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Historicity of David and Solomon

“The Bible in Its Context: A Reliable Record?” (Prof. Alan Millard, BGST, 7 Sept 2004)

I. Introduction

A. The books of 2 Samuel and 1 Chronicles note that David was a famous king with a large territory.

B. However, scholars are now saying David was only a local leader, if he existed at all.  This has become widespread by arguing several points:

1. The historical books were supposedly not written until after Alexander the Great (331 BC).

2. Jews invented these stories at this late date to unify the nation.

3. No archaeological evidence supports the existence of David and Solomon.

4. The earliest copies of Kings and Chronicles are the Dead Sea Scrolls (200 BC); therefore, the originals must have been written shortly before this time (which is not very good logic!).

C. This theory attacking the biblical view has two basic assumptions (neither is proved):

1. The “book of the law” found during Josiah’s reign is supposed to be Deuteronomy.  

2. Books with a similar style to Deuteronomy are supposed to be copied from Deuteronomy and thus are called Deuteronomistic.  These include Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, Jeremiah, and parts of other prophets (e.g., Amos).

D. Our task, therefore, is to determine whether the biblical descriptions of the kingdoms of David and Solomon show that they are written early.

II. Early Elements within Kings and Chronicles

A. Size of Inscriptions
1. The Assyrian inscriptions of Tiglath-pileser I (1100 BC) and Sargon (720 BC) are royal writings on prisms.  Even though these are 400 years apart, the tradition of prism-writing had lasted a long time.

2. In like manner, the tradition of writing in the style of Deuteronomy could also have lasted hundreds of years.  

B. Phrases within Assyrian Inscriptions

1. The same phrases also appear in similar inscriptions hundreds of years later: “I slaughter them like sheep,” and “my god directed me to conquer them,” etc.

2. The later OT books also reiterate the same phrases as earlier books.  They even go beyond this by giving their sources: “the history of the kings of Judah,” “the history of the kings of Israel,” etc.  This listing of sources was very unusual for their day.

C. Non-Chronological Orientation: 

1. David defeated Hadadezer and took control of Damascus (2 Sam. 8:3-10).  

2. He also defeated the Ammonites (2 Sam. 10), but this had occurred earlier.  These accounts were not always listed in chronological order in the OT.  

3. Another example is 2 Kings 18-20 which shows the account of Evil-Merodach out of chronological order.  One must remember that stories were sometimes listed by theme rather than chronology.

D. Evidence of the Large Size of the Kingdoms of David and Solomon

1. A fragment of an Egyptian monument highlights a victory of Pharaoh Siamun.  It shows he captured a city, which may be Gezer seized from the Canaanites and given to Solomon’s daughter as a wedding present (see Kitchen’s picture at the back of his book, On the Reliability of the OT).  This is not conclusive, however.

2. Why didn't the Assyrians, Babylonians, and people of Tyre ever mention David or Solomon if they were significant kings?

a) In the early days of Assyria, the kingdom was very small, sandwiched the strong Arameans who had pressed against them from the west.

b) The 4-5 extant Babylonian inscriptions around 1000 BC only relate to building projects and one would not expect inscriptions about lands so far away.

c) Since Tyre is still presently inhabited, no inscriptions have been discovered there.  Also, the original Tyre was an island off the coast.  If any letters of Solomon were indeed kept at Tyre, they would have been on papyrus and thus not able to survive the centuries of destruction and decay

3. Many kingdoms have risen and fallen in a short period of time like the kingdoms of David and Solomon.  Therefore, it was not unusual to have such significant kingdoms that were short-lived.

E. Reasons for Lack of Written Inscriptions in Jerusalem

1. The Ophel Hill (later called the City of David) is the original site of Jerusalem.  Its eastern slope was very steep, so houses which were not in good repair would have crumbled and fallen down the hill.  The Steep Stepped Structure still there may have been a support for the hill as seventh century houses are built upon it.  This is inhabited today, which has hindered excavations.  With such decay it is not surprising that inscriptions have not survived.

2. But why have excavations in Jerusalem gone on for 150 years but very little has been discovered?  After the Second Jewish Revolt (132-135 AD), the Emperor Hadrian rebuilt Jerusalem as a Roman city, and the Ophel Hill was destroyed as it was used as a quarry.  It is not surprising that no remains of David and Solomon have been found.

3. But why didn't David and Solomon set up monuments that have been found?  

a) The city of Byblos in Lebanon was the port for cedar wood taken to Egypt.  The Pharaoh of Egypt sent to Byblos a statue of himself (similar to Queen Elizabeth giving a signed picture of herself).  The inscription on the statue and other inscribed stones there were used as building materials by later conquerors such as the Crusaders for steps, support for a wells, etc.

b) In like manner, those who conquered Jerusalem used any previously inscribed stones in their own buildings.  They had no real concern for inscriptions that they could not read.

4. The Tel Dan Inscription in ancient Phoenician mentions the King of Israel from the “House of David” (Arnold/Beyer, 164-65).  Others say this means “House of the Beloved,” meaning devoted to a god.  The most ridiculous explanations is that it means “House of the Cooking Pot,” or kitchen!  This inscription is the earliest clear mention of David.

5. The excavation of Hazor by Yadin shows a double wall with rooms inside (called casemates) whose pottery shows it from the 10th century BC.  Solomon fortified Megiddo, Gezer, and Hazor (1 Kings 9).  The 1930s excavators of the elaborate gate of Megiddo placed it at the 9th century, but the Hazor gate matched that at Megiddo.  Israeli archaeologists argue that both are 9th century, championed by Israel Finkelstein.  However, styles change over time, so various styles of pottery often coexist—no one throws away all the styles from the previous age on a certain date!  

F. Could Solomon have used gold as he did (1 Kings 10)?

1. Gold was frequent in utensils in antiquity—and most of these utensils have been pillaged through the ages anyway.

a) A Pharaoh of 1400 BC gave a golden bowl to his victorious general after a battle.

b) Assyrians drank wine from golden bowls, inscribed in cuneiform.

c) Darius also inscribed a golden bowl used in his palace.

2. Solomon had an ivory-decorated throne with lions on each side (1 Kings 10:18-20).

a) Ivories of a calf giving milk to her young stand only 6-7 centimeters and lined a table of a wealthy family.

b) Ivory lined table legs in Assyria.

c) An ivory-lined wooden chair was found in an ancient tomb in Naroof.

d) King Tut also had a golden throne with lion heads on either side.

3. Solomon had made golden shields that were useless in battle as they were too soft (1 Kings 18:17).  Critics say this must therefore be exaggeration.

a) But a golden dagger has also been discovered.

b) Also, a discovery of Sargon’s palace shows golden shields that match exactly with Solomon, though 250 years later.

c) Other second millennium examples show golden shields in temples for the gods.

4. Solomon overlaid the entire temple with gold, including walls, ceiling, and floor (1 Kings 6:22).  Liberals see this as exaggerations of the Jewish community that imagined that a golden-covered table eventually became the entire room.  

a) But extensive use of gold was commonplace in Egypt:

(1) A pillar in an Egyptian temple carved to look like papyrus reeds shows deep slits between sections of the pillars.  This likely indicates how gold overlaid the entire pillars.  Thutmoses III (1400s BC) notes that he had gold-covered pillars—14 of them sheathed in gold!

(2) King Tut’s tomb had a cabinet overlaid with gold that enclosed a wooden coffin overlaid with gold and had inside it an entire coffin of gold.  The pharaoh himself had a gold mask over his head.

(3) One pharaoh gave over 20 tons of gold to a single temple.

(4) The Oracle of Delphi in Greece had presents from Crysus, King of Lydia, that were made of gold.

b) Greeks also used gold extensively:

(1) Visitors of the pharaoh brought gold to the Egyptian pharaohs (as if he needed more gold).

(2) The Parthenon in Athens used to have a statue of Athena and even had golden articles on hooks.  This made it easy to remove them to pay off a king who attacked the city.  A similar incident occurred when Pharaoh Shishak raided Jerusalem of its shields that Solomon had made.

5. We should not assume that ancients attached the same high value on gold as we do in modern times where gold is far more valuable.  The Temple of the Sacred Tooth in Kandy, Sri Lanka, has sheaths of gold provided by worshippers.  Perhaps the Taj Mahal in India may be another example.

6. The above examples do not prove that Solomon had extensive gold as this cannot be proven, but it does show is that this would not have been out of character for its time.

III. Conclusion

There exists no explicit evidence for the existence of David and Solomon.  However, much circumstantial evidence does exist.  “Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.”

