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1. Introduction 
 
Opinions vary strongly as to which people are entitled to the land situated at the crossroads of 
three continents and which for many ages has been the scene of many a bloody conflict. Could 
there be a solution for the area named Palestine by some and Israel by others that validates the 
rights of all its inhabitants? This brings us to an important question. Who are the Palestines? 
It is easily assumed that today's Palestines are the descendants of the Philistines, a people that 
lived in the Middle East for centuries. However, nothing could be farther from the truth. This 
study is an attempt to find a historically and theologically sound answer. In the end there is a 
surprising solution for the current conflicts. 
 

2. The name Palestine 
 
The name Palestine is derived from Philistia, the name of the land of the Philistines. The person 
to name the area south of Phoenicia Palestine was the Greek historian Herodotus (484 - 425 
BC).1 From then onwards the Greeks and Romans used that name as well,2 while the names of 
Judea, Samaria en Galilea were retained for the different provinces.  
In 135 AD the Roman emperor Hadrian wiped out every reference to the land of the Jews by 
merging it with the northern land into Syria-Palaestina. It is generally assumed that he did so in 
response to the Jewish revolt led by Bar Kokhba. He thereby broke the bond between the Jews 
and the land and also prohibited the Jews from entering Jerusalem and the adjacent area.3 
 
Does the fact that the name Palestine is derived from Philistia mean that today's Palestines are 
descendants of the Philistines? Let us take a look at the history of the Philistines. 
 

3. The Philistines 
 

a) Origin 
 
The Philistines are the offspring of Mizraim, a son of Cham and grandson of Noah.4 They 
originate from the coast land of Caphtor.5 According to Deuteronomy 2:23 the Caphtorim came 
from there to Gaza and defeated the Avvim. According to Amos 9:7 God led the Philistines out 
of Caphtor. Probably they were initially called Caphtorim and later became known as Philistines. 
The Hebrew word for Philistine, pelishtee, is derived from pelesheth, which means rolling or 
migratory6 and points to the migration from Caphtor to Gaza. 
 
It is not known when the Philistines landed on the Mediterranean coast but at the time of the 
patriarch Abraham they had settled there already. 7 At that time their territory stretched from 
the southwest coast of Canaan toward Beersheba. Abraham and his son Isaac generally enjoyed 
friendly relationships with the Philistine ruler Abimelech who lived in Gerar. The Philistines built 
five cities in the coastal area, named Gaza, Ashdod, Ashkelon, Gath and Ekron.8 
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Around 1400 BC the Israelites moved into Canaan and 
defeated the nations living there. This happened according 
to God's promise to their ancestor Abraham that the land 
from the brook of Egypt all the way to the Euphrates River 
would be for his offspring. 9 The Israelites also conquered 
the Philistine cities of Gaza, Ashkelon and Ekron.10 However, 
the Philistines fought back and regained control over these 
cities. From then onward the two nations were often at 
odds with each other and over the centuries many an 
armed battle ensued. Sometimes the Philistines were 
stronger and occupied parts of Israel, at other times Jewish 
kings ruled over the Philistines.11 
 
According to Egyptian sources the Philistines attacked Egypt 
in about 1190 BC but were later chased away.12  
 

b) Their end 
 
From about 750 until 500 BC God pronounced judgment on the Philistines by way of His 
prophets.13 Obadiah en Zephaniah prophesied that the inhabitants of the plains would possess 
the land of the Philistines.14 In the beginning of the 6th century BC, the Babylonian king 
Nebuchadnezzar defeated the Philistines. After this they are no longer mentioned in the Bible. 
After the fall of the Babylonian empire, the Jewish exiles returned to their land and from that 
time probably settled in Gaza as well. In as far as there were any Philistines left, Alexander the 
Great delivered the final blow,15 in fulfillment of the Biblical prophecies about the destruction of 
the Philistines  
 
Based on archeological sources, some conclude that the Philistines already lost their own 
culture and took over the culture of the neighboring nations between the 10th and 7th century 
BC. 16 In that case they assimilated and disappeared as unique people. 
 
All of this means that the current Palestines cannot be descendants of the Philistines. 
 

4. Nations who might claim ownership 
 
If today's Palestine didn't belong to the Philistines, who has the greatest claim to the area? Let 
us look at all the peoples who have occupied the land. 
 

a) Canaanites 
 
The Canaanites are the earliest known people living in what is today known as Israel and 
Palestine. They were the descendants of Canaan, a brother of Mizraim. It is written in the Bible 
book of Genesis that "Canaan fathered Sidon his firstborn and Heth, and the Jebusites, the 
Amorites, the Girgashites, the Hivites, the Arkites, the Sinites, the Arvadites, the Zemarites, and 

Map 1   Philistia 
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the Hamathites."17 From all these descendants came peoples who 
spread in the area from Sidon in the North to Gaza in the South and 
from the Mediterranean Sea to the Jordan Valley in the East.18  
 
At the time of the prophet Abraham this area was known as the land 
of Canaan.19 God said to Abraham, "I am the LORD who brought you 
out from Ur of the Chaldeans to give you this land to possess."20 
Eventually Canaan fell into the hands of the descendants of 
Abraham's grandson Jacob, who later was named Israel by God. It 
looks as if God suddenly took the land of other peoples to give it to 
His beloved Abraham. However, the Bible clearly tells us that the 
Canaanites did so much evil that God decided to make an end to 
them. 21 
 
It should be noted that God promised Abraham not only the land of 
Canaan but also that of several neighboring peoples. God had said, 
"To your offspring I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great 
river, the river Euphrates, the land of the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the 
Kadmonites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Rephaim, the Amorites, 
the Canaanites, the Girgashites and the Jebusites."22 
The land of the descendants of Canaan – the Hittites, Hivites, 
Amorites, Canaanites, Girgashites and Jebusites – fell in the hands of 
the Israelites,23 while the bordering territories on the south and east 
were given to the other descendants of Abraham. For an extensive 
study, see www.godlovesishmael.com/land-arabs. 
 

b) Israelites 
 
Around 1400 BC the Israelites entered Canaan under the leadership 
of Joshua and defeated most of the Canaanite nations. They subdued 
the remaining Canaanites, and utilized them as servants. These 

survivors, including the Gibeonites, enjoyed the protection of Israel. 
Israel's neighbors, especially the Philistines, Moabites, Ammonites 
and Edomites, regularly tried to take the land from them. 
If the Israelites turned away from God, these enemies were 
able to defeat them. But if they put their faith in God again, 
He delivered them, even from the most overwhelming army. 
 
During the reign of king David, who was known for his great 
love for God, Israel was the biggest. David even ruled over 
the neighbors, such as Ammon, Moab and Edom and even to 
the Euphrates River. His son Solomon ruled over the same 
territory. 

Map 2   Canaan 

Map 3   Land for Abraham  
 

Map 4   David's kingdom (shaded) 
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Due to internal tensions, in 930 BC the nation of Israel split 
into two kingdoms, with the ten northern tribes uniting 
under the name Israel and the southern part being named 
Judea. Some two hundred years later, in 722 BC, the 
northern kingdom fell into the hands of the Assyrian king 
Shalmaneser.24 This happened as a result of the 
disobedience of the Israelites. Therefore God didn't 
protect them anymore.25  
 
The southern kingdom remained intact for another one 
and a half century, but in 586 the Babylonian king 
Nebuchadnezzar took the Israelites into exile. Again this 
was because of their disobedience. God had already 
warned them about it through the mouth of the prophet 
Moses.26  After the fall of the Babylonian empire in 539 BC, 
the Persian king Cyrus permitted the Israelites to return 
home. Thus God fulfilled His promise to them, which He 
had given through the prophet Jeremiah.27  From that time 
Israel no longer had a king, but was a province of a bigger 
foreign kingdom. 
 
The desire for an independent state remained and when 
the Seleucid king Antioch IV Epiphany forbade certain 
Jewish religious rites and tradition, the orthodox Jews 
rebelled in 167 BC. Under the leadership of the 
Maccabees they managed to establish an independent 
kingdom that at its height was nearly as big as that of 
king David.28 
 
In 63 BC this Hasmonean kingdom was defeated by the 
Roman Pompeii, who turned it into a Roman province. 
At that time the Jews lived mainly in Judea in the south 
and in Galilea in the north. 
The Jews rebelled in 66 AD, but the Romans defeated 
them again. In 70 AD the temple in Jerusalem was 
destroyed and three years later the Jews were 
completely subjected again. 
 
In 132 AD, the aforementioned Jewish Shimon Bar 
Kokhba tried to establish an independent Jewish state, 
probably following the prohibition on circumcision by the 
Roman emperor Hadrian.29 Three years later, this uprising 
was definitively suppressed by the Romans. Many Jews then 

Map 5   The two kingdoms of Israel 

Map 6   The Hasmonean kingdom 
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fled to safer places, where they could fulfill the commandment of circumcision according to the 
laws of Moses. 
Ever since the Jewish exiles during the Assyrian and Babylonian empires, there had been Jewish 
communities in places like Iraq and Egypt. This time the Jews fled to countries all over the 
world.30 Historians disagree whether the Jews fled on their own accord or were exiled by the 
emperor. A small number remained in the area, particularly in Galilee. Over time, Jews settled 
again in Jerusalem.31 
 
As a result of the Spanish Inquisition (1478-1834), many Jews fled from Spain to the Ottoman 
empire, including Jerusalem. In 1860, the first Jewish district, Mishkenot Sha'ananim ,was built 
outside the walls of the old city.32 
 Because of the persecution in Europe more and more Jews went to Palestine, with the 
intention of making it their homeland again. The book 'Der Judenstaat' of Theodor Herzl, 
published in 1887, had a major influence on this. The Jews bought land from those who claimed 
to be the owners and worked the soil, so that dry and barren regions were transformed into 
fertile areas. In 1917 the British, who ruled over the area at that time, recognized the need for 
land for the Jews and recorded this in the Balfour Treaty.  
After the Holocaust, in which millions of innocent Jews in Europe were horribly killed, the call 
for a country of their own became even greater. The British government, however, did not 
implement the Balfour treaty, on which the Jews themselves proclaimed the Jewish State on 14 
May 1948, one day before the end of the British mandate on Palestine. This opened the door for 
millions of Jews worldwide to return to their own country. 
In the establishment of Israel and the return of the Jews, the fulfillment of God's promise to His 
people can be seen - that He will bring them back to the land He has given them. 33 
 
According to The World Factbook of the CAI there are around 6,6 million Jews in the state of 
Israel and the Palestinian areas (data from 2022).34 
 

c) Samaritans 
 
After the Assyrian king had taken the Israelites of the northern kingdom into exile, he settled 
peoples in the conquered area from Babylon and other places under Assyrian control.35 They 
lived in Samaria and its surrounding cities, where they worshiped their own gods. After they got 
into trouble with lions, a Jewish priest was returned from exile to teach these peoples how to 
worship God.36 
At the time of Jesus the Messiah, these people were known as Samaritans. It is remarkable that 
Jesus spoke of them as foreigners and not as Jews who followed the Samaritan sect.37  
The Samaritans formed a large community under the Romans and also under the Byzantines. In 
529 A.D. they tried to establish their own state, but their rebellion was suppressed. So many lost 
their lives that the Samaritan community was nearly wiped out. 38 At the rise of Islam, the 
Samaritans lived in the region between Egypt, Syria and Iran. During the following centuries, 
many were forced to convert to Islam. It is assumed that a many of the current Palestinians in 
Nablus, the name of the ancient city of Samaria, have Samaritan roots. Today, the number of 
Samaritans is estimated at around 800. 39  
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d) Other peoples 
 
After the exile in 568 B.C. , Moabites, Ammonites and Edomites moved into Judea. The Jewish 
Nehemia mentions Sanballat the Horonite, who was probably a Moabite, 40  and the Ammonite 
leader Tobiah. 41 
 
After the fall of the northern kingdom of Israel, the Ammonites moved westward and settled 
along the Jordan. When the people of Judah were exiled, they moved further westward and 
lived in Israel. During the Persian and Hellenistic periods they are seldom mentioned. The last 
reference to the Ammonites is in Justin Martyr's Dialogue with Trypho from the 2nd century A.D., 
where they are described as a people in the south of Palestine.42 
 
During the reign of the Jewish king Jehoshaphat, the Moabites tried to take possession of Judah, 
together with the Ammonites and Edomites. Their attempt failed, but after the Jewish exile they 
entered the land. Their own land fell into the hands of Nebuchadnezzar and sometime during 
the Persian era, the name of Moab disappeared. In view of the brotherhood between the 
Moabites and Ammonites, the Arabs mentioned in Nehemiah 4:7 were very likely of Moabite 
origin.43 
 
After the Jewish exile, the Edomites advanced from Mount Seir and settled in the southern part 
of Judea. This area became known as Idumea, a Greek adaptation of Edom. Around 125 B.C. the 
Jewish John Hyrcanus defeated the Edomites and forced them to become Jews. 
After the Jewish-Roman wars in the 2nd Century, the Idumeans are no longer mentioned in 
historical records, indicating they ceased to exist as a unique people. 44 
 

e) Arabs 
 
Already in the fifth century B.C. , the Jewish Nehemiah spoke about Arabs in the land. 45 
Although the Ishmaelites were the first to be called Arabs, 46 it seems that at this time other 
peoples were counted as Arabs as well. 47  
With the arrival of Islam in Palestine around 640 A.D., Arabs from the Arabian Peninsula settled 
in the area, including Jerusalem. Through the Islamic Arabization process, most of the peoples 
living there, lost their unique identity and formed an Arab population, existing mainly of 
Christians and Muslims. In the 11th Century, a number of the Arabs began to follow the Druze 
teaching and in the 19th Century the Bahai.   
 
When the Jews began to develop the western part of Palestine in the 1880s, prosperity 
increased. The economic growth attracted Bedouins from the surrounding desert areas and 
Arabs from neighboring countries also decided to settle there. Shortly before and during the 
war between the Jews and Arabs in 1948, many Arabs fled to neighboring countries. Afterwards, 
a number of them returned. According to The World Factbook of the CAI, about 6.8 million 
Arabs now live in the state of Israel and the Palestinian territories (data from 2015). 48 
 
  



Who are the Palestinians?  

© Laurens de Wit, 2022. www.godlovesishmael.com 7 24/10/22 

f) Summary 
 
Coming back to the question who has the greatest claim on the land, based on who all has lived 
there, we can state the following: 
 
The oldest right goes to the original inhabitants: the Canaanites. However, they have largely 
been exterminated and long ago ceased to exist as a people. 
 
Then the right goes to the Israelites, whose ancestors Abraham, Isaac and Jacob already lived 
there 4000 years ago. From the 15th century BC, when they were given possession of the land, 
until now, the Jews have lived there continuously. 
During the reign of the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar, the Jews lost their autonomy.  
They made several attempts to regain control, but each time were suppressed by the ruling 
powers. That doesn’t mean the land didn’t belong to the Jews anymore. In 1948 they regained 
independence again. 
 
At different times in history, many Jews lived outside their land, but that was never out of free 
will. It was because they were forced to, either by exile or by persecution. 
After the Babylonian exile, a good number returned at the command of the Persian king Cyrus. 
And at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th century, many Jews returned to Palestine 
because of increasing persecution elsewhere, especially in Spain, Eastern Europe and Yemen. 
After the Second World War, Jews returned from all over Europe. The establishment of the 
Jewish State was a great help. The self-government created a safe haven for the Jews 
worldwide. After the proclamation of the State of Israel, many Jews fled from the Arab nation 
because they were threatened by the Muslims. 
 

5. Names of the land under different rulers 
 
It is logical to say that Palestine belongs to the Palestinians. With 6.8 million inhabitants, they 
make up about half of the population of Israel and the Palestinian territories. Yet we can learn 
something unique about the different names by which the area has been known throughout the 
ages. 
 

a) Canaan 
 
As mentioned under 4 a), Canaan is the oldest known name of the area between the Jordan 
river and the Mediterranean Sea. The name is derived of Canaan, the ancestor of the earliest 
known peoples who lived there and who each governed their own territory. 
 

b) Philistia and Israel 
 
When the Philistines arrived, they conquered part of the coastal land. The area where they 
settled was named Philistia. 
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In the 15th century BC the Israelites moved into the land of Canaan at the command of God and 
exterminated the Canaanites (because of their sinful behavior). The land became known as the 
land of Israel, according to the new name that God had given to their forefather Jacob. 49 
When the ten northern tribes separated themselves from king Rehobeam  in the 10th century 
BC, they formed the kingdom of Israel, while the remaining land in the south became the 
kingdom of Judah. 50 
 

c) Samaria, Judea and Galilee 
 
After Assyria conquered the northern 
kingdom and exiled the Israelites, the  
southern part of it became known as Samaria, 
after the previous capital Samaria, while the 
northern part was named Galilee (a name 
which already existed in the 15th century BC). 

51 
 
After the fall of the Kingdom of Judah, the 
area remained known in Hebrew and Judah52 
and was named Judaea in Greek. 53 
 
Even though the aforementioned Greek 
Herodotus was the first to name the whole 
area Palestine, the Romans called the 
geographical areas of Idumea, Judaea and 
Samaria the province of Judea. 54 
 

d) Paleastina 
 
In 135 A.D. Emperor Hadrian gave this province the name Paleastina and the whole region the 
name Syro-Palaestina (see map 8 below). 
 
After the split of the Roman Empire in 395 A.D., the eastern part became known as the 
Byzantine Empire, with the names Palaestina I, II and III being maintained. 
 
In 638 A.D. Arab Muslims conquered the area and Palestine became part of a province called al-
sham (see map 9 below). Up to 750 A.D. the Umayyad ruled over Palestine, followed by 
Abbasside rule until 1258. 55 
 
In 1258 the Mongols defeated the Abbasid empire, but two years later the Mamluks gained 
control over the area.56  
 
  

Map 7  The Roman province Judea 
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Map 9   Abbasid districts in the 9th century Map 8   The Roman provinces after 135 A.D. 

Map 10   Part of the Ottoman Empire around 1850 Map 11   Part of the Ottoman Empire around 1900 
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e) Syria and South-Syria 
 
In 1516, the Turks conquered Palestine and made it part of the province of Syria in the Ottoman 
Empire (see map 10 above). The Turks used Philistin (Palestine) as an abstract name for the Holy 
Land and not for a specifically defined geographical area. 57 In 1872 they named the area 
Mutasarrifate (district) of Jerusalem (green section in map 11 above). 58 
 

a) British Palestine 
 
In 1917 the Ottoman Empire collapsed and South-Syria came 
under British rule as agreed with the French in 1915 in the 
Sykes-Picot agreement. The British gave the whole area 
between Iraq and the Mediterranean Sea the name Palestine. 
At the end of 1917, Great Britain issued the Balfour Declar-
ation for "the establishment in Palestine of a national home 
for the Jewish people." 59 
A few years later, in 1921, the British assigned all of the region 
east of the river Jordan, more than three quarters of Palestine 

to the Arabs. This part, 
mainly inhabited by Arabs, 
was named 'the Emirate of 
Transjordan.' 60  
In 1946 the area was 
named 'The Hashemite 
Kingdom of Transjordan' 
and three years later 'The 
Hashemite Kingdom of 
Jordan'61 or Jordan in 
short. 
 
 
In 1947 the United 
Nations proposed to 
divide the remaining part 
of British Palestine 
between the Jews and 

Arabs according to the 
map on the left. 
At that time all the inhabitants of Palestine, the Jews as well 
as the Arabs, were called Palestinians. 62 So there were Arab 
Palestinians and Jewish Palestinians.  

 
 

 

Map 12   British Palestine 
 

Map 13   Division of British Palestine  

Map 14   Proposal by the U.N.  
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The British used a flag, based on the Union Jack, but the Arabs and Jews refused to use it and 
each had their own flags, which are forerunners of the current flags of Israel and the Palestinian 
territories. 

 
     British flag of Palestine 63           Arab flag of Palestine 64         Jewish flag of Palestine 65 
 
The Jews accepted the U.N. proposal, even though they had to share the land of their ancestors 
with the Arabs. The Arabs rejected it, 66 even though they had already received all of Jordan 
from the British. In fact, they began to attack the Jews in a number of places, resulting in the 
Civil War of 1947-1948.67 Before the U.N. had voted over the plan, the Arab nations already 
threatened to destroy Israel and kill all the Jews in the Arab world. 68 
 

f) Israel and the Palestinian Territories 
 
On May 15th, 1948, The British Mandate expired and it was not clear who 
would gain control over the remaining part of Palestine. This is one of the 
reasons why on May 14th the Jews proclaimed the areas under their 
control as the State of Israel. 69 For the first time in about 2500 years, the 
Jews regained autonomy over the land from which their ancestors had 
been exiled, even if only part of it. 
 
The next day, on May 16th, the neighboring Arab countries of Egypt, 

Jordan, Syria and Iraq started a war against the 
brand new nation in order to wipe it out, but they 
didn't succeed. On the contrary, the Jews 
conquered territory. 
Jordan then took control of the west bank of the Jordan and gave it the 
name West Bank (green section in map 15). The Gaza Strip was 
assigned by the Arab League to the independent All-Palestine 
Government, but in 1959 Egypt took control of the area (black part in 
map 15). 70 
 
In 1967, Egypt and Syria tried to defeat Israel again, but this attempt 
failed as well. The Jews were so successful that they even took 
possession of the West Bank and Golan Heights and the Gaza Strip and 
Sinai (see map 16). 

Map 16   Israel in 1967 

Map 15   Israel in 1949 
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In 1988 the P.L.O. (Palestinian Liberation Organization) declared the 
Palestinian State, consisting of the Gaza Strip, the West Bank and East 
Jerusalem, but it was not recognized internationally. 71 Jordan then 
withdrew all rights of the population in the West Bank. With that, the 
inhabitants also lost the right to Jordanian citizenship that they had 
enjoyed until then. 72 
 
In 1993 and 1995 the first and second Oslo Accord were signed 
respectively between Israel and the PLO, which granted limited self 
governance to the Arab Palestinians living in the West bank and Gaza 
strip. 
 
In 2005, Israel completely withdrew from the Gaza Strip. After the internal 
Palestinian conflict in 2006, Hamas became the ruling authority of the 
Gaza Strip, while the Fatah party became the Palestinian authority of the 
West Bank. 
 
Since 2012, the State of Palestine enjoys recognition by the United Nations, although not all 
member states support this recognition.73 
 
Today, most Arab countries refuse to recognize Israel as a country.74 They speak of Palestine or 
of occupied Palestine and on many Arabic maps of the Middle East, no name is given to the area 
that makes up Israel. 
 

g) In short 
 
In summary, we see that the land in question has been known by different names, related to the 
people living there. First it was called Canaan, after the Canaanites, and then Israel, after the 
Israelites. 
After the Jewish exiles, the area was known by the names of Judea, Samaria and Galilee, where 
Judea and Galilee were inhabited by the Jews* and Samaria by the Samaritans. Roman Emperor 
Hadrian decided to get rid of the name Judea and named the area Palestine. From then on all 
the inhabitants – the Jews and Samaritans - were in fact Palestinians! 
 
After the Arabization of Palestine by the Arab Muslims from the Arabian Peninsula, the two 
main people groups in Palestine were the Jews and the Arabs. During the Ottoman Empire, the 
inhabitants were considered Syrians, while they were again called Palestinians during the time 
of the British Mandate. 
 

                                                           
* The word Jew is derived from Judah 

Map 17   Israel in 2006 
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All of this means that the name of the area cannot be conclusively used to determine 
ownership. Suppose the Jewish Revolt in 153 A.D. had succeeded, all the inhabitants would have 
been called Judeans or perhaps even Israelites! 
 
During and after the Ottoman Empire, Palestine or South-Syria covered both sides of the Jordan. 
When the British assigned the eastern part to the Palestinian Arabs, it would only have been 
natural to assign the much smaller western part to the Palestinian Jews. However, neither Great 
Britain, nor the United Nations, chose for it. Instead, they proposed to divide the western part 
among the Arabs and Jews as well. While the Jews agreed to this, the Arabs didn't. They wanted 
to get rid of the Jews altogether.  
 
So, although many believe that Palestine belongs to today's Palestinians, the Jews are equally 
entitled to the land. It would only be reasonable for the Jews to possess the entire Palestinian 
territory west of the Jordan, because the Arabs have the much larger area on the east side. This 
actually agrees with the division of the land as God gave it to Abraham, with the area west of 
the Jordan river for his descendants through Isaac and Jacob and the area East of the Jordan for 
his other descendants (see paragraph 4.a). 
  

6. The confusion and the solution 
 
Based on the above, one would expect the Palestinian problem to have been solved years and 
years ago. Both Jews and Arabs are Palestinians and have the right to dwell in Palestine. If the 
Arabs accept authority over Jordan and permit authority to the Jews over the territory west of 
the Jordan river, and the Jews accept this division, isn't the problem then solved? 
 
Reality turns out to be more complex. This is partly due to the United Nations. When the Arab 
nations attacked the brand new State of Israel on May 15th, 1948, a large refugee problem 
arose. Up to 700,000 Arabs fled the violence, many of whom did so at the advice of the Arab 
armies who promised them they would soon be able to return in peace. Others fled from the 
counter attacks of the Jews or because they didn't want to come under Jewish rule.  75 
 
In response to the refugee flow, the United Nations defined the Palestinian refugees as: 
 
"persons whose normal place of residence was Palestine during the period 1 June 1946 to 15 
May 1948, and who lost both home and means of livelihood as a result of the 1948 conflict."76  
 
This definition made everyone, both the families who had lived there for centuries as well as 
those who had only been there for a few years, into Palestinians. Now a number of reports 
show that before the 1880s, when immigrant Jews and Arabs began to arrive, the land was very 
sparsely populated. 
 
In 1869, Mark Twain wrote in The Innocents Abroad about cities laying in ruins, such as 
Capernaum, Tiberias and Jericho. About the valley where once the Israelite Barak had defeated 
the Canaanite army of Jabin, he wrote, "There is not a solitary village throughout its whole 
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extent—not for thirty miles in either direction. There are two or three small clusters of Bedouin 
tents, but not a single permanent habitation. One may ride ten miles, hereabouts, and not see 
ten human beings."  
And, "Of all the lands there are for dismal scenery, I think Palestine must be the prince. The hills 
are barren, they are dull of color, they are unpicturesque in shape. The valleys are unsightly 
deserts fringed with a feeble vegetation that has an expression about it of being sorrowful and 
despondent. The Dead Sea and the Sea of Galilee sleep in the midst of a vast stretch of hill and 
plain wherein the eye rests upon no pleasant tint, no striking object, no soft picture dreaming in 
a purple haze or mottled with the shadows of the clouds. Every outline is harsh, every feature is 
distinct, there is no perspective—distance works no enchantment here. It is a hopeless, dreary, 
heart-broken land." 77 
 
British Consul James Finn wrote in 1857, “The country is in a considerable degree empty of 
inhabitants and therefore its greatest need is of a body of population.”78 
 
In 1874, S. Manning wrote, "This fertile plain, which might support an immense population, is 
almost a solitude. Two or three wretched hamlets, mere clusters of mud huts, are the sole 
representatives of the numerous and thriving cities which once occupied it. Here and there was 
a solitary Arab breaking up the clods with a plough which remains unchanged in form from the 
earliest ages. These were the only signs of life we could discover," and "An hour beyond Rachel's 
tomb brings us to a fertile, but desolate and unpeopled valley," and "There is nothing to break 
the solitude, save now and then a string of camels on their way between Hebron and Jerusalem. 
Not a house, or sign of human habitation is visible."79 
 
In 1861, J.B. Forsyth went even as far to write in A Few Months in the East, "depopulation is 
even now advancing."80 
 
According to the report of the British Royal Commission in 1913, “The area was under populated 
and remained economically stagnant until the arrival of the first Zionist pioneers in the 1880′s, 
who came to rebuild the Jewish land. The country had remained “The Holy Land” in the religious 
and historic consciousness of mankind, which associated it with the Bible and the history of the 
Jewish people. Jewish development of the country also attracted large numbers of other 
immigrants – both Jewish and Arab. The road leading from Gaza to the north was only a 
summer track suitable for transport by camels and carts… Houses were all of mud. No windows 
were anywhere to be seen… The plows used were of wood… The yields were very poor… 
Schools did not exist… The rate of infant mortality was very high… The western part, toward the 
sea, was almost a desert… Many ruins were scattered over the area, as owing to the prevalence 
of malaria, many villages were deserted by their inhabitants.” 81 
 
So, before the arrival of Jews from Europe there was only a tiny number of Palestinians in the 
land. That means that only a very small portion of the Palestinian refugees are descended from 
the original inhabitants of the land. As mentioned before under section 4.e, many Arabs from 
neighboring countries moved into the area after 1880.  That means that most of the Arab 
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Palestinians had only lived there for a few decades and were no more Palestinian than the 
Jewish immigrants. 
It is mostly on the basis of the definition of the United Nations that they are able to call 
themselves Palestinians.   
 
The following table clarifies the development of the identity of 'Palestinian' 
 
up until 1880:   small groups of Jews, Arabs and Samaritans 
1880 - 1948: the above mentioned Palestinians, together with a large group of Jewish 

and Arab immigrants 
1948 - 1967: a small group of original Arab Palestinians and a large group of Arab 

immigrants, including a significant number of Jordanian citizens on the 
West bank 

after 1967:   all Arab speaking non–Jews, regardless of their ethnic background 
 
This explains why there is no unique Palestinian culture or language. The language and culture 
of today's Palestinians is identical to that of the surrounding Arab nations. No wonder, because 
that's where most of them come from.82 
It is interesting to note that probably many of the Bedouin and Arab immigrants from Jordan 
and northern Saudi Arabia are descendants of Abraham's son Ishmael. That means that a large 
part of today's Palestinians really are Ishmaelites. 
 
We may safely conclude that it is just to grant the Jews the portion of land that God promised 
their ancestors Abraham, Isaac and Jacob (see section 4.a). At the same time there are 
Palestinians who have lived in the land since the 7th century BC. Probably a number of 
Palestinian families in Nablus have descended from the Samaritans. It would not be fair if they 
had to move out for another people, the Jews in this case. Is there a solution? 
 
Yes, there is! According to the Bible, God gave the land forever to the descendants of Abraham, 
Isaac and Jacob. 83 He also told them to take good care of the strangers among them. They were 
not allowed to exploit them, but had to take good care of them. 84 God warned them that, if 
they would disobey him, He would exile them. 85 However, He also promised to bring them 
back.86 
God knew that in the meantime other people would settle in the land. Therefore He gave the 
Israelites specific instructions before their return from Babylon through the prophet Ezekiel. 
First he mentioned where the borders of the land would be87 and then he said, "So you shall 
divide this land among you according to the tribes of Israel. You shall allot it as an inheritance 
for yourselves and for the sojourners who reside among you and have had children among you. 
They shall be to you as native-born children of Israel. With you they shall be allotted an 
inheritance among the tribes of Israel. In whatever tribe the sojourner resides, there you shall 
assign him his inheritance, declares the Lord GOD." 88 
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When the Israelites returned from the Babylonian exile, they didn't chase out the people who 
were living there already. Instead, they accepted them, in accordance with the word of the Lord 
by mouth of the prophet Ezekiel. 
 
If today the Jews are granted self-governance over the land that God has given them and if they 
give the non-Jewish citizens equal right, including the right of land ownership, then everyone 
can live in peace. 
 
That means one thing for the Arab Palestinians: they too must submit to God's plan. They must 
stop trying to drive the Jews out of the land and submit under Jewish rule. 
 

7. Conclusion 
 
Today, the Arab Palestinians claim that Palestine is theirs and the Jews that the land belongs to 
them. 
 
No one can claim ownership based on the correlation between Palestine and Philistia, as the 
Philistines have been wiped out and ceased to exist as a people. 
With the Canaanites having been exterminated, the oldest rights go to the Israelites. Ever since 
their taking possession of the land in the days of Joshua, they have lived there without 
interruption, even when part of the population was exiled or fled persecution.    
Since the 6th century BC, people from other nations have lived in the land as well. They became 
known as Samaritans, of whom a handful are still there today.  
The vast majority of today's non-Jewish population is Arab immigrants or descendants of 
immigrants since the time when Jews, fleeing persecution elsewhere, returned to their holy 
land. Although they call themselves Palestinians, in terms of language and culture they belong 
to the Arab population of the Middle East. When British Palestine was divided, they received 
three-fourth of the land.  
 
The most righteous solution is for the Jews to reign over the remaining one-fourth of the land, 
which corresponds with the boundaries that God gave to Moses. There can be peace if the Jews 
accept the others in the country as fellow citizens and grant them equal rights and if the Arabs 
accept these boundaries as well and submit to God's plan. 
 
 
 
We may also approach the Palestinians from another angle. Many of today's Arab Palestinians 
are physical and/or spiritual descendants of Ishmael89, while the Jews are descendants of Isaac. 
There is room for both family members in the land. God has promised the land to the 
descendants of Abraham's son Isaac. Abraham therefore sent his other sons to the east, so they 
would not share the inheritance. In the end, God's love is so great that others may share in the 
unique blessing that rested on Isaac and Jacob. 
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