New reading of Mesha Stele could have farreaching consequences for biblical history
2 May 2019
archaeologist Prof. Israel Finkelstein and historians
and biblical scholars Prof. Nadav Na'aman and
Prof. Thomas Römer, in an article published in Tel
Aviv: The Journal of the Institute of Archaeology of
Tel Aviv University.
The Mesha Stele was found in the 19th century in
the ruins of the biblical town of Dibon in Moab
(present day Jordan), and is now in the Louvre. The
stone's inscription tells the story of the territorial
expansion and construction endeavours of King
Mesha of Moab, who is mentioned in the Bible. The
stele was cracked in the 19th century and parts of it
are missing, but portions of the missing parts are
preserved in a reverse copy of the inscription,
known as a 'squeeze', made before the stele
cracked.
The authors studied new high-resolution
photographs of the squeeze, and of the stele itself.
These new images made it clear that there are
three consonants in the name of the monarch
mentioned in Line 31, and that the first is the
Hebrew letter beth (a 'b' sound).

Photography of Mesha Stele. Credit: Wikimedia
Commons, the free media repository

The biblical King Balak may have been a historical
figure, according to a new reading of the Mesha
Stele, an inscribed stone dating from the second
half of the 9th century BCE.
A name in Line 31 of the stele, previously thought
to read 'House of David', could instead read
'Balak', a king of Moab mentioned in the biblical
story of Balaam (Numbers 22-24), say

While the other letters are eroded, the most likely
candidate for the monarch's name is 'Balak', the
authors say. The seat of the king referred to in Line
31 was at Horonaim, a place mentioned four times
in the Bible in relation to the Moabite territory south
of the Arnon River. "Thus, Balak may be a historical
personality like Balaam, who, before the discovery
of the Deir Alla inscription, was considered to be an
'invented' figure," they suggest.
"The new photographs of the Mesha Stele and the
squeeze indicate that the reading, 'House of David'
- accepted by many scholars for more than two
decades—is no longer an option," the authors
conclude. "With due caution we suggest the name
of the Moabite king Balak, who, according to the
Balaam story of Numbers 22-24, sought to bring a
divine curse on the people of Israel.
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"This story was written down later than the time of
the Moabite king referred to in the Mesha Stele.
Yet, to give a sense of authenticity to his story, its
author must have integrated into the plot certain
elements borrowed from the ancient reality,
including two personal names: Balaam and Balak."
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