HISTORICAL CASE FOR THE JEWISH CLAIM TO THE PROMISED LAND
INTRODUCTION
Jews have lived in the so-called Promised Land—the land of Canaan—since between
2000–1900 B.C., which is the point in history when Abraham moved there1. The Book of
Genesis tells the story of God’s giving a specific piece of land—the Promised Land—to
Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and their descendants forever2. After the Jews were delivered from
slavery in Egypt and following a period of wandering in the wilderness, it was they who
conquered Canaan in the 1200s B.C. and subsequently developed the land.3 Since Joshua and
the Children of Israel entered the Promised Land, Jews have continuously maintained a
physical presence in the Promised Land, despite intermittent periods of exile involving
significant portions of the Jewish population and despite foreign occupation.
I.

The Holy Land as the Jewish Birthplace and Homeland.

The Jews are the only people group “in the world today who possess a historical
record . . . which allows them to trace their origins back into very remote times”4. That
historical record begins with Abraham, who is regarded as the Father of the Jews, and with
the covenant God entered into with him5. Between 2000–1900 B.C.6, as a seventy-five year
old man, Abram (who became Abraham) heeded God’s call and migrated to the land of
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Canaan with his family, flocks, and herds7. When Abraham arrived in Canaan, the Lord
appeared to him and said, “Unto thy seed will I give this land”8. Abraham’s relocation to
Canaan began a “chain of events so portentous for world history and so redemptive—the
believing man would say so divinely guided—which we call the history of Israel”9.
Abraham, his son Isaac, and his grandson Jacob, are the patriarchs of the Jewish faith.
They “stand in the truest sense at the beginning of Israel’s history and faith,” and their
“beliefs helped to shape the faith of Israel as it was later to be”10. All three lived in Canaan,
which later came to be known as Israel11, and all were promised that, by following God, they
would receive the Promised Land and have numerous descendants12. The name “Israel”, in
fact, comes from the name given to Jacob by the God of the Jews13. Jacob had twelve sons
(Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, Zebulun, Joseph, Benjamin, Dan, Naphtali, Gad, and
Asher14), and their descendants became the twelve tribes of Israel15. The word “Jew” derives
from Judah16, one of Jacob’s sons and one of the tribes of Israel. Therefore, “Jews” denotes
the people of Israel. God’s covenant with the patriarchs to give them the Promised Land
embedded itself into the Jewish mind, and the Israelites developed a strong sense of
peoplehood, the result of a feeling of “solidarity between [the Jewish] people and God”17.
This historical genealogical record evidences the fact that the land of Israel is the birthplace
and homeland of the Jews.
II.

Egyptian Enslavement and Subsequent Conquering of the Promised Land by the
Jews.

Due, in part, to a famine in the land of Canaan, Jacob “and all his seed18” left the
Promised Land, Canaan, and relocated to Egypt19. God blessed Jacob’s leaving but also spoke
of a return to the Promised Land, saying “fear not to go down into Egypt; for I will there
make of thee a great nation. I will go down with thee into Egypt; and I will also surely bring
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thee up again”20. As God had promised, the Jewish people flourished in Egypt, and their
numbers multiplied greatly21. As the years passed, however, the Egyptians grew fearful of the
Jews because of their large population and their wealth22. Consequently, the Egyptians
enslaved the Israelites for over four hundred years23.
In the thirteenth century B.C., the Jewish people were delivered from Egypt by
Moses, who was to return them to the “happy land which [their] forefather Abraham
inhabited”24. Moses led the Israelites out of Egypt to Mount Sinai where they received the
“law and covenant which made [them] a people”25. The throng of Jews made it to the border
of Canaan, and God instructed Moses to “[s]end thou men, that they may search the Land of
Canaan, which I give unto the children of Israel”26. Yet, when the Israelites learned of the
giants who lived there, they were afraid and wanted to return to Egypt27. Dismayed at the
people’s lack of faith, God condemned the Israelites to wander in the wilderness for forty
years28. Then, Moses once again led the Israelites to the border of the Promised Land where
God told Moses that “[t]his is the land which I swore unto Abraham, unto Isaac, and unto
Jacob”29. Yet, because Moses was not allowed to cross over into Canaan30, it was Joshua,
Moses’ successor, who conquered Canaan and led the Israelites into the Holy Land31.
It is widely accepted that the Jewish conquest of the Promised Land began in the late
1200s B.C.32, but the struggle to establish a permanent “settlement was a long and complex
process”33. The invasion into the land of Canaan took place in three campaigns34. In the first
campaign, Joshua and the Israelites acquired Jericho and Ai35. In the second campaign, the
Israelites defeated five important southern city-states which would later become known as the
land of Judah: Jerusalem, Hebron, Jarmuth, Lachish, and Eglon36. In the final campaign,
Joshua and the Israelites defeated Jabin, the king of Hazor37. Joshua then apportioned the
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conquered land among the Israelite tribes38. Ownership of the land was now fully vested in
the Jews39.
III.

Continual Presence of the Jews in the Holy Land.

Ever since the conquest of the Promised Land by Joshua and the Israelites, the Jews
have continuously maintained a residential presence in the Holy Land. Even though, from
this point in history forward, the Jews were periodically conquered by foreign empires (and
sometimes exiled as a result), there has always been at least a remnant of the Jewish people
inhabiting the Promised Land.
After the Jewish conquest of the Promised Land, the Jews were governed by a
monarchy from approximately 1020–587 B.C.40. Circa 1020 B.C., Saul was selected as
Israel’s first king41. After Saul’s rule ended with his death, King David reigned from
approximately 1000 B.C. to 961 B.C.42. King David is the person who made Jerusalem the
capital of Israel43. He captured the city of Jerusalem from the Jebusites, and he moved the
Ark of the Covenant, an important symbol of faith for the Jewish people, to Jerusalem44.
When David’s son, Solomon, became king, he built the first Temple in Jerusalem, an act that
“effectively made Jerusalem the religious capital of Israel”45. The Temple then became the
home for the Ark of the Covenant, thereby serving as a national shrine to the Jews46.
Solomon ruled over all of Israel for forty years47. In about 928 B.C., shortly after Solomon’s
death, Israel was divided into two kingdoms: Judah in the South and Israel in the North48.
Israel, the northern kingdom, fell to the Assyrians in the early 720s B.C.49, though Judah kept
its independence for another 120 years.
Circa 598 B.C., the Babylonians, under the rule of King Nebuchadnezzar, laid siege to
Jerusalem, the capital of Judah50. The King of Judah, Jehoiachin, in an effort to save
Jerusalem, “took his mother, and kindred, and delivered them to the commanders” of the
Babylonian army51. In addition to Jehoiachin and his family, the Babylonians also gathered
up “all that were in the city . . . , both the youth and the handicraftsmen”52. In total, over ten
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thousand Jews were deported to Babylon53, and Zedekiah, Jehoiachin’s uncle, was made
king54. Zedekiah eventually rebelled against King Nebuchadnezzar, which compelled the
King to return to Jerusalem and once again lay siege to the city55. By 587 B.C., after an
eighteen-month siege, Jerusalem, including the Temple, was completely destroyed, and a
second deportation of Jews took place56. The deported Jews would be in Babylonian captivity
until 539 B.C.57. Although thousands of Jews were exiled from Judah during Babylonian
reign, not everyone was deported58. A remnant of Jews still remained in the Promised Land59,
leaving their continuous presence in the land unbroken.
There is no doubt that the destruction of both the Temple and the City of Jerusalem
and the subsequent deportation of the vast majority of Jews was a harsh blow to the Jewish
people. Yet, Israel still “survived[,] . . . resumed her life as a people[,] . . . and gradually
found the direction that it would follow through all the centuries to come. In the exile and
beyond it, Judaism was born”60.
Around 539 B.C., the Jewish people’s hope of being freed from exile and returning to
the Promised Land was raised when Cyrus the Great, ruler of Persia, conquered the
Babylonian Empire61. In his first year, Cyrus gave the Jews permission to return to Jerusalem
and provided for rebuilding the Temple62. Approximately 50,000 Jews left captivity to return
to Jerusalem and the land of Judah63. Many more were drawn back to the area upon
completion of the Second Temple around 515 B.C.64. During the time that the Jews were
ruled by the Persian Empire, not only was the Second Temple built, but also the walls
surrounding Jerusalem were refortified65. “Within the confines of the Persian Empire, Judah
was a nation whose leadership was entrusted to the high priest and council of elders in
Jerusalem”66.
The Greeks gained control of the Promised Land in 332 B.C.67. Around 160 B.C., in
an effort to force the Jews to embrace Greek culture and customs, “the Jews were prohibited
to practice Judaism and their Temple was desecrated”68. This attempt at forced assimilation
caused the Jews to revolt, and Jewish independence was eventually secured in 129 B.C.69.
53
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Independence was short-lived, however, as the Romans gained power in the region.
By 63 B.C., the Holy Land was a part of the Roman Empire70. In an attempt to remove
Jewish identification with the land of Israel, the Romans changed the name of the territory to
Palestine71. By 70 A.D., the Roman Emperor Titus had destroyed Jerusalem and the Second
Temple, leading to a final stand by Jewish zealots at Masada in 73 A.D.72. About fifty years
later, the Jews once again tried to revolt. This failed attempt resulted in the death of hundreds
of thousands of Jews at the hands of the Romans. Many of those who did not perish were
exiled or sold into slavery73. When the Emperor Hadrian came to power, he expelled all of
the Jews from Jerusalem74. Still, despite the actions of the Roman Empire, Jewish presence in
the Promised Land did not end75. Instead, Tiberias developed as a center of Jewish learning
as the Jewish people, especially the rabbis, sought refuge “far from the seat of Roman
government”76. Over time, though, the Jewish population recovered77. Roman rule continued
until about 313 A.D.78.
For the next 1600 years, the Holy Land saw an unending succession of dominating
foreign powers. The Byzantine Empire took control of the Holy Land in 313 A.D. and ruled
until 63679. The first Arab control over the land began in 636, four years after the death of
Muhammad80. At first, the Jews were allowed to worship freely if they paid special taxes, but
as the years passed, more and more restrictions were placed against non-Muslims such that
many of the Jews left81. Thus, “[b]y the end of the 11th century, the Jewish community in the
[Promised] Land had diminished considerably”82. It was also during Arab rule that the Dome
of the Rock was built in Jerusalem83. The site where the monument was built was already a
holy site for the Jews84. The Arabs controlled the land until the start of the Crusades in
109985. The Crusaders essentially controlled the area for about two hundred years. During
that time, “pilgrimages to the Holy Land became popular and, at the same time, increasing
numbers of Jews sought to return to their homeland”86. The Crusaders were defeated in 1291
by Muslims from Egypt, the Mamluks87. Though many of the cities and towns were nothing
70
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more than ruins during the time of the Mamluks, a small Jewish community nevertheless
remained in the Holy Land88.
The Ottoman Empire seized control of the Promised Land in 1516 and ruled for 400
years89. Estimates are that 1,000 Jewish families resided in the Holy Land at the start of
Ottoman rule90. During Sultan Suleyman the Magnificent’s reign, the walls of the Old City of
Jerusalem were rebuilt over a four-year period beginning in 153791. Jews began returning to
the land, although many settled in Safed where the Jewish population numbered 10,000 by
the 1550s92.
Things began to improve in the 19th century as countries like France, Austria, and
Great Britain took an interest in the area. The numbers of Jews living in Jerusalem swelled,
and for the first time, they began building neighborhoods outside of the walls of the Holy
City. Further improvements were marked by the opening of the Suez Canal due to the Holy
Land’s unique location “as a crossroads for commerce of three continents”93.
It is also during the 19th century that the Zionist movement began. Zionism is “the
national movement for the return of the Jewish people to their homeland and the resumption
of Jewish sovereignty in the Land of Israel”94. Zionists drew hope from the Prophet Ezekiel’s
message:
Thus saith the Lord God; Behold, O my people, I will open your graves, and
cause you to come up out of your graves, and bring you into the land of Israel.
And ye shall know that I am the Lord, when I have opened your graves, O my
people, and brought you up out of your grave, And shall put my spirit in you,
and ye shall live, and I shall place you in your own land . . . Behold, I will take
the children of Israel from among the heathen, whither they be gone, and will
gather them on every side, and bring them into their own land: And I will
make them one nation in the land up on the mountains of Israel; and one king
shall be king to them all: and they shall be no more two nations, neither shall
they be divided into two kingdoms any more at all.95
The Zionist movement was a key factor in the influx of Jews to the Promised Land in the late
19th century96. By the 20th Century and the start of World War I in 1914, “the Jewish
population . . . numbered 85,000, as compared to 5,000 in the early 1500s”97.
From 1917 to 1948, Great Britain ruled over the Holy Land98. In November 1917,
Arthur James Balfour, British Foreign Secretary at the time, wrote to one of the most
88
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influential Jewish families and declared the British government’s support to establish a
Jewish homeland in Palestine99. To wit, the 1917 Balfour Declaration “laid the foundation for
the concept of a Jewish national home in Zion”100. This was followed by the League of
Nations’ 1922 Mandate for Palestine which permitted Jewish settlement throughout the
territory of Palestine101. In the 1920s, the Holy Land began to flourish with the growth of
Jewish immigration and the subsequent agricultural development of the land102. Between
1919 and 1923, approximately 35,000 Jews returned to Israel. Another 60,000 returned
between 1924 and 1932. As Hitler came to power in Germany during the 1930s, 165,000
more Jews returned to their homeland103. By 1948, the Jewish population exceeded
716,000104.
Although the Nazis and World War II threatened to eliminate the world’s Jewish
population, killing six million Jews across Europe in the Holocaust105, the Jewish people
survived and persevered. In May 1948, as the last British forces departed Israel, the modern
State of Israel declared its independence106. Peace, however, for the Jewish nation was
extremely short lived. The day after Israel declared its independence, five Arab countries
(Egypt, Syria, Transjordan, Lebanon, and Iraq) invaded Israel, marking the beginning of the
War of Independence107, from which Israel emerged victorious. The Jews once again had a
nation of their own built on the land of their patriarchs.
CONCLUSION
The historical Jewish claim to the Promised Land is rooted, in part, in the Jewish
people’s long and continuous presence there. Since the thirteenth century B.C., when Joshua
led the Israelites in battle against those living in Canaan, the Jewish presence in the Promised
Land has remained uninterrupted—despite an historical record replete with conquests, wars,
genocide, adverse treaties, and other difficulties. Weekly Standard Columnist Charles
Krauthammer describes the Israel as
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the very embodiment of Jewish continuity: It is the only nation on earth that
inhabits the same land, bears the same name, speaks the same language, and
worships the same God that it did 3,000 years ago. You dig the soil and you
find pottery from Davidic times, coins from Bar Kokhba, and 2,000-year-old
scrolls written in a script remarkably like the one that today advertises ice
cream at the corner candy store108.
Clearly, Jewish culture, religion, and national identity are deeply connected with the land of
Israel—a connection that reaches back over 3,000 years.
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