L e s s o n 14:
The Empire and its decline
1. Outline
a. Solomon – the heyday of the empire
b. The Temple
c. Division of the kingdom
d. The exile of the Ten Tribes
2. Introduction
David (with help from the Philistine enemy) succeeded in creating a united kingdom
of all the tribes, and withstanding a number of challenges to his sovereignty. His
successor Solomon continued the work of consolidation and institutionalization, the
crown of this effort being of course the Temple. Clearly, Solomon’s Temple continues
to serve as a crucial symbol in Jewish consciousness and belief, and a key factor in the
traditional connection to Eretz Yisrael.
The glory was short-lived: already with Solomon’s death centrifugal forces dominated,
and the kingdom was re-divided with the ten northern tribes splitting off from Judah
and Simeon. 200 years later, the northern kingdom was conquered by the Assyrians,
who apparently adopted a policy of destroying the national identities of subject
peoples by forced migrations – and thus the ten tribes disappeared from history and
moved into legend. Our sovereignty over the land was restricted to the area of Judah
– until it too was lost just over a century later. (see next lesson)
The question that is relevant for us to consider as we examine these events is: what is
the ideal relationship among Jewish religion, a Jewish state, and the land of Israel?
How do we feel about “the good old days” of Solomon? How do we respond to the
traditional idealization of that period?
3. Lesson goals
a. Understanding of the geopolitical reality in Israel during the period from David
to the end of the northern kingdom
b. Familiarity with the geographic setting of the biblical narrative
c. Familiarity with the Temple – its construction, its description, its significance
d. Awareness of the dilemma of the idealization of the period of the united
monarchy as a past utopia whose restoration we await
e. Awareness of the echoes of these events in modern Israeli culture
4. Expanded outline
(Map references are to http://www.anova.org/sev/atlas/; see complete list in
attached “sources”)
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a. The empire at its peak: As a follow-up to the study of David’s consolidation of
power and unification of the kingdom under a national identity, it is of interest to
examine the biblical picture of life in the kingdom at its high point. Note that at
the beginning of Solomon’s reign the centralization process is not yet complete (I
Kings 3:2-3), and the centralization of the cult becomes Solomon’s major project
(though note also that building the royal palace took twice as long as building the
Temple (I Kings 7:1) – and in II Samuel 7:1-7, we learn that there must have been
those who liked the image of a modest god who lives in a portable tent, and who
were leery of kings with an “edifice complex”.
Excerpts from I Kings 4-5 and 9-11 can be used to give a sense of the glory — and
the potential problems (syncretism [=political alliances], “big government”) — of
the kingdom. See maps 53-55a
b. The Temple: (see map 55a) The first time the children of Israel are commanded to
construct a sanctuary for G-d is in the desert after the revelation at Sinai. This is
the Tabernacle (mishkan) made of tapestries and poles allowing it to be portable
so as to accompany the Jews in the desert (Exodus 25 ff.). The passages referred
to in “a” above indicate a possible tension between those who must have said,
“now that we’re a ‘real’ state we need a proper state cult with a capital and a
Temple,” and those who said, “since when does our invisible God need a fancy
house?”
There are two schools of thought relating to the meaning of the commandment
to build the mishkan, directly related to the question of timing. The
commentators are divided as to the sequence of events. Rashi (based on the
midrash in source 4) is of the opinion that this commandment was given after the
sin of the golden calf and therefore interprets it as a result of the sin (even though
the sin itself is not related until later in the narrative). According to other
commentators, including Nachmanides and the Zohar, the instructions for the
mishkan were given to Moses immediately after the revelation at Sinai. The
difference of opinion is not only technical but alludes to the question of whether
the idea of building a sanctuary is an ideal action in its own right or a compromise
to accommodate human weakness.
In the first reading, G-d commands the people of Israel to build a sanctuary so as
to compensate for their difficulty in worshipping an unseen G-d. He provides an
outlet for their need for physical structures and forms to worship. It is a remedy
for the sin of the golden calf (in a way, a replacement for the calf) and human
weakness that caused it. Other commentators (see source 5) say that the
commandment had no connection to the sin of the golden calf but was essential
in and of itself. The mishkan was meant to be a continuing testimony of G-d’s

125

Ksharim

presence among Israel, an ongoing and miraculous continuation of the revelation
at Sinai.
Do these two view s necessarily contradict each other? Which is more meaningful
to us? What are the implications and results of each opinion? E.g.: Reform
Judaism has adopted the first view, basing itself also on the Rambam’s
explanation of sacrifices in the Guide to the Perplexed, seeing the evolution of
Judaism in its growing beyond the need for a Temple. Thus Reform removed all
references to its renewal and rebuilding from the traditional prayer book. On the
other end of the spectrum there are groups today that see the reinstatement of
the Temple as the ultimate goal of the state of Israel and the solution to many of
the problems challenging the state today.
Two websites maintained by organizations that seek the speed the rebuilding of
the Temple contain various interesting details about the Temple, its structure,
history, utensils, etc. Beware their enthusiasm, and be careful to distinguish
between references to the Solomon’s Temple, and the Second Temple, which was
build by Herod almost 600 years later.
www.templeinstitute.org/
www.templemountfaithful.org/
We will be exploring in much greater depth the actual observances carried out in
the Temple in later lessons, when we study the place of Eretz Yisrael in the
holidays and the liturgy.
c. Division of the kingdom (see maps 57, 57a-b):
I Kings 11-12 describe the division of the country, and provide material for
discussion of a number of interesting issues:
Why is the kingdom divided?
•There are a number of possibilities: because of Solomon’s introduction of foreign
culture and beliefs, because of the oppressive taxation required to support the
glory of the empire, because Rehoboam is politically incompetent, because
Jeroboam is a clever schemer, or because the northern tribes had been waiting all
along to reassert their independence from David’s rule.
What does the text reveal about the loyalty of the northern tribes to the
religion practiced in the Temple?
•The substitute cult set up by Jeroboam in I Kings 12:25-33 seems to have little
trouble winning wide acceptance. Interesting what he chooses as his symbols.
How is civil war averted (I Kings 12:21-24)?
•Because God doesn’t want it? because Rehoboam has no chance of winning?
Anyway, ultimately, civil war seems not to have been averted: see I Kings 15.
•Glancing at just about any point in the narrative between I Kings 15 and II Kings
15 reveals a situation, in both kingdoms, that is far from the glory of David and
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Solomon. Syncretism, corruption, palace intrigue, and power struggles seem to
characterize the period between the separation and destruction of the kingdoms.
d. The fall of the kingdom of Israel
What becomes of the northern kingdom?
•II Kings 16-17 describes the fall of the northern kingdom.
What new factor enters into the history of the region here?
•The clash of great empires; here, Assyria appears on the stage.
What dilemma does this new order pose for Israel?
•Is it possible to remain loyal to God and his law without open rebellion against
Assyria/Egypt/Babylonia/Persia/Greece/Rome, the powers who dominate our land
and bring with them a greater or lesser degree of religious our at least cultural
influence if not compulsion?
The search for the ten lost tribes has occupied adventurers and researchers and
theologians and writers of fiction – and the popular imagination – since they
disappeared. They have been associated with everyone from the Japanese to the
Indians of South America. Perhaps the latest attempt to find them was that of
modern Israeli writer Hillel Halkin, in Across the Sabbath River, Houghton Mifflin
2002 (see description in source 6 below).

Sources
1. A time line, to keep things in perspective:
1300 BCE
1200
1100
1000
900
800

Exodus ca. 1250
Joshua
Judges
Saul 1020-1000
David 1000-960
Solomon 960-920; Division 920

Assyrians destroy Israel 722

700
600
500

Babylonians destroy Judah 586
Persians conquer Babylonia 538
Some exiles return from Babylonia
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400

Hellenistic conquest 330

300
200

Hasmonean revolt 165

100

Roman conquest 63

0
100 CE

Roman destruction of Temple 70

2. Maps in the online biblical atlas, http://www.anova.org/sev/atlas/,
Chapter 8

Chapter 9

#

The Kingdom of David and Solomon
David's Rise to Power
David in Conquest of Canaan
David's Wars of Conquest
Kingdom of David and Solomon
The United Monarchy under Solomon (1)
The United Monarchy under Solomon (2)
Solomon's Economic Enterprises
Solomon's Building Activities
Solomon's Temple
Jerusalem in the Time of David and Solomon

051
051a
052
053
053a
053b
054
055
055a
056

The Kingdoms of Israel and Judah
The Kingdoms of Israel and Judah (1)
The Kingdoms of Israel and Judah (2)
The Kingdoms of Israel and Judah (3)
The Campaign of Shishak
Conflicts between Israel and Aram-Damascus
The Omride Dynasty
The Golden Ages of the 9th & 8th centuries BCE
Phoenician Trade and Civilization
Trade Routes throughout the Middle East
Travel Routes throughout Palestine
Elijah and Elisha
The Revolt of Jehu
The Rise of Assyria
Israel & Judah in the days of Jeroboam II and Uzziah
The Assyrian Empire under Tiglath-Pileser III
The Syro-Ephraimite War
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057
057a
057b
058
059
060
60a
061
061a
061b
062
063
064
065
066
067

Tiglath-Pileser III's Campaigns
Fall of Samaria and Deportation of Israelites
The Fall of the Kingdom of Israel
Assyrian Districts after the Fall of Samaria
Prophets of the 8th Century BCE

068
069
069a
070
071

3. A general background essay (originally written by MJR for the Florence Melton
Adult Minischool)
The book of I Kings (chapters 4:7-11:8) describes at length the power and glory of
Solomon’s empire. It is interesting to note how much of Samuel’s warning about the
nature of a monarchy is fulfilled here. However, it somehow doesn’t surprise us, from
our modern perspective, that such an impressive central government might be seen
as merely an unwanted burden by those sectors of the population who were not fully
committed to the dynasty in the first place. And in fact, chapters 11 and 12 present
two explanations for the breakdown of the central authority: in chapter 11, we learn
that God is displeased with Solomon’s extensive alliances with various kingdoms in
the area, leading to religious/cultural compromises with paganism; and in chapter 12,
we find evidence that the burden of taxation required to support the government is a
cause of resentment and rebellion. And so, the kingdom splits along the same fault
lines observed in its earliest period: the ten northern tribes become a separate
kingdom, Israel, and David’s tribe of Judah remains loyal to his dynasty and thus
continues to exist as a kingdom ruled by the Davidic line.
The history of the northern kingdom, throughout most of the 200 years of its
existence, seems from the biblical description to have been no purer of cultural and
religious compromise with paganism than was Solomon’s reign. Each ruler is more
“evil in the sight of the Lord” than the last, and their sins are not only in the area of
syncretism, but also in the realm of basic morality (e.g., I Kings 21). And the incidence
of revolution and even civil war attests to the weakness and instability of the
government. It is against this background that the colorful prophets Elijah and Elisha
are sent to try to set the kingdom on the right path. In them we find a more
charismatic and anti-establishment image of the prophet than we found in Samuel. In
any case, their message is not heeded, and the kingdom is destroyed by the Assyrians;
it is the exile of the northern kingdom which is the origin of the concept of the “ten
lost tribes.”
The account of the end of the kingdom of Israel, in II Kings 16-17, places in clear relief
the central dilemma of this lesson: what is the correct way to deal with the power of
pagan empires? It seems that king Ahaz of Judah chooses a policy of extreme
accommodationism (16: 10-18), trying to remake the royal cult in the image of
Assyrian religion; the Bible does not approve (16:2-4). And yet, the way of rebellion is
obviously not a solution, as king Hoshea and the northern kingdom learn the hard way
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(17:3-6). King Hezekiah, the next ruler of Judah, also adopts a policy of rebellion,
apparently relying on Egyptian support. The result is almost disastrous: the kingdom
is saved from total destruction only by a last-minute miracle (19:35--36). The question
that arises is: is there a middle path? In the context of the period, is there the option of
avoiding widespread syncretism while at the same time refraining from open political
rebellion?
The answer of prophets like Isaiah seems to be “yes.” Indeed, the same ideology
encountered in the period of the Judges continues to be adumbrated by the prophets
in the new world order of great empires: the nations — even great powers like Assyria
and Babylonia — are merely tools, used by God to chastise His beloved people Israel.
Therefore, the only appropriate response is passivity in the political sphere and a
renewed commitment to the Torah in the internal life of the kingdom. If God is the
ultimate power in history, and if He chooses to punish Israel, then seeking to avert the
punishment by entering into alliances is not only pointless, but blasphemous.
4. Tanchuma Truma 8:
Moses ascended the mountain on the 6th of Sivan and spent 40 days and nights there.
And then another forty days and another 40 days – altogether 120 days. So you find
the atonement was achieved on Yom Kippur. And on that very day G-d told him “Let
them make me a sanctuary” – so that all the nations may know that the Golden Calf
has been atoned…said G-d let the gold of the Mishkan come and atone for the gold of
the Golden Calf…..”
5. Nachmanides Exodus 35:1 and 25:1: After the grand revelation at Sinai where the
Israelites had their most direct encounter with God, the Holy One commanded the
building of the mishkan to provide a focus for the people in which God’s glory (kavod)
would dwell.
6. Hillel Halkin, Across the Sabbath River, Amazon product description:
The fate of the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel has fascinated Jews and Christians throughout
the ages. Hillel Halkin, a distinguished writer and translator, has long been intrigued
by the old legend that the tribes still exist in distant corners of the earth -- a legend
that, like nearly all contemporary investigators of the subject, he considered to lack all
factual basis. In 1998, he accompanied a Jerusalem rabbi and dedicated Lost Tribes
hunter to China, Thailand, and northeast India in search of traces of the biblical
Israelites who disappeared in the eighth century B.C.E. The journey ended among a
little-known ethnic group living along the India-Burma border who had themselves
been swept in recent years by Lost Tribe fever. Halkin returned twice more to the
Indian states of Mizoram and Manipur for a deeper look. Gradually, despite his initial
skepticism, he became convinced that this remote group is -- incredible as it may
seem -- historically linked to the ancient biblical tribe of Manasseh.
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Across the Sabbath River is the compulsively readable account of Halkin's experiences
in arriving at this conviction. A superb writer, he effortlessly interweaves the biblical
and historical backgrounds of this centuries-old quest with a captivating account,
both funny and poignant, of his own adventures. In vivid, engaging portraits, he
introduces us to a wide and memorable range of characters at once alien and familiar,
while transporting us to an exotic society obsessed with the enigma of its own
identity. Piece by piece, as in a tantalizing detective story, he amasses the evidence
that finally persuades him, and will persuade many of his readers, that, for the first
time in history, a living remnant of a lost biblical tribe has been found.
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