research is much more varied than that. It rep-
resents a wide range of data, of which this chapter will try to give an 
overview, without claiming to cover everything.

Discovering Ancient Cities

Identifying Sites

It may appear strange, but the first question archaeologists ask 
themselves is quite simply that of the identification of the sites they are 
excavating. In some cases, they may not be certain of the name of the 
place that for decades has been the object of their extensive efforts; the 
inhabitants of the ancient world didn’t leave signposts at the entrances 
to their towns! Faced with this lack of information, researchers fall 
back on traditional names used by the residents of the surrounding 
area, names often composed of the Arabic elements Tell (“hill”) or 
Khirbet (“ruin”), or the Hebrew equivalents Tel and Horvat. It is rare 
to find an inscription mentioning the name of the ancient town, as was 
the case at Tell el-Qadi, where a stone was found engraved with the 
dedication “to the god who is at Dan.”1



By way of illustration, there is an ongoing debate about the site 
called et-Tell, to the north of the Sea of Galilee, which has been the 
subject of some very interesting excavations since 1987.2 According 
to a hypothesis dating back to the nineteenth century and widely ac-
cepted since then, it is none other than Bethsaida, the hometown of 
Peter (John 1:44), where Jesus healed a blind man (Mark 8:22–26), but 
which he then upbraided:

Woe to you, Chorazin! Woe to you, Bethsaida! For if the miracles 
that occurred in you had occurred in Tyre and Sidon, they would 
have repented long ago in sackcloth and ashes. (Matt 11:21)3

However, another theory locates Bethsaida at the site of el-Araj, 
which is nearer to the Sea of Galilee. A series of articles published in 
2007 and 2011 in the journal Near Eastern Archaeology set the two 
points of view against each other.4 After a survey of this site in 2014, 
a new excavation project was launched at el-Araj in 2016. During the 
summer of 2017, the team digging there announced that they had 
found remains from the Roman period, notably mosaics and a bath-
house dating from the first to the third centuries CE. In the team’s view, 
el-Araj may well be ancient Bethsaida.5 Whatever the correct hypoth-
esis, the very fact that such a debate could take place thirty years after 
the beginning of excavations at et-Tell is telling.

Conversely, we cannot always be certain of the location of an an-
cient city mentioned in written sources. For example, we know the 
name of the capital of the first empire in history, which was formed 
by king Sargon I around 2340 BCE in Babylonia: ancient texts refer 
to this city as Akkad. While we may surmise that it was one of the 
most impressive cities of its time, and while other towns that were 
part of this empire have been identified, the precise location of Akkad 
remains unknown.

Researchers are sometimes aided by the (surprising but true) fact 
that the ancient name of a site has been preserved by local traditions for 
thousands of years with very few changes. Thus, many Arabic names 
of modern villages or ruins are none other than ancient names that 
have passed from Hebrew to Greek and then to Arabic without many 
modifications. For example, ancient Shiloh, the town in which the 
Bible locates the tabernacle at the time of the judges, was found on the 
site of Khirbet Seilun. It was not difficult for specialists to understand 
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that the two names were in reality the same: Khirbet is found in front 
of many ancient place names; the sound “sh” in Hebrew corresponds 
to “s” in Arabic (compare “shalom” and “salaam”); and the addition 
of the ending -un is a standard feature of many Arabic names.6 Since 
the nineteenth century, research in historical geography has produced 
excellent maps of the ancient Near East, a work that specialists are still 
refining today.7

Going Back in Time

Archaeological excavations generally take place on tells, that is, 
artificial hills formed through the centuries by the accumulation of 
the different stages of evolution of a city. The general pattern is the 
following: a town is built and lived in for several decades, then suffers 
a major destruction (whether by fire, earthquake, or conquest). Before 
rebuilding, the new inhabitants level the ground and establish new 
foundations, often reusing the existing stones. The new town is thus 
built on top of the remains of the old one. And so the cycle continues 
many times. In this way a build-up of layers is created, similar to those 
observed in geology.

During excavations, archaeologists identify these layers or strata 
and number them (I, II, III, etc.). Sometimes they realize that there are 
sub-strata, whence names such as “Dan IVA” and “Dan IVB.” Thus, by 
starting with the current ground level and digging deeper and deeper, 
archaeologists go back in time.

Here is a striking illustration of this simple reality. When strolling 
through the streets of the Old City of Jerusalem, certain tourists are 
under the impression that they are walking where Jesus walked, fol-
lowing in his footsteps. This is sometimes true of the route that a street 
follows, but a simple look at a photograph taken at the Damascus Gate 
shows that the height has often changed (see Figure 1 on p. 137). In the 
top right-hand portion of the photograph, the people are at the current 
street level. But the man in the bottom left-hand part of the picture 
is standing at the level of the road as it was in the Roman emperor 
Hadrian’s era, a century after Jesus’ time! In other words, in walking 
along the streets of Jerusalem, modern visitors often find themselves 
a number of feet above the roads he trod.

The principal task of archaeologists consists, then, in establishing 
a chronology. The relative chronology, which involves determining the 
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order in which the strata follow one another, is based on the fact that 
the oldest layers are to be found under the newest. This enables us to 
describe the development of the site that is being studied, but it helps 
us understand the temporal situation of the strata only as they relate 
to one another.

The absolute chronology consists of assigning fairly precise dates to 
each layer, matching them with archaeological periods (see the table 
below).

Period Approximate Dates
Neolithic 9500–6400 BCE
Chalcolithic 6400–3600 BCE
Bronze Age 3600–1150 BCE
Iron Age 1150–586 BCE
Neo-Babylonian Period 586–539 BCE
Persian Period 539–330 BCE
Hellenistic Period 330–37 BCE
Roman Period 37 BCE–324 CE

The principal archaeological periods relating to the biblical narratives

These general periods are divided into sub-phases: Iron I corre-
sponds to 1150–980 BCE, Iron IIA to around 980–830 BCE, and so on.

The site of Horvat ‘Uza, where the excavations have revealed only 
three strata (see the table below), provides an example that is both 
simple and historically interesting.8 First of all, in the middle of the 
seventh century (stratum III), a king—either Manasseh or Josiah—
built a fortress to defend the border between Judah and Edom (see 
Figure 2 on p. 138). This fortress was destroyed around 600 BCE, un-
doubtedly because of the military invasions of Nebuchadnezzar II that 
led to the fall of Jerusalem. Perhaps one should lay the blame for the 
destruction of the site more precisely on the Edomites, who, as histo-
rians know, took advantage of the situation to attack the kingdom of 
Judah.9 Thereafter, the place was only reoccupied in the Hellenistic 
period (stratum II), at least in the second century BCE, during which 
time the fortress was rebuilt on a smaller scale. The site was once 
again abandoned, and then it was reused during the Roman period 
(stratum I).
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Stratum Period Dates of Occupation of Site
III Iron From the middle of the seventh century to 

around 600 BCE
II Hellenistic At least at the beginning of the 

second century BCE
I Roman first to second century CE

Assigning dates is not always easy. The discovery of an inscrip-
tion mentioning a king or a known event is of considerable help, but 
this rarely happens in excavations in Israel. The main tool archaeolo-
gists use for assigning dates is pottery, since the form and sometimes 
the decoration of potsherds left in the ground—of which there are 
thousands—changed over time and were characteristic of each pe-
riod. Because the changes pottery underwent are fairly well known, it 
is possible to give approximate dates to strata containing this or that 
type of pottery.

To take in at a glance the history of a site throughout the centuries, 
the simplest method is to dig a vertical trench (see Figure 3 on p. 138). 
In this way, archaeologists have before their eyes a “stratigraphical 
cross section,” as if they were observing a series of geological layers.

Population

Excavations show us when a site was inhabited and when it was 
not. For example, as was noted earlier, the fortress of Horvat ‘Uza 
saw three periods of activity that alternated with phases of desertion, 
the longest of which lasted for about four centuries. Moreover, while 
certain towns have been inhabited since the third millennium BCE or 
even earlier, others were founded much more recently.

The variations as time goes on are not without meaning. This is 
the case, for example, in the Northern Kingdom between about 850 
and 750 BCE. Several sites suffered considerable damage in the second 
half of the ninth century; some archaeologists even think that Megiddo 
was abandoned for a certain time. Excavations have shown that Tel 
Rehov, one of the most sprawling towns of Israel, situated in the Jordan 
valley and a little to the south of the Sea of Galilee, saw its surface area 
halved. It so happens that this was the era of the campaigns led by the 
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Aramaean king Hazael, who laid the region waste to such an extent 
that the book of Kings indicates that he decimated the Israelites and 

“made them like the dust at threshing” (2 Kgs 13:7). In Amos 1:3–4, the 
prophet of this name is probably alluding to the fate suffered by the 
region of Gilead, to the west of Tel Rehov, under the action of the same 
leader. But archaeologists have also noted that in the following half 
century several towns benefited from a reoccupation or an extension, 
accompanied by a policy of dynamic (re)construction. This was the 
case for a whole series of sites, not only Megiddo and Tel Rehov, but 
also Hazor, Samaria, and Yokneam.10 This corresponds to the reigns 
of Jehoahaz of Israel and Jeroboam II, who, the Bible suggests, rees-
tablished the greatness of Israel (see 2 Kgs 13:22–25; 14:25–28). In such 
cases, the evolution of the sites through time seems to reflect precise 
historical changes.

On a larger scale, by combining the data from a multiplicity of 
sites, it is possible to draw an approximate portrait of the spread of the 
population in a given region. Moreover, surface explorations, which 
consist of locating on the ground any material remains (most often 
potsherds) by systematically going over a given zone, enable us to 
know where sites were located. Such explorations even help to give an 
idea of when the sites were inhabited, since, as astonishing as it may 
seem, one sometimes finds fragments from ancient periods (e.g., the 
Bronze Age) on the surface of the ground.

As a result, it is more or less possible to follow the demographic 
history in a given territory. The relevant calculations are based on the 
total size of the inhabited surface area at a specific time and the as-
sumption that the population was proportionate to the space occupied. 
This reveals, for example, that the number of inhabitants in the ter-
ritory of Canaan increased considerably during Iron Age I (1150–980 
BCE) in comparison to the previous period. Some scholars believe 
that this was the result of the arrival of the Hebrews after the exodus; 
others have suggested alternative explanations.11 In the same way, the 
population of Jerusalem and its surrounding areas multiplied in the 
last decades of the eighth century BCE. Certain scholars conclude that 
at the approach of the Assyrian army, which invaded the Northern 
Kingdom and captured its capital, Samaria, around 720, a large number 
of inhabitants fled and found refuge in Judah.12

By contrast, archaeological data have shown that around the time 
when the Bible situates the Babylonian Exile (sixth century BCE) the 
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