Dr. Elaine Phillips, Historical Geography
Session 4 - Plains and Shephelah

Abstract:

Dr. Elaine Phillips explores the historical geography of Israel, focusing on how the
land’s physical features influenced its spiritual and political history. The lecture
identifies Israel as a "land between" major global powers, where the topography
served as a testing ground of faith for God’s people. Phillips details the strategic
importance of the Shephelah foothills, which acted as a buffer zone between the
coastal Philistines and the Israelites in the hill country. Key biblical accounts,
including those of Samson, David, and Elijah, are analyzed through the lens of their
specific geographical settings to illustrate cultural and religious conflicts. Finally,
the narrative shifts to the Roman city of Caesarea, highlighting its transformation
from a center of pagan influence into a gateway for the gospel to reach the
Mediterranean world.

Briefing Document:
Geographic and Spiritual Dynamics of the Plains and the Shephelah

Executive Summary

This briefing document analyzes the historical geography of Israel’s coastal plains
and the Shephelah, based on the lectures of Dr. Elaine Phillips. The central thesis
identifies Israel as the "land between"—a strategic and theological testing ground
where geographic features dictated both military defense and spiritual fidelity.

The Shephelah serves as a critical buffer zone between the cosmopolitan,
technologically advanced Philistine culture and the isolated, agricultural Israelite
settlements in the hill country. Key narratives, including the life of Samson, the
travels of the Ark of the Covenant, and the confrontation between David and
Goliath, are inextricably linked to the west-to-east valleys that provided access to
the Judean interior. Moving north and east, the document examines the treacherous
influence of Phoenician Baal worship and the strategic importance of Ramoth



Gilead in the conflict with Syria. Finally, it contrasts Herod the Great’s Romanized
Caesarea—designed to project imperial culture—with its ultimate role as a
"jJumping-off place" for the global spread of the Gospel.

|. The Shephelah: The Critical Buffer Zone

The Shephelah, a Hebrew term meaning "low" or "reduced," refers to the western
foothills of Israel's central hill country. This region functioned as a geopolitical buffer
zone between the powerful Philistine Pentapolis on the coastal plain and the
Israelite settlements in the rugged, defensible highlands.

The Philistine Pentapolis

The Philistines, a cosmopolitan people from across the Mediterranean, established
a league of five major cities:

o Gaza: Southernmost coastal city.

o Ashkelon: Major coastal city.

e Ashdod: Slightly inland but significant.

e Gath: Located on the edge of the Shephelah foothills.
o Ekron:Inland, near the foothills.

These cities sat along the international coastal route, possessing advanced
weaponry and a culture that appeared attractive and sophisticated to the more
provincial Israelites.

The Access Valleys

Because the hill country was naturally defensible, foreign powers relied on three
primary valleys to move east from the coast. These valleys served as the stage for
significant biblical narratives:

Valley Key Cities Historical Significance

Aijalon Gezer A major crossroads for the international route. Later fortified
by Solomon for strategic defense.



Sorek Timna, Beit The primary setting for the Samson narratives and the return
Shemesh of the Ark of the Covenant.

Elah Azekah, Socho The site of the standoff between Saul’s army and the
Philistines, culminating in David’s victory over Goliath.

[I. Cultural and Spiritual Confrontation in the Shephelah
The Samson Narrative (Sorek Valley)

The story of Samson illustrates the "cultural clash" between the cosmopolitan
Philistine world and Israelite identity.

« Temptation of Culture: Samson was enticed by the sophistication of
Philistine women in Timna and Gaza. Dr. Phillips likens this to the contrast
between the New York City seaboard and the rural mountains of Vermont.

« Geographic Feat: Samson’s physical prowess is highlighted by his removal of
the city gates of Gaza, carrying them approximately 2,500 feet uphill to
Hebron.

o Theological Paradox: Despite Samson being "awash in vengeance" and
personal passion, the narrative suggests God used his sinful nature and
desire for revenge to bring judgment upon the Philistines.

The Ark of the Covenant

The movement of the Ark demonstrates the consequences of treating the sacred as
"magic" rather than respecting God's holiness.

o« Loss at Aphek: The Israelites took the Ark from its protected location in
Shiloh to the battle at Aphek, assuming it would guarantee victory. Instead,
the Philistines captured it.

e The Philistine Plague: The Ark was moved through Ashdod (where it toppled
the idol Dagon), Gath, and Ekron, bringing outbreaks of plague to each city.

« The Return: The Philistines returned the Ark via the Sorek Valley on a cart
drawn by cows. It arrived at Beit Shemesh, a frontier town where the
Israelites' own lack of reverence resulted in further casualties.



David and Goliath (Elah Valley)
This narrative emphasizes the defense of the hill country's agricultural heartland.

« Strategic Vulnerability: If the Philistines broke through the Elah Valley,
Bethlehem and the surrounding vineyards and olive groves would be exposed.

« The Standoff: The Philistines encamped between Soko and Azekah, while the
Israelites held the edge of the hill country.

« Faithin the "Living God": David’s victory was framed not as a military feat,
but as a demonstration of the power of the "living God" over a foreign threat.

[ll. Northern and Eastern Threats
Phoenicia and Baal Worship (Mount Carmel)

In the northern kingdom, King Omri moved the capital to Samaria to embrace
western influences, specifically those of Phoenicia.

e« Ahab and Jezebel: This union introduced state-sponsored Baal worship, a
"treacherous" departure from Yahweh worship.

e« Mount Carmel as a Boundary: Mount Carmel served as the geopolitical and
spiritual border between Israel and Phoenicia. As Baal was the god of storms
and fertility, the three-and-a-half-year drought was a direct challenge to his
perceived power.

o The Confrontation: Elijah’s victory on Mount Carmel—calling down fire to
consume a water-soaked sacrifice—occurred on "Baal’s turf" next to the
Mediterranean. The subsequent slaughter of the prophets of Baal at the
Kishon Brook symbolized the washing away of spiritual filth.

Syria and Ramoth Gilead

On the eastern front, the high-altitude region of Ramoth Gilead was a vital strategic
location.

e« The Crossroads: Ramoth Gilead controlled the Transjordanian Highway and
the routes connecting Damascus to the coastal highway.



« Military Conflict: The site saw the death of King Ahab in a battle against the
Syrians (despite his attempt to disguise himself) and was the location where
Jehu was anointed to begin his purge of Ahab’s household.

IV. Roman Caesarea: From Imperial Hub to Gospel Gate

Established by Herod the Great, Caesarea was a masterpiece of Roman engineering
designed to bring Greco-Roman culture to what Herod perceived as a "provincial
backwater."

Engineering and Infrastructure

« The Harbor: Using revolutionary underwater cement (a mixture of pumice
and gravel), Herod built a massive breakwater and harbor that Josephus
claimed could house the Roman fleet.

o The City Layout: Included a Temple to Augustus oriented toward Rome, a
theater (used for political propaganda), and a hippodrome.

« The Aqueducts: Because the coastal location lacked fresh water, Herod and
subsequent Roman rulers built sophisticated aqueducts to bring water from
the foothills of Mount Carmel.

Theological Reversal

While Herod built Caesarea to project his own kingdom and Roman power, the
location became the "jumping-off place" for the Kingdom of God.

e Gentile Inclusion: It was in Caesarea that Peter ministered to Cornelius, the
Roman centurion, marking the start of the Gospel's spread to the Gentiles.

e Paul’s Mission: Paul was imprisoned in Caesarea and eventually sent from
its harbor to Rome.

e Judgment of Herod Agrippa: Both the Book of Acts and Josephus record the
death of Herod Agrippa in the Caesarea theater. After failing to rebuke the
crowd for calling him a god, Agrippa died of a violent abdominal ailment,
illustrating the transience of earthly kingdoms compared to the "living God."



Conclusion

The geography of the "land between" was never merely a backdrop for history.
Whether through the buffer zones of the Shephelah, the high ridges of Mount
Carmel, or the sophisticated harbors of Caesarea, the physical landscape served as
the crucible in which Israel’s faith was tested and through which the Gospel was
eventually propelled to the ends of the earth.

Study Guide:

Historical Geography of the Plains and the Shephelah: A Comprehensive Study
Guide

This study guide examines the historical and geographical context of Israel’s plains
and the Shephelah, as presented by Dr. Elaine Phillips. It focuses on the "land
between"—a testing ground of faith where God’s people confronted various foreign
influences, including the Philistines, Phoenicians, Syrians, and Romans.

Part |: Short-Answer Review Quiz

Instructions: Answer the following ten questions in two to three sentences, drawing
exclusively from the provided source context.

1. Whatis the literal meaning of the Hebrew word "Shephelah," and what was its
functionalrole in the geography of Israel?

2. Identify the five major cities that comprised the Philistine Pentapolis.

3. How did the geography of the Sorek Valley contribute to the "cultural clash"
observed in the Samson narratives?

4. Following the Battle of Aphek, what route did the Ark of the Covenant take
through Philistine territory before returning to Israel?

5. Why was the Elah Valley a strategically vital location for both the Philistines
and the Israelites during the time of David and Saul?



6. What was the geopolitical significance of King Omri moving the capital of the
northern kingdom to Samaria?

7. How did the geological and climatic characteristics of Mount Carmel make it
an ideal setting for Elijah’s confrontation with the prophets of Baal?

8. What made Ramoth-Gilead a highly contested site between the northern
kingdom of Israel and the Arameans of Damascus?

9. What engineering innovation allowed Herod the Great to construct the
massive harbor at Caesarea without the need for constant dredging?

10.According to the accounts of both the Book of Acts and the historian
Josephus, what circumstances led to the death of Herod Agrippa in the
theater at Caesarea?

Part Il: Answer Key

1. Shephelah means "low" or "reduced," referring to the western foothills
located between the coastal plain and the hill country. Functionally, it served
as a "buffer zone" that shifted between Israelite and Philistine control
depending on which power was stronger at the time.

2. The Philistine Pentapolis consisted of the coastal cities of Gaza, Ashkelon,
and Ashdod, along with the inland cities of Gath and Ekron. These cities
were strategically positioned along the international coastal route.

3. The Sorek Valley provided a physical link between the Israelite tribe of Dan
and the Philistine plain, facilitating Samson's frequent travel to towns like
Timna. This proximity highlighted the tension between the isolated, protected
Israelite hill country and the wealthier, cosmopolitan Philistine culture that
enticed Samson.

4. After being captured at Aphek, the Ark was moved through the Philistine cities
of Ashdod, Gath, and Ekron, where it caused plagues in each location.
Eventually, the Philistines sent it back on a cart drawn by cows, traveling up
the Sorek Valley past Timna to the Israelite border city of Beit Shemesh.



5. The Elah Valley was one of the primary avenues the Philistines could use to
penetrate the hill country and reach agriculturally productive areas like
Bethlehem. Controlling this valley was essential for the Israelites to defend
their settlements and protect their vineyards and olive groves from foreign
encroachment.

6. By moving the capital to Samaria, Omri chose a more open, accessible
location in the rolling foothills, signaling a desire to embrace western culture.
This move facilitated a closer relationship with Phoenicia, eventually leading
to the introduction of Baal worship through the marriage of Ahab and Jezebel.

7. Mount Carmelis a high mountain range that receives significant rainfall and is
known for its lush, productive growth; thus, its "withering" was a sign of divine
judgment. As a site overlooking the Mediterranean on the border of
Phoenicia, it was the perfect stage to challenge Baal, who was worshipped as
the god of storms, thunder, and agricultural fertility.

8. Ramoth-Gilead was a "high place" strategic hub located on the
Transjordanian Highway, which connected Damascus to traffic from the
south and Mesopotamia. Control of this crossroads was essential for military
and commercial enterprises, leading to ongoing battles between the
Aramaeans of Syria and the northern kingdom of Israel.

9. Herod’s engineers utilized a new technology involving underwater cement (a
mixture of pumice and gravel) to sink massive blocks for the breakwater. They
also designed the harbor with an inner and outer wall containing slits that
allowed prevailing currents to move silt into a central area rather than
clogging the main harbor.

10.Both accounts state that Herod Agrippa was struck down after failing to
rebuke the crowds who proclaimed him a god during a public spectacle in the
theater. While Acts attributes his death to an angel of the Lord and being
eaten by worms, Josephus provides more detail, describing a resplendent
silver robe and a five-day illness involving severe abdominal pain.

Part lll: Essay Questions



Instructions: Use the provided lecture materials to develop comprehensive
responses to the following prompts.

1. The Geography of Isolation vs. Integration: Contrast the geography of the
central hill country with that of the coastal plains. How did these physical
differences influence the religious and cultural stability of the Israelites
throughout the Old Testament?

2. Samson as a Cultural Archetype: Analyze the Samson narrative through a
geographical lens. How did his movements between Zora, Timna, and Gaza
reflect the "cultural clash" between the Israelites and the Philistines, and
what does the text suggest about the dangers of cosmopolitan influence?

3. The Geopolitical Strategy of the Northern Kingdom: Discuss the impact of
the Omride dynasty on the northern kingdom of Israel. Focus on the move to
Samaria, the alliance with Phoenicia, and the subsequent religious
confrontation on Mount Carmel.

4. Propaganda and Providential Reversal at Caesarea: Herod the Great built
Caesarea to bring Roman culture into what he viewed as a "provincial
backwater." Discuss how God repurposed this Roman "toehold" to serve as
the launching point for the Christian gospel.

5. The "Buffer Zone" Dynamics: Explain the concept of the Shephelah as a
"testing ground of faith." Use the narratives of the Ark of the Covenant and
David’s encounter with Goliath to illustrate how geographical control of this
region related to Israel’s spiritual obedience.

Part IV: Glossary of Key Terms
Term Definition

Aijalon Valley The northernmost of the three main valleys cutting through the
Shephelah; its major defensive crossroads city is Gezer.

Aphek A strategic juncture where the branches of the international coastal
route meet; the site of a major battle where the Philistines captured
the Ark.
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Azekah A guardian city in the Elah Valley that served as a lookout point
during the standoff between David and Goliath.

Baal The Phoenician god of storms, thunder, and fertility; his worship
was introduced to Israel as a state religion by Ahab and Jezebel.

Beit Shemesh An Israelite frontier city in the Sorek Valley where the Ark of the
Covenant was returned by the Philistines.

Buffer Zone A neutral or contested area (specifically the Shephelah) between
two powers; it expands or contracts based on the strength of the
competing nations.

Gezer A significant crossroads city in the Aijalon Valley that was later
fortified by King Solomon due to its strategic importance.

Hippodrome A large stadium designed for horse and chariot racing, such as the
one constructed by Herod the Great in Caesarea.

International A major ancient highway with coastal and inland branches that
Route facilitated trade and military movement through the land of Israel.

Nazirite A person set apart for God’s work under specific vows, including
not cutting their hair, avoiding products of the vine, and not
touching the dead (e.g., Samson).

Pentapolis A league or group of five cities, specifically referring to the five
major Philistine urban centers: Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod, Gath, and
Ekron.

Promontory Herod’s opulent residence in Caesarea, built on a piece of land
Palace jutting out into the Mediterranean Sea.

Ramoth-Gilead A strategic, elevated location in the region of Gilead; a focal point of
conflict between Israel and Syria due to its position on the
Transjordanian Highway.

Sharon Plain The central portion of the coastal plain of Israel, where the city of
Caesarea was established.
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Sorek Valley The valley cutting through the Shephelah that served as the primary
setting for the Samson and Delilah narratives.



