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INTRODUCTION 
 

This paper will examine the Israelite expansion process that took place in the Iron Age II 

(with background from the Iron I), with a focus on the biblical text.  It will not look at the arrival 

of the Israelites into the land because this topic is much too complicated and nuanced to be 

discussed succinctly here.  Instead, the focus will be placed on what the biblical account has to 

say about the Israelite settlement in and around the Chalk Moat and the five cities  located 

therein (Zorah, Eshtaol, Zanoah, Adullam, and Keilah), an area of great importance for Israelite/ 

Philistine conflict (fig. 1).  The dating of these different biblical passages will also be analyzed 

only in brief, since the majority opinion dates all these passages to post-Iron Age II.  Such dating 

will not be a hindrance to the purpose of this paper because it can be assumed that the passages 

preserve historically accurate details about this time period.  Conclusions concerning the 

historical geographical background of Israelite movement during this period will be based on the 

passages analyzed. 

DEFINING THE CHALK MOAT 

The Chalk Moat is a geological formation separating the Hill Country of Judah from the 

Shephelah and the Philistine Coastal Plain.  George Adam Smith was the first to write about this 

formation calling it “the great fosse, that has been planted along the ramparts of Judea”1.  The 

Chalk Moat is an area of Senonian chalk forming a north-south line of demarcation between the 

Cenomanian limestone to the east and the softer Eocene limestone to the west.  Senonian chalk is 

weak, crumbly, and soft.  It erodes easily and is not suitable as building material.  The floor of 

the moat also has a level of alluvial soil built up, due to the runoff of the rivers that pass through 

it.  The main areas of accumulation are along the extensions of the Nahal Sorek and the Nahal 

HaElah.  The actual geological area of Senonian chalk runs from Aijalon south (where the 
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elevation begins to decrease from 395m to 380m to 300m),2 past the Sorek and Elah valleys, to 

Keilah where the area of chalk narrows (approximately .5 km wide) and begins to rise, to Iphtah 

and Tel Beit Mirsim where it bends southwest and ends in a slight fork (9km south).3  The total 

length of this area of Senonian chalk is 65km.  There is a continuation of this same rock 

formation beginning a few kilometers south of Shechem and continuing north-northwest until it 

ends just short of the Harod Valley. 

The area termed “the Chalk Moat” in this paper is referring to a specific portion of the 

Senonian band.  It is an area that is both lower in elevation (relative to the surrounding hills) and 

significantly wider (from east to west) than the rest of this continuous chalk section.  It begins 

just south of the modern town of Ishwa’ (around 380m in height) where the hill (made up of 

Eocene and Senonian stone) descends into the Sorek Valley.  At this point, the Chalk Moat is 

2km wide and only 330m in elevation.  The Moat continues to the south, approximately the same 

width, as it passes a raised area of Eocene limestone separating the Sorek and Elah valleys, while 

the hills around it reach heights of over 420m on each side.  The Moat begins to widen at the 

point when it intersects with the Elah valley.  It is close to 3km wide here, and then it decreases 

to 2km, before expanding to 3.5km in width.  As it reaches an end just north of Keilah, the width 

of the Moat has been steadily decreasing.  It comes almost to a point where it is no more than 

.5km in width.  As the width has been steadily decreasing, the elevation has been increasing.  

From the Moat’s widest point (south-southeast of Adullam) to its end the elevation has increased 

from 340m to 400m.  So despite the geological continuation of this Senonian formation, the 

change in topographical features indicates an end to the area being called “the Chalk Moat.” 
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ROUTES CONNECTING TO THE CHALK MOAT 

Due to the erosion qualities of Senonian chalk, when exposed it can serve as a flat road 

between otherwise difficult terrains. Conversely, Cenomanian limestone offers extremely rugged 

terrain that is difficult for travel, while Eocene offers inconsistent terrain that is equally difficult.  

Senonian chalk is slippery when wet, and the Chalk Moat is also filled with alluvial soil.  Thus, 

during the rainy season the Moat would become extremely muddy, causing roads to generally be 

forced to hug the edge of the Senonian limit.  However, these routes would still be preferred to 

the more difficult ones through the Cenomanian or Eocene limestone. 

The above factors have led to the conclusion that the Chalk Moat was used as the main 

local north-south route for those wanting to pass between the Hill Country of Judah and the 

Shephelah.  There are a number of important east-west routes running from the coast through the 

valleys of the Shephelah and into the Hill Country (i.e. Aijalon, Sorek, and Elah Valley routes) 

that intersect the Chalk Moat at various points.  These routes, therefore, were more important on 

a large-scale “international” level, but this north-south route was likely used more often.  This 

main north-south route through the Chalk Moat would be much easier to use than north-south 

routes through the Shephelah or the Hill Country.  Therefore, instead of traveling north through 

the Shephelah along an inconsistent rugged path, and crossing a ridge route into the Hill 

Country, one could travel the entire distance through valleys.  One begins by going east through 

one of the valleys cutting through the Shephelah, then travel the Chalk Moat road, and finally the 

ridge route.  Traveling through wide, flat valleys would make the trip much easier and less tiring. 

The only north-south route through the center of the Moat begins at Beersheba and skirts 

north along the edge of the Hill Country along the small seam of Senonian chalk.  It passes major 

tels such as Tel Halif, Tel Beit Mirsim, Tel Eitun, and Nezib.  The route then comes to Keilah, 
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which indicates the southern end of the Chalk Moat.  At Keilah begins the stretch of road that 

runs through the Chalk Moat (as has been defined in this paper).  The road runs past the biblical 

(Iron Age) sites of Adullam, Zanoah, and Eshtaol.4  The road then continues out of the Chalk 

Moat and follows the Senonian chalk border with the Hill Country until it reaches Aijalon, where 

it then connects with the east-west route running from the coast to the Hill Country north of 

Jerusalem (this route is known as the Beth-horon Ridge Route) (Dorsey 1991: 154).  Besides 

geological factors and the string of Iron Age sites that this Chalk Moat route connects, there are 

other reasons why it makes sense for a road to run along this line.  For instance, there is evidence 

that a Roman road ran along the same route (see map insert in Avi-Yonah 1965), and the Survey 

of Western Palestine Maps 17 and 21 show remains of an ancient road as well as a Turkish road 

running on the same line.  The main Turkish road on the SWP Map 17 runs from Eshua through 

Artuf, crosses the Wadi es Surar (Nahal Sorek), follows the path of the Wadi en Najil (Nahal 

Zanoah) and continues south from the end of the Wadi.  On Map 21, this road continues south 

past ancient Adullam (Kh. esh Sheikh Madhkur) along the Wadi es Sur (Nahal HaElah), passes 

by ancient Keilah (Kh. Kila), and travels south out of the Chalk Moat past ancient Nezib (Kh. 

Bet Nasif) before connecting with a Roman road running east-west.  There is a second ancient 

road on the SWP Map 17 that runs slightly to the west of the more modern one.  It begins at 

Beth-shemesh near Kh. Wadi Alin, runs past ancient Zanoah (Kh. Zanua) and ends near Beit 

Natif, where it connects with the more modern road and continues south.  This road is attested to 

by the surveys and excavations carried out in preparation for building in and around Ramat Bet 

Shemesh.  The road goes from Bet Natif north and passes Zanoah on its eastern side.  The road 

itself is 3.4 m wide and is bordered by curbstones that are 0.6 m high (Dagan 1998: 129).  There 

is also a modern road (3855) that runs from Route 38 past Beth-shemesh down to modern Route 
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375, just north of the opening of the Elah Valley.  Route 375 then continues west out of the Elah 

Valley, but another road, Route 367, continues south along the Chalk Moat and ends at Adullam.  

These various routes reveal the importance of the Chalk Moat as a connector between the 

Shephelah and the Hill Country of Judah. 

In addition to this major north-south route, there are a few routes running east-west 

through the Moat that connect with major cities.  The northernmost of these roads is the 

Jerusalem-Beth-shemesh-Yavne Yam Road.5  This route runs from the coast at Yavneh Yam 

through the major cities along the Elah Valley (Ekron, Timnah, and Beth-shemesh) before 

cutting into the hills and past Chalk Moat cities Zorah and Kh. esh Sheikh Ibrahim (perhaps 

biblical Eshtaol).  After this point, it joins the Kiriath-jearim Ridge Route and reaches the 

Central Benjamin Plateau.  There are remains of an ancient road (traced by the PEF), a Roman 

road, and Turkish roads along this route.  However, some of the connectors, including the ones 

from Beth-shemesh to Kiriath-jearim, are based only on the presence of Iron Age remains at key 

points.   

The Bethlehem-Gezer-Joppa Road is another alternative road between the Hill Country 

and the Coast.  This route goes from Bethlehem, through the Iron Age sites around modern 

Eshtaol (Ishwa’ and Kh. esh Sheikh Ibrahim), and past Gezer to Joppa on the coast.  This road is 

attested throughout its entire length by a Turkish period road and a Roman road identified on 

SWP Map 17.6  A third road lead from Ashkelon to the biblical site of Gedor north of Hebron on 

the Watershed Ridge Route and passed through Adullam.  This is another route from the Hill 

Country to the Coast that was traced by SWP, shown on Map 21 as an ancient road.   

The last of these Hill Country to Coastal Plain roads through the Chalk Moat is the Beth-

zur-Keilah-Tel Mor Road.  It begins at Beth-zur, which is slightly north of Hebron on the 
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Watershed Ridge Route, and continues to Keilah on the southern tip of the Chalk Moat.  From 

that point, it continues to Gath (Tell es-Safi) through the Elah Valley and ends at Tel Mor on the 

coast.  Again, an ancient road on the SWP Map 21 and a 19th century road evidence this road as 

well.   

These roads were not the most important routes from the Coastal Plain to the Hill 

Country, but they still were important for local travel and trade and eventually international trade 

after the goods reached the ports.  Similarly, the cities that these minor roads intersect along the 

Chalk Moat were often not the most important connecting points between the Coastal Plain and 

the Hill Country (except in the case of Keilah), but they could be strategically significant because 

of their location at the halfway point of many of the trade routes.  If one group of people could 

control these cities along the Chalk Moat, they could control all the trade routes from the Hill 

Country of Judah to the Philistine Coastal Plain.  The following sections will explore how this 

dynamic plays out in several biblical accounts. 

CONQUEST PASSAGES (JOSHUA 10 & 12) 

 Joshua 10 describes the southern campaign of Joshua and the Israelites.  The chapter does 

not mention any of the Chalk Moat sites directly, but Josh. 12:15b mentions the king of 

Adullam’s defeat.  It is possible to insert this list of conquered kings into the narrative of Joshua 

10 and 11, chapters which describe the Israelites’ northern campaign, and to incorporate these 

kings to aid in filling out the accounts.  The kings not included in Joshua 6-11 most likely had 

their own conquest traditions (Aharoni 1979: 230).  Although Adullam is the only Chalk Moat 

site mentioned in the king list, the route through the Chalk Moat played an important role in the 

account of Joshua 10. 
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 Most scholars agree that Joshua 10 is comprised of three different narratives: the battle at 

Gibeon (verses 1-15), the five kings in Makkedah (verses 16-27), and the rest of Joshua’s 

southern campaign (verses 28-39).7  However, Dorsey was the first to point out the significance 

of the Chalk Moat route and how the geography in each of the sections of the chapter acts as a 

unifying theme (1980: 189; Rainey 1980: 194).  In the first narrative section of Joshua 10, Joshua 

pursued the five Amorite kings down the Beth-horon Ridge Route, and struck them “as far as 

Azekah and Makkedah” (Josh. 10:10b).  This narrative clearly describes a pursuit that took place 

down the route that runs through the center of the Chalk Moat.  The fleeing kings attempted to 

make their way to Azekah, which is located on one of the main east-west routes that connect to 

the Chalk Moat route.  These kings then continued down to Makkedah where they became 

trapped in caves (Josh 10:16-19).  After killing these kings and stringing them up, Joshua 

proceeded to defeat many of the people from the important cities in the south.8   

Joshua 10 and the kings list of Joshua 12 reveal some important things.  The first thing 

these chapters reveal is the importance of the Chalk Moat not only as a quick and easy travel 

route, but also as a strategic military area.  From the Chalk Moat, Joshua was able to divide the 

Canaanite kings in the southern Shephelah from the Canaanite kings in the southern Hill 

Country.  The account depicts him pursuing the kings to Azekah, defeating the king of Adullam, 

and killing the king of Makkedah and defeating its people.  This maneuver effectively gave him 

control over the entire Chalk Moat and allowed him to use this area for open travel and to begin 

isolating the different Canaanite cities.  After defeating Makkedah, he moved northwest and 

attacked Libnah, which had already been isolated from the north (Azekah) and the east 

(Adullam), and was therefore vulnerable to attack from these sides.  In fact, the two easiest 

routes to Libnah ran from just south of Adullam to the west (this route was an extension of the 
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Beth-zur Ridge Route) and from Azekah to the southwest (the Diagonal Route).  From Libnah, 

the Israelites were able to continue down to Lachish along the same route from Azekah and 

defeat the city more easily because of the lack of support from Libnah to the north or Makkedah 

to the east.  From Lachish, the logical route went to Eglon (Tell Eton), which was again more 

isolated because of the defeat of Lachish and Makkedah (the two most important cities near it).  

All of the cities described above were more easily defeated by the Israelites because of their 

separation from the Hill Country due to Joshua’s control of the Chalk Moat.  After Joshua 

defeated Eglon, he had easy access to the Hill Country and to the cities of Debir and finally 

Hebron.   

The second important fact that these two passages reveal is based on what is not written.  

According to the archaeological and textual evidence, Zorah (Garstang 1931: 335) and Keilah 

(Albright 1924: 4; Finkelstein 1996: 240; and Kochavi 1972: 48-49) were both important cities 

in the Late Bronze Age,9 and there is also archaeological evidence that Zanoah was occupied in 

the Late Bronze Age (Avi-Yonah 1971: 934 and Thompson 1978: 107).10  So where are these 

cities in Joshua 10 and 12?  There are two possible answers. The first is that there was a gap in 

occupation between the Amarna Period (LB IIA, 14th century BCE) and the time when Joshua 

and the Israelites arrived in the Land (end of the Late Bronze Age, around 1230 BCE).  The 

second answer is that the Amorites/Canaanites in the Northeastern Shephelah/Chalk Moat area 

lived in symbiosis with the Israelites.  Because of the power of the Gezer city-state, the Israelites 

were probably satisfied to trade with these Canaanites/Amorites and did not need to fight them.  

This symbiosis is a style that appears to reflect what is going on in Genesis 38, where Judah 

interacts with the people of Timnah near the junction of the Elah Valley and the Chalk Moat 

(Rainey and Notley 2006: 116-117).  In fact, none of the cities in the Northern Shephelah or 
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Chalk Moat are ever listed as being conquered.11  The only exception to this rule is Adullam, 

which is mentioned in Josh 12:15.  Based on Genesis 38, this inclusion does not make sense, but 

it is possible that Adullam was the only city in the area that was threatened.  If Keilah was either 

unoccupied or was peaceful, the only other city in the way of the Israelites would have been 

Adullam.  Perhaps the residents of Adullam felt uncomfortable letting an army pursue and attack 

near their city and were conquered while trying to defend it. 

THE SAGA OF SAMSON (JUDGES 13-16) 

Judges 13-16 focuses on the northern Shephelah and Chalk Moat in the late Iron I. In 

Judge 14:1, we read that Samson went to Timnah and saw a daughter of the Philistines.  This 

verse indicates that Timnah was a Philistine city, which means that the Samson account could 

only have taken place from 1130 to 1000 BCE (Kelm and Mazar 1995: 92, 104), the dates of 

Timnah’s first Philistine occupation to the time it was captured by the Israelites.  The two Chalk 

Moat cities discussed in this passage are Zorah and Eshtaol.  Judges 1:34 states, “the Amorites 

pressed the people of Dan back into the Hill Country, for they did not allow them to come down 

to the plain.”  It seems as if, after being allotted a number of cities, the Danites were forced to 

abandon all of their towns except for Eshtaol and Zorah and the few camps located around these 

cities.  The other possibility is that Manoah and his people returned from the territory of Dan 

(Laish) to reclaim the land that was rightfully theirs.  In any case, Manoah and a group of 

Danites settled in Zorah and Eshtaol (Judges 13:2).   

Samson was born in Zorah and raised in the surrounding area.  In Judges 13:25 it says, 

“the Spirit of the Lord began to stir Samson in Mahaneh-Dan, between Zorah and Eshtaol.”  

Mahaneh-Dan can also be translated as “the camp of Dan,” a meaning which implies that the 

Danites were not permanently settled in this area.  Perhaps the phrase is just a general term for 
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the area where the Danites were located, but it still denotes impermanence.  Based on the 

topography of the area, it seems that Mahaneh-Dan might just refer to the general area of the 

basin between Eshtaol and Zorah, with those two sites acting as guardians of the basin and 

watching the routes that passed through the Chalk Moat and Sorek Valley out of the Philistine 

territory.  This idea becomes remarkably clear when standing on the hill above modern Eshtaol: 

it becomes clear that the basin is the beginning of the Chalk Moat and would have provided a 

perfect location for Mahaneh-Dan. 

Chapter 14 of Judges begins with the confrontation between Samson and the Philistines, 

and the events of this chapter and the beginning of chapter 15 take place in the Sorek Valley.  

The text describes that Samson went down to Timnah, a description which indicates both the 

route he took down from Zorah and the fact that, as in 1 Samuel 4-6, the border between Judah 

and Philistia was a ridge in the Sorek Valley.  The locations of Etam and Lehi from chapter 15 

are not known, but they were probably located in the southern Hill Country.  Most believe the 

Rock of Etam to have been Kh. el-Khokh, a site east of the Watershed Ridge Route south of 

Bethlehem (Rainey 2006: 141).12  This site is the same Etam as mentioned in 2 Chronicles 11:6, 

and it is assumed that Lehi would be nearby, but no identification has been made.  This location 

is a good possibility for these sites, based upon how disturbed the Judahites were with Samson 

and the fact that the Philistines had to “go up” to raid (in Judges 15:9).  The above ideas suggest 

that the Philistines crossed the Chalk Moat to enter the Hill Country.  In chapter 16, Samson took 

the gate of Gaza to Hebron, and afterward fell in love with another woman in the Sorek Valley.  

This time, the woman was the infamous Delilah, and though her town is not mentioned in the 

text, it most likely is Timnah.  Because of Delilah’s deception and Samson’s carelessness, 

Samson was finally captured by the Philistines and committed suicide in the temple to Dagon in 
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Gaza.  At the close of the Samson saga, Zorah and Eshtaol are again mentioned with Samson’s 

burial in his father’s tomb that lay between the two towns. 

If this Samson account were stripped of all its heroic legendary aspects, what would be 

left would be a story of one man protecting one geographically defined area, that of the eastern 

Sorek Valley.  The story is similar to the later accounts of Philistine and Israelite conflict in this 

area during the time of Samuel and David, although in this account, it is the people of Dan (or 

perhaps of Judah) defending the northern Shephelah from the Philistines.  The Chalk Moat sites 

of Zorah and Eshtaol played an important part in this story as Samson’s home base and as the 

base of a remnant from the tribe of Dan.  This account shows these two sites, the northern area of 

the Chalk Moat, and the Northeastern Shephelah as a very strong region that was able to 

withstand the Philistines (or at least coexist with them). 

DAVID ON THE RUN (1 SAMUEL 21:10-22:2, 23:1-13) 

 This account begins with David learning from Jonathan that Saul intended to kill him.  

After becoming aware of this plot, David went to the sacred shrine at Nob (probably northeast of 

Jerusalem)13 and was given the sword of Goliath.  This visit may have given David an idea about 

where to hide from Saul, because he then sought refuge with Achish king of Gath (1 Samuel 

21:10-12).  Achish remembered David as a mighty warrior and king, which precipitated David to 

act crazy and flee to the cave at Adullam (1 Samuel 21:12-22:1).  David’s escape to Adullam is 

the first important reference to a Chalk Moat city other than Eshtaol and Zorah.  After David fled 

from Gath, there were several other possible cities from which he could have sought refuge along 

his escape route through the Elah Valley, including Azekah and Socoh.  However, it makes sense 

that David chose Adullam.  This event took place after David had defeated Goliath, so the border 

between Judah and Philistia was probably at least between Socoh and Azekah, if not between 

12 
 



Gath and Azekah.  The fact that David fled to Adullam indicates two things: first, that Adullam 

was the first city along David’s route that was safe enough to hide in (based on its geographical 

location out of the Shephelah and in the Chalk Moat), and second, that it was the best place in 

the entire area to hide.  To this day, there are many caves all over the site of Adullam.  This 

passage again shows the importance of the Chalk Moat sites.  It is no coincidence that the city 

David deemed the closest and safest was Adullam.   

It was also at Adullam that David gained an army 400 men strong.  These men were the 

outcasts of society and most likely believed that David was able to keep them safe and give them 

a sense of purpose.  David, his 400 men, and his family then departed from Adullam for Moab, 

where David left his parents with the king.  He probably felt safe leaving them in Moab because 

he still had family ties there (see Ruth 4:13-17).  David then left and went to the forest of Hereth, 

the location of which is unknown.  However, it was probably located in the area of Keilah, 

perhaps modern Kharas (McCarter 1980: 357), because the next series of events in the story took 

place at Keilah. 

Keilah was the southernmost Chalk Moat site, and as such it controlled the entrance to 

the north-south route through the Moat as well as an important route east through the southern 

Hill Country to Hebron.  In 1 Samuel 23:1, David was told that the Philistines were attacking 

Keilah and were robbing the threshing floors.  The Lord told David to attack, but his men were 

hesitant to venture out of the safety of the Hill Country of Judah.  They went despite their fears, 

and David and his men defeated the Philistines and seized their livestock. 

This account reveals several things about Keilah and its location.  During the Davidic 

time period, Keilah was an important city and had several threshing floors and “gates and bars.”  

Visiting Keilah today, one can see the area’s need for several threshing floors, because the Chalk 
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Moat expands out from the site and provides ample farmland.  In fact, much of the area 

surrounding Keilah is used for growing grain to this day.  The threshing floors mentioned above 

were likely located at the top of hills around the ancient city, where today the visible Nari 

crust—which is several feet thick and covers the top of the ancient site—is covered with various 

rock-cut installations.  There is also evidence of an ancient gate on the northern side of the hill, 

perhaps part of the “gates and bars” mentioned by Saul.14  The fact that the Philistines wanted to 

conquer Keilah indicates that it was an important site in antiquity.  It controlled important routes 

and possessed a large amount of farmland.  Because of its location on the edge of the Chalk 

Moat, Keilah was part of the last line of defense for the Israelites.  For this reason, it was very 

important for David to protect the city so the Philistines could not enter the Hill Country.  This 

account appears to be the only recorded time that the Philistines tried to gain access to the Hill 

Country from that far south.  The Philistines did not attempt this approach again due to the 

strength of Keilah and the other Judahite cities in the Hill Country just east of this area of the 

Chalk Moat (before getting to the Watershed Ridge Route). 

JUDAH CITY LIST (JOSH. 15:20-63, JOSH. 18:25-28, AND JOSH. 19:40-49) 

 Despite their, at times, puzzling nature, historical realia can be garnished from these 

district lists, which shed light on the nature of the Chalk Moat. The Districts of Judah are listed 

in Josh. 15:20-63 (fig. 2).  The list can be divided into four geographical divisions: the Negev, 

the Shephelah, the Hill Country, and the Wilderness.  The Wilderness and the Negev each have 

one district, the Shephelah has three districts, and the Hill Country has seven.  There are ten total 

districts mentioned in the Hebrew Bible, but the LXX preserves an eleventh one, which had been 

dropped from the MT.  In general, scholars have attempted to add a twelfth district to the 11 

listed, both for purposes of harmony and for historical reasons (these reasons will be discussed 
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later).  The composition of the district list shows the geographical extent of Judah (either the 

administrative district or the kingdom).  An attempt will be made to show why the description of 

the districts of Judah from Josh. 15:20-63 dates to the time of Solomon (the tenth century BCE, 

approximately 968-928 BCE).15  This district list is one of the few lists that will be examined for 

which such an early date is feasible.  If this list does in fact date to the time of Solomon, it should 

be dated to the beginning of the Iron Age II, a time frame that adds rich historical reality to the 

cities of the Chalk Moat. 

There are several main factors that must be taken into account in order to determine the 

most accurate date for the Judah District List.  The first thing to consider is the general 

composition of the list and reasons to, or not to, incorporate a twelfth district.  Several main 

factors must be taken into consideration in order to reach a conclusion on the appropriateness of 

including a twelfth district and the exact geographical boundaries of these districts.  The first of 

these factors concerns the district of Benjamin16 and how much of it to include, if any.  The 

second factor to take into consideration is the district of Dan;17 some scholars (such as Alt and 

Noth) believe that it should be included with the districts of Judah while other scholars (such as 

Cross and Wright, Aharoni, and Kallai) believe it should not be included at all.  The third factor 

is how to properly understand the small district comprised of Kirath-jearim and Rabbah.  Apart 

from the above textual and geographical nuances that play into these discussions, the other main 

argument is one of the archaeology and history of specific cities, which leads to the last and 

perhaps the most important factor: the omission of Beth-shemesh from the northern Shephelah 

list in Josh. 15:33-36.  This exclusion must be explained, and most scholars (including Cross and 

Wright, Aharoni, Rainey, and Kallai) have used this absence as the main point for proving their 

date for the Judah district list. 

15 
 



Now that the factors for including a 12th district have been laid out, each one will be 

observed in more detail.  Benjamin is the first district that must be considered, because this 

district is most frequently chosen by scholars as the twelfth district.  All of the main scholars on 

this subject (Alt, Noth, Aharoni, and Kallai) have used the territory of Benjamin to support their 

inclusion of a 12th district.  Alt was the first to support this theory using Benjamin; by viewing all 

eight verses of Josh. 18:21-28 as composing a part of the province system.18  However, he 

created twelve districts by including the Danite list of Josh. 19:41-46 as well.  Thus, he 

incorporated Benjamin into the two districts in which city names overlapped.  The Benjamin list 

that included Kiriath-jearim he grouped with District 10 (which also mentions that place), and 

the second half of the Benjamin list that mentions Beth-arabah he grouped with the Wilderness 

district.  Most scholars, of which Cross and Wright were the first, generally disagree with the 

way Alt divided the twelve districts because of evidence that Benjamin was divided during the 

time of the Divided Monarchy.  Cross and Wright did not believe that Dan should be considered 

as a separate district, but they still believed that the cities in all eight verses regarding Benjamin 

should be incorporated.  The southern group of Benjaminite cities they grouped with District 10, 

and the northern group they made into a separate district.  Again, this grouping process does not 

make absolute sense, but it makes more sense than Alt’s view.  Aharoni and Kallai were the first 

to disagree with both of these viewpoints, as they believed rather that the Benjamin list could be 

divided into two separate groups (Kallai 1958: 139; Aharoni 1959: 225).  Aharoni observed that 

after the time of Asa, the Israelite-Judean border fell between Bethel and Mizpah.  This division 

corresponds nicely with the Biblical text, placing the cities of verses 21-24 with the North and 

those of verses 25-28 with the South.  According to this division, Aharoni’s twelfth district 

would have been the southern portion of the Benjamin city list.  The most common reason for 
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adding a twelfth district is the biblical significance of the number twelve, involving two things: 

the tradition of the twelve tribes of Israel and the biblical record of the twelve administrative 

districts of Solomon (1 Kings 4:7).   

Most frequently, scholars choose to add the southern cities of Benjamin, which later 

came to be part of the kingdom of Judah, as the twelfth district (Aharoni 1979: 347).  However, 

the reason for adding the northern cities of Benjamin to the district is based on circular logic.  

The scholars (see above) who add the northern Benjaminite cities work under the assumption 

that the Judah districts date to the time of the Divided Monarchy, and by placing Benjamin as the 

twelfth district, they are using their own assumptions to partially prove their viewpoints.  Instead 

of assuming that Benjamin should be added, however, scholars should first examine the text and 

look for gaps in the cities mentioned.  One gap in the districts is the tribal territory originally 

allotted to Dan, and this gap has excluded some important cities as well as cities in general.   

The city list of the tribe of Dan is given in Josh. 19:40-49.  Alt and Noth were the first to 

incorporate this list as part of the Judah district list.  Noth listed it as District 5 and Alt attempted 

to place it next to District 2, where Zorah and Eshtaol are mentioned in both texts.19  Cross and 

Wright disagreed with the German school on this issue and suggested that the Dan list was part 

of the boundary system, a suggestion partially based on a literary basis and partially on a 

geographical basis.  They understood the division of verses 40-49 to be similar to boundary lists 

and believed they did not have any similarities to the district list.  They also thought that 

nowhere in Judean history did the government have the ability to control such a narrow corridor, 

from Aijalon and Beth-shemesh to the coast (nor did this area make sense as a province, based 

on its shape) (Cross and Wright 1956: 204ff).  Aharoni and Kallai followed the basic arguments 

of Wright and Cross on this issue.   
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While Alt’s ideas on Benjamin were unlikely, his views on Dan are basically correct.  

First of all, if you place all the cities in the Judah list on a map, there is an obvious gap where the 

tribe of Dan was allotted land.  Alt had the right idea to incorporate Josh. 19:40-49 into this 

location because the group of cities mentioned there fit perfectly into the gap.  Including this 

group of Danite cities in the district would also account for not only the absence of Beth-

shemesh from the Shephelah District 2, but also for the absence of all Levitical cities.  Eltekah, 

Gibbethon, Gath-rimmon, Gezer, Aijalon, and Beth-shemesh are all listed as Levitical cities in 

the basic area of Dan and the basic area of Shephelah District 2, but none of these cities are 

mentioned in District 2 of the Judah list.  If you date the Levitical cities to the time of David, or 

later to the 8th century BCE, it is evident that several of them (namely Aijalon, Beth-shemesh, 

and Gezer) were important cities throughout the period of the United and Divided Monarchies.20  

This argument is the only way to explain why Beth-shemesh is not mentioned in the District 2 

list without looking for gaps in the archaeological record of the site.21  If the list of the Danite 

cities is included, then its inclusion also helps in dating the Judah district list to the time of 

Solomon, because the Levitical cities that are included can only date to the reign of Solomon.  

The Philistines took Eltekeh and Gibbethon soon after the Divided Monarchy began, so those 

cities could only have belonged to Judah during the time of David and Solomon.22  However, the 

list cannot date to the time of David because Gezer remained a Canaanite/Philistine city until it 

was given to Solomon as a gift by the Pharaoh of Egypt, as mentioned in 1 Kings 9:16.  Even if, 

as in Josh. 19:40-49, some of the cities were never or only briefly occupied by Israel or Judah 

(such as Ekron and Timnah), this list at least had some basis in the early period of the Monarchy.  

If the Dan city list had been written during the time of Hezekiah or Josiah, why would cities that 

by that time had not been under the control of Judah for several hundred years be incorporated? 
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Making Dan the final twelfth district helps confirm the Solomonic date of the district list.  

Part of the reason why scholars think there should be twelve districts is the fact that Solomon had 

twelve administrative districts for building projects and other types of labor.23  However, Judah 

was still part of his kingdom, and even if Judah was not given as heavy a burden as the other 

districts, its territory still would have been divided for taxation purposes.  Including Dan instead 

of Benjamin as the twelfth district allows for there still to be twelve administrative districts in 

Judah as well as twelve administrative districts in the rest of the kingdom.  This organization of 

districts also allows for better division within Judah.  Rather than having seven districts in the 

Hill Country and five elsewhere, including Dan would allow for six districts in the Hill Country 

and six districts elsewhere.  As for the overlapping names in the Judah list (Eshtaol and Zorah in 

Josh 15:33) and the Solomonic list (Beth-shemesh in 1 Kings 4:9),24 there are a few explanations 

for why these overlaps might occur.  One idea is that when names occur twice in the Judah 

district list (Zorah and Eshtaol for both Judah and Dan, or Beth-arabah and Kiriath-jearim for 

Benjamin and Judah), it is because they are mixed-population cities on the border between two 

tribal districts and thus are included in the lists of both (Kaufman 1953: 40).  Judg. 13 and 1 Chr. 

2:53 provide strong evidence that Zorah and Eshtaol did in fact belong to both districts.  The 

reason why Beth-shemesh is mentioned in the two texts, if they are both mentioning districts 

dating to the time of Solomon, is that the Levitical city of Beth-shemesh would not only have 

been a border town, but would also have been an important administrative and military center.  

These two functions of the city could explain why it would have been mentioned in two separate 

districts.   

The arguments of Cross and Wright against Alt’s inclusion of Dan do not necessarily 

hold up if examined from a geographical perspective from the time of Solomon, instead of 
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during the Divided Monarchy.  Their first argument is a matter of linguistics, and it is possible 

that the factors which should be looked for in the text, such as geographical headings and 

numeration at the end of each section, would have been dropped when the passage was moved 

and redacted.  The other main argument of Cross and Wright is two-fold: The first part of their 

argument is that the geography of the district is untenable and the form the district takes was not 

likely to have occurred during the Judahite Monarchy.  However, this idea is based on the 

assumption that the Judah district list dates to the time of the Divided Monarchy.  If this date was 

not automatically assumed to be the case, the period of the United Monarchy and specifically the 

time of Solomon is the best option for these cities to be listed together.  The second part of their 

geographical argument, that the awkward shape of the region does not make sense as a district, is 

not necessarily well-founded.  The geographical area includes the Sorek and Aijalon valley 

systems from the base of the Hill Country (or the area of the Chalk Moat) through the Shephelah 

and down to the coast.  The area follows the natural progression of the wadi systems, as well as 

natural routes through the land, and it also includes all of the Levitical cities in the area.  The 

area’s borders are defined by the following cities: Aijalon delimits the farthest eastern border, 

Beth-shemesh lies fairly close to the southern border, Eltekeh lies to the west, and Gath-rimmon 

to the north.  These cities are spread out and might account for the misshapen nature of the 

district.  Therefore, Cross and Wright were not correct in arguing that this Danite division would 

create an “administrative monstrosity” (1956: 205); on the contrary, it would make sense in both 

geographical and political terms, especially in the context of the United Monarchy. 

In this section, the cities of Kiriath-jearim, Rabbah, and Beth-shemesh will be the 

focus.25  Some scholars, noticing the small size of the district, have considered Kiriath-jearim 

and Rabbah to be remnants of the Benjamin town list of Josh. 18:21-28.  Alt and Noth were of 
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this opinion, while Aharoni and Rainey thought that it is due to its small size that this district is 

authentic (Aharoni 1979: 351 and fn. 83).  Another opinion is that since Kiriath-jearim is 

mentioned in both Josh. 15:60 and Josh. 18:28, it should be included with Benjamin.  This 

opinion does not hold true for two reasons.  First, the double appearance of Kiriath-jearim could 

be the result of a mixed population, Kiriath-jearim being near the border between Judah and 

Benjamin: The repetition of this city name, therefore, would be an example of a clan portion as 

opposed to an administrative district.26  Though this idea is sufficient, the second and more 

likely explanation is that Josh. 15:60 mentions Kiriath-jearim (also known as Kiriath-baal) while 

Josh. 18:28 mentions “Gibeah (the hill of) Kiriath.”  This latter name seems to refer to two 

different places, and the second place is known in 1 Sam. 7:1 and 2 Sam. 6:3-4 (Aharoni 1979: 

351).   

A few things should be said about Beth-shemesh as well.  The archaeology of Beth-

shemesh is often considered the concluding factor for dating the Judah city lists.  The first 

excavation was carried out by D. Mackenzie on behalf of the Palestine Exploration Fund from 

1911-1912.  Elihu Grant then dug at the site from 1928-1933, and Wright prepared the final 

volumes for publication (thus, he is better suited than others to use the site’s archaeological 

evidence to defend his position).  Wright’s basic conclusions have been considered proper, but 

they leave much room for interpretation.  Shlomo Bunimovitz and Zvi Lederman have been 

excavating the site since 1990.  Their excavations have greatly expanded the work of Grant in 

terms of detail and knowledge of the Judahite settlement there.  The widely accepted dates for 

the Iron Age strata are IIA (1000-950 BC), IIB (950-825 BC), and IIC (825-586 BC).27  

Bunimovitz and Lederman now say that there were no occupational gaps at Beth-Shemesh until 

Sennacherib’s campaign in 701 BCE, contrary to the opinion of Wright and other scholars 
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preceding them (Bunimovitz and Lederman 2001: 140).  This lack of occupational gaps along 

with the inclusion of the Dan city list into the Judah district list has eliminated the problem of 

trying to match a time when the city was not occupied with the time when the Judah list was 

written. 

In lieu of the above evidence, it seems most likely that the sitz im leben for Josh. 15:20-

63 is the time of Solomon.  To summarize, the best possible way for this view to work is to add 

the city list of Dan from Josh. 19:40-49 as the twelfth district.  This solution eliminates the 

problem of the omission of Beth-shemesh from the lists.  It also enables one to associate the 

Judah district list with the administrative divisions made by Solomon.  There would then be 12 

districts of Judah, and within those 12 would be 6 districts in the Hill Country and 6 other 

districts, along with 12 other districts outside of Judah.  Incorporating the territory of Dan would 

also preserve the Levitical cities other than Beth-shemesh that were also left out of the Judah list.  

Although far from the most popular date for the Judah list, the Solomonic period is a viable 

option that dates to the beginning of the Iron Age II, and perhaps this date gives some insight 

into the Iron Age I settlement. 

Of the five Chalk Moat cities, Eshtaol and Zorah have been the most prominent in this 

discussion of dating the Judah city list.  Their dual appearance in the Judah and Dan lists alone 

seems to indicate an earlier date for the city list, a date in which the remnants of the Danite tribe 

were trying to reclaim (or claim) the land that was allotted to them.  It makes sense to include 

Eshtaol and Zorah with Judah, because in the Iron Age II (though possibly earlier) Judahites had 

moved into these two cities that were at one time Danite.  This shift in population can be seen 

from the genealogy of 1 Chron. 2:50-54 and 1 Chron. 4:18-19.28  Four of the five Chalk Moat 

sites are included in Judah District 2 (the northern Shephelah district), with Eshtaol and Zorah 
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mentioned first, then Zanoah and Adullam.  Thompson has pointed out that the cities in this 

district appear to be arranged according to a roundabout itinerary, an arrangement which would 

explain why Adullam is located above Socoh and Azekah in the list (1978: 157-160).   

Keilah is the only Chalk Moat town that is located in a different district (Judah District 4, 

the middle Shephelah district).  The cities in this district also seem to be based on some 

roundabout itinerary, with Mareshah as the focus.  The route begins in the west at Libnah (Tell 

Bornat), continues east to Ether (Kh. el-‘Atr) and Ashnah (modern Idna), then continues north to 

Nezib (Kh. Beit Nesib) and Keilah (Kh. Qila), turns west to Achzib (ez-Zib), and concludes at 

Mareshah (Tel Maresha) to the south.29  This itinerary explains why Keilah was not listed first, 

since it was closest to District 2.  The circuitous nature of the city listings in these two districts (2 

and 4) supports the idea that they are administrative districts set up for the purpose of collecting 

taxes (Rainey 1983: 6).  This city list reveals two important points regarding the Chalk Moat 

cities (besides what has been discussed about Eshtaol and Zorah): they are all considered part of 

the Shephelah, and they make up the eastern boundary to the Hill Country Districts 8 and 9. 

GENEALOGIES (1 CHRON. 2:50-54 & 1 CHRON. 4:18-19) 

 Similar to the Judah City list the genealogies are viewed as somewhat obscure, but they 

can also be gleaned for information regarding the nature of the Chalk Moat in the Iron II.  The 

first several chapters of 1 Chronicles list the genealogical tables of the various tribes of Israel.  

Chapters 2-4 record the genealogy of the tribe of Judah, and within these chapters the names of 

people are interspersed with geographical place names, so that a clansman becomes the father of 

the place his family occupied (Rainey and Notley 2006: 153).   

The sons (or grandsons) of Hur include Zorah and Eshtaol (1 Chron 2:53), Zanoah (1 

Chron 4:18), and Keilah (1 Chron 4:19).  The people of Zorah and Eshtaol appear to have 
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originated from Kiriath-jearim.  The people of Zanoah came from the line of Mered and his 

Egyptian wife, who bore the clan father Jekuthiel.  The people of Keilah also came from the line 

of Mered, but from his Judahite wife.  All of these people descended from Hur, who was born to 

Ephrath and Hezron, who was the son of Perez the son of Judah (1 Chron 2:19, 50).  The 

descendants of Hur occupied the northern area of the tribe of Judah, including the Northeastern 

Shephelah and all Chalk Moat cities except for Adullam, which is not mentioned in the Judean 

Genealogy.  Neither Aharoni (1979: 244-248) nor Rainey (2006: 152-154) mention any date in 

connection with these genealogies.  Noth, the first to comment on this subject, dates the 

genealogies to the ninth century BCE, but offers insufficient evidence for this date (1932: 97-

124).  Williamson states that the material is more ancient than the book of Chronicles and must 

have been taken from an earlier source (1979: 351, 357).  Williamson also sees the whole section 

of the text, especially the structure, as a reflection of the importance of David and his family as 

the nucleus of the tribe of Judah, an emphasis that the Chronicler must have added to these 

earlier documents (1979: 358-359).  This point seems especially valid based on 1 Chron. 5:1-2, 

which states, “Judah became strong among his brothers and a prince was from him.”  Williamson 

also suggests that these two texts in Chronicles mentioning the Chalk Moat sites must be earlier 

than the rest of Chronicles and must date to a pre-Exilic time, but the texts are still obscure in 

nature (1982: 55, 60).  Kallai would at least date the process described in these passages to soon 

after David captured Jerusalem and continuing through the time of Rehoboam, during which 

time several of the Chalk Moat sites were fortified (1986: 485, 487).  However, he believes it is 

far too difficult to find any information within these genealogies with which to date the period in 

which they were actually written.   
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 The Chalk Moat sites, again, are boundary sites that delineate the western border of 

Judah.  This delineation is different from that found in Joshua 15; these genealogy lists likely 

represent an earlier border, before Judah’s expansion into the Shephelah.   Just as Keilah was not 

included with the other Chalk Moat sites in Joshua 15, it is similarly unclear why Adullam was 

not included in the Judah Genealogy.  The only other possibility that can be interpolated is that 

there was some intermarriage between the Judahites and the Egyptians, meaning interaction with 

the Canaanites and, one would think, separation from the Philistines.30 

CONCLUSIONS 

 As the Israelites and the Philistines came on the scene in the Iron Age I, the Chalk 

Moat grew in importance.  In the Iron Age II it became an area separating the Hill Country of 

Judah from the Coastal Plain of the Philistines.  The Bible shows territorial expansion throughout 

this period, from the genealogy lists in 1 Chronicles 2-4, where the Chalk Moat sites are 

described as the last cities occupied by the Judahites to the west, to the Joshua 15 city list of 

Judah, where the Chalk Moat sites became the last cities to the east as included in the Shephelah 

districts.  The expansion shown in these lists is actually mentioned in the Joshua 10/12 conquest 

lists and is also implied in the feats of Samson and David (1 Samuel 21:10-22:2, 23:1-13).  

During the conquests of Joshua in the Iron Age I, it appears as if there was a transitional period 

for the Chalk Moat.  There were limited Israelite settlements, and those that were settled appear 

to have lived in coexistence with their neighbors (e.g. Samson in Judges 13-16).  This 

coexistence led to a period of expansion beginning during the early Iron Age II as the Israelites 

became united under the reigns of David and Solomon.  The beginning of this expansion is 

witnessed in 1 and 2 Samuel in the David accounts, and the archaeological evidence dating to the 

Iron Age II at the Chalk Moat sites also comes from this period of expansion. 
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1 Smith 1968: 147.  Others have described it similarly, albeit later (Baly 1974: 142-143 and Karmon 1971: 245).  

2 Survey of Israel 1:50,000 Map 9 (Jerusalem) of Touring and Paths (in Hebrew) was used for all elevations. 

3 Survey of Israel 1:250,000 Geological Maps were used in all measurements based on geology. 

4 Dorsey believes that the road incorporates three ancient sites in the area of modern Eshtaol (Kh. Wadi ‘Alin, Kh. 

esh Sheikh Ibrahim, and Ishwa’) (Dorsey 1991: 154). 

5 This name (and the other main route names in this paragraph) is taken from Dorsey 1991: 186.ff. 

6 Avi-Yonah also identified this Roman road along the entire course of its route (Avi-Yonah 1936: Map). 

7 See Elliger 1934: 53-53; Noth 1937: 22-36; 1953: 60-61; Weippert 1971: 29-33; and Soggin 1972: 127.  These 

scholars think that this last section was added on to the first section (verses 1-15) in order to tie into the second 

(verses 16-27), but Dorsey believes this is not the case (1980: 185). 

8 These cities include Makkedah (Kh. el-Qom), Libnah (Tell Bornat), Lachish (Tell ed-Duweir), Eglon (Tell Etun), 

Hebron, and Debir (Kh. Rabud). 

9 The name Sarha is mentioned in the Amarna Letters in reference to the Apiru attacking Aialuna (Aijalon) and 

Sarha (Zorah) (EA 273).  This particular letter was correspondence between the “Lady of the Lions” (Ba’lat-Neshe) 

and the pharaoh of Egypt (most likely Amenhotep III) and dates to the LB (14th century BCE).  The Amarna Letters 

also mention Kelte (Keilah) (EA 279-280 and perhaps EA 289-290 where the name is Kilti), which was caught in a 

power struggle between city-state kings Abdi-Kheba of Jerusalem and Shuwardata of Gath when, apparently, the 

men of the town of Keilah had defected and joined Jerusalem because of a bribe from Abdi-Kheba (EA 279).  In 

fact, Shuwardata went so far as to claim that Abdi-Kheba was another Lab’ayu, and that Abdi-Khepa reclaimed 

Keilah by force (EA 280).  This series of events shows the importance of Keilah as a border town between the Hill 

Country and the Shephelah. 

10 As part of a Beth-shemesh survey in 1991, a Late Bronze Age tomb was identified at Zanoah (Dagan 1993: 95).  

According to Finkelstein, Zanoah was 0.4-1 hectare in size during the Late Bronze II and was barely occupied 

during the Iron Age I (1996: 240). 

11 Except perhaps for the king of Gezer in Josh 10:33, but it seems from the text that the Israelites did not go up to 

Gezer and attempt to defeat it.  Also, in unconquered areas listed in Josh 13: 2-6 and Judges 1, the only possible 
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mention’s of the Northeastern Shephelah or Chalk Moat are the following: In Judges 1:9, the Shephelah as a whole 

is mentioned as being attacked by the men of Judah, but no conclusion is reached; and Jdg 1: 34-35 mentions the 

people of Dan being kept out of their land by the Amorites, but these Amorites were mainly located in the Aijalon 

Valley (a conclusion based on the place names) and not in the Elah or Sorek systems (for treatment of Har-heres, see 

Rainey 2006: 135-136 and Schunck 1980: 153-157). 

12 Although Carl Ehrlich writes that the Rock of Etam has been identified with ‘Araq Isma’in located near Zorah on 

the northern slope of the Sorek Valley (1994: 644), this identification does not make as much sense based on the 

details in the biblical account. 

13 Ras el-Mesharif on the slopes of Mt. Scopus has been suggested as Nob (Albright 1925: 139) as has Qu’meh on 

the slopes north of Mt. Scopus (Hamilton 1994: 1133), but the exact site has not been located. 

14 Although the exact date of the gate at Keilah is not known, an abundance of LBA and Iron Age pottery has been 

found around it (Kochavi 1972: 48-49). 

15 The most widely held dates have been advanced by the best minds in biblical studies: Cross and Wright believe it 

should date to the reign of Jehosaphat, between 873-849 BCE; Aharoni to the time of Uzziah, 791-739 BCE; Kallai 

to Hezekiah, 728-696 BCE; and Alt and Noth to Josiah, 640-609 BCE.  According to each of these scholars, these 

are the final dates for the Judah city list after all the editing and additions of the text were completed, the form we 

find in the Bible. 

16 Benjamin is a district according to Josh 18:21-28. 

17 Based on Josh 19:40-46. 

18 The following discussion on Alt’s views of Benjamin was taken from 1925: 100-116 and Noth 1953. 

19 Although Alt is not clear about where to place Dan, next to District 2 is the most likely place based on Noth’s 

comments (1953: 91). 

20 See Rainey and Notley 2006: 161 for an argument of the Davidic date, and see the dissertations of Peterson or 

Ross for archaeological and textual arguments for the eighth century BCE. 

21 This information is based on the assumption that Ir-shemesh in Josh 19:41 should be associated with Beth-

shemesh. (See Rainey 1984: 108). 

22 See 1 Kings 15:27 and 16:15. 
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23 De Vaux 1961: 136 and Naaman 1986: 81 mention connections between the twelve-district system of Solomon 

and the division of the Judahite districts. 

24 If the “Shaalbim” in 1 Kings 4:9 and “Shaalabbin” in Josh 19:42 are the same, then the city must be included 

along with Beth-shemesh. 

25 The section on Dan, however, has made the point about these cities less important. 

26 See Kaufman 1953: 40 for further discussion of this idea. 

27 Grant and Wright 1939: 15 and Aharoni 1979: 352. 

28 These sections of Chronicles will be looked at in detail in the next subsection. 

29 These listed cities are those that have been identified with archaeological sites.  The locations of Ashan and 

Iphtah, two additional cities located along the route, are still tenuous.   

30 This Egyptian influence could also indicate an earlier authorship for this section of Chronicles. 
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