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Chapter 22

Jerusal em  Connect ions  to  
Arabia  in  600 b .c .

S. Kent Brown

At the behest of the Lord, Lehi and Sariah led their family 
from their home near Jerusalem into the desert of Arabia where 
they lived for eight long years. Even though for generations their 
descendants would celebrate their exodus in story and song, the 
question that invites our attention concerns the connections of 
the homeland of Lehi and Sariah to Arabia.

The surprise is that Lehi and Sariah fled to Arabia, not to 
Egypt. As readers of the Old Testament will know, almost all 
persons known to flee from Jerusalem and its environs went 
southwest to Egypt, not southeast to Arabia. Given the political 
climate of600 b .c ., going north or east into Babylonian-controlled 
areas was not an option because Babylonian authorities would 
force Lehi back to Jerusalem if Jewish officials requested. In con-
trast, Egypt was a place of refuge.1 But Arabia?

As a matter of fact, the Old Testament preserves a number of 
references to connections between Arabia and ancient Palestine. 
Other ancient sources do as well, including some recently discov-
ered. Some of these ties were commercial, others were military.
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Traditions even claim that Israelites had moved into Arabia long 
before—and even during—the days of Lehi and Sariah. In this 
light, should we see Arabia as a known though infrequent desti-
nation for travelers from Jerusalem?

Outbound Routes

A reader of the Book of Mormon is left to assume that the 
Lord had instructed Lehi about where he and his family were 
to travel from Jerusalem. We do not possess Lehi’s report of 
this experience, and Nephi does not preserve any such instruc-
tion in his narrative of the family’s move. Evidently knowing 
the general direction of travel, Lehi led his family “into the 
wilderness” toward the southeast. How do we know the direc-
tion of travel? Because the family’s first camping spot lay “in 
the borders which are nearer the Red Sea” (1 Nephi 2:5).2

While Nephi does not indicate the route that he and other 
family members followed when going south and east toward 
Arabia, four known roads were open to them, and the likeli-
hood is high that the family followed, or perhaps shadowed, one 
of these routes that led away from Jerusalem. Two ran south, two 
ran east. As a point of clarification, one must bear in mind that 
only one of them ran along the shores of the Dead Sea. On both 
the east and west sides of the Dead Sea the terrain slopes steeply 
from cliffs to water’s edge and does not allow travelers to pass. 
The problems would be worse, of course, for pack animals.3

South. The only route that skirted any part of the shore-
line of the Dead Sea descended the so-called ascent of Ziz 
(2 Chronicles 20:16 RSV). A major road ran southward from 
Jerusalem to Hebron through Bethlehem, beginning at the 
southern gate of Jerusalem, which stood near the Siloam Pool.4 
To reach the ascent of Ziz, a person turned off this main road, 
bending east near Tekoa, the birthplace of the prophet Amos
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(Amos 1:1). From this point the trail descended through the 
rugged desert hills of Judea to a point near the Ein Gedi oasis 
next to the Dead Sea. Had the family followed this route, at 
Ein Gedi they would have turned south toward the northeast 
arm of the Red Sea where Aqaba and Eilat now sit, keeping the 
Dead Sea on their left for the next twenty-five miles or so.5

A second option consisted in following the same trade route 
that led south to Hebron. Beyond Hebron, a traveler continued 
to Arad, then down through the Zohar Valley, and finally into 
the Arabah Valley. This road would have been more direct and, 
like the other, would have led the family toward the northeast-
ern tip of the Red Sea. I should emphasize that I do not discount 
the possibility that the family stayed generally close to a trade 
route not only for this segment of the journey but for later seg-
ments too. Even though Nephi’s recounting of the journey does 
not specifically mention meeting other people, the party surely 
would have done so. For Nephi offers clear hints that family 
members ran into others as they traveled.6

East, then south. Two other commercial routes led travelers 
eastward from Jerusalem and then south toward the Red Sea. 
The more southerly of the two ran from the east side of the city 
and wound around the southern slope of the Mount of Olives. 
From that point, it gradually descended eastward through 
Wadi Mukallik (Nahal Og) and connected with the northeast 
shore of the Dead Sea. In antiquity this trail was known as the 
Route of Salt because caravans carried salt, which had been 
extracted out of the Dead Sea, from its northwest shore up to 
Jerusalem.7 If the family had followed this road, they could 
have broken off at any point after reaching the Jordan Valley 
and headed eastward to the mountains of Moab where they 
would have intersected either the King’s Highway or another 
road farther east and turned south.8
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The other trail ran almost directly eastward from a point 
north of the temple area. This route climbed the steep western 
slope of the Mount of Olives, crossing at a point near the modern 
village of At-Tur, and then plunged downward toward the Wadi 
Kelt, eventually reaching Jericho. This path, too, carried trade 
between the Jordan Valley and Jerusalem. One of its spurs on the 
eastern slope of the Mount of Olives led south to Bethany, a path 
that Jesus followed when going to raise his friend Lazarus from the 
tomb (see John 10:40; 11:17-20). For their part, the family of Lehi 
and Sariah would have exited Wadi Kelt a couple of miles south of 
Old Testament Jericho. From there, it was an easy trek eastward 
across the Jordan Valley to the base of the mountains of Moab. 
The King’s Highway or the eastern road would then have led them 
southward to the tip of the northeastern arm of the Red Sea.

Military Contacts

The nature of military connections between Arabia and an-
cient Israel is not totally clear. The Old Testament does not treat 
any such matters directly except for one possible reference in the 
book of Job, which reads, “The troops of Tema looked, the com-
panies of Sheba waited for them” (Job 6:19), a seeming reference 
to armies. But the translation is misleading. To be sure, Tema, 
or Tayma, was an important city in northwestern Arabia and 
Sheba was the name of an important kingdom in the southwest 
sector of the peninsula whence the queen of Sheba came to visit 
Solomon (see 1 Kings 10:1-2). The Revised Standard Version 
presents a more accurate rendering of Job 6:19: “The caravans of 
Tema look, the travelers of Sheba hope.” Hence, there is nothing 
of military significance in this passage. Instead, it is the annals 
of the Assyrian kings that suggest possible military contacts be-
tween ancient Israel and Arabia.
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The earliest notice of Assyrian military action in the northern 
kingdom of Israel, which was formed in 922 b .c . after the death of 
Solomon (see 1 Kings 12:1-20), comes from King Tiglath-pileser 
III who ruled Assyria from 745 to 727 b .c .9 Sometime after 736 
b .c ., the forces of Tiglath-pileser captured Samaria, the capital 
city of the northern kingdom of Israel. Because Tiglath-pileser s 
record is incomplete, we do not know the reason for this military 
action. But we can be reasonably certain that the Assyrian army 
had come to Samaria because officials there had stopped paying 
tribute. The Israelite kingdom had already been making such pay-
ments during the reign of Menachem (745-737 b .c .), as both the 
Old Testament and an earlier record from Tiglath-pileser show. 
By submitting to payment of a heavy tribute, Menahem had effec-
tively surrendered the independence of Israel.10 The next known 
military invasion by Assyrians came a decade or so later.

King Shalmaneser V, who ruled Assyria from 726 to 722 
b .c ., saw a number of small kingdoms attempt to revolt from 
his control during his first year in office. The kingdom of Israel 
was one of them. The Israelite king at the time of Shalmaneser 
was Hoshea, who had come to power by assassinating the prior 
king (see 2 Kings 15:30). As soon as Hoshea thought he had op-
portunity to rebel against the Assyrians, he withheld the tribute 
due to King Shalmaneser and instead tried unsuccessfully to 
buy military aid from Egypt (see 2 Kings 17:4). It was, however, 
a fatal mistake. After a siege of more than two years, Israel’s 
capital city, Samaria, fell to the Assyrian army, which promptly 
marched almost thirty thousand people north and east.11 These 
people later became known as the lost ten tribes of Israel.

Shalmaneser’s successor, Sargon II (721-705 b .c .), noted 
in his annals that the Assyrian army faced other forces in the 
same region, hinting strongly that these clashes occurred dur-
ing the campaign that destroyed Samaria, or soon thereafter.
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They included battles against the rebellious armies of Gaza 
and Egypt. Then he wrote the following intriguing lines: “I 
received the tribute . . . from Samsi, queen of Arabia (and) 
It’amar the Sabaean, gold in dust-form, horses (and) cam-
els.”12 Were these rulers among those who tried to revolt from 
Sargon’s control, effectively collaborating in a general rebellion 
that the kingdoms of Israel, Gaza, and Egypt initiated? It seems 
possible. For the Assyrian king forced all the rebel groups and 
their leaders to pay heavy tributes. And on this occasion the 
rebels included Queen Samsi of Arabia and It’amar of the 
Sabaean kingdom, which was likely the same as the biblical 
Sheba.13 Hence, it appears that two forces from Arabia had 
joined the revolts of Israel, Gaza, and Egypt. To be sure, we do 
not know for certain whether the Arabians had made a formal 
pact either with King Hoshea of Israel or with the Gazans and 
Egyptians, or whether they had rebelled on their own. But the 
observation that Sargon’s army apparently met all their armies 
during the same campaigning season points to a coordinated 
effort on the part of the rebels.

What must have added insult to injury for both the con-
quered Israelites and Arabians was the forced migration of 
nomadic Arab peoples into the former territory of Israel.14 In 
the seventh year of his reign, Sargon wrote of “the Arabs who 
live, far away, in the desert (and) who know neither overseers 
nor officials.” He was evidently referring to Bedouins, who owe 
no loyalty to rulers unless they are reined in. Next, speaking 
again of Arab tribesmen, he recorded that “[the Arabs] had 
not (yet) brought their tribute to any king. I deported their 
survivors and settled (them) in Samaria.” In this context he 
again mentioned “Samsi, the queen of Arabia, [and] It’amra, 
the Sabaean.”15 In light of Sargon’s assertions that he regularly 
moved people from one area of his realm to another, as he did 
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with the Israelites and these Arabs, it seems safe to say that 
on this occasion he forced the Arab “survivors” of war against 
him to move from their desert homes to the former territory of 
the Israelites, where he could exercise more control over them 
and force them to pay tribute.16

What does all of this mean for the Book of Mormon story? 
It is evident that, more than one hundred years before Lehi and 
Sariah came on the scene, the army of the Assyrian empire had 
been active in the general region of Jerusalem, both north of the 
city in the kingdom of Israel and south in Gaza and Egypt. Some 
of that activity had to do with the intransigence of the Israelites, 
led by their kings, and some had to do with peoples in Arabia. 
Two possibilities arise from the military conflicts that occurred 
in the region over a period of years. First, it is possible—even 
probable—that Lehi’s forebears in the tribe of Manasseh (see 
Alma 10:3) had moved south to Jerusalem in order to escape the 
terrors of war with Assyria in the north, eventually establishing 
an estate that, in time, Lehi came to inherit. Second, it is possi-
ble that the Arabs whom Sargon moved into the territory of the 
former kingdom of Israel became the liaisons for merchants in 
Arabia who wished to make their exotic goods available to buy-
ers in that general area, including the city of Jerusalem, where 
Lehi would have had contact with them.

Commercial Ties

According to the Old Testament, by far the largest number 
of contacts between people in Arabia and those in and around 
Jerusalem were of a commercial character. Jerusalemites en-
joyed prized Arabian imports as diverse as incense, sheep, goats, 
and gems (see 2 Chronicles 17:11; Isaiah 60:6; Ezekiel 27:21-22). 
And most of the Old Testament references to this trade date to 
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the era of Lehi and Sariah. But before reviewing these refer-
ences, we must treat an important person in the book of Job.

Although the date of the composition of the book of Job is a 
matter of debate, it seems reasonably safe that it was composed 
before or by the fifth century b .c ., not long after the days of Lehi 
and Sariah.17 What is significant is that the book features promi-
nently a friend of Job known as Eliphaz the Temanite.18 Tema, or 
Tayma, of course, was a crossroads city of northwestern Arabia 
whose importance blossomed suddenly when Nabonidus, ruler 
of the ancient Babylonian kingdom, unexpectedly moved his 
capital there about 550 b .c . For approximately ten years, this 
desert city was the focus of King Nabonidus’s life, even though 
the city lay many hundreds of miles south of the Mesopotamian 
valley where his original base of power lay.19 It was from this city 
that Eliphaz came to visit the suffering Job. What seems plain 
in the story of Job is that Eliphaz was a man of means who was 
able to come to Job in his hour of need. Hence, it seems reason-
able to say that Tema was a city of importance that offered op-
portunity for its citizens to amass a certain amount of wealth. 
We know, for example, that it was a major center for worship of 
the moon god in antiquity20 and sat astride a major junction of 
trade routes.21

In a telling passage written a century before Lehi and Sariah 
left Jerusalem, the prophet Isaiah wrote of Tema as a place of 
refuge for those worn weary by war. The passage reads: “In the 
forest in Arabia shall ye lodge, O ye travelling companies of 
Dedanim. The inhabitants of the land of Tema brought water 
to him that was thirsty, they prevented [= met] with their bread 
him that fled. For they fled from the swords, from the drawn 
sword, and from the bent bow, and from the grievousness of 
war” (Isaiah 21:13-15).
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Whether this passage alludes to Isaiah’s Israelite contempo-
raries who were fleeing the war waged by the Assyrians against 
King Hoshea is unknown, although the thought is tempting. 
For if Isaiah is indeed speaking of Israelites seeking refuge in 
northwest Arabia, this may constitute the first evidence from an 
ancient source of such people moving to Arabia. But certainty 
eludes us. To be sure, later traditions hold that Israelites had be-
gun to live in Arabia as early as the era of Moses and the exodus. 
But such traditions seem to have no historical basis (more on 
this subject below).

From the same prophet come words that anticipate events 
in the latter days when the Lord again gathers his people to 
his temple for worship. In expressing the varied dimensions 
of this prophecy, Isaiah appeals to imagery that shows his ac-
quaintance with Arabia. For he writes: “The multitude of cam-
els shall cover thee, the dromedaries of Midian and Ephah; all 
they from Sheba shall come: they shall bring gold and incense; 
and they shall shew forth the praises of the Lord. All the flocks 
of Kedar shall be gathered together unto thee, the rams of 
Nebaioth shall minister unto thee: they shall come up with 
acceptance on mine altar, and I will glorify the house of my 
glory” (Isaiah 60:6-7).

We note that the goods to be offered in the temple will come 
from Midian, a territory in northwest Arabia; from Sheba, which 
lies at the edge of the southern desert; and from the people of 
Kedar and Nebaioth, whose territories lie in north Arabia.22 The 
goods are to include “gold and incense” as well as “the flocks” and 
“the rams” from these areas. From this and other passages we 
learn that goods from Arabia were prized by Israelites, including 
those in the era of Lehi and Sariah.23

Besides written evidence for extensive ties to Arabia’s mer-
chants from Old Testament prophets of the eighth and seventh 
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centuries b .c .—Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel—important inscrip-
tions found in Jerusalem date to the same period. According to 
William Whitt, among the thirty known inscriptions written in 
the old south Arabian script from this era, some were “found in 
Jerusalem” on potsherds.24 Actually, the number of potsherds 

discovered was three. Archaeologists discovered them in the 
ancient City of David, the spur of hill that has been inhabited for 
four thousand years and runs south from the ancient temple area 
where the Dome of the Rock now sits. Because the potsherds dem-
onstrate the presence of Arabians in Jerusalem, the discoverer, 
Yigal Shiloh, calls them “extraordinary inscriptions inscribed 
on sherds from the Iron Age.” Maria Hofner of the University of 
Graz, who is an expert in south Arabian scripts, dates the three 
inscriptions “to the early stage of the [south Arabian] writing 
in the eighth-seventh centuries b .c .”25 As  is plain, this evidence 
matches the notices that we have found in the Old Testament 
about commercial contacts between Arabia and people in and 
around Jerusalem.

From the above it becomes clear that from a period dat-
ing at least one hundred years before Lehi and Sariah, there 
were extensive commercial contacts between people in Arabia 
and those in and around Jerusalem. Ancient Israelites sought 
exotic imported goods as widely diverse as incense and sheep, 
fabrics and gold, precious gems and spices. If, in fact, Lehi was 
a trader, as some have suggested,26 he may have enjoyed com-
mercial relations with counterparts in Arabia. Unfortunately, 
there is sparse evidence for this observation beyond the fact 
that with his family he traveled there from Jerusalem.

Traditions

The traditions about Israelites or Jews coming to live in 
Arabia number essentially three.27 One holds that some of 
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the Hebrew slaves who came out of Egypt with Moses turned 
aside from the main migrating group and settled in northern 
Arabia.28 There is a certain attraction in this notion because 
Moses’ father-in-law, Jethro, lived in Midian, a region that lay 
in northwestern Arabia (see Exodus 2:15-16; 3:1). Thus one 
might suppose that it would be natural for some of Moses’ 
migrants to settle there. But no archaeological or other kind 
of evidence exists to show that any sizable group of Israelites 
inhabited Midian in those days.29 For example, the pottery 
record for northwest Arabia from the thirteenth to twelfth 
centuries b .c ., about the time of the exodus, consists mostly 
of remnants of so-called Midianite ware. Researchers have 
been able to determine that this pottery was manufactured in 
or around the Arabian town of Qurayyah and spread as far 
north as Hebron. But no evidence has been uncovered to de-
termine that it was carried farther north, as one might expect 
if Midianite pottery vessels were being used to carry goods 
back and forth between Israelites in Midian and Israelites in 
the land of Canaan.

A second tradition asserts that in the days of Solomon a 
large group of people migrated from ancient Israel into Arabia. 
This story attaches itself to the visit of the queen of Sheba 
(see 1 Kings 10:1-2) and claims that Israelites accompanied 
her back to her home in south Arabia, eventually settling in 
the region.30 While this tale is appealing, chiefly because one 
can imagine Israelites relocating in order to find commercial 
opportunities to ship goods to Jerusalem, the evidence falls 
short of sustaining the story. The biblical record offers no hints 
about such a migration, and other written and archaeological 
evidence is lacking.

A third tradition claims that up to seventy-five thousand 
faithful Jews—a huge number—fled Jerusalem before the Baby-
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lonians destroyed the city and the temple in 587 b .c . The same 
story says specifically that they left forty-two years before the 
coming of the Babylonians (ca. 629 b .c .). Why did they go? 
Because these people believed the warning of Jeremiah about 
the terrible fate of those who remained in Jerusalem (e.g., 
Jeremiah 38:2).31 In this case, even allowing for the exaggeration 
of the number of migrants, they would have departed during 
the lifetime of Lehi. But as far as we know, no writer took notice 
of the departure of such a large group. In addition, there is no 
physical evidence of large numbers of Israelites moving into 
Arabia in the late seventh century b .c .32

Interest in these traditions received a tremendous boost 
in 1949 when Israelis began to airlift to Israel more than fifty 
thousand Jews who had been living in Yemen. These Yemenite 
Jews brought with them fresh versions of these and other 
traditions, thus fortifying claims that Jews had lived in that 
region for thousands of years. One of the persons most respon-
sible for recording the stories of Yemenite Jews, even before 
the airlift, was Shelomo Dov Goitein.33 While Goitein and 
his colleagues were thorough in their collecting of stories and 
their analyses, they turned up no evidence to support these 
Yemenite Jewish traditions about large numbers of Israelites 
migrating to Arabia before the fall of the First Temple (587 
b .c .), which would roughly coincide with the departure of Lehi 
and Sariah.34

On the other hand, many Jews were living in Arabia by 
the time of Muhammad, the prophet of Islam, more than a 
thousand years after Lehi and Sariah. And these people must 
have come from somewhere. Substantiation for Jews residing 
in Arabia a few hundred years after the trek of Lehi and Sariah 
arises in various forms. Four illustrations will suffice, two ar-
chaeological and two literary.
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The earliest archaeological proof of Jews in Arabia comes 
from the third century a .d . In 1936, excavations in a cemetery 
of Bet Shearim in Lower Galilee revealed a series of graves 
of Jews from Himyar in southern Arabia. Although scholars 
have challenged the conclusions drawn from this discovery, 
it seems apparent that prominent Jews living in Himyar were 
brought to Galilee for burial, much as the remains of Joseph 
were carried from Egypt to Shechem (see Joshua 24:32).35 A 

second witness comes in the form of a Hebrew inscription 
found in south Arabia and dated to the last quarter of the 
fourth century a .d . (ca. 380), wherein an Arabian convert to 
Judaism announces his new house.36 In light of these remains, 

it is possible to speak about large numbers of Jews in Arabia, 
but not until almost a millennium after Lehi and Sariah.

The earliest written account comes from Strabo (ca. 64 b .c - 
a .d . 19) who, in referring to the failed Roman military expedi-
tion led by Aelius Gallus into Arabia in 25-24 b .c ., wrote in his 
Geography that Aelius Gallus “set sail with about ten thousand 
infantry, consisting of Romans in Egypt, as also of Roman allies, 
among whom were five hundred Jews.” Later, Josephus added 
a few details about these Jews in his Antiquities of the Jews: “at 
that time [25 b .c .] ... [King Herod] sent to Caesar five hundred 
picked men from his bodyguards as an auxiliary force, and these 
men were very useful to Aelius Gallus, who led them to the Red 
Sea.”37 Whether these Jewish soldiers accompanied the Roman 

army in order to contact and seek help from other Jews who 
were already living in Arabia—an unlikely scenario because the 
expedition failed—or whether they went because of their skills 
in desert living and warfare remains an open question. In sum, 
although the written notices do not demonstrate a significant 
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Jewish presence in Arabia, the archaeological remains do, but 
only at a time long after Lehi and Sariah undertook their trek.

The observations of Lehi and Nephi add nothing. They 
are silent about any contacts with fellow Jews as they moved 
south. To be sure, Nephi’s narrative consistently omits men-
tion of other people whom they surely must have met.38 But 
running into fellow Israelites who had moved into Arabia 
would plausibly have given Nephi reason to note such a meet-
ing. Yet he is silent. In a different vein, the possible reference 
to Nephi’s preaching in Arabia (D&C 33:8) could be construed 
to mean that he preached to other Israelites. But that need not 
be so. And even if there were a few Israelites residing in Arabia 
(and there likely were), it seems reasonable that Lehi and 
Sariah avoided contact with them so that they would not draw 
unwanted attention to themselves and their group.

Conclusion

Although at first glance it may seem out of character for 
refugees from Jerusalem to flee to Arabia rather than to Egypt, 
a review of ancient sources suggests well-established connec-
tions between peoples of Arabia and those who lived in and 
around the city. At times, the ties evidently linked to military 
matters; at times, they were of a commercial sort. Whether 
Lehi himself dealt with Arabian traders or their goods remains 
unknown. In any event, because of long-standing connections 
with Arabia, Lehi and Sariah would not have felt completely 
uncomfortable traveling there. Besides, although Nephi does 
not mention a commandment of the Lord that the family 
travel specifically to Arabia (see 1 Nephi 2:1-2), Lehi must 
have received such a directive, thus pointing him southeast 
toward Arabia rather than southwest toward Egypt.



640 • S. Kent Brown

We have also learned that there is no evidence to suggest 
that significant numbers of Israelites were already living in 
Arabia when Lehi and Sariah began their journey. The first 
written notation appears in Strabo and the earliest archaeo-
logical remains date to the third century a .d ., both hundreds 
of years after Lehi and Sariah. Hence, we should see Lehi 
and Sariah as pioneers, not relying on others for assistance. 
Instead, they were to rely on the Lord, who had promised that 
he would “be [their] light in the wilderness” (1 Nephi 17:13).
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