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Episode 142 Mount Ebal Curse Tablet with 

Scott Stripling 

 

Scott Stripling   

Hi, I'm Scott Stripling, Provost at the Bible Seminary and VP of Donor Relations. 

 

David Capes   

Dr. Scott Stripling, Scott. Good to see you. Welcome back to the Lanier Theological Library. 

 

Scott Stripling   

Oh, David, it's always a joy to come see you here, my friend. It's a beautiful place and I think I might 

just move in. 

 

David Capes   

For those who don't know Scott Stripling, tell us about yourslef. Who is Scott Stripling? 

 

Scott Stripling   

Well, I'm 60 years old. I've been married for 40 years. I have a PhD in ancient near eastern 

archaeology and a couple of master's degrees. I'm a sports fanatic. I love my family and love the Lord. 

I'm addicted to reading the Bible and all the material culture and references that illuminate that 

background for us. 

 

David Capes   

Well, you've been digging up a number of really interesting places in Israel over the last few years. I'd 

love to at some point, to talk about that. But today, we're going to talk specifically about an 

announcement that you made last year at a press conference here at the Lanier Theological Library, 

about a find that has gotten a lot of attention. What did you announce last year? 

 

Scott Stripling   

Yeah, it was March of last year [2022]. So just a little over 12 months ago we had a press conference 

here. Believe it or not, over 25 million people watched that press conference. There was a lot of interest 

and the reason is because it was a small folded lead tablet from Mount Ebal. And it had what we 

believe is the oldest Hebrew script in a proto-alphabetic script. So the oldest Hebrew writing ever found 

in Israel and it included the name of Israel's God. 

 

David Capes   

Where was it found?  

 

Scott Stripling   
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Okay, let me give you some landmarks. Abram cut covenant with God at Elon Moreh, Moses told the 

Israelites when you come back into the land and you gain a foothold, you're going to go to Mount 

Gerizim, which is right next to Elon Moreh, and you're going to renew covenant with me there, 

pronouncing blessings from Gerizim and curses from Ebal. Joshua built an altar on Mount Ebal to the 

Lord: Joshua 8:30. Adam Zertal excavated that altar in the 1980s. We went back and sifted through [the 

rubble] using a new technology of wet sifting. And that's where we found this jewel. 

 

David Capes   

So a dig was conducted in the 1980s. There was some refuse from that, because they were digging 

down and they just didn't see this [artifact], right? They missed it.  

 

Scott Stripling   

No, in fact, archaeologists throw away about 75% of the evidence from the small finds. And that was 

the goal of my project to write a methodological paper and say, we can't keep doing it the way we've 

been doing it. Because here's what we're missing. I had no idea that we were going to find this tablet of 

great significance. 

 

David Capes   

It seems like everybody wants to find something big and monumental. But in fact, a lot of things over 

time that were larger, become a bit smaller, with the wear and tear of nature and erosion. But this lead 

tablet is a fascinating discovery. It was folded, right?  

 

Scott Stripling   

Yeah, it's about the size of a business card folded in half, if you can picture that. Made out of lead, 

which kind of reminds us of Job 19:24. "Oh, that my words were written on lead tablets with an iron 

pen." Okay, so it's a very ancient way of thinking. They're just gonna write down these words and seal 

them up. 

 

David Capes   

And once the words were written down and sealed up, what kind of things are on the inside? What 

does it say? I know you [and your team] have been working on deciphering that. You're trying to figure 

that out because you can't open it up [the folded tablet]. 

 

Scott Stripling   

No, we tried and it's impossible. The lead is now brittle. We had to go to Prague, Czechoslovakia, and 

use tomographic scanning in a lab there. And using those scans, we were able to recover text on the 

inside, which then was reinforced by bulges on the outside. So in other words, what we were seeing 

with the naked eye on the inside of the tablet was confirmed by bulges on the outside of the tablet as 

well. The first word we got was the word "arrur", which is the Hebrew word for curse. And at that point, I 

thought you've got to be kidding me.  

 

David Capes   
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So you're on the mount of cursing. And this [account] goes back to the book of Deuteronomy chapter 

26:27. And certain curses are to be pronounced and certain blessings are to be pronounced in this 

covenant renewal. And this is a particularly important moment in the history of the people. 

 

Scott Stripling   

Well, that's right. And they build an altar, Joshua 8:30. He says he built an altar to the Lord on Mount 

Ebal, which is not what we would expect. We would expect the altar to be on Mount Gerizim, the place 

of the blessing, but it's on the place of the curse. And I think that's so beautiful that it's through the 

expiation, through the shedding of blood that there's forgiveness of sin, Leviticus 17:11. And that's 

where this tablet came from, was from the altar. So the picture is, here's these curses first, by God, 

Yahweh, not by Satan, right? Yeah, you could deal with that. Now this is by Yahweh Himself. You're 

cursed, and you will surely die. Now that curse is placed on the altar, and then the shedding of innocent 

blood covers it. And so the man who will come to the altar then is not held accountable for those 

curses. It's the one who won't own up to his action. So the symbolism is really beautiful. 

 

David Capes   

Interesting. So is there any way to date this? Is there any way to say with any kind of certainty that this 

is from the 14th century BC or 8th century AD?  

 

Scott Stripling   

Well, fortunately, our academic peer reviewed article has just been released by Heritage Science. And 

so if you're having trouble sleeping at night, just download that and you can read all about it. Yes, there 

are three ways that we can date this. Number one is from the archaeological context. There were only 

two strata at Mount Ebal that Adam Zertal excavated, late Bronze Age II and Iron Age I. So there's only 

two choices. So either way, it's older than any previous inscription that had been found in Israel.  

Any Hebrew inscription. Because we've got older Canaanite inscriptions. If it's Late Bronze Age, which 

is what we argue in the article, then it's several hundred years older. If it's Iron Age, it's still older. The 

existing ones say the Khirbet Qeiyafa ostracan.   

 

David Capes   

So for people who don't know the Bronze Age from the Iron Age. The Bronze Age was first. And then 

the Iron Age comes later. 

 

David Capes   

Yes, with the transition around the year 1200 from one to the other. 

 

David Capes   

Okay. So you're arguing [the tablet] is [from] Bronze Age? So 1200, or before. 

 

Scott Stripling   

Yes, 1400 to 1200. It's in that range. Peter VanderVeen and I believe that it was closer to 1400, 

Gershon Galil, one of our co authors, feels like it's closer to 1200. So what we're saying is, LBII, Late 

Bronze Age II. And then there's reasons why one might think it's slightly older or not. But it's not only 
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that, we also have the source of the lead, because we were able to chemically test the lead at Hebrew 

University. And the lead derives from a mine in Greece at a place called Laurion. 

 

David Capes   

Well, that implies imports. 

 

Scott Stripling   

Yes and here's the thing. We don't all agree on very much in archaeology, but we all agree that around 

1200, the imports stopped. Okay. So what does that tell us? If the lead came from a mine that we know 

was in use in Greece in the Late Bronze Age and imports to Israel stopped around 1200, ergo, it had to 

be earlier than 1200. So that's the second way we have a date. And then thirdly, it's the epigraphy. The 

style of writing is unique, and it's a well known style of writing. It's just been called proto-Canaanite 

normally, or proto-Sinaitic. Because they're using the same alphabet, and Canaanites and Israelites 

have the same alphabet. 

 

David Capes 

It's like Spanish and English. We use the same basic alphabet.  

 

Scott Stripling   

Yeah or maybe here's another analogy. Let's say I have a Muslim neighbor, and I'm a Christian. We're 

still writing in English, right? You can't tell one religion from another unless we have unique words. So if 

there was a prayer to Allah or something like that, within the script, then you might know my neighbor 

was a Muslim. And that's what we have here. We have the name of God, Yahweh, or YHWH, the three 

letter spelling, twice. And there's only one group of people in the ancient world worshipping this God, 

and those are the Israelites. So three ways: the epigraphy, archaeological context and the source of the 

lead. 

 

David Capes   

This may well be the earliest evidence for the name of God. 

 

Scott Stripling   

That's right, in Israel. Now we have an older reference outside of, no I"m sorry, it's not older. But we 

have a contemporary reference in Egypt of the Solep hieroglyph in the temple of Amenhotep III. He 

writes of the land of the nomads of Yahoo, or of Yahweh. So apparently there are nomads who worship 

Yahweh who have their own land by the year 1360. 

 

David Capes  

And of course, Abraham is a nomad. "A wandering Aramean was my father" as the text says. Well, this 

is probably changed your life in the last twelve months. 

  

Scott Stripling 

Yeah, thanks a lot. I have lost a lot of sleep over this. 

 

David Capes   
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So 25 million times it's been seen. 

 

Scott Stripling   

At least. Maybe as many as 50 million because once things go into secondary media and it gets on 

Tiktok, I don't even know how to count things on Tik Tok, but it's like millions there. And plus the original 

press conference that we were counting. So we estimate at least 25 million views. 

 

David Capes   

That's incredible. Well, first of all, congratulations. Second is how do you follow it up?  

 

Scott Stripling   

Well, you know, now the academic debate begins, okay. And people can look at our research and 

agree or disagree, give alternate readings. But at least they've got good clean research in front of them 

that they can use as a basis for that. We now want to investigate the outside because we have writing 

on the outside as well. And so there will be a second academic article. And spoiler alert, it says pretty 

much on the outside what it says on the inside, but we do need to publish that also.  

 

David Capes   

Okay. So when you say it's the same, is it a brief version of the same? Or is it the same length? Is it the 

same words? 

 

Scott Stripling   

That's a nice try David, to get that informtion out of me but it's not gonna work!  

 

David Capes   

No, okay. 

 

Scott Stripling   

But I will tell you this. On the inside, not only do you have Yahweh Yahu, but you also have El side by 

side. So the two names for the Hebrew God are side by side, which is very problematic for those who 

are advocating the Documentary Hypothesis. Because supposedly, those two are hundreds of years 

apart, right. And we have them side by side. So there's going to be some theological argumentation, 

archaeological argumentation on a different levels at which we have to think about this.  

 

David Capes   

Where do you think the biggest pushback is going to be in relationship to this find and this 

interpretation? 

 

Scott Stripling   

I think from two areas. Number one is the one I just mentioned. So seminaries that have been teaching 

the Documentary Hypothesis as a basis for understanding, kind of a paradigm through which people 

understand the ancient world. This is problematic, and so not everybody's gonna be quick to say, oh, 

golly, we were wrong all these years.  
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David Capes   

Nobody wants to admit that after teaching, and writing books on it for 40 years. Nobody wants to do 

that. 

 

Scott Stripling   

And I can understand that. So I think we will get some pushback there. And then from the epigraphic 

community. It's a very narrow, you know, people who have this unique skill set of being able to translate 

these ancient inscriptions. There's always a variety, take the Khirbet Qeiyafa ostracan, when it came 

out. I mean, there's 100 different research angles, well, maybe it doesn't say this, or it could say that. 

So we expect that type of thing as well. 

 

Scott Stripling   

No that's the thing, you'd have to say that it was a forgery. Either we did it or somebody else, you know, 

left this, this tablet there and it was a forgery or something like that. I laughed when someone 

suggested that like I'm smart enough to write in proto alphabetic script on lead from Laurion Greece on 

the planet. 

 

David Capes 

So is anybody quibbling over the date of the find at this point, anybody saying no, it really is later. 

 

Scott Striping 

No that's the thing, you'd have to say that it was a forgery. Either we did it or somebody else, you know, 

left this tablet there and it was a forgery or something like that. I laughed when someone suggested that 

like I'm smart enough to write in proto-alphabetic script on lead from Laurion Greece on the planet. 

 

David Capes   

A lead that is so brittle that you can't write on it! 

 

Scott Stripling   

I know! So where there's two archeologist there are three opinions. And so there will be plenty of 

opinions. But we just felt like we wanted to be intellectually honest, do our very best research, 

presented in a highly reputable journal, so that everybody would have it as a historical record. 

 

David Capes   

So has anybody pointed out the fact, that this was not found in situ, this was found in a heap of rubble 

that was moved off to the side and not seen? That seems like to me to be something somebody would 

say. Well, we don't know exactly what level it was. 

 

Scott Stripling   

Yeah, and that's, a good point, I used to work on the Temple Mount. And for two years, I was a 

supervisor on the Temple Mount Sifting Project. And so we have multiple time periods from the earliest 

Paleolithic periods, all the way down to the Mamluk  and even later Islamic periods. Well, that's 

problematic. If you're wet sifting that material. At Ebal, we only have two choices, Late Bronze Age II, or 

Iron Age I, even though it was found out of context. 
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David Capes   

You're already narrow. You're already a bit narrow compared to what you just described, which could 

be 1000 years, right? 

 

Scott Stripling   

Right. If that were the case, then that criticism would have more validity. But even if it were Iron Age I, 

and the script no longer continues into Iron Age I, it would be like saying that Chaucer's English is still 

being used in our time or something like that. So, you know, there's already been a change of script. 

But even if that were the case, it's still older than the Khirbet Qeiyafa ostracan by at least a couple of 

100 years. 

 

David Capes   

Let's talk about context. Why did people write these curses on lead texts like this, and then fold them 

up? What were they trying to do with? 

 

Scott Stripling   

Yeah, that's a good question. I think it was a titular document, summarizing the curses of Deuteronomy 

28 and 29. And there it's really self inpregnatory. "Cursed are you by the God Yahweh." In other words, 

that's exactly what Deuteronomy 28 says. If you don't keep my covenant, all these curses will come 

upon you. So I think it's a self imprenatory type of a curse. 

 

David Capes   

So a person has, in a sense owned up to that. To being cursed? 

 

Scott Stripling   

Binding himself, saying these are the consequences. I accept those consequences if I don't keep the 

terms of the covenant. Which you find the exact same thing in the Abrahamic covenant. So blessings 

and curses. That's how Late Bronze Age covenants were cut. There were always blessings and curses. 

We know of hundreds of these tablets.  They're called defixios, that is the technical term. But I had 

never seen them from that earlier time period. I only knew them from later periods. So it's not like we 

hadn't seen it. As soon as I saw it, I knew what it was. 

 

David Capes   

So you knew as a lead tablet and it was some sort of curse tablet. 

 

Scott Stripling   

I knew it was a curse tablet. And I thought, oh, my goodness, it's a curse tablet from the mountain of 

the curses. But I'm not aware of them from earlier time periods. So I was as surprised as anyone when 

the text that we recovered on the inside was a proto-alphabetic script. 

 

David Capes   

Have other curse tablets been discovered from that period? 
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Scott Stripling   

No. In Israel, no. But in Egypt, yes. But not of the exact style with the folded lead tablet that you have 

the Execration texts from Egypt. We've got curses written on clay tablets. But you have to understand 

David, Adam’s team missed this. And they were good when they dry sift through everything. And they 

missed it. My team is also very good. We dry sifted everything again and we missed it. It was only with 

the new technology of wet sifting, that we were able to then see it and it popped. So, I think there may 

be a lot of them in dump piles sitting around Isreal. 

 

David Capes   

So you just have to go back and wet sift all those piles. 

 

Scott Stripling   

And that's my contention to my colleagues. Let's wet sift before we dump it into the piles, okay, so that 

we know the context that it's coming from. Again, that was my motivation for the project. I wouldn't try to 

start any controversy other than to say methodologically we can't keep doing it the way we've been 

doing it because we're throwing away the majority of the evidence. 

 

David Capes   

So what's the difference between dry sifting and wet sifting. How do you proceed to do that? What do 

you mean wet sifting exactly? 

 

Scott Stripling   

So, we set up a portable station that has water that we're recycling at Shiloh. We have our own water 

tower, and it's quite fancy. At Mount Ebal, we just set up a portable tank that had a pump that was 

cycling water so that we had pressure and hoses. So the matrix, after it's been dry sifted, then goes 

and it's washed like with a pressure hose and cleaned and washed again. And now once the dirt is off 

of it, all of a sudden, what looked like a rock, is a scarab. See for every one scarab we used to find 

we're now finding five and for every one bulla we used to find we're now finding five. A bulla is a clay 

impression. So it's clay that's been impressed with a scarab or a sealed impression of some kind that 

has been thrown away. Because when they're covered with dirt, how's a volunteer supposed to know 

what that is? But when it's washed all the sudden those things pop. 

 

David Capes   

Good role for water out in the desert. 

 

Scott Stripling   

I know. The washing of the water of the word. It brings a lot of things to life.  

 

David Capes   

That is terrific. Well, there's an academic discussion now that is beginning. And will continue for a 

number of years. Is there ever going to be consensus you think, on what this text is and what it means. 

 

Scott Stripling   
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I think the person, in this case me, the lead archaeologist and the lead author on the article, always has 

the advantage, the home court advantage. Because we're the ones who set out what it is. And even 

those who disagree, the majority will always go back to either agree with, or disagree with, or cite our 

original research. You had Yossi Garfinkel here at the Lanier Theological Library, here a couple of 

years ago. Well he's the one who excavated the Khirbet Qeiyafa. I think it'll be exactly like that. You'll 

have Yossi as the first one who published it. So people will always go back to his original reading but 

say maybe it could also mean this or mean that. But they'll have to refer to his research. I think it'll be 

the same thing with this. 

 

David Capes   

So you're team is the starting point. And you had a team, not just you. You have a team from Israel, 

from Eastern Europe, as well in Germany. 

 

Scott Stripling   

Germany, Czechoslovakia and Israel. So two epigraphers, I didn't want just one. You know, I'm sticking 

my neck out pretty far on this thing. I don't want just one epigrapher to tell me what he's seen here. I 

want two different ones. One's Christian, one's Jewish. One's European, one's Israeli. I want them both 

to tell me that they're seeing this and then I have to agree with them before we're gonna move forward 

on it. So that was helpful to have two good epigraphers,. And then of course, the scientist in Prague 

where we were counting on them to give us high quality scans. Because I mean, what were we going to 

do without the scans? 

 

David Capes   

Without being able to see inside because it is folded? 

 

Scott Stripling   

Don't we live in an interesting time to be able to do that? Yeah. even if Adam Zertal’s team had found 

this, they wouldn't have been able to do anything with it. 

 

David Capes   

Back in the 1980s exactly. So if people want to learn more about this particular find, how can they do 

that? 

 

Scott Stripling   

Okay, Heritage Science is the journal, and so they can go to the Heritage Science site. It's one of the 

Springer Journals and it's open access. So anybody can download the article there for free. Doesn't 

cost them anything. And then we will have a number of other more popular level articles that are 

coming out in the near future as well. 

 

David Capes   

Very good. Dr. Scott Stripling. Thanks for being with us today on The Stone Chapel. 

 

David Capes   

It's a real joy to be with you. Thank you David. 
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