
Story Number 10

THE BATTLE OF THE DEAD SEA

We leave Abram and Lot for a while, and turn our attention elsewhere.

Chedorlaomer, King of Elam (in modern Iran) conquered all the land

between Mesopotamia and the Jordan, and a bit more to the south, and

made the inhabitants pay tribute to him. They paid it for twelve years, but

in the thirteenth year they decided to rebel and refused to pay. In the

fourteenth year, Chedorlaomer decided to teach them a lesson. Together

with three allies – Amraphel 1 King of Sumeria (Shinar) in southern Irak

and two other kings – he led a massive army which swept through the

area of Trans-jordan from north to south, attacking the inhabitants and

creating havoc from Ashteroth Karnaim in the north to El Paran at the

edge of the desert in the south, but so far all inland, away from the

Jordan.

He then turned west to Ein Mishpat, also known as Kadesh. It is not

certain which Kadesh this was – Kadesh Barnea (unlikely – too far west)

or Kadesh known as Zin, or perhaps a third one. Then he turned right

again, northwards along the western shore of the Dead Sea and attacked

the Amorites living in Hazazon Tamar, which we are told elsewhere is Ein

Gedi, about halfway along the Dead Sea from south to north.

It appears that his intention was to carry on northwards along the sea

shore until he came to Sodom and Gomorra, but that was impossible.

There was no road. All routes from Ein Gedi northwards were merely

mountain tracks that could be followed only dangerously, in single file,

1. Some try to identify Amraphel with the famous Hammurapi whose code of
laws was discovered by archaeologists. There seems to be no evidence against
this, but that in support is very poor.
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with mules and a guide. To take an army along there was out of the

question. There was no road along the north-western shore of the Dead

Sea, since the cliffs came right up to the water.

[There is a road today – the Israeli army blasted one after the Six

Days’ War. Until then, communications between Ein Gedi and Jericho, not

so far apart, were extremely difficult.]

Chedorlaomer was faced with the need to go back, southwards, right

round the Dead Sea, from the south and round to the east, then north to

reach Sodom, Gomorra, Admah, Zeboiim and Bela (the latter later called

Zoar), the five towns in the Jordan Basin to the east of the Jordan. 2

The inhabitants of Sodom were extremely wicked, but not all that

stupid. If they waited till they were attacked by Chedorlaomer’s massive

army, they would not stand a chance, so the kings of the five towns met

together, amassed their own army, and went out to fight the invaders

before they could reach them. Five kings (and their armies) against four.

[In passing, it is worth noting the names of the kings of the five towns.

The king of Sodom was called Bera, and that of Gomorra Birsha. Now

Bera (Ben Ra) means son of wickedness, and Birsha (Ben Rasha) means

son of a wicked man. It is too much of coincidence for these two wicked

men to have had such names, so it is reasonable to assume that they were

nicknames, which the Bible quotes in contempt. In that case, Shinab (king

of Admah) and Shemeber (king of Zeboiim) were probably also

nicknames, whose meaning was topical but which we cannot appreciate.

The last, the king of Bela (or Zoar) evidently did not have a nickname, so

his name is not given.]

The local army travelled southwards along the east bank of the Dead

Sea, while the invaders travelled southwards along the west bank, and

they met in the south, at the Valley of Siddim (which was some years

2. Many historians and scholars maintain that the Jordan Basin (including
Sodom) was south of the Dead Sea, but all the Biblical evidence is against this.

2



later covered by the Dead Sea itself) and engaged in battle – the five

kings against the four.

The invaders were the stronger, and routed the locals, who fled. Now

the Valley of Siddim was full of pits of asphalt (there is plenty of asphalt

there even today), which acted something like quicksand, and the two

kings of Sodom and Gomorra fell there. The rest of their army fled into

the hills.

At first sight we read the story and something is wrong. In a battle, any

special characteristic of a locality always helps the locals, who know

about it, and can act as a trap for the invaders who do not. We would

have expected the invading kings to fall in the pits, not the locals who

would know to avoid them!

But we must remember two facts. On the one hand, the inhabitants of
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Sodom and the Basin were people who (we learn

later) resented visitors, and kept themselves to

themselves. From north to south the Dead Sea is

eighty to a hundred miles long – its shape has

changed during the centuries due to earthquakes

and other causes – and the people from the north

would have been totally unfamiliar with asphalt

and its dangers. 3 On the other hand,

Chedorlaomer’s chief ally was Amraphel, king of

Sumeria (Shinar), and we know from the story of

the Tower of Babel that in that area there was

plenty of asphalt. The Sumerians in the army

would have recognised the pits and warned their

allies of the danger.

Having won the battle, Chedorlaomer and his allies were able to enter

the towns, plunder anything of value, take captives, and start to go home.

3. This could not be explained if Sodom was near the south of the Dead Sea. In
any case, the Jordan Basin was by the Jordan, which was entirely to the north.
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