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Tall el-Hammam Is Still Sodom:
Critical Data-Sets Cast Serious Doubt on
E.H. Merrill’s Chronological Analysis
Steven Collins
Abstract:
In this article, S. Collins responds to an article by E.H. Merrill published in the Autumn 2012 issue of
Artifax magazine titled “Texts, Talls, and Old Testament Chronology: Tall el-Hammam as a Case Study.”
Merrill rejects Collins’ identification of Tall el-Hammam as Sodom because the date of its destruction is
too late (between 1750 and 1650 BCE) to conform to Merrill’s early placement of Abr(ah)am, ca. 21661991 BCE. While Merrill takes a literal, base-10, arithmetic approach to the patriarchal numbers in Genesis, Collins suggests that every available line of evidence from ANE archaeology, history, culture, literature, climatology, and socio-economics demonstrates that the patriarchs fit best in the period following
1800 BCE, which also conforms to the terminal MB2 destruction of Hammam/Sodom.
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TALL EL-HAMMAM IS STILL
SODOM: Critical Data-Sets Cast
Serious Doubt on E.H. Merrill’s
Chronological Analysis

ology and history; and, thus, in need of some serious
rethinking. I will also show that alternate views of
biblical chronology—including variations suggested
by the data from Tall el-Hammam and other ANE
sources—need not be problematic for evangelicals in
terms of biblical inspiration, authority, or historical
veracity.
Three categories of evidence support of Tall elHammam as Sodom: geographical data (right place),
chronological data (right time), and archaeological
data (right stuff). The case in terms of the geographical data embedded in the primary biblical texts dealing with Sodom’s location (Gen 10; 13; 14) makes
Tall el-Hammam an overwhelming choice for this
infamous city of the eastern Kikkar of the Jordan. It
was, in fact, the largest city in the southern Levant for
most of the Bronze Age, and dominated the landscape
viewed by Lot from the area of Bethel/Ai on the highland peaks WNW of Jericho. In his article, Merrill
observes that the location of Tall el-Hammam satisfies
the geography of the Sodom narratives, in particular
Gen 13:1-12. Indeed, it does, and with a remarkable
fidelity of detail.
In archaeological terms, the case for Tall elHammam as biblical Sodom is nothing short of dramatic. Its Middle Bronze Age (MBA) fortifications
and gateway complex (Gen 19:1) are enormous, even
spectacular. Its sprawling size places it among the
‘uppermost tier’ cities of the southern Levant—along
with Hazor, Ashkelon, and Kabri. The violence and
intense heat of its terminal conflagration is ‘otherworldly’ to say the least.2 The size and number of its
satellite cities and towns bespeaks the Genesis Cities
of the Kikkar.3 Even Hammam’s intriguing Minoan
connection provides an extraordinary backstory for
the attempted abduction of Lot’s angelic visitors.4

By Steven Collins, Ph.D.
IMPORTANT NOTE: The following is my response
to Eugene H. Merrill’s article, “Texts, Talls, and Old
Testament Chronology: Tall el-Hammam as a Case
Study,” which appeared in the Autumn 2012 issue of
ARTIFAX. That article was a response to my article,
“Tall el-Hammam IS Sodom,” which appeared in the
Summer 2012 issue of ARTIFAX. Merrill’s entire
article is included herein (after the Introduction),
paragraph by paragraph, in order to facilitate a systematic dissecting of his arguments. Each paragraph
by Merrill appears verbatim in Arial font, as do his
footnotes. Following each of his paragraphs, my response appears in Times New Roman font, with my
footnotes also in TNR font (Merrill’s and my footnotes
are serially numbered together).
INTRODUCTION
For over a decade now I have been making the case
for the identification of Tall el-Hammam as biblical
Sodom. The evidence is detailed in a new book that I
co-authored with Latayne C. Scott, Discovering the
City of Sodom (Howard Books/Simon and Schuster),
in which I deal with chronological objections to the
Hammam-Sodom connection raised by some conservative evangelical scholars, including Eugene H.
Merrill. 1 In this article I answer the objections specifically posed by Dr Merrill in his article published in
the Autumn 2012 issue of Artifax. Dr Merrill has long
been considered a true ‘heavyweight’ of Old Testament scholarship and a remarkable academician both
by myself and the wider scholarly community. I continue to hold him in high regard.
That being said, I hope to demonstrate that the
view of biblical chronology held by Dr Merrill—and
others in what is a relatively small circle of evangelical scholars—is out of synch with numerous data assemblages from ancient Near Eastern (ANE) archae-
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Collins and Scott, Discovering Sodom 200-230; see also S.
Collins, “Where is Sodom?: The Case for Tall el-Hammam,”
Biblical Archaeology Review 39.2 (Mar/Apr 2013) 32-41.
3
The descriptor “Cities of the Plain” is the usual translation in
most versions. However, the word generally translated ‘plain’ is
kikkar (hakikkar with the article), the basic meaning of which is
‘circle’ or ‘disk’. I most often use “Cities of the Kikkar.”
4
Minoan artistic motifs and architectural features discovered in
the most recent excavation seasons at Tell el-Hammam, when
linked with the story of the attempted abduction of the angels by
the “young and old” men of Sodom (Gen 19), suggest an affinity
to the formal cultural institution of paiderastia found on Bronze
Age Crete, including a unique feature: ritual kidnapping. Re-

1

S. Collins and L.C. Scott, Discovering the City of Sodom (New
York: Howard Books/Simon and Schuster, 2013) 141-146; 240;
245-255.
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However, even in the face of numerous lines of evidence pointing to Tall el-Hammam as Sodom, some
scholars, like Dr Merrill, have rejected the identification based on the fact that it does not fit into their
scheme of biblical chronology—methodologically that
of Archbishop Ussher, ca. 17th century (Reader: see
the important footnote on Ussher below5)—which
they perceive is the necessary result of ‘proper’ hermeneutics, and is (somehow) critical to the doctrine of
inspiration. While my view of biblical inspiration and
authority is every bit as high as Merrill’s, we seem to
have very different takes on the nature and function of
the role of archaeology and ANE studies in the practice of biblical hermeneutics.
In his article, Dr Merrill states what he sees as an
egregious error in my approach: “Most serious of all—

ethnicity, social and material culture, language, and
historical events of human, natural, and divine causation. In my mind, data from any of these areas of research (and certainly others) are hermeneutically relevant in shedding light on the language and meaning of
biblical passages. I cannot see information from any
source relevant to OT studies being the basis for shifting “the ground of authority from [biblical] text to…”
ethnology, or linguistics, or historical studies, or archaeology. Is ANE data allowed to enlighten our understanding of biblical texts and language only when it
happens to agree with our personal interpretations? Of
course not! Such an approach would be neither scientific nor adequate scholarship. Is it not possible that a
heretofore accepted view of a given language convention in the Hebrew Scriptures might be better understood—or turned on its ear!—as much from an archaeological discovery as from a new linguistic insight from comparative literary studies? It is absolutely possible.
Studying the Bible involves both linguistics and
ANE history and archaeology—because the biblical
texts arose from ancient historical settings. Such texts
demand to be understood from authentic historicocultural milieus. The science/art of biblical hermeneutics exists for the very purpose of pursuing authentic
meanings from the point of view of the original authors. Linguistics, historiography, and archaeology are
all organically connected to this process. Is it proper
hermeneutics to set a limit on how much information—indeed, reasonable, logical, scientifically
valid—can be brought to bear on the interpretation of
biblical texts? In the present discussion, this is a critical question.
In the light of Dr Merrill’s comment concerning
what he sees as my “most serious” error, I must ask
the question: Does a rigorous application of linguistic
analysis—in essence, exegesis—constitute a “presumed” linguistic primacy “and the necessary shift of
the ground of authority” from text to language study?
Of course not. That would be absurd. Why? Because
language is basic to the nature of the text itself.
Grammar, syntax, lexical analysis, historical usage—
all these are brought to bear in our efforts to understand the intended meaning of a given text. But is intended meaning isolated to the application of ancient
language studies—Hebrew, Aramaic, Greek; indeed,
Akkadian, Ugaritic, or Egyptian? It is not.

to the conservative at least—is the methodological
fallacy of testing and assessing biblical information in
light of presumed archaeological primacy and the
necessary shift of the ground of authority from text to
tell.”

I think there is a fundamental incongruity at work
here—and one that I cannot understand given that Dr
Merrill and I both agree that the Old Testament (OT)
stories arose from real-world contexts that include
search in this vein is ongoing, but the results thus far support the
idea that the link is more than coincidental.
5
I use the term ‘Ussherian’ to refer to schemes of patriarchal
chronology in which lifespan numbers are taken as literal, base10, arithmetic values, and all (or most) names in ‘chronological’
sequence are father/son with no gaps. It is also known as the
literal approach to biblical chronology. Ussher concluded that
the creation occurred just before 4000 BCE, Noah’s Flood about
2350 BCE, and the lifespan of Abraham from 1997–1822 BCE.
According to the original Ussherian scheme, Abr(ah)am lived
entirely during what is now called Middle Bronze Age 1 (MB1,
formerly MB IIA—ca. 2000–1800 BCE). Admittedly, such a date
for Abraham is reasonable on socio-cultural grounds; although
problematic vis-à-vis other data-sets. This would place the destruction of Sodom ca. 1900 (between Abram’s arrival in Canaan
and the birth of Isaac), which is within 150 to 250 years of the
date of Tall el-Hammam’s terminal Bronze Age stratum. In this
arrangement there is room for reasonable compromise, assuming
some band of uncertainty on the part of the Ussher dating and the
archaeological dating of Hammam’s destruction.
However, Merrill’s version of the literal chronology places
Abr(ah)am from 2166–1991 BCE. It is primarily this chronological placement of Abr(ah)am that is the focal-point of Dr Merrill’s
rejection of Tall el-Hammam as Sodom. According to the Tall elHammam data, the career of Abraham occurred between 1900
and 1600 BCE, likely after 1800.
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It is not thus isolated because of the fact that the
fundamental nature of the Bible includes history, not
language only. I think I am quite safe in saying that
the books of the Bible are as steeped in their historicocultural contexts as they are in their language(s). Furthermore, biblical linguistic structures and conventions themselves—the words and their usages—were
all developed in the midst of real-world, cultural surroundings; so much so that the language of any given
text cannot (must not) be separated from its ancient
Near Eastern background, including material culture.
Indeed, to the degree that the language of any given
text is disconnected from history, it loses much of its
ability to transmit original meaning to far-future readers like us.
When someone says to me, “I take the Bible literally,” red flags go up in my mind—and anyone who
teaches biblical hermeneutics knows what I am talking about. Such literalism, in many cases, presupposes
a kind of ‘omniscience’ on the part of the interpreter
because it forces the biblical text through a modern
filter comprised of personal biases, perspectives, cultural experiences, and likely a mixture of accurate and
inaccurate information. To have confidence that “I
know what the literal meaning of a biblical passage
is” suggests that I know every nuance of everything
about its history, social culture, material culture, religious background, and language. I find this kind of
approach arrogant and unacceptable. Legitimate hermeneutics seeks to understand biblical texts in the
light of what is knowable from every facet of its ancient context. It strives to rigorously apply linguistic,
cultural, sociological, geographical, anthropological,
and archaeological data in order to ascertain what a
given text represents within its original historical setting. For me, ‘literal’ is just the wrong word, the
wrong concept. We should employ every legitimate,
relevant data-set in order to interpret texts authentically, not merely ‘literally’.
One of the ways we create a historical representation of an ancient era is via written texts. In the absence of such texts—or texts with enough detail to
make them definitive—we often turn to other disciplines such as anthropology and archaeology to fill in
the gaps. To be sure, the archaeology of mostly-mute
artifacts is, in some aspects, an inexact science. Artifactual evidence must be carefully weighed and interpreted, but it can tell us a lot about the material culture and sociology of a given historical period. In this

way, it may effectively illuminate the meanings of
words and phrases in the biblical text that describe the
accoutrements of everyday life.
The study of ancient lamps is a good case-in-point,
since lamp forms change predictably through time.
David’s “Thy word is a lamp” is quite distinct from
Jesus’ “Don’t hide your lamp under a basket”! Not
knowing the physical differences between a wheeled,
‘open bowl’ Iron Age lamp and a molded, ‘closed’
Roman Period lamp may not cause one to misinterpret
a biblical passage, but one could (correctly) argue that
the ability to distinguish between the two lamps certainly colors how each verse is understood. Such an
archaeological understanding brings an authenticity
to the text that the language alone cannot. (I could cite
myriad examples in this same vein.)
This is particularly true of geography and chronology. Much of the OT, in particular, is what I call a
serial geography—virtually nothing happens in any
narrative without the specificities of place being stated, often in quite amazing detail. It is on the basis of
these geographical indicators that biblical texts can
lead us to the location of biblical sites. Once discovered, these ancient sites and their surrounding landscapes provide often-stunning insights into the texts
themselves.
This is precisely how the 19th century explorerscholars—Conder, Thomson, Merrill, and Tristram, to
mention a few6—located Sodom northeast of the Dead
Sea in the area of Tall el-Hammam, paying close attention to the remarkable geographical details preserved in Genesis 13:1-12. It is exactly how—and
independently—I came to realize that the correct location of Sodom was, in fact, northeast of the Dead Sea,
visible from, and eastward from, Bethel/Ai.
It is certainly not an overstatement to say that
without a good understanding of physical geography,
many textual meanings are lost on the reader. In such
cases, does the study of geography constitute a “presumed” geographical primacy “and the necessary
shift of the ground of authority” from text to geographical study? I think not.

6

H.B. Tristram, The Land of Moab: Travels and Discoveries on
the East Side of the Dead Sea and the Jordan, 2nd ed. (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press LLC, 1874) 330-333; W.M. Thomson,
The Land and the Book: Southern Palestine and Jerusalem (New
York: Harper and Brothers, 1882) 371-376.
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Likewise, archaeology has volumes to say about
chronology. But this is where some permutations of
biblical chronology depart, often radically, from the
ebb and flow of ancient Near Eastern history as revealed by trowel and brush. It is on the basis of this
perceived disparity between the reckoning of biblical
time and archaeological time that many scholars have
declared the Bible hopelessly separated from the realities of the ancient world. In many archaeological circles the divide between the perceived reality of the
archaeological version of the ancient Near Eastern
world and the mythological world of the Hebrew Torah is enormous, as reflected by I. Finkelstein in his
introductory remarks at a recent ASOR session:
“Since the Old Testament record was produced late in
the Iron Age with no eyewitness or historical connections whatsoever, we must turn elsewhere for information regarding the actual origins of Israel.”7 (This
information, according to Finkelstein, must rise from
the application of emerging technologies in the pursuit
of archaeology.)
I maintain that part of the reason so many scholars
feel comfortable reprising the sentiments of Finkelstein is the supposed discrepancy between the traditional Ussherian timeframes embraced by fundamentalist scholars and those laid out by ANE history and
archaeology. Indeed, the two are often hopelessly disconnected. If the permutations of ANE chronology
were somehow over-generalized, this might not be a
big problem. But that is not the case. While high,
middle, and low ANE chronologies exist—tied principally to the chronology(ies) of Egypt—the differences between them consist of one or two decades, not
centuries. (I am talking about the well-worked-out
chronologies of mainline scholars like W.F. Albright,
K. Kenyon, A. Ben-Tor, B. Mazar, A. Mazar, K.A.
Kitchen, D. Redford, Wente and Van Siclen, J. Hoffmeier, J. Currid, and W. Dever; not the fringe, radical
revisions of ANE chronology suggested by D. Rohl,
G. Aardsma, and a few others.)
More than a decade of research, exploration and
(now) excavations in the southern Jordan Valley, with
particular focus on Tall el-Hammam, has led me to
challenge my own previously-held views about the
patriarchal chronologies of Genesis. I have come to

the conclusion that if Tall el-Hammam is biblical
Sodom—based on the volume of evidence I see no
way around this implication—then the date of its terminal Bronze Age destruction provides us with a
chronological peg by which an archaeologically and
historically reasonable date for the career of
Abr(ah)am can be fixed. Such an anchor-point may
also provide hermeneutical grounds for either accepting or rejecting the traditional notion that the patriarchal lifespan numbers are to be understood as base-10,
arithmetic values, or something else altogether.
I admit that this is a tough nut to crack. But what I
hope to do in the following analysis and evaluation of
Prof Merrill’s views on the subject is to open up the
possibility (probability, I think) that a traditional,
base-10, arithmetic approach to the Pentateuchal
lifespan numbers—particularly those in the book of
Genesis—is not only unnecessary, but also ill-advised,
and perhaps even foreign to the historical ground of
the text.8 I also hope to demonstrate that viewing the
patriarchal numbers as formulaic or honorific values
(or both) fosters the utilization of historical synchronisms, rather than ‘absolute’ dating, as the best methodology for determining cause-and-effect relationships between biblical and ANE history.
Literalists might criticize the formulaic/honorific
approach to patriarchal numbers with concerns that it
is based on a subjective treatment of lifespan lengths.
However, I beg to disagree. I think quite the opposite
is true. On the one hand, Ussher’s and Merrill’s numbers are formulated in a textual vacuum without reference to external lines of evidence or comparative
ANE data. (The 19th century Documentary Hypothesis
was formulated in such a textual vacuum with disastrous results!9) On the other hand, arriving at the conclusion that the patriarchal numbers were not meant to
be taken as base-10, arithmetic values starts and ends
with scientifically-derived data-sets corroborating
such an understanding from many directions. Such
external validation is systemically lacking for the literal approach.
Put simply, when it comes to the Torah history,
historical synchronisms and elements of cultural specificity ascertained by the study of the biblical text in
light of ANE history and archaeology—as well as the

7

8

K.A. Kitchen, On the Reliability of the Old Testament (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003) 449-500.
9
Ibid 421-447.

From I. Finkelstein’s opening remarks at a special session on
emerging technologies at the 2010 annual meeting of the American Schools of Oriental Research. The author was in attendance.
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the ‘left’ end of the spectrum are not, in fact, tending
to use the OT text, particularly the Pentateuch or Hexateuch, to construct a picture of Israel’s origins, as I
stated in my Introduction. Of course, I do not hold to
this view in the least. As Dr Merrill does, I hold that
both the biblical text and archaeology have important
roles to play in arriving at an accurate portrayal of
Israel’s history. But what is the “base of authority” in
the process? While I agree that the conservative
scholar tends to give precedence to the biblical text
while the liberal scholar leans toward archaeology, I
do not agree with how the subject and the ensuing
question are framed.
The key to Merrill’s point here is the necessity of
“proper methodological analysis and interpretation” of
both biblical and archaeological data. Indeed. But
when both are levelheadedly interpreted and the
facts—the truth, if you like—on both sides are known
with reasonable accuracy, what happens when text
and archaeology still appear at odds? Will the conservative take the text as is according to his personal
understanding and reject the seemingly contradictory
archaeological data? Likely, he will. And there is not
much doubt that the liberal will side against the traditional interpretation (caricature?) of the text and go
with the archaeological evidence as he assesses it.
But what if in a given instance the archaeological
data and its interpretation are correct and traditional
assumptions about the text are incorrect? In this case,
it becomes hermeneutically prudent to seek an interpretation of the text that harmonizes with the archaeological data. And this becomes especially critical
when multiple lines of evidence militate against a ‘traditional’ interpretation of a text. If three, or four, or
five evidential tracks are consistent with the archaeology but at variance with a given interpretation of a
text, it is, on the basis of logic, time to go back to the
proverbial drawing board and use the archaeological
evidence as a hermeneutical tool to bring about an
understanding of the text commensurate with that evidence. (A simple example: The original KJV translation used the term ‘candlestick’ to translate the Hebrew and Greek words we now, almost universally,
render as ‘lampstand’. However, this was not a linguistic discovery, but an archaeological one. Once it
was clear that candles were unknown during the OT
and NT periods in the Near East, and that clay or metal oil lamps were the primary means of illumination,
translators made the change.)

ancillary disciplines of paleoclimatology, geology,
astrophysics, paleoecology, historical geography, archaeometry, ANE languages, and comparative ANE
literature—provide far-and-away the best means of
connecting biblical stories to the real world.
ANSWERING MERRILL POINT BY POINT
Dr Merrill has laid out his arguments against my position on patriarchal chronology in a serial manner, and
in the process has rejected the identification of Tall elHammam as biblical Sodom, since his date for
Abr(ah)am’s life in no way corresponds with the date
of Tall el-Hammam’s terminal Bronze Age destruction. I think the best way to address his critique is to
follow his thinking paragraph-by-paragraph, answering his challenges to my views as they appear. This
accomplishes several things simultaneously: (1) the
reader will see Merrill’s entire argument as it unfolds;
(2) no aspect of his argumentation will be omitted;
and (3) each element of my perspective will be laid
against the steps of his argumentation is it develops.
Although this makes for a much longer read—
admittedly a bit repetitious in places—I hope this approach will be appreciated for its thoroughness.
[Dr Merrill’s material appears below in Arial font,
preceded by ‘M:’, without quotation marks, and with
his original footnotes included in Arial font. My re-

sponse to each of his paragraphs follows immediately
in Times New Roman font, preceded by ‘C:’, with my
footnotes enumerated in sequence with his, but in
TNR font.]
M: Old Testament scholarship across the spectrum of theological and ideological persuasion is
committed to the notion that a realistic picture of ancient Israel's life and times is best recovered by careful attention to both the biblical narrative and to archaeological data when both are subjected to proper
methodological analysis and interpretation. The conservative will, of course, tend to give more attention to
the text than to archaeology as a base of authority
whereas the critical (liberal) scholar will allot primacy
of place to archaeology. At the extremes of both respective positions are (1) those who are persuaded
that archaeology is a tool of the devil that has no constructive role to play and (2) those who view the Bible
as a collection of mere myth, fable, and legend, with
little or no value to the serious historian.

C: I do not hesitate to point out that those toward
5

There is nothing strange or out of order in this scenario, any more than the ‘traditional’ meaning of a
passage should give way to a retranslation of the Hebrew text based on newly discovered (and better) linguistic information from comparative Semitic studies.
It is not a matter of shifting the “base of authority”
from text to archaeology or from the text to linguistics. The biblical text rose from physical and linguistic
reality, and what we are after is an accurate understanding of the text in its ancient milieu, not one contaminated by either medieval or modern mental constructs.
I agree with Merrill that the two extremes he cites
are to be avoided. However, I fear that his views on
patriarchal chronology may be dangerously close to a
categorical rejection of archaeological evidence without considering the logical conclusions of such an
approach. As I will show, in rejecting the identification of Tall el-Hammam as Sodom based solely on his
Ussherian view of biblical chronology, he has set
himself against all other lines of evidence and datasets that say otherwise. Could it be that the problem is
with his chronology? I think that is exactly what the
collective evidence advocates.

13:12) and Lot's choice of land as "all the Plain of the
Jordan" (Heb kol kikkar hayyardanne; Gen 13:11)
seem attractive enough, and the enormous size of the
urban area so far uncovered at Hammam seems to fit
other biblical descriptions of a city commensurate
with the archaeological coordinates (Gen 14:2; 18:2233; 19:4; Ezek 16:48, 55).12

C: Tall el-Hammam lies due-east of Jericho, and is
approximately 8.5 miles NE of the Dead Sea’s NE
corner. At this time of writing we have completed
eight seasons of excavation (2006–2013; preceded by
five years of research and exploration) and are gearing
up for Season Nine in 2014. With over 100 acres of
Bronze Age occupational footprint and over 60 acres
of that situated behind an enormous defensive system,
Tall el-Hammam was—on average over its 3,000-year
history prior to its destruction toward the end of the
MBA—the largest continuously-occupied city in the
southern Levant. By contrast, Bab edh-Dhra—the
traditional site of Sodom for some scholars13—covers
only about 12 acres. By all standards, Bab edh-Dhra at
the pinnacle of its history eked out a marginal existence in a harsh and unforgiving environment. As a
walled town, it did not survive the climatological
downturn that also did away with most other Early
Bronze Age sites by ca. 2350 BCE.
In stark contrast, massive Tall el-Hammam not only survived the near-ubiquitous EB3 disaster, an event
that led to the collapse of city-based culture across the
Levant, but—accompanied by numerous satellite
towns and villages—it thrived as a powerful city-state
through the Intermediate Bronze Age (2350–1950
BCE) and most of the subsequent Middle Bronze Age.
Thus, Merrill is correct that the size and prosperity of
Tall el-Hammam evokes visions of biblical Sodom.
Sodom was one of the Cities of the Kikkar of the

M: Steven Collins is a committed Evangelical
scholar with impressive experience in Near Eastern
archaeology, especially at Kh. Al-Maqatir (Ai?) and
Tall Hammam (Sodom?).10 The former is in the socalled West Bank some 10 miles north of Jerusalem
and a mile east of Ramallah. The latter is in the
Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, just across the Jordan
River from Jericho and four miles from the northeast
curve of the Dead Sea. Since 2006 Professor Collins
has been excavating Hammam, the site he prefers
over Bab edh-Dhra/Numeira as the proper location of
ancient Sodom. His arguments as to the location of
the "cities of the plain" (Heb aray hakikkar11; Gen

R. L. W. Cleave. The Holy Land Satellite Atlas. Vol. 1. Nicosia,
Cyprus: Rohr Productions, 1999, Map 1 LT-B, p. 35.
12
For a recent restatement of the traditional view that locates
Sodom at the southeast curve of the Dead Sea and therefore the
corollary rejection of Hammam as such, see Clyde E. Billington,
"Tall el-Hammam Is Not Sodom," Artifax 27/2 (2012): 12-14.

10

For his reports and other publications on Hammam, see Collins
in Biblical Research Bulletin VII 1 (2007); VII 3 (2007); VII 4
(2007); VII 7 (2007); Bible and Spade 15 2 (2007); Annual of the
Department of Antiquities of Jordan 53 (2010): 385-414.
11
The Hebrew term is usually glossed "disk" or something diskshaped such as a loaf of bread (Exod 29:23; 1 Sam 2:36), a metal
shaped in the form of a disk (2 Sam 12:30; 2 Kgs 5:22; Est 3:9),
or, indeed, "the wide southern part of the Ghor (1 Kgs 7:46; Neh
12:38; thus Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, ed. The
Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament. Vol. One.
Leiden: Brill, 2001, p. 473). A glance at a map of the lower Jordan
Valley just north of the Dead Sea does indeed reveal a half-moon
shaped and flat region about 10x10 square miles in extent. See

13

B. Wood is, to my knowledge, one of the few—perhaps the
only—working field archaeologist who believes that Bab edhDhra is biblical Sodom. Most reject it out-of-hand for the simple
reason that the destruction of its fortified town phase occurred ca.
2350 BCE, long before the birth of Abr(ah)am in the earliest configurations of the Ussher-style chronologies (ca. 2166 BCE). See
Collins and Scott, Discovering Sodom; and Collins, “Where Is
Sodom?” BAR.
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Jordan. Jordan (Heb. hayarden) means ‘the descent’.
That descent is of the fresh, living water that collects
into the Rift Valley from the melting of the northern
snowpack, regional aquifers exiting local rock strata
as springs, and seasonal rains. The Jordan, the descent, terminates the moment it reaches the lowest
point on the surface of the earth, the Dead Sea’s
northern tip. There it dies. I have clarified all things
‘Jordan’ in numerous sources.14 It is a certainty that
hayarden includes no part of the Dead Sea whatsoever. Thus, the Disk (Heb. kikkar = circle, disk of metal
or bread) of the Jordan was north of the Dead Sea.
The Kikkar was/is also visible in its entirety from the
area of Bethel/Ai, on the Central Highlands 14 miles
WNW of Jericho, as Genesis 13:1-12 clearly states.
If Tall el-Hammam and its satellites are not Sodom
and the Cities of the Kikkar, then the biblical geography of the patriarchal age has a very large hole in it,
for it puts nothing else on that piece of well-watered,
fertile real estate north of the Dead Sea.15 Everything
about Tall el-Hammam’s location, size, formidable
defenses, overall sophistication, and longevity
screams ‘Sodom’. The fact of the matter is that the
Tall el-Hammam city-state constituted the largest
population center in all the southern Levantine lands
coursed by every biblical patriarch from Genesis 10
into the time of Abr(ah)am. If it was not the great city
of Sodom that existed from the first urbanization period until its destruction in the time of Abr(ah)am, then
we would have to say that the biblical writer(s) seriously missed the geographical mark by failing to even
mention the greatest Bronze Age cultural center contemporaneous with the history of the Genesis record!

assemblages, destruction layers, and architectural
features, that the evidence points to the late MB2
period (ca. 1600 BC) for the cataclysmic overthrow of
the site, thus necessitating a date for the AbrahamLot narrative at the same time. But it is precisely at
this point that Hammam must, on biblical chronological grounds, be precluded from being a candidate as
one of the cities of that narrative. The following considerations with subsequent supporting documentation decisively undermine the possibility of the Collins
hypothesis:

C: Unsupportable assumptions and claims run
thick in the above paragraph. In short, the “archaeological and biblical chronological data” to which Merrill refers are those of his own making or choosing,
and would not receive anything resembling agreement
except from a relatively small number of conservative
evangelicals who follow the chronological methodology of Archbishop Ussher (worked out in the 17th
century). (Merrill gives some of Ussher’s dates in an
upcoming paragraph, and I will deal with them at that
point.) He makes it sound as if there is some great
consensus of understanding among evangelical scholars as to an ‘official’ biblical chronology. This could
not be further from the truth.
The fact is that, among evangelical scholars, those
holding to the archaic chronological views of James
Ussher would be in the extreme minority, and virtually non-existent among non-evangelical Christian and
Jewish scholars. Certainly great archaeological and
ancient Near East scholars like W.F. Albright, G.E.
Wright, D.N. Freedman, A. Millard, and K.A. Kitchen—all highly respected by evangelical Bible scholars—entertain no such view. The number of working
evangelical archaeologists who hold views of biblical
chronology resembling what Merrill attempts to present as a ‘majority’ viewpoint are few and far between
(actually, I can only think of one, perhaps two). In
archaeological circles, anything resembling Ussherian
chronology is considered fringe at best.
I do not hesitate to say, however, that both Dr Merrill and I are in the minority when it comes to the date
of the Exodus (I will say more on this later). He takes
a 15th century and I take a 14th century BCE date for
the Exodus and Conquest. The majority view among
Evangelical scholars is the late Exodus date, ca. 1250
BCE during the reign of Rameses II.
The Rameside, 13th century BCE Exodus is based

M: However, both archaeological and biblical
chronological data rule out Hammam as a candidate
for patriarchal Sodom. After a great deal of analysis
Collins has concluded, based on stratigraphy, pottery
14

Papers and articles related to the subject of Sodom and Tall elHammam may be found on the Tall el-Hammam Excavation
Project website: tallelhammam.com. Many are also listed in the
“Sources and Recommended Reading” section at the end of this
article.
15
Billington’s suggestion that Tall el-Hammam might be a
‘western’ Heshbon is geographically ludicrous. See C.E. Billington, "Tall el-Hammam Is Not Sodom," Artifax 27/2 (2012): 1214; also S. Collins, “Tall el-Hammam Is Sodom: Billington’s
Heshbon Identification Suffers from Numerous Fatal Flaws,”
Biblical Research Bulletin 12.1 (2012). A shorter version of this
article appeared in the Summer 2012 edition of Artifax.

7

C: For me, this sends up red flags for a number of
reasons. As many scholars do, I urge extreme caution
when using the Masoretic Text (MT) as an authority
for determining OT numbers. One example will suffice (there are many others). The MT text of Exodus
12:40 reads “430 years” as the duration of the Israelite
sojourn in Egypt. However, the MT reading stands as
the sole witness of this ‘long’ Egyptian sojourn. Virtually every other line of evidence—all LXX versions,
the Samaritan Pentateuch, Josephus (who even expresses his irritation at the long Egyptian sojourn!),
the Apostle Paul in Galatians 3:16-17—supports that
the 430 years includes time in Canaan and Egypt,
from the time of Abr(ah)am to the giving of the Law.
This alone would shorten the patriarchal chronology
by 215 years. (It is probably worth mentioning here
the fact that when MT and LXX readings of a given
passage differ, the Dead Sea Scrolls version(s) of that
same passage almost invariably sides with the LXX
against the MT. This is common knowledge. So it
cannot be argued that the MT is in any way categorically superior to the biblical DSS and LXX.18)
Merrill’s birthdate for Abr(ah)am is 2166 BCE
(Ussher’s is ca. 1997 BCE), which moves the patriarchal period back even further than he admits. In fact,
historically, it would be incorrect to eliminate
Abr(ah)am’s father, Terah, from the patriarchal
‘flow’, perhaps even his father as well. What I mean
by this is that the patriarchal period has to include
more than just Abr(ah)am’s story because there is a
societal continuity to all this that has to be accounted
for in terms of cultural synchronisms with ANE history. Thus, does a patriarchal period with a date-range
of, say, 2400–1700 BCE—not just a 2166 BCE startdate for Abr(ah)am—fit the historical picture of the
ANE? As we shall see, this becomes a huge problem
for Ussher-style chronologists.

on taking the 480 years of 1 Kings 6:1 as a formulaic
number representing twelve generations (of 40 years
each). Merrill takes it as a base-10, arithmetic number
to put the Exodus in the 15th century. For a number of
reasons, I like the Septuagint (LXX) 440 figure, placing the Exodus approximately at the beginning of the
14th century. However, in agreement with Albright
and Kitchen, I do take the number as formulaic and
not literal in the arithmetic sense, and I rely on historical synchronisms to link the Exodus to Egyptian history.16 Surely, the 400+ number is a rounded approximation not meant to convey mathematical precision
in the modern sense.
All in all, dismissing Tall el-Hammam as biblical
Sodom based on a permutation of Ussherian chronology is, at minimum, unwise. The archaeology of Tall
el-Hammam, and a host of other ANE data-sets, suggest a later historical context for Abr(ah)am than either Ussher or Merrill has presented.
Before moving on, let me say a brief word about
the 1600 BCE date that Dr Merrill has assigned to the
destruction of Tall el-Hammam. I admit that this date
is probably my fault! Through eight years of excavation we have been doing pottery analysis in order to
determine the stratigraphic sequence of the site. Determining the date of its final Bronze Age destruction
is a function of assessing the date-range of the ceramic assemblage associated with the terminal layer. Early on, all we could say was that Tall el-Hammam was
destroyed toward the end of the Middle Bronze 2 period, ca. 1600ish. But over the past two seasons (2012
and 2013) the date-range of that pottery corpus has
begun to solidify between 1750 and 1650 based on
several key forms (or lack thereof). This is a significant development in terms of my own take on the patriarchal chronology, and many scholars have also
found the ‘Hammam’ timeframe more suitable for
theirs.

M: 2. All subsequent biblical historical accounts no
longer jibe with each other or fit the periods to
which a 1600 date assigns them.

M: 1. The chronological system of the Hebrew
Masoretic text places the era of the Patriarchs between ca. 2100-1700 B. C.17

C: Once again, this assumes that some version of
the Ussher chronology is correct. It assumes that all
the patriarchal lifespan numbers have base-10 arithmetic values. Contrariwise, if the numbers are, in fact,

16

I recommend a thorough reading of S. Collins, Let My People
Go: Using Historical Synchronisms to Identify the Pharaoh of
the Exodus (Albuquerque: Trinity Southwest University Press,
2005).

18

Strongly recommended: J.C. Vanderkam and P.W. Flint, The
Meaning of the Dead Sea Scrolls: Their Significance for Understanding the Bible, Judaism, Jesus and Christianity (New York:
Harper, 2002).

17

For detailed discussion of this scheme, see Eugene H. Merrill,
Kingdom of Priests: A History of Old Testament Israel. 2nd ed.
Grand Rapids: Baker, 2008, pp. 83-96.

8

to represent the ‘lifespan’ of a noble Egyptian.20

formulaic in some way—perhaps mingling ‘honorific’
formulas with literal ages, or entirely symbolic—then
there is no reason to panic! One must remember that
ancient people had no concept of absolute dating as
we do. They used a variety of ‘dating’ techniques such
as relative dating based on the reigns of kings and/or
important historical events, and they often used systems of numerical formulas to arrive at very long
reigns for kings in the most archaic periods of their
histories—reigns often in the hundreds, even thousands of years. 19 To posit that the Genesis record, as
an authentic ANE document, is exempt from these
kinds of cultural, formulaic representations of the
lives of important historical figures is simply nonsensical.
(Once more, I add that our refined date-range for
Tall el-Hammam’s destruction is 1750–1650 BCE, not
1600.)

M: 4. Most serious of all—to the conservative
scholar at least—is the methodological fallacy of
testing and assessing biblical information in light of
presumed archaeological primacy and the necessary shift of the ground of authority from text to tell.

C: If tells (talls) cannot shed light on the meaning
of biblical language and linguistic conventions—
again, in the same way that comparative Semitic studies can shed light on, or even shift the meaning of, a
biblical text—then the gulf between archaeology and
the Bible is hopelessly unbridgeable. If conservatives—I among them—are unwilling to let wellreasoned archaeology speak hermeneutically to the
text, then they really should think about giving up
archaeology altogether. If our predetermined understanding of the Bible is so set in stone that we cannot
at least entertain ideas that might contradict older,
traditional assumptions about various facets of the
text, what does that say about the relationship of the
biblical record to testable physical reality?
I really think we must discern between a theological “ground of authority” and the necessity of hermeneutical inquiry into the linguistic, literary, historical,
sociological, archaeological, climatological, biological, even pathological elements of textual meanings.
Any or all of these various disciplines can potentially
help us ascertain a better interpretation of a given passage. If this is not the case, then let us simply retreat
to the KJV and be satisfied with our own parochial
reading of the Bible. But because I am firmly convinced of the historical accuracy and authenticity of
the biblical record, I gladly welcome any avenue of
inquiry that reveals a more precise picture of the biblical world in keeping with good scientific methods,
logic, and common sense.
Often, it is our myopic, modern, preferential understanding of the text that we are guarding, not the authority of the Bible. The Bible always lines up with
reality. But sometimes our perception of reality is
cockeyed. Is it possible for language studies to help us
conclude that a heretofore accepted interpretation of a
particular passage is wrong? Certainly it is. Is it possible for archaeological discoveries to inform us that we

M: 3. Besides the dismantling of the biblical chronological schemes and the rendering of their data
as incorrect and/or meaningless, other numerical
features such as the life spans of the patriarchs
must also be discarded or radically reinterpreted.

C: With this I certainly agree! What we have discovered at Tall el-Hammam (Sodom) is that the
Ussherian understanding of patriarchal chronology
must be abandoned. Every aspect of the Genesis geography and physical descriptions of Sodom and the
Cities of the Kikkar points to Tall el-Hammam as
Sodom. Logically, a good archaeological date for
Sodom’s destruction can instruct us on which approach to the patriarchal chronology works best in
order to synchronize the biblical record with the history of the Rift Valley and the ANE in general. (There
are many other lines of evidence, as we will see.)
In this manner, archaeological data becomes a substantive hermeneutical tool in determining how we
should interpret the patriarchal lifespan numbers as
literary conventions—symbols and/or honorific formulas that held meanings for the ancient mind beyond
mere arithmetic. In this light, that Joseph’s death-age
was 110 is significant. It just happens to be the welldocumented honorific formula used in ancient Egypt

20

At least 25 ancient Egyptian sources give 110 as the honorific
death-age of a noble citizen. See Kitchen, Reliability OT 351352; and J.M.A. Janssen, Oudheidkundige Mededelingen uit het
Rijksmuseum van Oudheden te Leiden 31 (1950) 33-41.

19

J.B. Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old
Testament (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969) 265266.
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should rethink—even radically!—prior notions about
a text? Absolutely. This is hermeneutics, and it is the
friend, not the enemy, of the Bible.
In light of Dr Merrill’s above paragraph, I should
also remind the reader that, as stated and structured, it
is a strawman argument, making it look like I give
archaeology primacy over the text. I do not. However,
I do give the text the (much needed!) opportunity to
be understood within its ancient cultural context(s)
through every legitimate avenue of inquiry that can
illumine textual meaning(s). If the patriarchal lifespan
numbers were actually honorific-formulaic in remote
antiquity, then we should use every methodology at
our disposal to show that such is the case. If it is not
the case, the archaeological evidence may show it. If
it is the case, the archaeological data may reveal it.
And this is precisely my point: I think the archaeological evidence from numerous data-sets unequivocally
confirms that the patriarchs—from Terah through
Joseph—belong entirely to the Middle Bronze Age,
with most of that sequence occurring during MB2
(1800–1540 BCE). In my research, the only data-sets
that contradict this are Ussher-style interpretations of
the Genesis chronology.

denial of the historical reality of Old Testament persons and events such as Noah, Abraham, and even
Moses.

C: This section of Merrill’s article is titled “The
Chronology of the Old Testament and Its Basis.” It
should be labeled “The Bishop Ussher Chronology of
the Old Testament and Its Basis.” Although Merrill’s
placement of Abr(ah)am is an archaeological period
earlier than Ussher’s, he defends him and implies that
the Ussher chronology is widely-held—which, in fact,
it is not. While versions of this chronology may be
held by a relatively small number of Evangelicals, it is
not the view of biblical chronology favored by most
present-day biblical and archaeological scholars.
(Let me say at this point that I agree with Kitchen’s
maxim that “facts not votes determine the truth.”22
Just because a majority of scholars think one way and
a minority (regardless of how small!) holds another
view does not in itself provide insight into what is true
and what is not. What does count is evidence.)
Regardless of which permutation of the Ussher
chronology one might use, the outcome remains the
same. They all share a similar ballpark. The arithmetic
is not difficult, and anyone can do it with a Bible in
hand. Using the MT (reflected in most English translations), if the Exodus happened in 1446 BCE (during
Late Bronze 1), then Jacob stood before Pharaoh in
Egypt in 1876 (during Middle Bronze 1), the birth of
Abr(ah)am was in 2166 (during Intermediate Bronze
2), and the Great Flood took place somewhere around
2400 BCE (which would place it at the close of the
Early Bronze Age). But we must ask: What ANE data-sets either support or contradict this scenario?
Before I speak to the lines of evidence that militate
against the Ussherian chronological configuration, let
me first say that taking the patriarchal lifespan numbers as formulaic (as opposed to base-10 literal) does
not logically lead to a denial of the fact of creation or
Noah’s flood, nor does it logically result in “a denial
of the historical reality” of the OT. (I find both evolutionary and OT higher critical theory patently unscientific.) Such rejections of biblical credibility were the
result of a faulty—even nonscientific—worldview
that disallowed the existence of an infinitely powerful
intelligence who created and sustains the universe and

M: In the modern period, attempts to determine the
dates of Old Testament events commenced notably
with Archbishop James Ussher of the Anglican
Church of Ireland (1581-1656). By methodically adding up the years attributed to various biblical persons
and events, all the while making due allowance for
concurrences and discordances, he concluded that
the exodus took place in 1492 B. C., Abraham flourished at the beginning of the second millennium
(1997-1822), the Flood ca. 2350 B. C., and creation
at 4004 B. C.21 The early Enlightenment of the same
period generated a great deal of skepticism about
such matters as the historical and chronological reliability of the Old Testament, and subsequent developments in the fields of the natural sciences added to
this skepticism by positing the beginnings of the earth
millions of years earlier, the non-existence of a universal flood, and, in biblical critical scholarship, the
21

See conveniently Jack Finegan, Handbook of Biblical Chronology. Rev. ed. Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1998, pp. 403-405. It
should be noted that Ussher was no dilettante in such matters; in
fact, he was a brilliant classicist at home in Greek, Latin, and
other languages. See Charles Richard Elrington, The Whole
Works of the Most Rev. James Ussher, D.D. Vol. 1. Dublin:
Hodges and Smith, 1847, pp. 266-267.
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K.A. Kitchen, Ancient Orient and Old Testament (Chicago:
InterVarsity, 1966) 172.
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everything in it.
Concluding that the patriarchal numbers were not
originally written to convey literal, base-10 arithmetic
values simply recognizes that the minds of ancient
nomadic people did not employ numbers merely as
chronological markers in a system of absolute dating—which, as far as we can determine, they did not
use and knew nothing about. Via numerical formulas
they represented not only physical age, but also symbolic elements reflecting perceived dimensions of
societal status, personal attainment, and character.
Such thinking was distinctly Mesopotamian, which
the ‘inflated’ regnal spans of the Sumerian king
list23—in the ‘thousands’ and ‘tens-of-thousands’ of
years—strongly imply. Abr(ah)am was a Mesopotamian, and Hebrew clan ties to Mesopotamia remained
strong throughout the patriarchal period, as the Genesis record clearly demonstrates.
Beyond this, the evidence in favor of a nonliteral—but authentically ancient!—approach to patriarchal numbers is, I think, incontrovertible. How this
applies to the timeframe of Abr(ah)am, Isaac, Jacob,
and Joseph, I will address subsequently in light of Dr
Merrill’s comments below. But at this point I want to
touch on the Ussher dates for the creation and flood,
which are extremely problematic—to say the least—in
light of the ANE archaeological ‘ages’.
The Neolithic, Chalcolithic, and Bronze periods,
and their subdivisions, have been worked out in relative detail over the past hundred years. Not only have
detailed studies revealed significant versions of the
regnal chronologies of Egypt, Mesopotamia, and
Hatti, but also archaeological excavations have unearthed stratigraphic support for the ebb and flow of
ANE civilizations as the ‘layer-cake’ tells (talls = ruin
mounds) have exposed long sequences of (often unbroken) cultural transitions. The time sequences of
these periods and sub-periods are established by ceramic connections to a well-worked-out Egyptian
chronology augmented by carbon 14 and neutronactivation studies across innumerable sites, dendrochronology (tree-ring dating), local sediment cores
(coordinated with polar ice cores), paleoclimatological studies, and host of other chronological
indicators—all of which coordinate remarkably well
with biblical history once the idea of literal, base-10

patriarchal lifespans is set aside in favor of a more
authentic understanding of these numerical formulas.
According to every conceivable geological and
chronological indicator available to archaeologists,
there was no global flood in the third millennium BCE
(one may entertain the idea that localized flooding
gave rise to such stories in the ANE, including the
biblical account). Writing was invented about 3000
BCE with virtual simultaneity in both Mesopotamia
(cuneiform) and Egypt (hieroglyphics), marking the
beginning of historical times (as opposed to prehistoric) and the ability of human beings to chronicle the
flow of civilizations through the Bronze Age. But
even in the absence of writing in the periods before
3000 BCE, archaeologists have been able to track the
ebb and flow of civilizations back through the Early
Bronze 1 (ca. 3600–3000 BCE), Chalcolithic (ca.
4600–3600 BCE), and Pottery Neolithic (ca. 6000–
4600 BCE) periods.
Although it is impossible to discover every minute
detail of ancient cultures, the excavation of the material remains they left behind has given us a clear sense
of the unbroken history of humankind from at least
6000 BCE through the balance of ancient history. It is
interesting to note that even a scholar as conservative
as M.F. Unger—who had training in archaeology—
recognized a continuous history of human civilizations back at least as far as the Pottery Neolithic Period, ca. 6000 BCE. He also states that the “chronology
of Archbishop Ussher, who assumes unbroken succession of father-son relationship in the genealogical lists
of Genesis 5 and 11, and who places the creation of
man around 4,000 B.C., is untenable in the light of
attested archaeological data.”24 Any such allowance
for adjustment or uncertainty anywhere in the sequence of patriarchal chronology indicates that the
notion of literal, base-10 values is out of the question.
So, I must here repeat the question: What ANE data-sets either support or contradict Ussherian chronological scenarios? The fact of the matter is that there is
not a single data-set from any scientific discipline that
would endorse Ussher’s—or Merrill’s—patriarchal
chronology. But it does not follow, even though such
a dating scheme is unsupportable on the basis of objective scientific evidence, that one must then reject
the historical character of the patriarchal narratives
24

23

M.F. Unger, Unger’s Bible Dictionary, s.v. “Chronology.”
(Chicago: Moody Press, 1966) 202.

Pritchard, Ancient Near Eastern Texts 265-266.
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and “the reality of Old Testament persons and events
such as Noah, Abraham, and even Moses.” Quite the
opposite is true! By taking the patriarchal lifespan
numbers for what they obviously are—honorific formulas—it is possible to place the patriarchs within the
proper timeframe based on historical synchronisms
and elements of cultural specificity.
In this regard, what scholars have always needed is
an archaeologically-datable event that occurred during
the career of Abr(ah)am to which the patriarchal narrative can be firmly attached, thus solving the centuries-old dilemma of fixing the date of Abram and his
descendants within the flow of ANE history. That
archaeologically-datable event is the destruction of
Tall el-Hammam, the city of Sodom itself, and the
other cities of the Kikkar of the Jordan—a date that
harmonizes with every data-set available to the study
of the Ancient Near East, including the cultural daterange for the patriarchs set forth by K.A. Kitchen (see
Figures 1 and 2).
Kitchen’s date-range for the Genesis patriarchs is
between 1900 and 1600 BCE.25 His determination of
this timeframe is based on a wide range of historical
and cultural phenomena. Such analysis precludes the
possibility of a 2166 BCE birthdate for Abr(ah)am
even if Kitchen’s range is pushed back to 1950 or
2000 BCE. Culturally, Abr(ah)am belongs to the MB2
period—most likely after 1800 BCE. One thing is for
sure: Abr(ah)am does not belong in the Intermediate
Bronze 2 period (ca. 2200–1950 BCE). This is confirmed by each relevant line of evidence examined by
Kitchen, having a parallel in the patriarchal stories—
the wide scope of travel; long distance marriages;
wide political horizons (Gen 14); treaties and covenants; family customs; religion; geopolitics in Canaan;
personal names; the price of slaves, and more. But
there are additional arrays of evidence beyond what
Kitchen cites. Among the following are several such
data-sets that corroborate Kitchen’s analysis, and militate against Dr Merrill’s IB2 date for Abr(ah)am (see
Figures 1 and 2).
The fact that the lives of Abr(ah)am, Isaac, and Jacob were all affected by famine in Canaan is significant. Climatologically, the first half of the Middle
Bronze Age (MB1, ca. 2000/1950–1800 BCE) was a

wet phase in which the sedentary population of the S
Levant rose dramatically—remember, it had collapsed
at the end of EB3 (ca. 2350 BCE) with the onset of a
severe dry-cycle—leading to the height of Canaanite
urban civilization, ca. 1800.26 During MB1, driven by
a strong agricultural engine, the Levant burgeoned
with cities, towns and villages, launching what is
known to archaeologists as the ‘golden age’ of Canaanite culture. The MB1 population of Canaan rose
dangerously, stressing the limits of the land to supply
adequate foodstuffs and fresh water.
Although the wet-cycle continued through MB2,
beginning around 1800 BCE sporadic fluctuations in
the Levantine climate—exacerbated by severe deforestation and heavy population density—created a situation that drove vast numbers of Canaanites and other
Semitic Asiatics into the Delta region of Egypt. By ca.
1700 these Asiatics wrested control of the Nile Delta
to become the Hyksos rulers of Egypt’s Second Intermediate Period. While the principal city-states of
the southern Levant remained viable during MB2,
famine was an intermittent-if-not-chronic problem—
as attested in the stories of Abr(ah)am, Isaac, Jacob,
and Joseph. Climatologically speaking, the period
before 1800 BCE is no place for the famine-dominated
stories of the Hebrew patriarchs, whereas the
timeframe after 1800 BCE is picture-perfect (see Figure 1).
Synchronously, the story of Joseph is difficult to
place earlier than the Hyksos Period (ca. 1700–1540
BCE) for the simple reason that the chariot was not
used in Egypt until that time.27 The Hyksos introduced
the chariot into Egypt. Genesis 41:43 has both Pharaoh and Joseph riding in chariots! Indeed, the entire
biblical period from Abr(ah)am through Joseph is
perfectly at home after 1800 BCE, which is commensurate with a destruction of Sodom (Tall el-Hammam)
sometime between 1750 and 1650 BCE.
26

D. Langgut and F. Neumann, “The Paleo-Climatic History of
the Middle Bronze – Iron Age Time Interval: High Resolution
Pollen Study of Dead Sea Cores.” Paper presented to the 2010
Annual Meeting of the American Schools of Oriental Research.
See also A. Frumkin and Y. Elitzur, “The Rise and Fall of the
Dead Sea,” Biblical Archaeology Review 27.6 (Nov/Dec 2001);
and D. Neev and K. O. Emery, The Destruction of Sodom and
Gomorrah, and Jericho: Geological, Climatological, and Archaeological Background (New York: Oxford University, 1995).
27
R.B. Partridge, “Transport in Ancient Egypt,” in A.B. Lloyd,
ed., A Companion to Ancient Egypt, 2 vols. (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley
and Sons, 2010) 370-389.
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Figure 1.

Not only is the era prior to 1800 BCE wrong for the
Hebrew patriarchs—Abraham through Joseph—on
climatological and technological grounds, it is also
erroneous in terms of Levantine and Mesopotamian
settlement patterns and urban evolution (see Figure 2).
About 2350 BCE, the Early Bronze Age ended with
the collapse of cities and towns across the Levant,
indeed, the entire ANE. Very few survived. Thereafter, during the Intermediate Bronze Age (IBA), the
vast majority of the population of the Levant adopted
a nomadic or semi-nomadic lifestyle. (Dates for the
end of the IBA are variously given from 2000 to 1950
BCE.) After 2000/1950 BCE, at the beginning of the
MBA, the socio-political situation in Canaan began
shifting back to urban development resulting from the
onset of a much wetter period (discussed above).

According to Merrill’s chronology Abr(ah)am’s
entire lifespan played out during the second half of
the Intermediate Bronze Age (IB2—ca. 2200–1950
BCE). By his accounting, Abr(ah)am was born in 2166
and died in 1991. This date-range is, in itself, a deathblow to his placement of Abr(ah)am, because during
the IB2 most (if not all) of the cities in the Abr(ah)am
narratives were out of business and lying in ruins. It is
estimated that the IB2 ANE city/town population
dropped as much as 95%—93% in Mesopotamia,
more than that in the S Levant.28 With no sophisticated urban populations to service, caravan routes shut
See J.R. Ur, “Cycles of Civilization in Northern Mesopotamia,
4400–2000 BCE,” submitted to the Journal of Archaeological
Research (forthcoming). Presently available online from Digital
Access to Scholarship at Harvard (University).
28
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down across the Fertile Crescent. The ensuing, general nomadism was a localized phenomenon designed
not for the pursuit of prosperity, but for unadorned
survival in a violent era.
In the light of these facts, it would have been impossible for the scenario of Genesis 14 to have occurred during IB2. There were no such ANE kingdoms in existence at the time to harass anyone in the S
Levant.29 Neither would Abr(ah)am have been able to
become a man of extraordinary wealth during IB2.
And, as Kitchen aptly observes, the period before
2000/1950 BCE was not one in which lengthy migrations—such as that of Terah’s and Abr(ah)am’s
clan—occurred.30
In the Sodom tales, four prominent cities are mentioned besides Sodom itself: Dan, Hebron, Jerusalem,
and Damascus. When one investigates the occupational profiles of each of these locations, aggregately
the archaeological evidence is overwhelmingly
against placing the story of Abr(ah)am prior to 1800
BCE—much less 2000/1950 BCE—for the simple reason that Hebron and Jerusalem were unoccupied between 2200 and 1800 BCE (IB2–MB1); and Dan and
Damascus were unoccupied from 2200 to 1950 BCE.31
All four were virtually abandoned after their demise at
the end of EB3 (ca. 2350 BCE) save for small open
settlements, which then disappeared ca. 2200. There is
no shred (or sherd!) of evidence for settlements at
Hebron or Jerusalem during IB2 (ca. 2200–1950 BCE)
or MB1 (ca. 1950–1800 BCE). Hebron and Jerusalem
were re-founded as fortified urban centers during
MB2, beginning around 1800 BCE. Dan and Damascus were fortified about the same time, ca. 1800 BCE.
While Dan and Damascus had settlements during
Ussher’s timeframe for Abr(ah)am (ca. 1997–1822),
they were not occupied during Merrill’s placement of
Abr(ah)am (ca. 2166–1991). (See Figure 2.)

Ussherians might try to make the case that it is not
necessary to see them all as ‘formal’ cities in the time
of Abr(ah)am, and that the existence of open villages
at those locations would suffice. But this cannot be
said of Jerusalem which, in the time of Abr(ha)m
(Gen 14), sports a king who has a formal covenant
with Abraham and a political relationship with the
king of the Sodom city-state. No such socio-political
condition existed at Jerusalem during IB2 or MB1.
And even though there were minor occupations (likely
seasonal) at all four sites during IB1 (ca. 2350–2200),
they were virtually abandoned during IB2 except perhaps for squatters (basically undetectable).32 I repeat
for emphasis: There was no city or king at Jerusalem
between 2200 and 1800 BCE; therefore, Melchizedek’s
Salem (Jerusalem) did not exist during Merrill’s or
Ussher’s timeframe for Abraham.33
The same disruption of urban centers occurred in
Mesopotamia, contributing to the demise of the Akkadian Empire. Beginning about 2200, Ur collapsed, and
the remaining population, much of it seasonal, was
ruled by Gutian barbarians. A similar concert of phenomena brought down the city of Haran and other
northern Mesopotamian centers. As a result, regional
trade broke down, and the international economy took
a nosedive. Kitchen is correct to point out that transhumant group or clan migrations such as Terah and
Abr(ah)am experienced are only documentable beginning in the early 2nd millennium BCE, not in the late
3rd millennium BCE34 (Merrill’s time of Abraham).
After 1950 BCE—better after 1800 for the cities of the
patriarchal narratives—both Mesopotamia and the
Levant began full-bore re-establishment of the great
urban centers, a socio-political situation in which the
story of Abr(ah)am’s life is perfectly at home. (See
Figure 2.)
32

At this point in the discussion some might be tempted to put
forth the old adage “Absence of evidence does not always constitute evidence of absence.” However, most of the time, it does!
The absence of settlement at Jerusalem during the IBA and MB1
is also consistent with a similar pattern throughout the Cisjordan
hill country, even at Hazor in the northern Galilee.
33
In recent personal conversations with R. Reich (director of
excavations at the City of David from 1995 to 2004) he has confirmed to me the systematic absence of Intermediate Bronze Age
(ca. 2350–1950 BCE) occupation at Jerusalem, stating that “neither Kenyon, nor Shiloh nor myself have found upon the City of
David hill any sherds from the IBA period, let alone architecture.”
34
Kitchen, Reliability OT 316-318.
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Kitchen, Reliability OT 313-372.
30
Ibid.
31
Convenient summaries of the excavations at Jerusalem, Dan,
and Hebron are found in The New Encyclopedia of Archaeological Excavations in the Holy Land, 4 vols., E. Stern, ed. (New
York: Simon and Schuster, 1993; and in The New Encyclopedia
of Archaeological Excavations in the Holy Land, Vol. 5, Supplemental Volume, E. Stern, ed. (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration
Society, 2008. For Damascus see W.T. Pitard, Ancient Damascus: A Historical Study of the Syrian City State from Earliest
Times until Its Fall to the Assyrians in 732 B.C.E. (Winona Lake:
Eisenbrauns, 1987) 1-80; and R. Burns, Damascus: A History
(New York: Routledge, 2005) 1-7.
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Figure 2.

[I must remind the reader that making even a small,
say, 50-year adjustment in the Ussher dates would
negate the validity of the patriarchal lifespans as literal numbers. But this is precisely what ‘literalist’
Merrill does with ‘literalist’ Ussher’s placement of
Abr(ah)am when he moves the patriarch 169 years
earlier, demonstrating that there is a rather significant
band of chronological uncertainty—imprecision, if
you like—among the literalists themselves. But even
Ussher’s later timeframe for Abr(ah)am is out of
synch with reality by the length of an entire—and
well-documented—archaeological period! In the same
way, Wood’s suggestion that Bab edh-Dhra might be
Sodom—which Merrill tends to support—is likewise
doomed by the fact that it, too, met its demise ca.
2350 BC, then re-formed only as a small, un-walled
village which ceased to exist entirely by 2200. In the

light of this, Wood muddles the facts by suggesting
that the dating of the EB3 period is subject to uncertainties that might allow it to be down-dated to Merrill’s time of Abr(ah)am. 35 But this is ludicrous. Such
wishful thinking cannot make the IBA disappear,
which is what must happen to accommodate Wood’s
and Merrill’s way of thinking! (See Figure 3.)]
Another important data-set is that of astrophysics—in this case, in conjunction with geology. Evidence continues to accumulate regarding a

35

See S. Collins, “A Response to Bryant G. Wood’s Critique of
Collins’ Northern Sodom Theory,” Biblical Research Bulletin
VII.7 (2007).
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Figure 3.

catastrophic, high-heat event of cosmic origin that
devastated the 500 square kilometers of the Jordan
Kikkar north of the Dead Sea sometime between 1750
and 1650 BCE. The event wiped out the sophisticated
civilization of the Land of the Kikkar (Gen 19:28),
leaving the well-watered area uninhabited (perhaps
uninhabitable) for centuries (see Figure 3).36 Towns
did not emerge again on the eastern Kikkar until about
700 years later, at the beginning of Iron Age 2.

extremely important factor in determining the daterange of Sodom’s destruction and the career of
Abr(ah)am. It rises to this level of importance in the
discussion for the simple reason that this particular
geographically-confined airburst event is unique in the
ANE during historic times (ca. 3000 BCE onward). (A
much larger extraterrestrial impact event with global
repercussions was perhaps responsible for the climate
change that brought an end to Mesopotamian civilizations ca. 2200.37)

Given that the language of Genesis 19:24 clearly
specifies a destruction of celestial origin for the Jordan Kikkar, the date and target-area of this event is an

37

See M.A. Courty, “The Soil Record of an Exceptional Event at
4000 BP in the Middle East,” in B.J. Peiser, T. Palmer and M.E.
Bailey (eds.), Natural Catastrophes During Bronze Age Civilizations (Oxford: Archaeopress, 1998) 93-108; and M.A. Courty,
“Evidence at Tell Brak for the Late EDIII/Early Akkadian Air
Blast Event (4KYR BP),” in D. Oates, J. Oates and H. McDon-

36

See Collins and Scott, Discovering Sodom 200-230; Collins,
“Where is Sodom?” BAR; S. Collins, "Terms of Destruction for
the Cities of the Plain," Biblical Research Bulletin II.16 (2002).
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across the ANE in the 3rd and 2nd millennia BCE was
about 50-55 years. It is reasonable to suggest that the
kings of Egypt would have lived longer than most,
having access to the best food, water, medical care,
and ease of life. Still, their lifespans were all within
the normal range of ANE life-expectancy. Without a
doubt, the contemporaries of Abraham were living
into their 40s, 50s, and 60s, with a very small percentage of individuals living into their 70s, with octogenarians (and older) a rare phenomenon. 42
From an anthropological perspective, one should
also note from the book of Genesis two interesting
phenomena that reflect on our understanding of patriarchal lifespans: (1) the enigma of intergenerational
contact; and (2) the conundrum of clan-head succession. According to Ussher-style chronologies the following, rather odd scenarios exist: Noah’s son Seth
lived beyond the career of Abr(ah)am; Abr(ah)am was
still out-and-about well into the career of his grandson
Jacob; and Isaac was still going strong through much
of grandson Joseph’s life, dying just 27 years before
son Jacob. With such multigenerational contact,
Abraham would have had a good deal of interaction
and influence in the life of his grandson Jacob. Similarly, Isaac would have enjoyed the presence of his
many grandsons, including Joseph, for decades preceding his death. But the fact is that there is not a single instance in the book of Genesis in which a grandfather—or grandmother, for that matter—interacts
with a grandson, except one. The sole instance of
grandfather-grandson contact is found in 48:8-14
when, in Jacob’s extreme old age, Joseph placed his
young sons, Ephraim and Manasseh, on their grandfather’s knees to receive a blessing.
Throughout the stories of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob,
and Joseph, intergenerational contact beyond fathers
and sons is glaringly absent. Ethnographically speaking, this is quite odd—if not incomprehensible—for
the simple reason that, in virtually all instances of
nomadic and seminomadic tribal societies studied in
the history of anthropological science, the mantle of
‘patriarch’ (chieftain, clan- or tribal-head) does not
pass to the designated son until the death (or incapaci-

The one-of-a-kind nature of the Kikkar cosmic explosion cannot be passed over lightly in terms of
chronological specificity vis-à-vis the time of
Abr(ah)am. If the patriarchal narratives are factual,
albeit sketchy, then one cannot imagine that such a
horrific, landscape-altering event—with attending
effects visible, audible, and physically detectible for
great distances—would not find its way into the biblical record. The fact of the matter is that it did. It is
hard to imagine that such a targeted, civilizationending event—between 1750 and 1650 BCE—is not a
dead-match for the destruction of Sodom and the Cities of the Kikkar in Genesis 19.
To these data-sets I must add the remarkable research of Kitchen and Lawrence on ANE treaties,
laws, and covenants.38 This monumental work demonstrates clearly that the composition and structure of
Abr(ah)am’s covenants in the book of Genesis conform to treaties and contracts of the early 2nd millennium BCE, after 1950 and before 1550.39 They do not
belong to the late 3rd millennium (ca. 2350–2000). (I
encourage the reader to review Kitchen’s ANE datasets40 placing the patriarchal world after 1950 BCE,
including Abr(ah)am’s father, Terah, and grandfather,
Nahor.41 This means that Abr(ah)am’s career would
commence ca. 1800 BCE, which date is perfectly in
line with that of Tall el-Hammam’s destruction.)
I should also mention the incontrovertible fact that
the lifespans of the patriarchs as literalistic numbers—
Abraham, 175; Isaac, 180; Jacob, 147; and Joseph,
110—are entirely out of step with those of known
individuals in the ancient Fertile Crescent. The
lifespans of the kings of Egypt and Mesopotamia during the biblical patriarchal period, regardless of the
chronology used, are all normal. The average lifespan
ald, Excavations at Tell Brak, Vol. 2: Nagar in the Third Millennium BC (Cambridge and London: McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research and the British School of Archaeology in
Iraq, 2001) 367-372.
38
K.A.Kitchen and P.J.N. Lawrence, Treaty, Law and Covenant
in the Ancient Near East, 3 vols. (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2012).
39
K.A.Kitchen and P.J.N. Lawrence, Treaty, Law and Covenant
in the Ancient Near East, Vol. 3 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2012) 31-74.
40
K.A.Kitchen, Reliability OT 323-324.
41
See my summary of Kitchen’s data in Discovering the City of
Sodom (New York: Howard Books/Simon and Schuster, 2013)
251-255.

42

Examine any reliable history of Egypt or Mesopotamia for
confirmation of these facts. I recommend the Cambridge Ancient
History series. See also N. Grimal, A History of Egypt (Oxford:
Oxford University, 1992).
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tation) of the father.43 As long as the patriarch lives,
he remains the epicenter of the tribal or clan society
and the pivotal influence at the core of his family. In
this light, Abr(ah)am would have remained the focalpatriarch for half of Isaac’s life and a good portion of
Jacob’s as well. Correspondingly, Isaac would have
continued to function in the role of patriarch through
most of Jacob’s life, and about one-third of Joseph’s
career. According to all known ethnographic rules of
succession, Jacob’s stint as a Hebrew patriarch would
have been very short, indeed—only the last 27 years
of a 147-year lifespan! Yet, in the Genesis narratives,
Abr(ah)am, Isaac, and Jacob all have full careers as
Hebrew clan-head in their own right.
Taken literally, the patriarchal lifespan numbers
defy everything we know of patriarchal succession in
tribal societies. The problem of bizarre succession
scenarios created by literal arithmetic values evaporates when the patriarchal numbers are interpreted as
honorific formulas, allowing the Hebrew patriarchs to
have lifespans commensurate with what we know of
male life-expectancy during the Bronze Age.
All in all, there is simply no way around the fact
that Merrill’s chronology for Abr(ah)am and his patriarchal descendants is out of synch with the sociopolitical and cultural flow of the Bronze Age (see
Figures 1, 2 and 3). Intermediate Bronze Age 2 (ca.
2200–1950) was a world categorically out of step and
out of character with that of Abr(ah)am. Suggesting
that the dates of the Middle Bronze Age—which does
match the biblical world of Abr(ah)am—might be
moved earlier to encompass the Ussherian dates for
Abraham will not solve the problem because the datesequence from the EBA to the IBA to the MBA is
well known, well studied, and scientifically established. On the other hand, adjusting the chronology of
Abr(ah)am and the patriarchs to mesh with the MB2
destruction of Tall el-Hammam/Sodom brings those
stories perfectly in line with the realities of ANE history and archaeology—fire from heaven and all!

M: With this worldview in place, even some conservative scientists and theologians adopted the
skeptical mind-set and methods of the age in both
secular and biblical studies.44

C: Recognizing the formulaic nature of the patriarchal numbers in no way jeopardizes confidence in the
historical accuracy and authenticity of the OT. If archaeology and the scientific methodologies attending
it cannot provide for us a reasonable reconstruction of
ancient Near Eastern history and chronology, then
those Evangelical scholars who hold to some permutation of the Ussher chronology may as well abandon
attempts to synchronize patriarchal history with ANE
history, because they are never going to line up. And
because they will not line up, other scholars will continue to flaunt their perception that the Genesis narratives are non-historical, even fictional.
Interestingly, if Tall el-Hammam is Sodom as I
think the geographical and archaeological evidence
categorically confirms, then it constitutes a most remarkable confirmation of the historical veracity of the
patriarchal narratives, in addition to taking the mystery out of the precise timeframe for Abr(ah)am.
M: Currently, critical scholarship ranges from the
moderate stance of the so-called "Albright school"
that is willing to entertain a highly nuanced notion of
historical patriarchs to a radical minimalism that denies any substantial historical reliability to the Old
Testament pre-exilic narratives. On the other hand,
inscriptions from Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Levant
have provided significant chronological data to which
the Old Testament can be compared. These, with the
internal dating schemes of the Bible itself, have enabled more modern scholars— especially evangelicals--to (re)construct a near-consensus template
against which biblical history at least as far back as
Abraham can be dated with near precision. Given
astronomically derived dates from various sources,
especially those that refer to biblical persons,45 care44

As conservative as he was in general, the notable theologian A.
H. Strong (1836-1921) readily adopted biological evolution as the
best way to account for both biblical and scientific evidence. Systematic Theology. Philadelphia: Judson, 1907, pp. 392-393. For
an excellent overview of the pernicious effect of evolution on
Christian thought even before Darwin, see Terry Mortenson, The
Great Turning Point. Green Forest, AR (Master Books, 2004), pp.
19-54.

43

J. Pedersen, Israel: Its Life and Culture (London: Oxford University Press, 1926-40), 3-4, 312ff; E.S. Hartum, “Firstborn,” in
Encyclopedia Miqra’it (Jerusalem: Bialik, 1950), 2:123; R. de
Vaux, Ancient Israel: Its Life and Institutions, trans. By J.
McHugh (London: Darton, 1961) 72; I. Mendelsohn, “On the
Preferential Status of the Eldest Son,” Bulletin of the American
Schools of Oriental Research 156 (1959) 38-39; see also J.F.
McLennan, The Patriarchal Theory (London: Macmillan & Co,
1885).

45

Most important are the Assyrian eponymn lists of years
and the royal inscriptions that both inform them and are
informed by them. Conveniently, see Alan Millard, "Assyri-

18

the patriarchal lifespans as literal, base-10, arithmetic
numbers. Indeed, while Merrill rejects my identification of Tall el-Hammam as Sodom based solely on its
incongruity vis-à-vis his Ussherian chronology, most
Evangelical archaeologists and OT scholars actually
hold to a patriarchal chronology commensurate with
our date for Sodom’s destruction (between 1750 and
1650 BCE based on the data from Tall el-Hammam).
Third, his reference to “astronomically derived
dates from various sources” is entirely misleading.
Every such date belongs to the Iron Age, upon which
he adds his Ussherian chronology. We all agree that
the Iron Age dates of kings mentioned in the Bible—
Assyrian, Babylonian, Egyptian—are well established. That is not the question here. The chronological question Dr Merrill and I are addressing is in the
Bronze Age, prior to 1200 BCE. Nothing that he says
with regard to astronomy applies to the Bronze Age.
He is simply adopting his chronology for the period
prior to the United Monarchy, which, in itself, is our
point of disagreement in the first place.
Merely stating and re-stating his chronology
amounts to no argument at all. Dr Merrill insists that
his notion of the biblical chronology is the correct
one, and, as a result, he remains intractable against
any suggestion to the contrary regardless of the substantial evidence supporting a post-1800 BCE—at least
a post 1900—patriarchal period.

ful application of these to the Hebrew texts yields the
following important set of data: (1) Abraham was born
in 2166 B. C.; (2) the descent of Jacob into Egypt was
1876; (3) the exodus occurred in 1446; (4) the United
Monarchy began ca. 1050; (5) the division of the
kingdom between Israel and Judah took place in 931;
(5) Israel fell to the Assyrians in 722; (6) Judah went
into Babylonian exile and the temple was destroyed in
586; (7) and the exiles returned to Judah in 538 and
thereafter.46

C: Merrill’s above paragraph is laden with difficulties.
First, he has used the term ‘critical’ as a frightful
buzzword. Although we should beware the obvious
pitfalls of hackneyed higher critical theory—as professor Kitchen so adeptly points out—we must never
stop thinking critically! Kitchen, who would certainly
fall into Merrill’s “so-called ‘Albright school,’” is not
to be trifled with when it comes to demonstrating the
historicity of the OT from ANE data. If Kitchen’s
views on the patriarchs are “highly nuanced,” then
perhaps we might suggest a categorical separation
between biblical and ANE studies so that the biblicists
can go about their business oblivious to both archaeology and ANE studies as they recite that most-crucial
of all hermeneutical principles, the “analogy of scripture” (interpret scripture by scripture), in a vacuum
devoid of connections to the outside world.
Second, while we do have many significant ANE
inscriptions that intersect chronologically with later
(Late Bronze Age and Iron Age) OT narratives, none
to date are contemporary with the Genesis patriarchal
history. Dr Merrill then cites the “internal dating
schemes of the Bible itself” as somehow leading to a
“near-consensus” among Evangelicals regarding
chronology “at least back as far as Abraham [which]
can be dated with near precision.” Nothing could be
further from the truth.
Among Evangelicals there exists nothing remotely
resembling a “near-consensus” for the patriarchal
chronology. And most Evangelical scholars would not
agree with the Ussher (Merrill) chronology of
Abr(ah)am. Most hold to a late-date Exodus (ca. 1250
BCE) and a post-1900 Abr(ah)am, and do not interpret

M: At the same time, archaeological evidence has
convinced many evangelicals that the exodus occurred not in Dynasty 18 of Egypt but in the mid- to
late 13th century (ca. 1250) of the so- called
Ramesside 19th Dynasty. For this view there exist two
subsets: (1) a 215 year sojourn preceded by a 215
year span back to the making of the Abrahamic covenant (1680) and (2) a 430 year sojourn preceded by
the age of Jacob when he descended to Egypt (130)
plus the years back to the Abrahamic covenant when
Abraham was 85 years old (1885 B. C.). Position (1)
thus dates the destruction of Sodom at 1665 and position (2) at 1871. However, position (1) rests upon
two untenable supports: a 215 year sojourn and a late
exodus date and position (2), though more acceptable, is itself flawed by the late exodus date. If the
generally superior MT text is taken at face value, the
destruction of Sodom took place in 2067, the sojourn
was 430 years, and the exodus was in 1446 (see
preceding paragraph).

an King Lists," The Context of Scripture. Vol. 1. Ed. W. W.
Hallo. Leiden: Brill, 1997, pp. 463-466.
46
Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, pp. 41-48, 74-80, 166-170,
337.
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C: Once again, the above paragraph contains numerous inaccuracies and distortions.
While Dr Merrill is correct in identifying the 1250
Exodus as an option preferred by “many evangelicals”
(actually, most!), he fails to point out that the two
“subsets”—a 215-year or 430-year Egyptian sojourn—can apply with any Exodus date. They are not
merely options applying to the late, 13th century Exodus. That said, I will proceed to disagree with his assessment of the following issues:
I must point out that many Evangelical scholars
(such as archaeologist S. Ortiz of Southwestern Baptist Theological Seminary) make substantive arguments for a 13th century Exodus date, and many are
convinced of it. This is nothing to be passed off lightly; after all, it is the majority view! To characterize
the late-date position as somehow tainted by liberal
influences is inaccurate and unfair. Personally, I do
not hold to it for a variety of reasons. However, its
interpretation of the 480 (MT) years in 1 Kings 6:1 as
a formulaic representation of twelve 40-year generations (12 x 40 = 480; in real time, about 300 years) is
neither unreasonable nor strange in an ANE context.
Both Dr Merrill and I reject the late Exodus date,
but for entirely different reasons. He disallows it
based on his Ussherian chronology. I argue against it
because I do not think it is historically synchronous
with the history of Egypt’s 19th Dynasty47 (if it were, I
could seriously consider it).
We are, however, miles apart on the length of the
Israelite sojourn in Egypt. He takes the MT number,
430 (Ex 12:40). As stated previously, I opt for the
215-year figure based on the LXX and every other
line of evidence, including the Apostle Paul in Galatians 3. But when I say that it was “215” years from
Jacob before Pharaoh (Gen 47:7-9) until the time of
the Exodus, it must be remembered that I take all of
the patriarchal lifespan numbers as honorific formulas. The 215 (or 430) is, in my view, simply an aggregate of honorific lifespans; thus, the actual time would
not have been 215 years, but something less. Of
course, Merrill cannot admit to a short sojourn because of his insistence that the Ussher chronology is
the correct one. It has become obvious to me that one
cannot find the correct chronological placement of the
Genesis patriarchs simply by sticking ‘absolute’ num47

bers together. That does not work. It has never
worked. Historical synchronisms and elements of cultural specificity must be the arbiter of Abr(ah)am’s
placement in the flow of ANE history.
Another weakness in Merrill’s argument is his insistence on using only the MT (principally represented
by the Leningrad Codex). To say that the MT (10th
century AD) is superior to the LXX (3rd century BCE)
and/or biblical Dead Sea Scrolls (3rd–1st century BCE)
is problematic. What we should be using is a critical
text that makes use of all ancient textual witnesses
(similar to how we approach the NT Greek text). To
take the MT “at face value” is not the best approach.
The fact that Dead Sea Scroll readings generally
match the LXX when it differs from the MT is instructive in this regard.
Once again, Dr Merrill offers up his Ussher chronology as the ‘authority’ in the discussion. His argument continues to go like this: When you use the
Ussher chronology, it supports the Ussher chronology,
and if you believe the Ussher chronology to the exclusion of all other approaches, then the Ussher configuration is proved to be correct. This is a hopeless tautology which allows no ANE archaeological or historical data to penetrate the conversation.
M: To return to…Collins's hypothesis based on the
archaeological data, his proposed date of the destruction of the city of Sodom ca. 1600 is still some 65
years too late for proposal (1) and 355 years too late
for proposal (2). The date in the best manuscripts and
the most sound hermeneutic demands the overthrow
of Sodom at 2067 B. C., completely removing Tall
Hammam from consideration as the location of Sodom.

C: As I noted previously, my date-range for the destruction of Sodom is 1750–1650 BCE.
With all due respect to a great scholar, Merrill’s insistence on to-the-year accuracy is almost irrational
based on related views for which he argues. For example, if he were logically consistent, he would categorically reject B. Wood’s identification of Bab edhDhra as Sodom because it was destroyed in 2350 BCE,
283 years before his 2067 date for Sodom’s destruction. But he accepts Bab edh-Dhra as Sodom, nonetheless. Why? Because he is perfectly willing to bend,
twist, cut, paste, spindle, and mutilate the archaeologically-derived date of 2350 BCE in order to match the
Ussher date (2067) of Sodom’s destruction!

See Collins, Let My People Go.
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But in the case of Tall el-Hammam’s archaeologically-derived destruction date-range of 1750–1650
BCE, Merrill uses that as evidence against its identification as Sodom because its terminal date is (on average) 367 years too late to match up with the Ussher
chronology. Further, he argues that even in his “proposal (1)” the date of Tall el-Hammam’s destruction is
a whopping 65 years too late to be Sodom! He forgives Bab edh-Dhra’s 283 years with a shrug, but rejects Tall el-Hammam’s 367, even 65, years out of
hand.
Dr Merrill agrees that my textual, geographical,
and archaeological case for Tall el-Hammam is reasonable—except for the chronology. Recall what he
stated at the beginning of his article: “[Collins’] argu-

Tall el-Hammam was the largest city in the southern Levant for most of the patriarchal age. The citystate that sprawled from this epicenter was one of the
most highly populated and successful in the region. It
was bigger and more powerful than any other city
encountered by the Genesis patriarchs. If Tall elHammam and its neighbors were not the Cities of the
Kikkar, then the Genesis record has a huge omission
in it. Smaller cities and towns beyond the Kikkar are
mentioned—Jerusalem, Hebron, Dan, Shechem, Beer
Sheba. For me, it is difficult to believe that such a
civilization as Tall el-Hammam represents could possibly have been invisible during the time of
Abr(ah)am.
That is why I think Tall el-Hammam—along with
talls Iktanu, Kafrayn, Rama, Nimrin, Bleibel, Mustah,
and the other Bronze Age Kikkar sites—was not overlooked in Genesis 10 and the subsequent Abr(ah)amic
narratives. Aside from perhaps a few imperceptibly
small hamlets, all of the Bronze Age sites of the Kikkar have been located. Tall el-Hamamm is the largest,
by far. If it is Sodom, it is the most significant archaeological confirmation of the patriarchal narratives ever
discovered. If Tall el-Hammam is not Sodom, then
both the geography and the reality of the biblical Sodom tales must be called into question.

ments as to the location of the "cities of the plain"
(Heb aray hakikkar48; Gen 13:12) and Lot's choice of
land as "all the Plain of the Jordan" (Heb kol kikkar
hayyardanne; Gen 13:11) seem attractive enough,
and the enormous size of the urban area so far uncovered at Hammam seems to fit other biblical descriptions of a city commensurate with the archaeological coordinates.” But yet he is willing to reject my

entire thesis because of a base-10, arithmetic, slavishly-literal computation of the biblical chronology. Forgive me if I fail to see the merits of this position.
I suggest that the scientific rigor of my arguments—textual, geographical, archaeological, climatological, historical, socio-cultural—for the identification of Tall el-Hammam as Sodom constitute a substantive demonstration that the chronological placement of Abr(ah)am should be tied to the terminal,
MB2 destruction of this remarkable site. If the convergence of these realities means that our understanding of the patriarchal lifespan numbers must change,
then so be it. I cannot pass over multiple lines of evidence in favor of one that is demonstrably out of
synch with the course of ANE history, and is, at best,
highly debatable.

CONCLUSIONS: MERRILL AND COLLINS
M: Though the Collins construal is attractive in certain respects, it is bound up in its own cocoon by postulating the following criteria that must be met if it is to
stand:
1. The late MB date of Sodom's destruction, driven by
archaeological considerations, must be the ironclad standard against which the biblical chronology
is ascertained.
2. This date demands a birth date of Abraham about
1699; since he was 175 when he died, that occurred in 1524, 76 years after the destruction of
Sodom.

48

3. Isaac's lifespan is 1599-1419 and Jacob's 15391392!

The Hebrew term is usually glossed "disk" or something diskshaped such as a loaf of bread (Exod 29:23; 1 Sam 2:36), a metal
shaped in the form of a disk (2 Sam 12:30; 2 Kgs 5:22; Est 3:9),
or, indeed, "the wide southern part of the Ghor (1 Kgs 7:46; Neh
12:38; thus Ludwig Koehler and Walter Baumgartner, ed. The
Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament. Vol. One.
Leiden: Brill, 2001, p. 473). A glance at a map of the lower Jordan
Valley just north of the Dead Sea does indeed reveal a half-moon
shaped and flat region about 10x10 square miles in extent. See
R. L. W. Cleave. The Holy Land Satellite Atlas. Vol. 1. Nicosia,
Cyprus: Rohr Productions, 1999, Map 1 LT-B, p. 35.

4. Even a 215 year Egyptian sojourn must cover the
years 1415-1200, requiring the exodus to be in
1200 and the conquest, 40 years later, in 11601150.
5. The various judges and the reign of Saul must be
compressed between 1150 and 1010, the estab21

method. My view in no way affects either the
timeframe of the book of Judges or the reigns of Saul
and David.

lished date of the commencement of David's reign.

C: As a serial argument, Dr Merrill’s five points
(above) are entirely dependent on one’s acceptance of
an Ussherian-style chronology. If one does not accept
the Ussher chronology, then his entire sequence of
thought is invalidated. Nonetheless, I will address his
five enumerated points.
As for point one, I heartily agree! The only means
of establishing a historically-valid date for the destruction of Sodom is by the application of objective
archaeological evidence. On this basis, it is then possible to address the nature of the patriarchal lifespan
numbers as a hermeneutical exercise.
In terms of point two, Merrill’s argument derails as
a hopeless tautology. The presupposition that his
Ussher-style methodology is the correct one is employed to “disprove” my perspective, thus, in his
mind, validating the Ussher approach. In other words,
Ussher is right because Ussher is right, and Collins is
wrong because Ussher is right!
With point three, the circular reasoning continues.
The point stands only on the condition that one or
other version of the Ussher chronology is somehow
inerrant.
Point four multiplies the tautology. However, if—
as multiple lines of scientific evidence demonstrate—
the Ussher view is in error and the patriarchal numbers are to be taken as honorific/symbolic formulations and not as base-10, arithmetic values, then the
number associated with the Israelite sojourn in Egypt
(whether 430 or 215) is itself derived from the cumulative formulaic patriarchal lifespans. Such an approach is supported by the archaeology of the Kikkar,
including Tall el-Hammam. If Tall el-Hammam is
Sodom, then an Ussherian approach to patriarchal
chronology must be rejected. On the other hand, to
reject the many lines of evidence supporting the Tall
el-Hammam/Sodom connection in favor of an
Ussherian chronology seems to me unwarranted, even
incomprehensible. In my view, the date of the Exodus
is best determined on the basis of historical synchronisms, not merely by crunching Ussher’s numbers.
Point five fails to take into account the fact that, in
the dramatic cultural shifts represented by the transition from the Bronze Age into the Iron Age, Israelite
numbers took on more of a base-10, arithmetic connotation. And I emphasize once again: Merrill’s arguments are solely based on the Ussher chronological

M: The only way out of the conundrum if Hammam
is Sodom is to (1) disregard the biblical figures for the
ages of the patriarchs; (2) jettison or greatly reduce
the 215-year sojourn; and (3) minimize the length of
the ministries of the judges and the reign of Saul
nearly to the vanishing point. The following chart is a
possible scenario illustrative of the drastic measures
required to fit the narrative of Sodom between 1600
and 1010 B. C. If this is not the correct one, there
must be one like it.
1. Abraham was 7549 at the 1600 date of Sodom's
destruction; therefore, he was born in 1675.
2. Isaac was born in Abraham's 50th year—1625.
3. Jacob was born in Isaac's 30th year—1595.
4. Jacob moved his family to Egypt in his 60th year—
1535.
5. The sojourn lasted for 215 years—1535-1320.
6. The exodus took place in 1320.
7. The Sinai wanderings took 20 years—1320-1300.
8. The conquest took 10 years--1300-1290.
9. The administration of the judges lasted for 250
years—1290-1040.
10. Samuel's tenure was 10 years in length—10401030.
11. Saul reigned for 20 years—1030-1010.
12. David ascended to the throne in 1010.

C: Dr Merrill’s tautological arguments in favor of
the Ussher chronology are carried over in this section
of his article. Once again, he uses the Ussher numbers
in an attempt to make my view appear untenable. He
offers a distorted (false) picture of my chronological
views constructed from a weird combination of
Ussherian and hypothetical numbers, none of which
have anything to do with my approach to the subject.
(And I agree with Dr Merrill that such a scenario
would be ludicrous—but, for my part, a conclusion
based on historical and archaeological synchronisms,
not on Ussher-style numbers.)
For the record, my date for the Exodus is between
1416 and 1386, which is the range of dates for the
49

Embolded refers to data that are flatly contradicted by
explicit biblical numbers.
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death of Tuthmosis IV—my pick for Pharaoh of the
Exodus according to a rigorous analysis of historical
synchronisms between Egypt and the biblical accounts.50 My (current) date for the destruction of Sodom is between 1750 and 1650 BCE. That gives between 234 and 364 years between Sodom’s destruction (also Isaac’s approximate time of birth) and the
Exodus. For me, these are the “absolute” date-ranges
that maximize the number of historical synchronisms
between the Hexateuchal narratives and ANE history.
For the majority of scholars who take a late date (13th
century BCE) for the Exodus, this provides up to 500
years (or more) between Sodom’s destruction and the
giving of the Law to Moses.
As one can easily see, the chronological scheme
presented by Merrill (above) as what would exist if
Tall el-Hammam were Sodom in no way represents
my views on the subject. I take the patriarchal lifespan
numbers as honorific and/or symbolic formulas. Put
simply, I postulate that the 175 years of Abr(ah)am
may be a combination of his actual age (perhaps 55?
or 95?) plus two or three 40-year honorific supplements as a result of status-raising accomplishments
within his tribal society. If not this, then something
else. Perhaps we will never know what the formulas
are. Regardless, I know for a fact that normal (threescore-and-ten-ish, as in Psalm 90:10) patriarchal
lifespans result in a high degree of correspondence
between the biblical text and ANE history and archaeology, whereas the longer Ussherian numbers put the
biblical stories way out of synch with the realities of
the Bronze Age.

The price is simply too high to pay!

C: Hypothetical? Perhaps. It is, however, a hypothesis supported by rigorous textual, geographical,
archaeological, and historical analysis. In contrast,
Ussher-style approaches to patriarchal chronology are
based on a priori adherence to a chronological scheme
advanced in a vacuum with complete disregard for
archaeological evidence and associated scientific data.
Are my numbers “arbitrarily chosen in order to
achieve the desired harmonization”? Not in the least.
What I have done is to follow the lead of multiple
lines of substantive evidence supporting the identification of Tall el-Hammam as biblical Sodom. [Which, I
must emphasize, is as solid an identification of a biblical site as is academically possible.] Given this identification, the date of Tall el-Hammam’s destruction—
indeed, Sodom’s destruction—lends itself to a scientifically-determined chronological ballpark (ca. 1750–
1650 BCE) for that event, plus a timeframe for the
birth of Isaac. From this information it is possible to
assess how one might approach the patriarchal numbers hermeneutically.
What I have done is to follow the proper sequence
in regard to the scientific nature of this inquiry: (1)
analyze the specificity of the geographical information
about Sodom embedded in the relevant biblical passages; (2) formulate a theoretical map representing
what the biblical text defines as the geographical target area; (3) perform a detailed exploration of the target area for sites that are in the chronological ballpark
suggested by the text (broadly, the Middle Bronze
Age); (4) identify potential sites based on size and
occupational profile; (5) since, on the basis of several
criteria, Sodom was likely the largest of the Kikkar
cities, ascertain the largest city-site and excavate it;
(6) compare the archaeological data from the excavated sites with the textual data; and (7) determine points
of correspondence between text and scientific datasets.
This was our method (simplified for this article).

M: A hypothetical scheme like this could provide
the necessary correlation but for one bothersome
fact: These numbers are arbitrarily chosen in order to
achieve the desired harmonization. That is, text has
had to be distorted in order to allow tall to triumph.51
50

See Collins, Let My People Go.

51

Applying the biblical chronology in a strict and literal
sense yields the following picture:
1.
Abraham's lifespan was 2166-1991
2.
Abraham was 99 when Sodom was destroyed in
2067
3.
Isaac's lifespan was 2066-1886
4.
Jacob's lifespan was 2006-1859
5.
Jacob's descent to Egypt was in 1876 when he
was 130 years old
6.
The sojourn was for 430 years—1876-1446
7.
The exodus occurred in 1446

8.

Sinai wandering took 40 years—1446-1406
Conquest took ca. seven years—1406-1400
10. The judges era was at least 300 years-1400-1100
11. Samuel ministered for ca. 55 years—1080-1025
12. Saul reigned for 40 years—1051-1011
13. David ascended to the throne in 1011
See Merrill, Kingdom of Priests, pp. 31, 40, 146-151, 192194.
9.
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were destroyed 250 year apart?53).
Bronze Age Tall el-Hammam—the largest city in
the S Levant for most of the Bronze Age—is Sodom
by every possible indicator. With the date of its violent, fiery destruction, we now have a scientificallyestablished chronological anchor from which a more
accurate and authentic understanding of the patriarchal chronology can emerge.

Through eight, going on nine, seasons of excavation,
every conceivable line of scientific evidence imaginable has a high degree of correspondence with what is
reported about Sodom in the book of Genesis. There is
but one exception: the occupational profile of Tall elHammam does not fit into the Ussherian chronological box. Thus far, I see not one scintilla of evidence
from any data-set that would suggest anything other
than an indisputable confirmation of Tall el-Hammam
as Sodom. Therefore, scientifically, I am compelled to
conclude that the patriarchal chronology of Ussher is
in error.
A final note: Those who oppose the identification
of Tall el-Hammam as biblical Sodom operate under
the erroneous assumption that other site options exist.
But, in fact, we have taken into account all of the
Bronze Age sites in the area specified for the Cities of
the Kikkar in Genesis. Our research and explorations
in this regard have been comprehensive. If the collection of Bronze Age sites on the eastern Kikkar northeast of the Dead Sea are not Sodom and the Cities of
the Kikkar—indeed, the Land of the Kikkar (Gen
19:28)—then it must be concluded that either those
cities were destroyed to the point of molecular disintegration down to the last stone, mudbrick, and pottery
sherd, or (as Dever insists) they never existed at all
except in the world of myth and legend.
Bab edh-Dhra and the other EBA southern Dead
Sea sites are not an option. They never should have
been serious contenders in the first place, but were
thrown into the discussion more or less by default due
to the failure of both biblical scholars and archaeologists to pay proper attention to the text and the biblical
area of the Cities of the Kikkar NE of the Dead Sea.52
The southern Dead Sea avenue of inquiry is now exhausted and has failed in every possible manner to
satisfy any of the biblical requirements for the Cites of
the Kikkar (might I mention that Bab edh-Dhra and
Numeira—Sodom and Gomorrah in some minds—

ADDENDUM
Whenever I get into the position of having to
choose between two opposing views of a given subject, I usually turn to Occam’s Razor: The best theory
is the one that accounts for the greatest amount of
data with the least number of secondary hypotheses
needed to support it.
In the present case, I find it instructive to test Dr
Merrill’s chronological theory which denies the identification of Tall el-Hammam as Sodom based on its
date of destruction, as well as my theory that Tall elHammam is Sodom and that its destruction date provides a chronological anchor for the career of
Abr(ah)am. This is a relatively simple procedure.
So, let us begin with Merrill’s theory: Tall elHammam is not Sodom because its date of destruction
does not match the traditional biblical chronology for
that event, ca. 2067 BCE. Straightforward enough. But
can this theory withstand an onslaught of the relevant
data? If this theory is valid, it should be as free as possible from having to explain away contrary information. But I see a number of secondary hypotheses
that must be appended in order for it to remain a viable theory. Merrill’s theory must:
1. Explain away at least a dozen socio-political
and cultural data-sets limiting the period of the
patriarchs to a time after 1900 BCE, as confirmed by Kitchen’s research.
2. Explain how Abr(ah)am’s covenants, which are
fully MB in composition, could be pushed before 1950 BCE, into a period foreign to such

52

I must, however, note that Father Alexis Mallon led the Jesuits
of the Pontifical Biblical Institute in Jerusalem on an expedition
to the area NE of the Dead Sea in search of Sodom and Gomorrah. He determined (correctly!) from the biblical text that they
should be found there. They discovered Tuleilat Ghassul and
excavated there from 1929 to 1938 on the Kikkar of the Jordan.
Sidetracked by that excavation—the large site turned out to be
Chalcolithic and too early for Sodom—they never resumed their
search. How close they came! Tuleilat Ghassul is about 4 mi. SW
of Tall el-Hammam.

53

I have had numerous personal interactions with T. Schaub, one
of the principal excavators of Bab edh-Dhra and Numeira, keeping me informed of his most recent research on the occupation
dates of each site. Numeira (Gomorrah in some minds) was destroyed ca. 2600 BCE. The walled town at Bab edh-Dhra (Sodom
for some) was destroyed ca. 2350 BCE. Cline documents these
latest conclusions from his conversations with Schaub in E.H.
Cline, From Eden to Exile: Unraveling Mysteries of the Bible
(Tampa: National Geographic, 2007), 60.
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treaty and covenant structures.
3. Show how the patriarchal famine scenarios fit
before 1800 BCE during a wet period in which
Canaanite urban culture sprang again to life and
flourished.
4. Explain why pre-1950 BCE Levantine settlement patterns do not synch with the mention of
cities like Dan, Hebron, Jerusalem, and Damascus in the Abr(ah)am narratives.
5. Explain away the archaeological record of unbroken civilization going back at least to 6K
BCE in favor of base-10, literalness for the
Genesis chronologies.
6. Justify the various permutations of ‘literal’
chronology which suggest that there is no real
precision to be had—the difference between
Ussher and Merrill is only one example.
7. Explain away the fact that Tall el-Hammam fits
the biblical geography of Sodom with precision—on the Kikkar of the Jordan, the entirety
of which was visible from and east of Bethel/Ai
(on the highlands WNW of Jericho).
8. Offer another site for Sodom on the Kikkar of
the Jordan (there are no other options; all have
the same occupational profile as Hammam).
9. Explain how the great Kikkar civilization anchored by the Hammam city-state is absent
from the patriarchal narratives since, according
to Merrill’s chronology, it would have dominated the landscape during the careers of
Abr(ah)am, Isaac, Jacob, and Joseph—who all
lived before Hammam’s destruction.
10. Explain why there was no destruction of the
Kikkar or any of its cities or towns ca. 2067
BCE.
11. Explain away (perhaps ignore) the ubiquitous
destruction and abandonment of the Kikkar of
the Jordan sometime between 1750 and 1650
BCE, and the ensuing 700-year occupational hiatus on the eastern Kikkar.
12. Explain how Kedorlaomer could have passed
by the greatest city-state in the region in the period prior to 1950 BCE (Tall el-Hammam)
without mention, if indeed Sodom is somewhere else to be found.
13. Explain why Pharaoh and Joseph rode in chariots in a time before the chariot existed in
Egypt.
14. Show how Joseph could have brought Jacob’s

body to the area of Tall el-Hammam (Abel
Mizraim) before the time of its destruction, yet
the text mentions no cities there at all.
15. Explain the gaping hole in the patriarchal geography if Tall el-Hammam and its satellites are
not the Cities of the Kikkar of the Jordan.
I could easily triple the number of these.54 This list
of fifteen would double if Kitchen’s points were taken
individually—and the Merrill chronological theory
would have to create secondary hypotheses in an attempt to circumvent each one of them. Scientifically,
that is a huge weight of negative baggage for a theory
to carry.
Now, my theory: Tall el-Hammam is Sodom because it is the only Bronze Age city that lines up with
all the geographical data embedded in the text (Genesis 10, 13, 14, 19), the magnitude of Sodom as a fortified city, and that has a fiery destruction of cosmic
origin—all of which falls within the chronological
boundaries of every relevant data-set. Given this, how
does my theory fare in terms of the relevant, measureable, observable facts? How many secondary hypotheses do I have to invoke to explain away contrary data?
Hammam’s—including all the Land of the Kikkar—destruction between 1750 and 1650 BCE is perfectly within the chronological range for the patriarchs
(ca. 1900 to 1600 BCE) determined by Kitchen’s ANE
data-sets—so, no problem there. Tall el-Hammam’s
terminal MB2 stratum puts Abr(ah)am through Joseph
in the right timeframe climatologically, technologically, culturally, socio-politically, even astrophysically—
no problem here either. The site is fortified, as required by Genesis 19:1. It has free- or near-freestanding domestic compounds as suggested in Genesis
19:4. Hammam is a perfect fit for Sodom down to the
minutest detail.
I must, however, offer a secondary hypothesis to
accommodate the one-and-only Sodom data-set that is
out of synch with Tall el-Hammam: the range of absolute dates for the destruction of Sodom theorized by
literalist scholars such as Ussher (ca. 1898) and Merrill (ca. 2067).55 To explain this apparent discrepancy
54

S. Collins, "Forty Salient Points on the Geography of the Cities
of the Kikkar," Biblical Research Bulletin VII.1 (2007). Merrill’s
theory would have to explain away all of these.
55
Note that the literalistic approach itself produces not a ‘date’
but a ‘date-range’, as there is no unanimity among literalists
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Albright, W.F. “The Jordan Valley in the Bronze Age.” Annual
of the American Schools of Oriental Research 19241925, Volume 6. New Haven: Yale University Press,
1926.

several approaches are possible: (1) the archaeological
dates and periods are off, perhaps by centuries; (2) the
many ANE data-sets commensurate with Hammam
being Sodom are coincidental or in error; (3) the Sodom stories are purely mythical and have no basis in
reality; (4) the tale of Sodom’s destruction is an etiological legend spun by later Israelites to explain the
existence of Hammam’s massive ruins; (5) the patriarchal lifespan numbers are not meant to communicate base-10 arithmetic values, and thus the date-range
for Abraham should be adjusted to synch with the date
of Tall el-Hammam’s MBA destruction, which daterange is in harmony with other ANE data-sets limiting
the patriarchal period (Terah through Joseph) to a
commensurate timeframe.
In my exhaustive studies of this subject I see nothing that would lead me to posit any of the first four
hypotheses as a means of linking Tall el-Hammam
with Sodom. The nature and dates of the archaeological periods are well-enough established so that major
shifts in our understanding are highly improbable. The
many data-sets placing the patriarchal stories within a
date-range that includes Hammam’s destruction are
strong and not attributable to coincidence. The collective data demonstrates beyond any reasonable doubt
that the Sodom tales have a factual base, and are not
mythical or etiological in origin. I have, therefore,
opted for hypothesis 5 because it is the only one that is
in harmony with all the relevant ANE data as well as
the geographical and archaeological data supporting
Tall el-Hammam as Sodom.
The Merrill chronological theory rejecting Hammam as Sodom dies on the edge of Occam’s Razor by
the sheer weight of the secondary hypotheses required
to prop it up. My theory that Tall el-Hammam is Sodom needs just a single, simple hypothesis to lock it
down as an unavoidable fact: the patriarchal lifespan
numbers are honorific and/or formulaic, not literal.
Given this, all the data-sets synch with remarkable
harmony, offering reasonable proof that Tall elHammam and Sodom are one and the same.
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