
Archaeology and Biblical Studies

Andrew G. Vaughn,
Editor

Number 5

DAILY LIFE IN BIBLICAL TIMES



DAILY LIFE IN BIBLICAL TIMES

by

Oded Borowski

Society of Biblical Literature
Atlanta



DAILY LIFE IN BIBLICAL TIMES

Copyright © 2003 by the Society of Biblical Literature

All rights reserved. No part of this work may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by
any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying and recording, or by means of
any information storage or retrieval system, except as may be expressly permitted by the 1976
Copyright Act or in writing from the publisher. Requests for permission should be addressed
in writing to the Rights and Permissions Office, Society of Biblical Literature, 825 Houston Mill
Road, Atlanta, GA 30329 USA. 

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Borowski, Oded.
Daily life in biblical times / by Oded Borowski.

p. cm. — (Society of Biblical Literature archaeology and biblical studies ; 5)
Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 1-58983-042-3 (pbk.)
1. Jews—Social life and customs—To 70 A.D.  2. Palestine—Social life and customs—

To 70 A.D.  3. Bible. O.T.—Antiquities.  4. Palestine—Civilization.  I. Title.  II. Series:
Archaeology and biblical studies ; no. 5.

DS112 .B63 2003
221.9'5—dc21 2003012930

11  10  09  08  07  06  05  04  03          5  4  3  2  1

Printed in the United States of America
on acid-free paper



CONTENTS

PREFACE ............................................................................................................ix
ABBREVIATIONS ..................................................................................................xi

1. INTRODUCTION: THE LAND AND ITS PEOPLE ..................................................1
The Land 1
The People 6
The Sources 10

2. RURAL LIFE ................................................................................................13
The Village 13

Physical Layout 14
Types of Villages 14
The House 16
Biblical Depictions of Village Life 21

Sociopolitical Structure of the Village 21
Village Government 21
The Family 22
Hospitality 22
Religious Practices 24

The Economy 25
Agriculture 26

Land Use 27
The Calendar 27
Field Crops, Fruit Trees, Vegetables, and More 28

Herding 29
Other Professions and Occupations 30

Pottery Making 30
Weaving 31
Tanning 32
Carpentry 33
Masonry 33
Metallurgy 34

Warfare: The Early Years 35
Ideology 36



Strategy and Tactics 37
Results of War 41

3. URBAN LIFE ..............................................................................................43
The City 43

City Planning 44
City Types 44
Fortifications 46
Water Systems 49
Palaces and Other Accommodations 49

Population 52
Religion 54

The Economy 55
Trade and Commerce 55

Overland Trade 56
Maritime Commerce 58

When the Kings Went to War 59

4. THE HOUSEHOLD AND LIFE CYCLES ............................................................63
The Israelite Diet 63

Food Resources 63
The Menu 65

Baked Goods 65
Dairy Products 66
Meat Dishes 67
Seafood 68
Fowl 69
Fruit and Fruit Products 70
Drinks 70
Other Foods 71
Spices and Condiments 72

Food Storage 72
Food Preparation and Consumption 73

Health and Sickness 74
Hygiene and Sanitation 78

Personal Hygiene 78
Sanitation 79

Life Cycles 80
Birth 81
Marriage 81
Death and Burial 83

vi CONTENTS



5. ANCIENT ISRAELITE ARTS ............................................................................87
Performing Arts: Music and Dance 87

Biblical Music and Musical Instruments 88
Musical Notes 90

Musical Performance 90
Private Performance 90
Public Performance 91

Secular Occurrences 91
Religious Occurrences 92

Visual Arts 93
Ivory 93
Clay 94
Glyptic Art 96
Mixed Media 97

6. WRITING—PRIVATE AND OFFICIAL ..............................................................99
Private 100
Official Writings 101

Correspondence 102
Record Keeping 103
Chronicles 104
Monumental Inscriptions 105

Miscellaneous Inscriptions 106
Creative Writing 106

7. A DAY IN THE LIFE OF THE AHUZAM FAMILY ............................................109

NOTES ............................................................................................................127

INDEX OF BIBLICAL REFERENCES ......................................................................139
INDEX OF MODERN AUTHORITIES ....................................................................145
INDEX OF HEBREW WORDS..............................................................................147

CONTENTS vii





PREFACE

For everything there is a season, and for every activity under heaven its time:
a time to be born and a time to die;
a time to plant and a time to uproot;
a time to kill and a time to heal;
a time to break down and a time to build up;
a time to weep and a time to laugh;
a time to mourn and a time to dance;
a time to cast stones and a time to gather them;
a time to embrace and a time to refrain from embracing;
a time to seek and a time to lose;
a time to keep and a time to discard;
a time to tear and a time to mend;
a time to be silent and a time to speak up;
a time to love and a time to hate;
a time for war and a time for peace.

Ecclesiastes 3:1–8 

The Israelite period, starting with the Israelite tribal confederacy (ca. 1200
B.C.E.) through the time of the monarchy to the fall of the Solomonic temple
(587/586 B.C.E.), was a relatively long period. While the history of this period
has been in the forefront of biblical research, little attention has been paid to
the context in which historical events took place.1 Where did the Israelites
live? What did people do for a living? How did the family function? What did
they eat, and what affected their health? These and similar questions form the
basis for this book. The book aims to introduce the different aspects of daily
life during the Israelite period. These aspects include the lay of the land and
the people who occupied it. It deals with the economy, whether rural or
urban, with special emphasis on the main sources of livelihood, such as agri-
culture, herding, and trade. Since not everyone was engaged in these
occupations, other professions and means of livelihood are described.
Another important topic is the social structure in general and the family in
particular. Beyond material culture, the book delves into daily and seasonal
cultural, social and religious activities and different art modes, such as music,
and the place of writing in Israelite society. The book uses primary evidence
such as the Bible, extrabiblical records from ancient Palestine and neighbor-
ing societies, and archaeology. Secondary sources are also consulted. 
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x PREFACE

The book is aimed at undergraduate and graduate students, teachers,
and other interested readers not specializing in the topic but curious about
it. Scholars dealing with textual analysis who need to understand the back-
ground for the texts they study can use this book. The book provides
context for the text. It is written in a readable language, contains several
illustrations and indexes, and a bibliography for further reading. The aim
of this work is not to cover every historical-cultural aspect of the ancient
Near East. I assume that the reader either has some prior knowledge or will
seek more information with the aid of the bibliographies cited here.

This book integrates and continues my previous work on agriculture
and the daily use of animals in biblical times.2 As in my previous works,
I refer to the area on the eastern shore of the Mediterranean Sea during
the period before the appearance of the Israelites as Canaan; this area is
referred to as Eretz Yisrael during the time of the Israelite presence. As a
geographical reference to the region, I employ the terms Palestine and
Syria-Palestine, both of which are broad and should not be construed in
the present-day political sense. The period covered in this book is
between roughly 1200–586 B.C.E., known in the scholarly literature as the
Iron Age and the Israelite period. The early Iron Age (ca. 1200–1000
B.C.E.) is known as Iron Age I and the settlement period, while the later
portion of the period is divided into the united monarchy (ca. 1000–920
B.C.E.) and the divided monarchy (ca. 920–586 B.C.E.). The monarchical
period is also known as Iron Age II, and some scholars refer to the
period between the fall of Samaria (722 B.C.E.) and the fall of Jerusalem
(586 B.C.E.) as Iron Age III.

Like many other books, the writing of this book benefited from the
help extended by many. First, I would like to thank Andrew G. Vaughn,
the series editor, for asking me to write this book and for his constructive
comments throughout the process. Furthermore, I would like to thank the
anonymous proposal readers who, during its inception, helped shape the
book with their timely constructive suggestions. A very important source
of inspiration has been several generations of my students who partici-
pated in my course on Daily Life in Ancient Israel. I owe a debt of gratitude
to Bob Buller for the beautiful layout of the book and for his work on the
indices. Finally, I would like to thank my wife Marcia for enabling me to
immerse myself in this project. Additionally, I would like to acknowledge
Emory University for providing me with a sabbatical leave during which
the book was written. I hope this book will provide the pertinent infor-
mation to those seeking it.
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