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We can ask many questions of the text 
we call the Old Testament. Among them are: 
How did ancient Israel organize its society? 
Who were its leaders? How were families 
structured? How were gender relations con-
structed? Did the nature of Israelite society 
evolve over time? And how does the structure 
of that society relate to its theology and its 
relationship to God?

Rainer Kessler uses the discipline of social 
history to describe ancient Israel by answer-
ing these and other related questions. Th e 
currency and sophistication of his argument 
makes this book a valuable resource for schol-
ars and students of the Hebrew Bible and 
ancient Israel. But as Kessler points out in 
chapter 1, he is also keenly aware that the last 
question asked above is an important reason 
why many readers will be drawn to this book. 
Because of the claims made in Judaism and 
Christianity about the biblical God’s involve-
ment in human history, questions of social 
history are for many people of tremendous 
theological importance as well.

Th e Social History of Ancient Israel falls 
into three parts. First, in chapter 1, the author 
discusses the social history method itself by 
describing it as a historical discipline and 
method of biblical exegesis, reviewing the dif-
ferent rhythms of history, describing the two 
ways of doing social history, and reviewing the 

history of scholarship on the analysis of bibli-
cal social history.

In part 1, chapters 1–5 review the available 
methods for studying Israelite social history: 
the geographical and historical environments 
of ancient Israel, the material remains we have 
from archaeology and epigraphy, the nature of 
the Hebrew Bible texts, and useful analogies 
for studying ancient Israel derived from its 
cultural environment and the work of modern 
ethnology and sociology.

In part 2, chapters 6–11 use social history 
methodology to review Israelite history, from 
its earliest origins as a kinship-based society 
in the Levant through the beginning and full 
development of the monarchy and a class-
based society in both the south and the north, 
the exilic and post-exilic periods and their 
social consequences, and fi nishing with Israel 
under Alexander the Great and his successors 
and the development of the independent Jew-
ish Hasmonean state. 

Th e book concludes, in chapter 12, by 
describing the features of Israel’s society that 
persisted throughout history, discussing the 
identity of the entity Israel, and examining the 
theological relevance of social history.

Th is fi ne translation by Linda M. Maloney 
is supplemented by maps and illustrations 
throughout, and a glossary of terms. Special 
thanks go to Andrew De Young, Lynn Kauppi, 
Joshua Messner, Bob Cronan, Christa Rubsam, 

Editor’s Foreword

Kessler Final Proofs B.indd   viiKessler Final Proofs B.indd   vii 5/16/2008   11:24:01 AM5/16/2008   11:24:01 AM



viii Editor’s Foreword

and the HK Scriptorium for their careful, con-
scientious, and creative work bringing the 
book to print.

In the text, asterisked passages are those 
that the author considers later, secondary addi-
tions to the original text: for example, “Micah 
1—3*” indicates that the author understands 
these chapters to be a later addition to the book 

of Micah that do not go back to the prophet 
Micah himself.

Additional resources for professors and stu-
dents using this book are available on the Web 
at www.fortresspress.com/kessler. 

Neil Elliott 
Fortress Press
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ix

My inter est in the social history of 
ancient Israel began in the early 1970s, when 
I was doing my doctoral work. At that time, 
Frank Crüsemann, Christof Hardmeier, and 
I met regularly in Heidelberg to discuss new 
methodological approaches to the Old Testa-
ment. Aft er some major interruptions in my 
life, my interest in social history received a 
new impetus through Willy Schott roff ’s invita-
tion to me, in 1985, to undertake some regular 
teaching in Frankfurt am Main. Aft er that, my 
position as assistant to Frank Crüsemann at 
the Kirchliche Hochschule in Bielefeld, from 
1987 to 1991, made it possible for me to devote 
myself entirely to this topic in writing my 
Habilitationsschrift . Since being appointed to 
Marburg in 1993, I have had repeated opportu-
nities to discuss social-historical themes in my 
lectures and seminars. Th e open atmosphere 
that characterizes the faculty at Marburg, and 
good interdisciplinary work, especially with 
colleagues from social ethics, ancient Near 
Eastern studies, Semitics, and archaeology 
have given me a multitude of ideas that have 
issued in the present work.

Since 1985 I have also participated in a 
pleasant litt le circle that has called itself, from 
the outset, the “Heidelberg Working Group.” 
Once a year, exegetes of both Testaments 
meet together with colleagues from the fi eld of 
social ethics and people doing practical church 
work to discuss questions of  social-historical 

 interpretation of the Bible and their signifi -
cance for theology and the churches. Innumer-
able ideas emerge from these meetings, and I, 
also, come away with many new thoughts.

However, it was only when Eckart Ott o 
invited me to describe Israel’s social history 
in ninety lines for the article “Israel II.4” in 
the fourth edition of Religion in Geschichte 
und Gegenwart that I fi nally decided to write 
a separate volume entitled Social History of 
Ancient Israel. It was an easy decision: if over 
a thousand years of social history can be com-
pressed into ninety lines, they can certainly be 
described in two hundred pages. I am grate-
ful to the Wissenschaft liche Buchgesellschaft  
in Darmstadt for accepting the idea immedi-
ately and for successfully bringing the work 
to  completion.

Besides what has already been said, special 
thanks are due to my previous graduate assis-
tant, Dr. Uta Schmidt of Giessen. She read the 
whole manuscript and made many valuable 
suggestions that sometimes led to substan-
tial changes and revisions. I also thank my 
undergraduate assistants Silke Arendsen and 
Christian Vosloh, who assisted in preparing 
the manuscript.

It is my hope that students of theology, pas-
tors, teachers, and colleagues in the fi eld of 
Old Testament may be able to derive some-
thing useful from this book to assist them in 
their work with the Hebrew Bible.

Preface

Kessler Final Proofs B.indd   ixKessler Final Proofs B.indd   ix 5/16/2008   11:24:02 AM5/16/2008   11:24:02 AM



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




