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Statistics from the United Nations Refugee Agency show that at 
the end of 2019, “79.5 million individuals have been forcibly dis-

placed worldwide as a result of persecution, conflict, violence or hu-
man rights violations.”1 Thus, while public attention often shifts to 
other concerns such as pandemics, politics, or economics, the refugee 
situation is persistent, requiring attention. Refugees have a prominent, 
although sometimes overlooked, place in biblical and Restoration 
scripture and in the history of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-
day Saints from its nascent years in Ohio, Missouri, and Illinois to 
the present. Notably, this includes Elder Dieter F. Uchtdorf, who was 
a refugee early in life and has shared lessons learned from that ex-
perience.2 Church authorities have alerted and instructed members 
about the plight of modern refugees and encouraged activities that 
would provide aid and comfort to such displaced persons.3 Further, 
the Church has provided supplies to refugees in fifty-six countries, 
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volunteered time and efforts to help integrate displaced persons into 
new communities, and dedicated a website to increase refugee aware-
ness and to suggest ways members can be of assistance.4

The ancient kingdom of Judah faced similar migrations of dis-
placed persons from the northern kingdom of Israel. While the 
eighth century BC started as a period of great prosperity for both 

Figure 1. Map of Israel and Judah in the eighth century BC. Map by the author.
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kingdoms, that century witnessed the conquest, exile, and devasta-
tion of the kingdom of Israel and an Assyrian campaign that greatly 
affected Judah. Starting with the Syro-Ephraimite War (2 Kings 
16:5–7; Isaiah 7), the Assyrian empire, ruled by Tiglath-pileser III, 
conquered and annexed the Galilee in 732 BC.5 Later, the Assyrian 
king Sargon II laid siege to Samaria, fully conquering the north-
ern kingdom in 721 BC (2 Kings 17:6–23). While some of Israel’s 
population was left in the land, nearly forty-one thousand citizens 
of the northern kingdom of Israel were deported and sent into exile.6 
Thousands more escaped the ruin and desolation of the Assyrian 
onslaught by migrating south to Judah as displaced refugees. 

This paper examines the textual and archaeological evidence 
for Israelite refugees in the kingdom of Judah in the eighth century 
BC and what we, as modern believers, can learn from the material 
culture, experience, and treatment of refugees in Judah. This paper 
attempts to show the relevant practical applications that may arise 
from supplementing scripture with archaeology and what lessons for 
interacting with and assisting the disenfranchised and marginalized 
within society may be gleaned from both the archaeological and bibli-
cal records. Lessons from the prophetic oracles about Judah and its 
relationship with both the Lord and the displaced persons from the 
northern kingdom, while initially intended for the ancient Judahites, 
continue to have relevance and practical application for modern 
believers.

Refugees in the Biblical Text

In the Old Testament, the status and experience of characters as 
settled or migrant/nomadic persons, temporary sojourner, or refugee 
is often described in the text and, in some cases, is foundational to 
the narrative. The refugee status of Israel’s patriarchs and matriarchs 
include instances such as the flight to Egypt by Abraham during a 
drought (Genesis 12:10) and the migration by Jacob and his family 
during an extensive famine (Genesis 46). The Exodus from Egypt 



302 George A. Pierce

and subsequent festivals honoring that foundational event focus on 
the Israelites being refugees. The book of Ruth relates the story of 
Elimelech, Naomi, and their sons relocating to Moab, and the return 
of Naomi, accompanied by her daughter-in-law Ruth, to her ances-
tral home of Bethlehem (Ruth 1:1–2, 22). Other examples include 
the flights of David and other disenfranchised men to the wilderness 
(1 Samuel 19–20), Hadad the Edomite (1 Kings 11:14), Jeroboam (1 
Kings 11:40), and Elijah (1 Kings 17:2–5). Jeremiah refers to the pres-
ence of Judahite refugees in Ammon, Moab, and Edom (Jeremiah 
40:11), as well as to Judahites who fled to Egypt (Jeremiah 42–44; 
2 Kings 25:26). Places of refuge in the Old Testament include the 
hills, the wilderness, caves, and neighboring polities such as Moab 
or Egypt. Notably, the family of Lehi fleeing as refugees from the 
destruction of Jerusalem by divine command is central to the Book 
of Mormon (1 Nephi 2:2–4), and their sojourn in the wilderness ap-
pears typical of the refugee experience in the Old Testament. In the 
New Testament, Joseph, Mary, and Jesus are depicted as refugees 
fleeing a political threat and returning to their homeland only after 
divine instruction (Matthew 2:13–15). 

Despite the recurring motif of refugees elsewhere across bibli-
cal genres, the Old Testament historical narratives of 2 Kings and 2 
Chronicles are curiously silent about the migration of refugees from 
the kingdom of Israel to the kingdom of Judah as a result of Assyrian 
campaigns. Because of this gap in biblical history, the presence and 
experience of these expatriates, and lessons for the modern believer, 
can best be gleaned from the archaeological record. The experience 
of the Judahites and the prophetic critique to trust in the Lord also 
provide an additional lesson for the modern believer.

Refugees and the Archaeology 
of Judah and Jerusalem

Ancient Jerusalem was situated on two hills framed and divided by 
three main valleys. The Eastern Hill comprises the spur called the 



The Experience of Israelite Refugees 303

City of David, the Temple Mount, and a saddle between the two 
known as Ophel. The Kidron Valley to the east and the Tyropoeon 
(or Central) Valley to the west define the Eastern Hill. The Western 
Hill is topographically higher than the Eastern Hill and is demar-
cated by the Tyropoeon Valley to its east and the Hinnom Valley 
to the west and south. In the later biblical periods, the Western 
Hill was known as the mishneh (“the second district”; 2 Chronicles 
34:22 Christian Standard Bible) and the Tyropoeon Valley was likely 
the makhtesh (“hollow” in Christian Standard Bible) mentioned in 
Zephaniah 1:11. The Gihon Spring, near the base of the City of 

Figure 2. Map of Jerusalem in the eighth century BC. Map by the author.
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David’s eastern slope, was the primary source of water throughout 
the Old Testament period. 

Because of Jerusalem’s role as the royal city of the Davidic mon-
archy and its centrality for worship, biblical scholars and archaeolo-
gists in the Holy Land have sought to determine the location and 
extent of Jerusalem’s boundaries during the biblical period prior to 
the Babylonian conquest. Archaeological excavations in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries indicate that the earliest traces of 
settlement were on the Eastern Hill, specifically the spur called the 
City of David. The date of settlement of the Western Hill and the 
extent of Jerusalem have also been debated. Did biblical Jerusalem 
encompass both hills, or was it limited to the City of David and the 
Temple Mount until the Second Temple period? 

Archaeological fieldwork conducted in Jerusalem by Israelis 
after the Six-Day War provides some answers to these questions. 
Throughout much of its history, Jerusalem has occupied two hills: 
the Eastern Hill (City of David, Ophel, and the Temple Mount) and 
the Western Hill. However, only the Eastern Hill was occupied from 
Jerusalem’s beginnings in the Neolithic period until sometime in the 
eighth century BC. Tombs on the western side of the Eastern Hill 
that date to the ninth century BC provide a boundary for expansion 
of the city at least until sometime after that date.7 The Western Hill 
has shown few signs of any activity until at least the late ninth-early 
eighth centuries BC in the form of small, scattered agricultural instal-
lations with little to no architecture related to habitation. Excavations 
in the present-day Jewish Quarter of the Old City, located on the 
Western Hill, revealed increased, extensive construction efforts 
dated to the last quarter of the eighth century BC.8 The excavators 
dated four phases of construction using pottery associated with the 
floors and walls. The structures were made of undressed field stones 
with plastered walls. Floors that survived consisted of crushed and 
tamped chalk or beaten earth. The ceramic assemblage dated from 
the mid-eighth century through the early seventh century BC based 
on parallels to other Judahite sites such as Lachish, Beersheba, Arad, 
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and Beth Shemesh. Other 
excavation areas in the Jewish 
Quarter exposed mostly frag-
mentary walls and floors with 
some indication of an agricul-
tural installation for pressing 
olives or grapes. Additional 
building remains were found 
in excavations at the Jerusalem 
Citadel near Jaffa Gate, the 
Armenian Garden, and on 
Mount Zion. Because of the 
position of houses beyond for-
tified areas, excavators were 
confident that this portion of 
Jerusalem was unwalled and 
outside the defensive walls of 
Jerusalem.9

Finds in this area included 
ceramic figurines depicting 
women that may be connected 
to fertility (termed Judahite 
Pillar Figurines), animal figurines, and storage jars bearing royal seal 
impressions.10 Two seals, used to sign documents and verify identity, 
were found. One bears the name “Sapan (son of) Abima‘as,” and the 
other reads “Menahem (son of) Yobanah.” An ink inscription on a 
storage jar fragment (an ostracon) contained the name Mikhayahu 
and the phrase [’Ēl] qōnēh ’ārēṣ, meaning “God creator of earth.”11 
Writing discovered on an additional ostracon possibly refers to an 
examination or investigation about taxes and an individual named 
Bqy (biblical Bukki), a name connected to the tribe of Dan (Numbers 
34:22).12 These finds, though not overwhelming in their character, 
may indicate an affiliation of these individuals with the northern 
kingdom of Israel, as discussed below.

Figure 3. Eighth-century-BC architecture 
excavated in the Jewish Quarter of the 

Old City of Jerusalem. Photograph by Zev 
Radovan.
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The seemingly sudden flourish of building activity on the Western 
Hill during the eighth century BC observed in the archaeological 
record precipitated questions about the demography of Jerusalem 
in the centuries prior to the Babylonian destruction and what may 
have caused such growth. Archaeologists estimate that the popula-
tion of Jerusalem prior to the eighth century BC was around six to 
eight thousand people and then swelled to approximately twenty to 
thirty thousand people in the second half of the eighth century.13 This 
rapid development cannot be explained by natural population growth 
or economic expansion.14 Magen Broshi suggests “two waves of mass 
migration” of refugees: the from the fall of the northern kingdom of 
Israel from 732 to 721 BC and from Sennacherib’s campaign against 
Judah and Philistia in 701 BC. This theory, with some modification 
and nuance, has been generally accepted.15 Assessing the archaeologi-
cal, anthropological, and historical evidence, the presence of refugees 
from the northern kingdom of Israel settling in Judah and Jerusalem 
is difficult to dispute.

The city of Jerusalem was not the sole city to experience a popu-
lation increase during the late eighth century BC. Other Judahite 
cities—including Beersheba, Tell Beit Mirsim, and Lachish—also 
experienced growth. The number of settlements in the hills south 
of Jerusalem and in the region of lower hills to the west of Judah 
bordering the coastal plain called the Shephelah similarly increased. 
Archaeological surveys have documented eighty sites in the hill coun-
try south of Jerusalem and only twenty-one in the Judean Shephelah 
dated to the tenth and ninth centuries BC. In the mid to late eighth 
century BC, the number of settlements increased to 100 in the south-
ern hill country and 250 in the Shephelah.16 Archaeologist Israel 
Finkelstein suggests that the sites in the Shephelah were established 
after 734 BC when Judah became a vassal to Assyria and integrated 
into the Assyrian economy, and these sites were olive oil produc-
tion centers attracting “Israelite experts in olive culture and olive oil 
industry.”17 Throughout the kingdom of Judah, as much as half of the 
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population may have consisted of displaced refugees from the north-
ern kingdom of Israel.18

The death of Sargon II in 705 BC afforded an opportunity for the 
Judahite king Hezekiah to rebel against his vassal status to Assyria. 
As part of his rebellion, and in preparation for an expected Assyrian 
retaliation by the new king, Sennacherib, Hezekiah implemented 
administrative and public works projects reflected in the archaeology 
of biblical Jerusalem. Commodities such as wine, oil, and grain were 
gathered from farms and royal estates and collected in storage jars 
with stamped handles bearing royal seal impressions. These jars and 
their contents were redistributed to fortified centers, likely as to serve 
as food reserves for those centers in case of Assyrian siege.19 Areas of 
Jerusalem that developed in the eighth century BC as a result of refu-
gees from the northern kingdom of Israel, such as the Western Hill 

Figure 4. A portion of the “Broad Wall” built in the eighth century BC. Note the 
houses in the upper portion of the picture over which the wall is built. Photograph 

by Zev Radovan.
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with its residential buildings, agricultural installations, and other 
extramural architecture, represented a sizable area of the city. The 
residents of this newly developed area of Jerusalem, likely displaced 
persons and families from the northern kingdom of Israel, were left 
vulnerable because of their location outside the established city walls, 
and this exposed population necessitated the construction of a forti-
fication wall to protect this part of Jerusalem. 

While excavating the Jewish Quarter of Jerusalem, Nahman 
Avigad and his team uncovered a massive fortification wall dated 
to the late eighth century BC and the period of King Hezekiah 
(2 Chronicles 32:5).20 Archaeological excavations of this so-called 
“Broad Wall” revealed a 65-meter (213 feet) stretch of wall 7 meters 
(23 feet) wide that was preserved up to 3.3 meters (11 feet) high in 
places. This served as the foundation for a much taller superstructure 
of stone or mud bricks that did not survive.21 In places, the wall was 
constructed on bedrock, but Avigad’s team found that some build-
ing foundations were intentionally filled to provide a foundation for 
this massive fortification wall. Because of building activities of later 
periods, the course of the wall cannot be accurately determined, but 
Avigad posited that the wall was part of a fortification system that 
encompassed nearly all of the Western Hill and joined with the forti-
fication around the City of David and the Temple Mount.22

Another element of Hezekiah’s preparation for revolt against 
the Assyrians was the digging of the Siloam Tunnel (2 Kings 20:20, 
2 Chronicles 32:3–4). The necessity of this project stemmed from 
the need to provide water to the growing population of the Western 
Hill as well as the necessity of protecting Jerusalem’s water supply 
from Assyrian forces should Jerusalem be besieged. This engineer-
ing feat diverted the waters of the Gihon Spring from the eastern 
side of the City of David underground to a pool in the Tyropoeon 
Valley between the Eastern and Western hills within the city walls. 
The tunnel runs for 643 meters (2,100 feet) and was accomplished by 
two teams cutting through the bedrock from opposite ends, follow-
ing natural fissures in the limestone.23 Given the tools and geology, it 



The Experience of Israelite Refugees 309

is estimated that the tunneling took at least four years to complete. 
After the tunnel was completed, an account was inscribed on the 
walls of the tunnel: 

[The day of] the breach. This is the record of how the tun-
nel was breached. While [the excavators were wielding] their 
pick-axes, each man toward his co-worker, and while there 
were yet three cubits for the brea[ch,] a voice [was hear]d 
each man calling to his co-worker; because there was a cav-
ity in the rock from the south to [the north]. So on the day 
of the breach, the excavators struck, each man to meet his 
co-worker, pick-axe against pick-[a]xe. Then the water flowed 
from the spring to the pool, a distance of one thousand and 
two hundred cubits. One hundred cubits was the height of the 
rock above the heads of the excavat[ors].24

Both the Broad Wall and the Siloam Tunnel required a massive 
effort from large crews of laborers who constructed the fortifications 
and hewed out the watercourse, and the identities of those who car-
ried out such projects can be inferred, as discussed below. 

Arguments against Refugees
While the validity of the hypothesis that Jerusalem’s growth was 
the result of northern refugees has been widely recognized since the 
1970s, some scholars have recently questioned the influx of refugees 
into Jerusalem and Judah and their influence on population and so-
ciety, arguing against any Israelite presence in the southern kingdom 
after the fall of Samaria.25 Certain archaeologists suggest that the ar-
eas of the Western Hill in Jerusalem experienced a gradual develop-
ment during the eighth century BC rather than a raid growth accom-
panying a flood of refugees.26 Biblical scholar Nadav Na’aman makes 
four claims against an influx of refugees from the northern kingdom 
of Israel into Judah and Jerusalem. First, he states that an “unbroken 
settlement in Jerusalem for hundreds of years makes it impossible to 
test the theory of enormous population growth in the city as a result 
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of mass migration from Israel after its annexation by the Assyrians 
in 720 BCE.”27 Second, Na’aman asserts that the Assyrians would not 
permit a large population of refugees to move from Israel to Judah. He 
claims that Hezekiah would not have interacted with the inhabitants 
of Samaria, painting a picture of Assyrian troops guarding the bor-
ders and sweeping the countryside for captives and people to exile.28 
Third, Na’aman argues that the absence of Israelite names with the 
theophoric element -yau, a shortened form of Yahweh (the Hebrew 
version of the name Jehovah), in surviving inscriptions, seals, or seal-
ings indicates the absence of northern Israelite refugees in Jerusalem 
in the last quarter of the eighth century BC.29 Finally, Na’aman bol-
sters his argument against the rapid growth of Judah and Jerusalem 
by noting the apparent dearth of artifacts that are distinctly Israelite, 
rather than Judahite, that would signal the presence of refugees.30 He 
does concede that if there were “immigrants from Israel [who] arrived 
in Judah after Sargon’s campaign, they were not very numerous, [and] 
that many of them soon returned to their ancestral lands”; however, 
he does not draw upon any biblical or extrabiblical texts or any ar-
chaeological evidence to substantiate his claim.31 

Textual and Archaeological Indications of Refugees
While some of these critiques warrant attention and nuance re-
garding the archaeology of biblical Jerusalem, Finkelstein and oth-
ers have published more recent rebuttals and reappraisals based on 
more current archaeological evidence, anthropological observations, 
and textual studies of the Bible and Assyrian sources. Excavations 
have shown that some areas of the Western Hill and its slopes were 
already gradually being developed in the ninth–eighth centuries 
BC.32 However, these are not the same areas excavated by Avigad. 
While one area may have had some evidence of settlement, most of 
the Western Hill buildings are later than the mid-eighth century BC 
based on parallel ceramic assemblages dated by radiocarbon to 766–
745 BC at Beth Shemesh, a Judahite site in the Shephelah.33 
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Concerning the pace of the refugee arrival and construction of 
buildings on the Western Hill, it is helpful to recognize two anthro-
pologically observed types of refugee movement. Anticipatory move-
ment ahead of a crisis is typically accomplished by those whose social 
standing allows them the option to flee. In contrast, acute movement 
occurs in a crisis when individuals have little time to prepare to leave; 
this movement is usually a last resort by those who are less wealthy.34 
Acknowledging the potential for refugees from the Galilee to migrate 
to southern Samaria as early as 732 BC, and other refugees from 
Samaria to Judah up to and after 720 BC, we must realize that the 
arrival of refugees was a process that lasted for more than a decade 
and that there was likely a second wave with the 701 BC campaign 
of the Assyrian king Sennacherib in Judah. This runs counter to 
Na’aman’s biggest assumption—that refugees moved from Israel to 
Judah after the conquest of Samaria by Sargon II and the annexation 
of the northern kingdom into the Assyrian empire.35

Scholarly claims about Hezekiah’s reluctance to upset Assyria, 
assertions of Assyria’s strict policies for refugees, and examples of ref-
ugee extradition have little relevance  bearing on the plight of Israelite 
refugees moving to Jerusalem and Judah in the eighth century.36 
Attestations of vassal treaties detailing the responsibilities of a vassal 
king within the Assyrian empire have been translated and studied for 
their details. Often called loyalty oaths or loyalty treaties by scholars 
(Akkadian adê sakānu), these documents formally bound a subject to 
the Assyrian empire through a series of oaths, along with curses if the 
oaths were not upheld. Assyrian kings imposed these loyalty oaths 
on kings, provincial governors, and peoples throughout the empire—
“the people of Assyria, great and small.”37 Examples of Assyrian loy-
alty or vassal treaties for the land of Israel include payment of tribute 
by the Israelite kings Jehu, Joash, and Menahem, as well as men-
tions of oaths for the Philistine cities of Ashkelon and Ekron in the 
Assyrian annals of Tiglath-pileser III and Sennacherib.38 No exam-
ple of treaties is currently known for the kingdom of Judah, although 
Ahaz the Judahite king is mentioned as a vassal paying tribute to 
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the Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser III (2 Kings 16:7–8; 2 Chronicles 
28:16–21).39 Interaction between the kingdoms of Israel and Judah 
in the eighth century BC, including diplomatic contact and reports 
from northern refugees, would have informed Judahites, including 
the prophet Isaiah, about the Assyrian vassal policies and the royal 
ideology against which King Hezekiah and Isaiah would contend in 
their own ways.40 

Regarding the lack of Israelite theophoric elements in names, 
the meager number of personal names attested in eighth century BC 
Judah prevents any strong case being made either way. Na’aman states 
that the “assumption that Israelite refugees joined the leadership of 
the kingdom of Judah in a matter of a few years, and that Hezekiah 
chose to integrate them into his senior administration, above the 
main clans of Judah, seems most unlikely.”41 However, recent excava-
tions have recovered a sealing (the impression of a stamp seal) bear-
ing the name “Ahiav ben Menahem” that may indicate the presence 
of Israelite refugees in the City of David.42 Both of these names are 
attested in the Bible as names of northern kings. “Ahiav” is a textual 
variant of the name Ahab, attested only as an infamous king of Israel 
in 1 Kings 16:29–22:40 and as a false prophet at the time of Jeremiah 
in the seventh century BC. Menahem appears in the Bible only as 
the name of a king of the northern kingdom. 43 Avigad also found the 
name Menahemon on a seal impression in the Jewish Quarter exca-
vations and also recovered an ostracon with the name Bqy that may 
be connected to the tribe of Dan. Additionally, Shebna, an official of 
King Hezekiah who received chastisement in Isaiah 22:15–19, may 
have a shortened name that was northern Israelite in origin.44 

If these individuals were from the kingdom of Israel, it is likely 
that Hezekiah sought to integrate these northerners into the king-
dom of Judah to unify the people. The prophecy of Isaiah 9:1–7 may 
have been seen as “commentary and political policy.”45 Individuals 
and families hailing from elite backgrounds would probably have 
fled Israel in an anticipatory movement years ahead of the actual 
Assyrian siege. As biblical scholar William M. Schniedewind posits, 
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the refugees from the north were likely not farmers or pastoralists or 
unskilled labor.46 Rather, it is more likely that the northern Israelites 
who initially fled to Judah in anticipation of Israel’s destruction were 
skilled craftsmen or social and cultural elites such as priests, scribes, 
or government officials, many of whom would have been literate.47 
The critique of Micah 3:9–10 against the “heads of the house of Jacob, 
and princes of the house of Israel” who were perverting justice may 
allude to the integration of northern Israelite elites integrated into 
the administration of Judah.48 Archaeologist Aaron A. Burke sug-
gests that the Israelites from the northern kingdom who migrated to 
Judah were “merchants and emissaries who were abroad at the time 
of the invasion, but also more substantial groups of individuals living 
near borders.”49 The ancestors of Lehi may likely have immigrated 
from their tribal territory of Manasseh in Israel to Jerusalem at this 
time.

Although names may not provide strong evidence of an Israelite 
presence, unnamed or unattributed compositions such as the Siloam 
Tunnel inscription suggest an Israelite element to the workforce that 
dug the tunnel. A reading of the Siloam Tunnel inscription indicates 
that it was not a royal dedicatory inscription to commemorate the 
completion of the waterway under Hezekiah’s auspices. The text 
does not mention the king or a deity, and it was located six meters 
(twenty feet) inside the tunnel from its outlet at the Pool of Siloam. 
Gary A. Rendsburg and Schniedewind suggest that the inscription 
is the product of “engineers, craftsmen, and labourers whose aim 
was to commemorate their accomplishment.”50 Within the inscrip-
tion, three elements (the form re‘ô for “friend,” the use of hāyāt 
rather than hāyāh for “there is,” moz’a for “spring,” and nqbh rather 
than hate‘ālâ for “tunnel or conduit”) appear to be connected to an 
Israelian dialect of Hebrew prevalent in Ephraim and Benjamin, 
rather than to Jerusalemite Hebrew. These elements lead Rendsburg 
and Schniedewind to suggest that the author of the inscription and 
those responsible for the construction of Hezekiah’s Tunnel were 
Israelite refugees from southern Samaria, “somewhere along the 
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Ephraim-Benjamin border.”51 While Rendsberg and Schniedewind’s 
proposal has been met with some skepticism, their efforts to show 
that the labor force likely included northern Israelite refugees 
acknowledge the reality of integrating displaced persons into society 
as part of a royally commissioned project.

Regarding distinctly Israelite artifacts in Judahite contexts, no 
clear distinction can be made between common pottery of Israel 
and Judah in the eighth century BC, given the similarities in ves-
sel type, form, and decoration. This lack of distinguishing features 
is not surprising given the close contacts between the kingdoms, 
which shared a cultural heritage, a language, and social customs. 
Differences in tomb construction and layout between the tombs in 
the Kidron Valley and present-day Silwan near the City of David and 
tombs in the Hinnom Valley west of Jerusalem and to the north of 
Jerusalem at the Basilica of St. Etienne may indicate the presence of 
northern Israelites, but the dearth of Iron Age burials from Samaria 
hinders any detailed comparison.52 Finklestein lists several Israelite 
influences and cultural elements present in the material culture and 
architecture of Judah in the late eighth century BC.53 These include 
olive oil production facilities in Judah showing technology from the 
northern kingdom; northern elements of pottery forms present in 
the ceramic assemblage at late eighth-century Beersheba; limestone 
cosmetic bowls and square bone seals that abound in Israel and later 
appear in Judah; ashlar masonry (stones that are dressed into rectan-
gles) that appears at northern sites such as Megiddo and Samaria and 
appear later in the eighth century at Beersheba and Ramat Rahel; 
longitudinal pillared buildings likely used as storehouses or stables at 
Megiddo in the late ninth and early eighth century that are later seen 
in the eighth and early seventh century BC at Beersheba; voluted pal-
mette capitals found at Megiddo, Hazor, and Samaria that appear in 
later architecture at Ramat Rahel, the City of David, and other loca-
tions peripheral to biblical Jerusalem;54 and, according to Finkelstein, 
the incorporation of northern texts and traditions into the Judahite 
literature that would become the Bible.
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Lessons from Biblical Archaeology 
and the Plight of Refugees

Although some scholars have debated “the validity of the notion of 
refugees” in ancient Israel and Judah,55 the evidence of a rapid set-
tlement in Jerusalem, an increase of settlements in the hill country 
and Shephelah, names with Israelite affiliation on seal impressions, 
Israelite Hebrew in the Siloam Channel, and numerous cultural ele-
ments and influences indicate that Israelite refugees were present in 
late-eighth-century-BC Judah. Using a framework designed to iden-
tify risks faced by refugees being resettled in a new area, Burke relates 
the perils encountered by modern refugees to those of the ancient 
world, highlighting efforts employed to mitigate those risks. Such 
jeopardies include landlessness, joblessness, homelessness, marginal-
ization, food insecurity, increased morbidity and mortality, loss of 
access to common property assets, and community disarticulation.56 
Burke demonstrates that each of these risks were lessened by the ef-
forts of the Judahite administration led by Hezekiah. He suggests 
that the Israelite refugees either (1) became dependent on the king to 
provide until they were integrated into the local economy by finding 
labor wherever possible, or (2) were employed on royal work projects, 
accomplishing needful objectives for the state.57 

Burke states that “the construction of the Siloam Tunnel, as well 
as the dismantling of houses, quarrying of stone, and the construc-
tion of the Broad Wall, as well as the work required for water systems 
attributed to Hezekiah were, therefore, much more than strategic 
planning by Judah for a future Assyrian attack. They must also be 
regarded as elements of a shrewd approach to the gainful employ-
ment of Jerusalem’s landless and unemployed Israelite refugee popu-
lation in an effort to secure their allegiance.”58 This would have been 
crucial because scholars estimate that 53 percent of the population 
of Jerusalem and nearly half of the overall population of Judah con-
sisted of Israelite refugees.59 By using Israelite labor to accomplish 
these projects, Hezekiah and the administration provide a lesson 
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in mitigating marginalization of refugees by providing an avenue of 
integration and unity with their new community. 

Schniedewind and Finkelstein both suggest that Judah benefited 
from the influx of cultural elite Israelite refugees. These elites brought 
an increased literacy that helped to bolster the literacy of Judah and 
also influenced the development of the Hebrew Bible. The northern 
Israelite refugees that were integrated into the Judahite government 
probably helped the Judahite state to become more organized. As 
Finkelstein states, “A fully organized and well-administered state in 
Judah is the outcome of the [refugee] processes that took place in the 
late 8th century B.C.”60 Including refugees and their descendants into 
local administration at any level, not only for representation of these 
peoples but also to use their learned skills, is an important lesson for 
any group trying to integrate a refugee population.

It is worth noting that instructions on the treatment of “strang-
ers” (Hebrew gēr), those vulnerable persons who are outsiders in rela-
tion to a core family, are found in various biblical law codes, includ-
ing the Covenant Code (Exodus 22:20–23:9, 12), the Holiness Code 
(Leviticus 17–26), and throughout Deuteronomy.61 While answers 
to the risks of landlessness, homelessness, joblessness, and morbidity 
may be seen in archaeological correlates, the biblical gēr laws focused 
on inclusion of displaced and vulnerable people to mitigate food inse-
curity and loss of access to common property while providing food 
and access to community resources such as gleaning (Deuteronomy 
14:21, 24:19–22).62 Lessons about inclusion are apparent from the 
participation of gēr in feasts, festivals (Deuteronomy 16:1–17), and 
covenantal renewal (Deuteronomy 29:9–14) among other rituals 
and ceremonies that address the perils of community disarticula-
tion and separation from kinship groups by reinforcing the kinship 
experienced as a community and people of Jehovah. The Lord’s same 
compassionate encouragement for favorable treatment of marginal-
ized strangers and their inclusion into society, meant to be echoed by 
Israel and Judah, is reflected in the messages of Isaiah (Isaiah 56:1–7), 
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Jeremiah (Jeremiah 7:6–7; 22:1–3), Ezekiel (Ezekiel 22:7, 29; 47:22–
23), and Zechariah (Zechariah 7:9–10). 

Both the Bible and archaeology illustrate efforts by Hezekiah 
to promote unity between Israelites and Judahites by centralizing 
religion and commemorating the Passover, a foundational event 
in the history of the house of Israel. Second Chronicles 30 relates 
the invitation made by Hezekiah to Israelites from the Galilee and 
tribal territories of Manasseh and Ephraim to celebrate Passover in 
Jerusalem. Although only some from Asher, Manasseh, and Zebulun 
attended (2 Chronicles 30:11), northern Israelites, Judahites, and resi-
dent aliens (displaced persons) from both kingdoms were united in 
observance of Passover. Hezekiah ordered the ruin of locations used 
for fertility rituals; closed and desecrated shrines/altars at Lachish, 
Beersheba, and Arad; destroyed items that had become objects of 
veneration; and established a singular worship center in Jerusalem 
(2 Kings 18:3–5; 2 Chronicles 31:1). Furthermore, Schniedewind 
suggests that Hezekiah named his son Manasseh in an additional 
attempt to unify the people by evoking the name of an ancestor, tribe, 
and territory connected to the house of Joseph and the northern 
kingdom of Israel.63 Manasseh married Meshullemeth, the daughter 
of Haruz of Jotbah (2 Kings 21:19), and it is possible that Jotbah is 
Yodfat in the Galilee. This marriage would have also strengthened 
ties between Judah and Galilean Israelites.

While Hezekiah, the Judahite administration, and probably 
Jerusalem’s populace attempted to lessen the risks and dangers felt 
by the Israelite refugee population as they integrated into Judahite 
society, a lesson can be learned from the construction of the Broad 
Wall on the Western Hill. As a royal project aimed at enclosing the 
Western Hill and protecting the vulnerable population living out-
side the fortification walls of the Eastern Hill, the construction of the 
Broad Wall, which would have provided employment and subsistence 
through redistributed foodstuffs, appears to be a noble endeavor. The 
same can be said for the cutting of the Siloam Tunnel and the diver-
sion of the Gihon Spring runoff to a collecting pool within the city 
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walls. However, both the wall and the tunnel resulted in the mar-
ginalization of those whom the projects benefitted. The Broad Wall 
bisects several eighth-century-BC dwellings, with some houses inten-
tionally in-filled to provide a foundation for the wall. The need to 
build this fortification “with sufficient urgency to sacrifice the houses 
in its way”64 is reflected in Isaiah 22:9–11, in which the prophet chas-
tises the leadership and people of Jerusalem: “Ye have seen also the 
breaches of the city of David, that they are many: and ye gathered 
together the waters of the lower pool. And ye have numbered the 
houses of Jerusalem, and the houses have ye broken down to fortify 
the wall. Ye made also a ditch between the two walls for the water of 
the old pool: but ye have not looked unto the Maker thereof, neither 
had respect unto him that fashioned it long ago.” 

Isaiah clearly identified the primary problem with the Judahite 
leadership and people—namely, their preoccupation with physical 
preparations rather than trusting in the Lord and focusing on their 
covenant relationship by looking to and having respect for the One 
who made the water and the stone.65 Biblical scholar John N. Oswalt 
notes, “[The Judahites] congratulate themselves that they are not cor-
rupt as the northern kingdom of Israel had been, and so they believed 
they have survived because of their merits when Israel fell. But Isaiah 
and the other prophets see clearly that all the same trends are at work 
in Judah that so tragically affected Israel.”66 Those trends include 
pride, neglect of the marginalized such as the widow, orphan, and 
displaced persons, and lack of faith in the Lord to provide and protect 
the covenantal people. Additionally, we can see the concern of the 
prophet and the danger in neglecting or ignoring the considerations 
of those living on the Western Hill whose houses were “broken 
down to fortify the wall” and who cut the water conduit—in both 
cases, likely Israelite refugees. Thus, while the Broad Wall and the 
Siloam Tunnel were beneficial to the populace of Jerusalem, concern 
for those displaced by building the wall should have been exercised 
together with a faith in the Lord.
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An additional lesson can be garnered from the experience of 
King Ahaz of Judah and his willingness to initiate a vassal treaty 
with the Assyrian Tiglath-pileser III, with its accompanying loyalty 
oath. Loyalty to Assyria came with a temporal price of a yearly trib-
ute but also a spiritual price of trusting Assyria to fight their battles 
rather than relying on faith in Jehovah. Frequent journeys to Assyria 
to pay tribute by Israelite and Judahite emissaries who saw, experi-
enced, and communicated the Assyrian royal ideology and propa-
ganda to their home countries may have precipitated the prophetic 
counsel to not place political trust in Assyria or other temporal kings 
and kingdoms.67 The prophets Hosea and Isaiah cautioned against 
and condemned Israel and Judah for making alliances with Assyria. 
Hosea warned that Assyria would not cure their wounds or provide 
for them (Hosea 5:13; 14:2–3), and Isaiah prophesied that Assyria 
would overwhelm Judah (Isaiah 8:6–8, 11–13) and would eventually 
be judged for its own arrogance (Isaiah 10:5–19).

Conclusion

Exploring the fall of the northern kingdom of Israel, the migration of 
refugees to Judah, and the efforts of the Judahite administration to 
integrate the two populations provides lessons from the past for our 
present. The study of the Israelite refugee migration as a result of the 
fall of Israel to the Assyrian empire originated in biblical studies as 
a means of explaining northern Israelite views in the Hebrew Bible, 
which was primarily written, compiled, and redacted by southern 
Judahites. Later, archaeologists looked to Israelite refugees to explain 
the growth of Judah and Jerusalem toward the end of the eighth cen-
tury BC. The archaeology of Iron Age refugees in Jerusalem comple-
ments the witness and message of the Bible and the instruction of 
Church authorities regarding the treatment of dispossessed and vul-
nerable children of God. 

In addition to the message for the population of Judah and its 
leadership to trust in the Lord rather than on their labor-intensive 
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preparations (which overlooked the needs of the poor) in the face 
of overwhelming odds, the main lesson that the experience of the 
Israelite refugees teaches is the importance of unity to avoid marginal-
ization and community disarticulation. As part of the family of God, 
we should strive to include those who have lost their connections to a 
homeland, employment, or family. Talents should be recognized and 
encouraged to better the community of God and further the work of 
the kingdom. Most importantly, respect and inclusion may rebuild 
familial bonds that are weakened or severed. In the October 2018 
general women’s session, President Dallin H. Oaks related a story 
about a bullied refugee and noted that such “meanness” was “a tragic 
experience and expense to one of the children of God.”68 His counsel 
to reach out in kindness and be loving and considerate is timely for all 
who interact with vulnerable persons. 

Efforts by the Judahites to foster a unity between “strangers” liv-
ing among them may not be explicitly evident in the archaeological 
record of Judah or in the biblical text, but the use of Israelite labor 
to create the Siloam Tunnel and the Broad Wall, seal impressions 
and ostraca with Israelite names, and Hezekiah naming his son 
Manasseh all strongly suggest ways that the Judahites incorporated 
refugees from the northern kingdom of Israel into the administra-
tion, labor force, and society of Judah. Likewise, efforts to care for 
refugees and integrate them into the community can be part of the 
legacy for modern believers and fellow children of God. President 
Russell M. Nelson taught, “Making a conscientious effort to care 
about others as much as or more than we care about ourselves” is a 
source of joy. By follow the teachings of the Old Testament to open 
our hands to the poor and needy, including refugees (Deuteronomy 
15:11), believers can actively live out their commitment to the two 
great commandments (Matthew 22:37–39).69
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