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Merneptah’s Stele

In 1896 an archeologist, named Flinders Petrie was excavating Merneptah’s tomb in Thebes, Egypt when he discovered a large black granite stone with hieroglyphs inscribed on it. The archeologist requested a German philologist, Wilhelm Spiegelberg, to translate the hieroglyph inscription on the granite stele. Spiegelberg determined that the inscriptions were an account of Merneptah’s victory over foes such as Libya and enemies in the land of Canaan. The Pharoah listed in line 27 of the account a people group that Spiegelberg determined to be Israel. Academics to this day are agreed that this is the only text reference in ancient Egypt identifying Israel as a people. Merneptah’s Stele is also the oldest reference to Israel discovered to date.
This discovery in the ancient Nile River city of Thebes is landmark in that the major world empire of 1200 BC has documentation of a people group known as Israel. I find it remarkable that this is the only such reference found to date, but studying this module in class has caused me to ask a question: Is it possible because Pharoah’s desired to be remembered as powerful and even deities that they would omit some records that cast a shadow on their reign? For example, could it be that when Israel was able to escape the hand of Pharoah during the Exodus that the account of this people group is purposely omitted from the annals of Egyptian history?
It is fascinating to me that Spiegelberg was able to convince his contemporary academics that the hieroglyphs were indeed referencing Israel. If Petrie or another archeologist would have made this discovery one hundred years later, I strongly believe that modern academia would have been far more critical of the possibility of Israel being cited on Merneptah’s Stele. The current bias is the result of the presupposition that the Bible is allegory and the events of the Bible never occurred therefore Israel couldn’t possibly be named on an ancient Egyptian inscription.
Just recently, Egyptologist Manfred Gorg discovered a broken pedestal on a statue in the Egyptian Museum of Berlin containing hieroglyphs. Colleagues Peter van der Veen and Christoffer Theis agree with Gorg that one of the names in hieroglyphs is “Israel’. But to substantiate my earlier point concerning today’s climate in academia; other scholars are not convinced that Israel is the people group identified in the hieroglyphs. One of the issues at hand is that if it can be proven this is yet another reference to Israel from ancient Egypt, this reference is 200 years older than Merneptah’s Stele. I will be curious to read what scholars have to say about this discovery as well as future discoveries.

