
From the Hebrews to the Jews 
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1. The foothills of Mount Sinai, where Moses received the Tablets of the Law. 

 
The ancient history of Israel is mainly known to us through the documents and writings of various 

periods which, after undergoing revisions and adaptations, went to make up the Bible. The choice of these 

documents and the modifications made to them were determined by essentially religious criteria: not only 

must a great deal of critical work be done before they can be used as history, but we also have to expect to 

find in those documents that the past narrated there – the past of a people which has always claimed its 

radical religiosity – will be centered on its religion. The long wanderings of its ancestors in the “Fertile 

Crescent” between Mesopotamia and Palestine very probably took place, but our information on them, 

which is provided largely by legends, does not allow us to say any more. After a more or less nomadic 

sojourn in the south of Palestine, part of this group settled in Lower Egypt, where life was ultimately 

made very difficult for them. Moses, the man who led them out of Egypt at the beginning of the thirteenth 

century BC, planned to reunite and consolidate people by a covenant with the protecting deity, Yahweh, 

and perhaps also intended to launch them on the conquest of an area of Palestinian territory. This explains 

the detour via “the Mountain” (probably beyond the Gulf of Aqaba) on which Yahweh manifested 

himself by means of seismic phenomena. The Covenant was formed there, marking out Israel as the 

special people of Yahweh, attached to him alone and ready to serve him by the observance of a sort of 

moral code of nomadic, tribal life. When they had returned to Palestine, the wanderers reunited with their 

brothers who had stayed at home and began their campaign of conquest. It took more than two centuries 

of peaceful penetration and wars to reshape the lives of these wandering shepherds, after they had settled 

down as peasants or town-dwellers. When finally they became the masters of the country, they gave 

themselves a king and made Jerusalem their capital. The prosperity and glory they enjoyed under their 



second monarch, David (c. 1000 BC) rapidly disappeared when a part of the population split off and 

found the northern kingdom of Israel, in opposition to the southern kingdom of Judah. Being richer and 

more closely involved in international politics, Israel found itself more exposed to the Assyrian 

conquerors who finally destroyed it in 722 BC. A group of more ferverous religious teachers – the 

prophets – explained this tribulation and others as a punishment sent by Yahweh for their many failures to 

observe the Covenant after they had become settled, and warned the that if things did not change radically 

the worst was to be feared. A reform organized on these lines, codified in Deuteronomy and sanctioned 

by King Josiah (c. 610 BC) failed to remedy matters. A new prophet, Jeremiah, then called for a more 

inward religious sense and prophesied that Judah would surely be ruined by Babylon. Events also proved 

him to be right. In 587 BC Jerusalem fell to the forces of Nebuchadnezzar and its elite was exiled to 

Mesopotamia. This collapse and the isolated exile which followed both confirmed the prophets’ doctrines 

and turned minds towards fundamental reform. A great mind, of whom little is known but whom we call 

the Second Isaiah, called for Israel to devote its efforts henceforth to making known throughout the whole 

universe the teachings of its God, whose absolutely unique and universal character had now been 

discovered. Another doctrine, spread by Ezekiel in particular but probably responding more closely to the 

popular inclination, advocated that an Israel turned upon itself should devote its energies exclusively to 

following the will of its God – now codified as the “Law” – to the letter. When Cyrus the Great, the 

conqueror of Babylon (539 BC), opened the gates of their goal to the exiles, it was this path they would 

choose and on this foundation that they would build Judaism.  
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4. Deportation of the Hebrews after the capture of Lachish by Sennacherib in 701 BC 
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Before the 13
th

 century BC: The 

forerunners of the Israelites, a people of 

Aramean extraction, were nomads who 

wandered over an  indeterminable period 

westwards along the “Fertile Crescent” till 

they finally reached the central and southern 

regions of Palestine. A group of them – most 

likely a very small one – then traveled down 

the Nile delta and were detained there 

against their will.  

c. 1280-1250 BC: Moses guided them 

from Egypt towards what was probably 

Midian, to make a covenant with Yahweh, 

whom he identified with their principal 

traditional god. In exchange for special ties 

ensuring them of divine protection, they 

undertook to serve only their god.  

1250-1030 BC: The members of the 

various tribes of Israel mingled in with the 

local Canaanite population in some places, 

and in others made war on them. They 

gradually eliminated them, though they 

adopted both their sedentary way of life – 

becoming town-dwellers and peasants – and 

their customs, rendering all the more 

difficult the observance of those clauses of 

the Covenant based on a collective and 

frugal nomadic existence.   

1030-1010 BC: After the election of a 

first king, namely Saul, his successor David 

(1010-970 BC) took Jerusalem as his first 

capital and brought the greatest success, 

prosperity and glory to his country. 

931 BC: Under Jeroboam, the more 

numerous northern tribes broke away from 

the rest of the country, taking with them the 

name of Israel. They founded a kingdom 

based first on Tirzah and later on Samaria, 

which was ranged against that of Judah, 

which continued to have Jerusalem as its 

center. The breaches of the covenant 

increased and Israel, which had dealings 

with the neighboring kingdoms, was 

attracted to their gods.  

9
th

 century BC: Fists religious 

literature and first zealots of Yahweh 

prophets.) The most vigorous of them, Elijah 

of the family of Tishbi, issued dire warnings 

against the choice of any other official god 

but Yahweh.  

Middle of 8
th

 century BC: The 

Assyrian conquest threatened all the western 

kingdoms. Second generation of prophets 

(Amos and Hosea. C. 760-750 BC, then 

Isaiah, 740-687 BC), who added written 

propaganda to preaching and threatened 

their compatriots who were unfaithful to the 

Covenant with the direst collective 

punishments.  

722 BC: The capture of Samaria by 

Sargon I and the ruin of Israel confirm their 

prophecies, but the fall of Assyria (612 BC) 

and the unexpected death of the devout king 

Josiah, which seemed “scandalous” to the 

pious, caused the failure of the first reform 

that had been prepared in accordance with 

the prevalent interpretation of the teachings 

of the prophets. A new prophet, Jeremiah (c. 

630-580 BC), arose, calling for a 

personalized and more inward conception of 

the Covenant, but his efforts came to 

nothing.  

587 BC: Nebuchadnezzar captured 

Jerusalem and sacked the city. All its 

leading personalities were exiled in 

Mesopotamia and, in its turn, Judah ceased 

to exist as a political entity. Both an 

important literary complement to what was 

to become our Bible and a permanent 

reorganization of religious life were born out 

of the remorse that was felt and the ideas 

that were developed during the time of exile 

(which officially came to an end with the 

fall of Babylon in 539 BC). 
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2. The captivity of women of Israel at Nineveh. Relief  

at Sennacherib’s palace, beginning 7th century BC.  
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            3. Pool of Siloam, engineered by Hezekiah 

in 700 BC. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

     Exile at Babylon  Second Isaiah 
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4. The Assyrians torture the Hebrews  

after the capture of Lachish. 
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