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1 Samuel
When the Israelites entered Canaan, they found a land of farmers, not shepherds, as they had been in the wilderness. The land was fertile beyond anything the Hebrew nomads had ever seen. The Canaanites attributed this fertility to their god Baal and that is where the Israelites’ problems began. Could the God who had led them out of Egypt and through the wilderness also provide fertile farms in the Promised Land? Or would the fertility god of Canaan have to be honored? Maybe, to be safe, they should worship both Yahweh AND Baal.

IDOLATRY in “The Land” 
	CANAANITES
Descended from Ham, Canaan was cursed by Noah, to be the servant of Shem (ancestor of Israel). Settled in the Promised Land for hundreds of years before God re-settled His people the Israelites there. This group of people includes Hittites, Jebusites, Amorites, Girgashites, Hivites, and Sidonians. Local fertility cults sought to appease their gods thru sacrifices and sexual perversions. By the time God brought Israel into The Land, the iniquity of the Canaanite culture was most abominable.
	PHILISTINES
Descended from Ham (through Cush, not Canaan). Also called the The Caphtorims. (Deut 2:23). or The Cherethites. (1 Sam 30:14; Zeph 2:5). Had sailed from Greek islands to settle along coast of Canaan about the same time Israel entered The Land. Famous for iron-making skills and elaborate olive pressing industry, this sophisticated culture dominated world trade. Their soldiers were quite tall, clean-shaven, and carried small shields while fighting with straight swords & spears. 

	BA’AL (“lord, husband”): primary god. Depicted as a man with the head & horns of a bull. Carried a lightening bolt symbolizing destruction and fertility. Won dominance by defeating other deities such as god of sea and storms. Baal’s promise to prevent storms and control the seas, produce plentiful harvests made him attractive to the Israelites (because they believed the sea was evil and destructive). His victory over death was repeated each year when he returned from the underworld and brought rain to renew the earth’s fertility. Satisfied by sacrifices of sheep & bulls. During times of crisis, they would sacrifice their children, usually the firstborn of the community in order to gain personal prosperity ,
	DAGON: main god. god of grain or corn. (some scholars claim he was the “fish god”, half-man, half-fish). Unlike the Baals, who were essentially local deities, Dagon seems to have been considered by the Philistines as a national god. To him they attributed their success in war. They thanked him by great sacrifices. They brought the trophies of their victories into his temple: the Ark of the Covenant the armor and head of Saul. Artifacts also suggest that Dagon played a prominent part in the doctrines concerning death and future life. As to the ritual of his worship, little can be gathered either from the documents or from Scripture.


	ASHERAH: primary fertility goddess, Although she was believed to be Baal’s mother, she was also Baal’s mistress. Portrayed as a nude female, sometimes pregnant, with exaggerated breasts that she held out as a symbol of her fertility. Worshiped near trees and poles, called Asherah poles. Believing that the sexual union of Baal & Asherah produced fertility, pagans engaged in “sympathetic magic” to influence the gods. By immoral, ritual sex they thought they could entice the gods to join together and ensure good harvests.  This practice became the basis for religious prostitution. The priest (or male members of the community) represented Baal; the priestess (or female members of the community) represented Asherah. 
	ASHTORETH: Dagon’s mistress. Associated with war, fertility. This “mother-goddess” was also known in other pagan cultures as Ashteroth, Astarte, Ishtar, or “Queen of Heaven” (Jeremiah 7:18, 44:25). 

	EL: earliest deity recognized by peoples of the ancient Near East was the creator. His mistress, Asherah, gave birth to many gods, including a powerful god named Baal. Over the years, Baal became the dominant deity and the worship of El faded. 
	BAAL-ZEBUL: Dagon’s son, worshipped at Ekron.


The struggle to be totally committed to God is of vital importance to us today as well. We don’t think of ourselves as idol worshipers, yet we struggle to serve God alone in every part of our lives. It is easy (and seductive) to honor possessions, fun, relationships, fame, beauty, money, power, politics, knowledge and a host of other potential gods. We need to learn from Israel’s experience and respond to Jesus’ command for total allegiance.
--adapted from Ray Vander Laan’s writings at www.followtherabbi.com















