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Tels
“Tel” means “tall,” “city” and 

“artificial hill.” You’ll see a lot of  
excavated tels in Israel and other parts 
of  the world where ancient civilizations 
have lived. 

Think of  a tel like a layered cake. 
One group of  people lives in a location 
for a season of  time, but then another 
group takes the location by force, 
destroying the old community in the 
process. Since it’s safer to live in a high 
location than on the ground level, the 
new community builds on top of  the 
old one. Sometimes the newcomers 
use some of  the old building materials 
for their new construction. In time, as 
new enemies appeared and conquered the community, it would grow taller and taller, with each community 
becoming like another layer to the cake. 

Today archaeologists practice their science by carefully digging down through the layers of  civilizations, 
identifying each era as they pass through it. 

When a winter storm cut away a section of the beach at Caesarea Maritime, it left a rare snapshot of the layers of civilization that are under 
most communities in Israel. Since past civilizations built on top of the previous ones, archaeologists must dig down in order to discover the 
past. Each of these layers is packed with broken pottery and other remnants of ancient civilizations.

Bet She’an offers two ancient civilizations for us. On the ground is the city left behind 
by the Greeks and Romans. The green mound in the background is “Tel Bet She’an,” 
which holds layers of civilization in its grasp.
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The Shephelah
The foothills of  Judea are known as the Shephelah (“Sheph-fail-ah”). God’s people had their safest cities in 

the Judean Mountains. The Philistines and other enemies lived along the Coastal Plain. Not surprisingly, many 
battles between these enemies took place in the valleys of  the Shephelah. 

• There are four major valleys cutting through the Shephelah. Even today, road builders prefer building in the 
valleys rather than cutting through the hills. 

• From north to south, the 
valleys are: Aijalon, Sorek, 
Elah and Lachish. Israel’s 
Highway 1 travels in the 
Aijalon Valley, connecting 
Jerusalem and Tel Aviv. 

• The walled fortresses of  the 
Shephelah changed hands 
often, depending on who 
had the most powerful army. 

• The story of  David and 
Goliath (1 Samuel 17) is 
biblical geography at its very 
best. Why would biblical 
geography be important to 
us?
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Benches atop Tel Azekah (left) are engraved 
with verses from 1 Samuel 17, which 
records the story of David and Goliath. 
The Valley of Elah stretches out into the 
distance. This photo faces east.

The scene from atop Tel Gath (below) 
shows how close this Philistine stronghold 
was to the Shephelah. The first row of 
hills marks the beginning of Shephelah. 
In the far distance, you’ll see the Judean 
Mountains.
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City Gates
Every ancient city was protected by its high 

walls. The weakest point of  the city’s defense 
system, therefore, was the city gate. The gates 
were heavily fortified for times of  war. On most 
days, of  course, peace prevailed. In peaceful 
times, the chambers of  a city gate were used for 
governing and other municipal functions. 

• When Boaz wanted to arrange for both the purchase of  land and his marriage to Ruth, he went to the city 
gate of  Bethlehem. Not surprisingly, he found the elders of  the city there as he conducted important legal 
business. (Ruth 4:1-12)

• Lot was sitting in the city gate of  Sodom (Genesis 19:1, 9). Was he a city elder?
• Parents of  rebellious sons could hold them accountable (permanently!) at the city gate (Deut. 21:18-21).
• Eli was sitting in the city gate when word came that the battle had been lost and the Ark of  the Covenant 

had been captured. He fell off his seat and broke his neck. (1 Samuel 4:10-18)
• As a young man, David acted like a crazy person at the city gate of  Gath (1 Samuel 21:10-15).
• King David stood by the city gate as his soldiers went out to fight Absalom. After Absalom’s death, David 

went to the gate so people could console him there (2 Samuel 18:1-5; 19:1-8).

An illustration of a typical city gate helps us comprehend the 
ruins of Megiddo’s city gates (above).


