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Dr. Elaine Phillips, Introduction to Biblical Studies, 

Session 7, Central Arena – Hill Country 

Resources from NotebookLM 

1) Abstract, 2) Audio podcast, 3) Briefing Document, 4) Study Guide, and 5) FAQs 

 

1. Abstract of Phillips, Introduction to Biblical Studies, Session 7, 

Central Arena – Hill Country, Biblicalelearning.org, BeL 

Dr. Elaine Phillips' lecture on Introduction to Biblical Studies, Session 7, focuses on the 

geographical and historical significance of the Hill Country region in the Bible. The 

session reviews previously covered areas before examining the central hill country of 

Manasseh, detailing its geological features and important cities like Shechem and 

Samaria, and tracing their historical importance from the Patriarchs to the divided 

kingdom. The lecture then moves to the hill countries of Ephraim and Benjamin, 

exploring their strategic locations and roles in key biblical events and conflicts. Finally, 

the session highlights the ongoing significance of these areas, tying together 

geographical features with historical narratives. 

2.  19 - minute Audio Podcast Created on the basis of  

Dr. Phillips, Introduction to Biblical Studies, Session 7 –  

Double click icon to play in Windows media player or go to the 

Biblicalelearning.org [BeL] Site and click the audio podcast link 

there (Introduction & Languages → Introductory Series → 

Introduction to Biblical Studies).  
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3. Briefing Document 

Okay, here is a detailed briefing document summarizing the key themes and ideas from 

the provided source, "Phillips_IBS_EN_Session07.pdf": 

Briefing Document: Central Arena - The Hill Country (Dr. Elaine Phillips, Introduction to 

Biblical Studies, Session 7) 

Introduction: 

This session focuses on the central hill country of the biblical lands, referred to as the 

"Central Arena," and its significance as a geographical and historical context for 

understanding biblical narratives. Dr. Phillips emphasizes the importance of 

understanding the land's features and their impact on the lives and events of God's 

people. The session builds on previous studies of historical geography, the Middle East, 

the Land Between, and regional studies like the wilderness, Judean Hill Country, 

Shephelah, Philistine Plain, Negev and Sinai, and Jerusalem. The session moves north of 

Jerusalem to cover the hill country of Manasseh, Ephraim and Benjamin. 

Key Themes and Ideas: 

• Geographical Diversity within the Hill Country: The central hill country is not 

monolithic. It is broken into three key areas, each with distinct geological 

characteristics that greatly impacted the people living there: 

• Manasseh: The northernmost region, characterized by both soft and hard 

limestone. Central Manasseh is known for Mount Ebal and Mount Gerizim, with 

the plain of Sychar located to the east and a wadi connecting it to the Rift Valley. 

The western slopes feature a mixture of soft limestone, chalk, and some harder 

rock. 

• Ephraim: South of Manasseh, this region is predominantly hard limestone, 

featuring rugged, deep v-shaped valleys with good soil and springs, providing 

natural defenses. This area includes the important location of Shiloh, where the 

Ark of the Covenant was kept. 

• Benjamin: Located just north of Jerusalem, Benjamin is a small but strategically 

crucial area. It includes a hard limestone plateau in the center, with less 

hospitable chalky land to the east. It is a region with important north-south and 

east-west routes. 
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• The Importance of Routes and Topography: The geography of the hill country 

significantly impacted trade, travel, and warfare. Specific routes, such as those 

going through the upper and lower Beth Horon, the ridge route through Ramah, 

and the route from Geba to Michmash, were strategically vital. The rugged terrain 

created natural defenses for some locations, while other open areas became 

battlegrounds. 

• "One of the few ways to get from this higher elevation, center part of Benjamin… 

is going to be a ridge that connects upper and lower Bahoran" 

• Significance of Shechem: Shechem is a key location historically and strategically, 

where Abraham first arrived, where the Israelites reaffirmed the covenant after 

the conquest, and where the kingdom divided. It’s location between Mount Ebal 

and Gerazim made it a place of importance for the Israelites. 

• "Clearly Shechem...is one of the first ones that comes to our mind. We know it all 

the way back in Genesis when Abraham is going to arrive at Shechem in Genesis 

12" 

• Political and Religious Shifts in the Northern Kingdom: The lecture outlines the 

movement of the capital of the Northern Kingdom: first to Shechem, then Tirzah, 

and finally Samaria. The move to Samaria was particularly significant, as it 

embraced western influences and led to the adoption of Baal worship under Ahab 

and Jezebel. 

• "When Omri does indeed move the capital...basically what he's doing is 

embracing foreign influence, stuff coming in from the west" 

• Covenant and Worship: The lecture connects the mountains of Ebal and Gerizim 

to the covenant ceremony in Joshua 8 where blessings were recited on Gerizim 

and curses on Ebal. Shechem's location also holds major significance in the 

development of the Israelite covenantal tradition. Later, Jesus’ interaction with 

the Samaritan woman near Mount Gerizim highlights that worship in spirit and 

truth transcends specific locations. 

• "Think in terms of Gerizim, Ebal, and Joshua 8 and 24...on these two mountains 

reciting covenant blessings and curses. Interestingly enough, the curses were 

recited from Mount Ebal." 

• The Strategic Importance of Benjamin and the Central Plateau: The region of 

Benjamin, particularly the central plateau, was a constant battleground, given its 

location and the key routes that crossed it. Cities like Bethel, Ai, Geba, Michmash, 
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Ramah, and Gibeah played significant roles in various historical narratives. The 

battles between Israel and the Philistines, as well as internal conflicts after the 

split of the kingdom, were often centered in this area. 

• "Benjamin has at its center point a plateau....Although it's small, it's strategically 

significant" 

• Examples of Biblical Narrative Tied to the Land: The briefing highlights numerous 

biblical examples to show how the land was the scene of significant events: 

• Abraham's arrival in Shechem. 

• Joshua's covenant renewal at Shechem. 

• The division of the kingdom at Shechem. 

• Jeroboam's establishment of golden calves at Bethel. 

• The Philistine occupation and Israelite counteroffensive at Geba and Michmash 

(narrative of Jonathan and his armor bearer). 

• The battles between Asa of Judah and Baasha of Israel focused on control of the 

city of Ramah. 

• Jesus' encounter with the Samaritan woman at the well in Sychar. 

• Archaeological Insights: Archaeological findings, such as the temple remains on 

Mount Ebal, the ivories and ostraca found in Samaria, and Herod's temple 

platform in Sebast (Samaria) provide concrete evidence that corroborate the 

biblical record. 

• "One of the things that was found in this area, this would have been the palace 

structure, they found ivories... indicating that we've got some reality. Also, very 

high class architectural structures of that as well." 

Key Cities Discussed: 

• Shechem/Nablus: Site of Abraham's arrival, covenant renewal, and the kingdom's 

split. 

• Tirzah: Briefly the capital of the northern kingdom. 

• Samaria/Sebast: Capital of the northern kingdom and later rebuilt as a Roman 

city. 

• Shiloh: Location of the Ark of the Covenant during the period of the judges. 
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• Bethel and Ai: Key cities in the conquest narrative. 

• Upper and Lower Beth Horon: Strategic points on a major route. 

• Jericho: Important city to the east that ties into the Central Hill Country 

• Geba and Michmash: Sites of the Philistine incursions and Jonathan's counter-

attack. 

• Gibeah: Hometown of Saul. 

• Ramah: Hometown of Samuel and a key crossroads. 

• Mitzpah: Strategic city fortified by Asa. 

• Gibeon: City that allied with the Israelites during the conquest. 

• Gezer: An Ephraimite city controlling access to the Ayalon Valley. 

Conclusion: 

This session establishes the central hill country as a dynamic arena where critical events 

in Israel's history unfolded, connecting geography, history, politics, and religious practice. 

The region's features deeply influenced the lives and choices of the biblical characters 

and played a key role in the development of the narrative. The session sets the stage for 

further regional studies and emphasizes the importance of understanding the 

geographical context in order to understand the Bible. 

This briefing document provides a structured overview of the information contained in 

the provided transcript. It should help in quickly understanding the main themes of this 

lecture. 
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4.  Phillips, Introduction to Biblical Studies, Session 7,  

Central Arena – Hill Country  

Biblical Studies: The Central Hill Country 

Quiz 

Answer each question in 2-3 sentences. 

1. What are the two primary types of limestone found in the hill country and how 

do they differ? 

2. Why is the location of Shechem significant in the biblical narrative? 

3. What is the significance of the cities Tirzah and Samaria in the context of the 

divided kingdom? 

4. What event took place at Mounts Gerizim and Ebal, and why are these locations 

important? 

5. Why was Shiloh a strategic location for the Ark of the Covenant? 

6. What is the geographical significance of Upper and Lower Bet Horon? 

7. Describe the strategic importance of the central Benjamin Plateau. 

8. What is the historical significance of Geba and Michmash? 

9. What led to Asa of Judah fortifying Geba and Mizpah? 

10. What did the prophet say to Asa regarding his decision to seek help from Syria? 

Quiz Answer Key 

1. The two primary types of limestone are hard and soft. Hard limestone is 

associated with good soil, springs, and rugged terrain, while soft limestone is 

often found in areas like the central hill country and can be chalky. 

2. Shechem is significant because it is the first named location where Abram arrived 

in Canaan, and it served as a place for covenant renewal under Joshua, as well as 

a site of political assembly in the divided kingdom. 

3. Tirzah served as the capital of the northern kingdom for a short time due to its 

relative safety from invaders, and the capital was moved to Samaria, which was 

geographically more westernized and allowed for the introduction of foreign 

influences. 
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4. At Mounts Gerizim and Ebal, the Israelites recited covenant blessings and curses, 

with the curses specifically recited from Mount Ebal; these locations are 

important because they represent the covenantal obligations between God and 

Israel. 

5. Shiloh was a strategic location for the Ark of the Covenant because it was situated 

in a rugged, easily protected area within the hill country of Ephraim, providing a 

natural defense. 

6. Upper and Lower Bet Horon are located along a ridge and provide one of the few 

east-west passes connecting the higher elevations of the central hill country to 

the coastal plain, making it a key route for movement. 

7. The central Benjamin Plateau is strategically significant due to its central location, 

serving as a north-south and east-west crossroads. It is a battleground with 

frequent military engagements. 

8. Geba and Michmash are historically significant as the sites of a major Philistine 

incursion into Israelite territory; these two locations highlight the extent of the 

Philistine threat during the time of Samuel and Saul. 

9. Asa of Judah fortified Geba and Mizpah in order to regain control of the critical 

crossroads at Ramah, which had been seized by Baasha of the northern kingdom 

and threatened Asa's access to key routes. 

10. The prophet criticized Asa for not trusting the Lord for help as he had in the past 

when faced with the invasion of the Ethiopians; Asa’s decision to seek help from 

Syria instead was viewed as a lack of faith and reliance on God. 
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Essay Questions 

1. Analyze the role of geographical factors in shaping the political and religious 

history of the central hill country of Israel, citing specific examples from the 

regions of Manasseh, Ephraim, and Benjamin. 

2. Discuss the significance of Shechem as a place of covenant renewal and political 

assembly within the narrative of the Old Testament. 

3. Compare and contrast the reasons for the selection of Tirzah and Samaria as 

capitals of the northern kingdom, and explain how these choices reflect broader 

political and religious shifts. 

4. Examine the role of the central Benjamin plateau as a strategic battleground and 

crossroads in biblical history, providing examples of military campaigns and 

political maneuverings that took place in this region. 

5. Explore the tensions between the geographical location of cities and fortresses 

(such as Geba and Mizpah) and their importance in biblical narratives, particularly 

in light of the Philistine incursions and kingdom conflicts. 
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Glossary of Key Terms 

Alluvial Soil: Soil deposited by water, often found in valleys and near rivers. 

Baal Worship: The worship of the Canaanite deity Baal, often associated with fertility 

and storm gods. 

Covenant: A binding agreement or promise, particularly between God and his people in 

the Bible. 

Central Arena/Hill Country: A region in the land of Israel, characterized by its elevated 

terrain and including the tribal territories of Manasseh, Ephraim, and Benjamin. 

Hard Limestone: A type of rock common in the hill country, known for its good soil, 

springs, and rugged terrain. 

Ostraca: Pottery shards with writing on them, used as writing material in ancient times. 

Phoenician: Pertaining to the ancient seafaring civilization of Phoenicia, known for its 

trade and cultural influence in the ancient Near East. 

Rain Shadow: An area of dry land on the leeward side of a mountain range caused by 

the blocking of rainfall. 

Rift Valley: A geological feature of a low-lying region where the Earth’s tectonic plates 

pull apart. 

Shephelah: A geographical region consisting of foothills located between the coastal 

plain and the central hill country. 

Soft Limestone: A type of rock also common in the hill country, but less durable and 

more easily eroded than hard limestone, sometimes chalky. 

Tabernacle: The portable sanctuary or dwelling place of God during the Israelite 

wilderness wanderings. 

Wadi: A dry riverbed that fills with water during the rainy season. 

Watershed: An area of land that drains to a specific point or body of water. 
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5. FAQs on Phillips, Introduction to Biblical Studies,  

Session 7, Central Arena – Hill Country, Biblicalelearning.org 

(BeL) 
 

Frequently Asked Questions: The Hill Country in Biblical Studies 

• What is the significance of the "Central Arena" or Hill Country in biblical 

narratives? The Hill Country, or Central Arena, served as a vital region for God's 

people, acting as a testing ground for their faith. It's where key covenant 

moments took place and where the Israelites established their initial settlements 

after the conquest. This area includes the territories of Manasseh, Ephraim, and 

Benjamin, each with distinct geographical features that influenced their roles in 

biblical history. 

• How does the geological makeup of the Hill Country affect its characteristics and 

significance? The Hill Country is primarily composed of hard and soft limestone, 

with hard limestone (depicted in green on maps) indicating fertile soil, springs, 

and good agricultural potential, while soft limestone (yellow) is more prone to 

erosion. These geological variations influenced the settlement patterns, routes of 

travel, and natural defenses within the region. The western slopes have a mix of 

soft limestone and chalk, and the eastern areas, a rain shadow region, are less 

arable. 

• What role did Shechem play in biblical history, and what are its geographical 

features? Shechem is a historically significant city located between Mount Ebal 

and Mount Gerizim. It was the first named location that Abraham arrived at, and 

it later served as the site of covenant renewals under Joshua and political 

gatherings during the division of the kingdom. Its location in a valley allows for 

the flow of water and agriculture. To the east is the plain of Sychar, which is 

notable in the story of Jesus in John chapter 4. 

• Why did the capital of the northern kingdom move from Shechem to Tirzah and 

then to Samaria? After the division of the kingdom, the capital initially stayed at 

Shechem, but due to political instability, it was moved to Tirzah, which was 

slightly removed from the main conflicts of the area. Eventually, King Omri moved 

the capital to Samaria, a more defensible location that was also more open to 

Western (Phoenician) influence, which had a significant impact on the religious 

practices of the northern kingdom. 
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• What is the significance of Mount Ebal and Mount Gerizim? Mount Ebal and 

Mount Gerizim are twin mountains near Shechem which were central to the 

covenant ceremony led by Joshua. The blessings were recited from Mount 

Gerizim and the curses were recited from Mount Ebal. Archaeological findings 

show the footprint of an Israelite-era temple remains on Mount Ebal, providing 

further insight into the importance of these locations in Israelite history. 

• How did the topography of Ephraim impact its role in Israelite history? Ephraim, 

characterized by rugged terrain and deep valleys (due to its hard limestone base), 

served as a naturally defensible region. The Ark of the Covenant was kept at 

Shiloh for a significant time because the rugged topography protected the area. 

This region also contains important cities like Bethel and Ai, sites of key events 

during the Israelite conquest. 

• Why is the hill country of Benjamin considered strategically significant despite 

its small size? The hill country of Benjamin, though small, was strategically 

important due to its location on the main north-south route, connecting the 

northern and southern regions of Israel. It contained key cities like Jerusalem (on 

its southern border), Bethel, Gibeah, and Ramah, which served as critical points 

for travel and military control. The region also features a central plateau that 

played a role in battles throughout its history. The ridge route through Upper and 

Lower Beth Horon provided a critical east-west pass. 

• How did battles and power struggles in Benjamin highlight its strategic 

importance? The hill country of Benjamin frequently became a battleground 

throughout biblical history. The region saw conflicts involving the Philistines, such 

as the battle at Geba and Michmash involving Jonathan and his armor-bearer. The 

conflicts between the kingdoms of Asa and Baasha as they struggled for control of 

Rama also showed the importance of the area. These battles underscore the fact 

that controlling the Benjamin plateau meant controlling routes and, therefore, 

controlling power. The strategic need to control these routes led to later 

annexation by Jerusalem in 1967. 

 


