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Abstract 

This article examines the essential elements of Semi-nomadic 

culture which includes, desert life-dwellings, home life and shepherd 

life. Besides, it takes a cursory look at the impact of culture on the 

religion of ancient Israel. Finally, it dwells on the essential elements 

of the Canaanite agriculture and its impact on Israel’s religion in 

Canaan. 

 

Introduction 

According to John Bright (1977), in his book:  A History of Israel, the 

Patriarchs as semi-nomadic living in tents, wandered up and down 

Palestine and its borderlands in search of seasonal pasture of their flocks. 

They occasionally made longer journeys to Mesopotamia or Egypt. They 

did not roam the desert except along the coasts where an adequate supply 

of water was available. They did not settle in towns nor did they engage 

themselves in farm work, except perhaps on a limited scale. They owned 

no land save for modest plots purchased for burying their dead. In effect, 

the patriarchs are not camel nomads who press far into the desert but as 

nomads who limited their wanderings to settle lands. 

Desert life: for the semi nomadic Hebrew, desert life for many centuries 

conditioned them to hard physical endurance. Their dress, like everything 

else originating in the desert, and conditioned to nomadic life, was made to 
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be simple, and functional, and was also blended with their love of colour. 

(Remember Joseph’s robe of many colours) 

 

Dwellings and Home life:- the people dwelt in tents with every little and 

simple furniture made up of straw mats which served for chairs and tables 

in day time and as beds at night time. There is a lamp of clay, some ports 

for cooking, goat skins, hair outward, are made into bags to contain grain 

or water. 

 

Bread was their staple food: wheat and barley were sometimes eaten raw, 

meat was eaten sparingly, milk and its derivatives made up a very 

substantial part of the daily menu. Banks, A.W. (1965). 

 

Shepherd life:- in the nomadic period, the chief occupation of the Hebrews 

were cattle breeding, sheep raising and activities associated with pastoral 

life. Sheep and goats were pastured together. A physical weak person 

cannot survive the hardships and monotony of desert life. It called for 

physical stamina and for courage and patience to endure suffering. His 

need for over- coming dangers due not only to hostile people and things of 

the earth, but also to hostile supernatural beings which he believed were all 

about him, made him religious – i.e. sensitive in his recognition of the 

existence of a god or gods having power over his life and well-being and 

his destiny and therefore requiring of him service, recognition, honour and 

obedience. So the nomadic shepherd’s attitude to the world about him was 

religious. 

 

The family was the basic Hebrew social institution. The term family does 

not just refer to the individual household, but meant the clan or tribe, 

embracing all who trace their decent to a common ancestor, and were 

bound together by common blood.  
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The father was the head of his family and have power of life and death over 

their wives and children, (Judges 11:35) who were expected to obey him 

absolutely. Married women were expected to have children, and males 

were preferred to female children. A high premium was placed on having 

children. As testified to by the Nuzi texts dug up at Haran. Childless 

couples had the option to adopt a son who would serve them as long as 

they lived and inherit their property when they died. In the light of this 

understanding, Abraham was afraid that Eliezer his slave would be his heir. 

(Gen 15:1-4) also, a wife, if childless could provide her husband with a 

substitute- a concubine or her slave girl. This was the case with Sarah when 

she gave Hagar her slave girl to Abraham as a concubine, (Gen.16:1-4). 

Should a child be born out of such an arrangement, as Ishmael was born by 

Hagar, the expulsion of such a slave girl with her child was forbidden. This 

explains why Abraham was reluctant to send Hagar and Ishmael away, 

contrary to Sarah’s wish when she eventually gave birth to Isaac (Gen 21 : 

10). Infact, when Isaac was born, the inheritance rights to Abraham’s 

properties reverted to him, the presence of Eliezer or Ishmael 

notwithstanding. 

 

One of the most noteworthy features of nomadic life was the practice of 

hospitality as could be read from Abraham’s gracious hospitality to 

strangers at his gates. Refer to Genesis 18: 1-10. You can compare this to the 

repulsive picture of the lack of hospitality in Sodom. Gen 19: 1-11. Jenson, 

I. (1978). 

 

Impact of Culture on the Religion of Ancient Hebrews 

It is in the area of religion that the ancient Hebrew people made their chief 

contribution to mankind, religion, as a matter of fact is not something 

separate from culture. It is an important part of culture. It is the Hebrew 

religion that defined the level of culture which they attained. It is 

noteworthy that it is in the Old Testament religion which we call the 
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religion of Israel that we find the genetic connection between Judaism, 

Christianity and Islam. 

 

In the preceding discourse on Hebrew culture, we have shown that their 

nomadic background influenced their culture, and gave content to it 

(culture). The people were extremely sensitive to supernatural forces acting 

on them, either for better or for worse. 

 

In view of this, they were prone to having mystical religious experience as 

was the case with Abraham in Genesis 15, where God appeared to him in a 

vision or the experience of Jacob at Bethel in Genesis 28:10-22, and the 

experience of Moses at Sinai in Exodus 3. Each of these experiences 

occurred at a sacred place where the individual believes himself to be in 

immediate personal contact with the deity, who is seen (often in the form 

of fire) and heard. 

 

The experience prompts the person or the group, (as when Moses brought 

the children of Israel to mount Sinai in Exodus 19 to a devout act of 

worship-what you call a feeling of total dependence on a higher mysterious 

power. For the nomadic man like Abraham or Moses, religion becomes 

primarily concerned with the mysterious phenomena of the universe, about 

him. If he considers the mysterious power friendly, he will seek by outward 

means-rites and rituals, to secure his favour and cooperation. If the 

mysterious power is hostile to him, he will indulge in practices designed to 

compel the supernatural power to favour him. This kind of ritual or practice 

is called magic. 

 

So far, we have taken note of the elements of mystical experience, worship, 

rites, ritual and magic which the Hebrew religion of the nomadic culture 

exhibit. In addition to these, there is the belief in Animism i.e. that sprits 

dwell in trees, spring, wells, rocks, stones and mountains.  
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There is the worship of the moon God. For the nomad, the moon was very 

friendly unlike the sun that compels him to look for a shade from its 

burning heat. The name of the moon god was ‘sin’ Sinai is therefore 

associated with the cult of the moon god. 

 

Granted that the nomad worshipped more than one god, his religion 

therefore was polytheistic Yahwehism: In addition to recognising the 

mystical, the ritual, the magical the animistic, and the polytheistic etc. 

features of Hebrew nomadic religion, there is also the religion of Moses 

which is different from all of the above. It is called Yahwehism, the worship 

of god to the total exclusion of all the gods. The Old Testament records it 

that God reveals Himself to Moses and said to him that he appeared to 

Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as El-shaddai, the Almighty God, but now 

wishes to be known and addressed as Yahweh-Iam who I am (Exodus 6:2ff) 

The way that the Hebrew nomad responded to the gods around him was 

by prayers and simple sacrifice. There were festivals such as the new moon 

festival, the sheep shearing festival (Gen 38: 12-12). The festival of Passover 

– represents Moses as requesting the Egyptian Pharaoh to permit the 

Hebrews to go “that they may offer sacrifice to Yahweh their God “in the 

wilderness, this festival was built around the ancient desert conception of 

the efficacy of blood which if smeared to the tent doors could avert danger 

from hostile supernatural powers that moved about at night (Exodus 12:8 

ff). Mould, E.W. (1946). 

 

The Essential Elements of the Canaanite Agriculture: Its Impact on 

Isreal’s Religion in Canaan 

One of the most prominent features of the Canaanite agricultural culture is 

religion. As we have noted earlier, religion is not something that is separate 

from culture. It is an integral and important part of culture. The Old 

Testament book is full of the names of several Canaanite gods such as: 

- The sun god- Bethshemesh - Josh 19:22 

- The weather –god—Rimmon – Joh19:7 
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- The god of lightening- Barak- Josh 19:45 

- The god of grain- Dagon an Old Babylonian god worshiped in 

ancient Canaan – Joh. 15:41 

- The god of writing – Nebo- this is preserved in  mount Nebo, the site 

from where Moses viewed the promised land – Canaan 

- The god of fortune – God – this is preserved in Migdal god tower of 

gods. This god was worshiped in Palestine for many years. Other 

gods include Baal patron god of farming, and the goddess of 

productivity – Ashtoreth. She was the goddess that promoted temple 

prostitution. Even king Solomon erected her son which stood in 

Israel until it was destroyed by kings Josiah II kings 23:13 there was 

also snake and bull worship all in Canaanite nations. 

 

The net result of the presence of all these local deities was the wide spread 

presence of sacred places called “high places” in Canaan. 

 

Sacrifice and festivals were carried on in these “high – places” the most 

prominent feature of worship at “high places” was the offering of sacrifice. 

One type of sacrifice was of the nature of having a communion with the 

deity, the idea being to renew or strengthen the bond uniting people and 

deity.  

 

Another type of sacrifice was of the nature of a gift to the deity. To Baal, 

lord of the land went the first born of the animals and the first fruit of land. 

To the mother goddess- Ashtart. The goddess of fertility, she was 

worshiped by offerings in kind: New born babies were sacrificed to her. The 

idea behind this was to secure increased fruitfulness for families. As the 

goddess of love, Ashtart offered people freedom in sexual relations 

culminating in organised temple prostitution in the honour of Ashtart. 

There was human sacrifice also in Canaanite religion. This is shown by the 

fact that the valley of Hinnom was a Canaanite center for the worship of 
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Molech, the terrible god to whom human sacrifice were offered by casting 

them into fire-furnaces. 

 

In view of this heavy and widespread presence of sacred places, together 

with the agricultural festivals, infant and human sacrifices and grain 

offerings, there emerged the priestly class, sacred persons, chosen for the 

effective continuation of all the important rites and rituals of Canaanite 

religion. In Canaan, almost every department of life was controlled by one 

God or the other. 

 

In spite of these symbols of heavy religious activity, the religious, moral 

and social habits of the people were utterly vile. The land had been polluted 

with the people’s “abomination” their gods were really demons and the 

religious practice associated with them was filthy to the extreme. The 

worship of Ashtaroth (plural for Ashtart) was the special sin of the 

Canaanite nations. It entailed idolatry of the most revolting type in which 

immorality was elevated to an act of worship. All virtue was surrendered 

and slaughtered. 

 

It was Yahweism’s intention that these gods of Baal, Ashtaroths, the gods 

of Syria, Moab and Ammon, Dragon, the gods of philistines-all of them 

were to be destroyed and their worshippers displaced, and replaced by 

Israel. 

 

For this reason Israel was repeatedly and seriously warned not to make 

friends with the inhabitants of Canaan. In fact Israel was raised by God and 

equipped with nomadic religious experiences (which culminated in 

Yahweism the worship of only one holy God who demanded holiness from 

his people) -to the inhabitants of Canaan so as to remove this moral cancer 

from the land. In its place, they were to set up pure worship of Yahweh and 

thereby be a witness to all mankind of the only holy and living God. Philip, 

J. (1965). 
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Instead in Canaan, Israel forsook the lord God of their father, which 

brought them out of the land of Egypt and followed other gods of the 

people that were around them. They bowed down to them for they feared 

to arouse the anger of the gods of Baal and Ashtaroth, who could deny them 

increase food production and fertility for their flocks and families. They 

feared that Yahweh, the God of their desert experience, may not be able to 

meet their needs in a sedentary and settled agriculture culture. 

 

   Summary 

 Nomadic culture influence Hebrew religion; 

 For the Hebrews, desert life for many years has conditioned them to 

hard physical endurance. Their nomadic life and environment 

affected their style of dressing, household furniture, and dwelling 

place as nomads, the Hebrew were sensitive to the action of 

supernatural powers on their wellbeing and destiny; 

 Family life was very important to the nomadic Hebrew; 

 A childless couple could adopt a male child who could be his heir or 

the wife could give a concubine to her husband to bear children for 

the family as was the case with Abraham and Eliezer and Hagar 

respectively. Mystical experience  was a feature of Hebrew nomadic 

religion; 

 The Canaanite nations were highly immoral due to the kind of 

religion they practiced; 

 It was the intention of God to destroy the demons that made up the 

Canaanite gods; 

 God raised Israel and equipped them with their desert religious 

experience in order to use them as instruments for destroying 

Canaanite religions; 

 In the place of Canaanite religion Israel was to plant the religion of 

Yahweism and thereby be a witness of the only holy, true and living 

God. Israel failed in the rank   
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