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INTRODUCTION

The city of Samaria has existed for centuries and is 

mentioned 190 times in the Old Testament.1 Samaria is a city in 

the northern kingdom of Israel,2 and the city has been the home 

of both Jews and a people of half-Jewish descent, known as the 

Samaritans. Eventually the Jews and the Samaritans became 

hostile toward each other. The purpose of this paper is to 

analyze the history and religious background of Samaria in 

order to discover the basis for the animosity between the Jews 

and Samaritans.

Historical Background

In the early 9th century BC, King Omri founded the city of 

Samaria. 1 Kgs 16:24 tells the story of how Omri obtained the 

hill and why the city was named Samaria:

He bought the hill of Samaria from Shemer for two talents 
of silver, and he fortified the hill and called the name 
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 1A. Van Selms, “Samaria,” The International Standard Bible 
Encyclopedia 4:295-96.

 2Bernard R. Youngman, The Lands and Peoples of the Living 
Bible: A Narrative History of the Old and New Testament, ed. 
Walter Russell Bowie (New York: Hawthorne Press, 1959), 119.



of the city that he built Samaria, after the name of 
Shemer, the owner of the hill.3 

Omri made Samaria the capital city of the northern kingdom, 

Israel, after the kingdom split into Northern Israel and 

Southern Judah. Assyria captured the city after a three year 

siege in approximately 722 BC.4

 After the city’s destruction, the Assyrians took the 

northern Jews into captivity and brought in non-indigenous 

people groups to inhabit the area.5 Lions attacked these new 

settlers early on, so Assyria sent one of Israel’s exiled 

priests back to Samaria to teach them how to worship God; the 

Assyrians thought that the God of Israel sent the lions because 

he was not being properly worshiped. Through this priest, these 

pagans came to know the ways of Israel’s God, but they still 

worshiped their idols.6
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31 Kgs 16:24 (English Standard Version).     
All Bible references hereafter will be from the ESV.

 4J. McKee Adams, Biblical Backgrounds: A Geographical 
Survey of Bible Lands in the Light of the Scriptures and Recent 
Research (Nashville: Broadman, 1934), 253.

 5Charles F. Pfeiffer and Howard F. Vos, The Wycliffe 
Historical Geography of Bible Lands (Chicago: Moody Press, 
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 62 Kgs 17:24-33 (ESV).



 
 Eventually, the people of Israel returned from exile. When 

they returned, they found that some of the Jews who were not 

taken into exile had intermarried with the imported pagans. 

These intermarried half-Jews became known as the Samaritans. 

After this event, the history of Samaria became riddled with 

consistently escalating conflict between the Samaritans and the 

Jews.

 The first conflict between the Samaritans and the Jews 

came when the Samaritans wanted to help in the rebuilding of 

the temple.7 Ezra records that the Samaritans wanted to help 

rebuild the temple because they had been worshiping the God of 

Israel8 along with their other gods. The Jews denied the 

Samaritans’ help because the Samaritans were not fully Jewish 

and were corrupt. In Deuteronomy, God explained why the 

Samaritans were considered corrupt. God told his people not to 

marry foreigners because they would turn Israel toward the 

worship of idols; thus, God would have to punish them for 

turning away from Him.9 Since the Samaritans had broken this 
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 7R.T. Anderson, “Samaritans,” The International Standard 
Bible Encyclopedia 4:303.

 8Ezra 4:2 (ESV).

 9Deut 7:3-4 (ESV).



command, they could not help in the rebuilding of the temple. 

The Samaritans did not take this rejection well. They, along 

with the non-Jews who were still in the land, began to do what 

they could to discourage the Jews from building the temple.10

 Sources collectively agree that the rejection of the 

Samaritans help was the beginning of the conflict between the 

Samaritans and the Jews.11 According to J. McKee Adams, this 

conflict has nothing to do with the Jews not wanting Samaria to 

be reunited with Israel, but with the Samaritans being 

“corrupted alike in race and religion” by their marriages to 

the pagan idolaters.12 Ezra’s account of the denial of the 

Samaritans’ help proves McKee’s point. The denial of the 

Samaritans’ help triggered more conflict, since the Samaritans 

who wanted to worship God could not participate in the building 

of the temple. The Samaritans eventually set themselves apart 

from the Jews as a separate sect of Judaism.13
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 10Ezra 4:4-5 (ESV).

 11Selms, “Samaria,” International Standard Bible 4:297; 
George A. Barton, Archaeology and the Bible (Philadelphia: 
American Sunday-School Union, 1916), 118-19.

 12Adams, Biblical Backgrounds, 274.

 13Barton, Archaeology and the Bible, 119.



 They eventually built their own temple on Mt. Gerizim.14 

After the Old Testament, events concerning the Samaritans and 

the Jews before the time of Jesus must be found in historical 

documents.

Post-Old Testament History

 The Jewish/Samaritan conflict finds basis in the acts that 

they committed toward each other. These acts served to increase 

animosity between the two sects. The famous historian Josephus 

wrote down some of the most atrocious acts of hatred between 

the Samaritans and the Jews. Four instances, in particular, 

bring clarity to why the Jews and Samaritans did not get along.

 First, as the Jews were celebrating the feast of 

unleavened bread, they would open the gates of the temple 

slightly after midnight. The Samaritans could come into the 

Jerusalem temple for special events like this feast. On one 

particular occasion, a group of Samaritans came into the temple 

and flung dead corpses around the walkways of the temple. The 

Samaritans thus defiled the temple. Josephus records that the 

Jews from then on did not allow the Samaritans into the temple, 
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 14A. Cowley, Joseph Jacobs, and Henry Minor Huxley, 
“Samaritans,” JewishEncyclopedia.com, http://www.jewish 
encyclopedia.com/view.jsp?artid=110&letter=S#0 (accessed May 
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and they tightened security to make sure similar events would 

not happen in the future.15

 Second, the Jews also had a problem with the Samaritans 

conveniently denying their Jewish heritage to escape trouble. 

The Jews came under persecution by King Antiochus. He came into 

Jerusalem supposedly in peace, but he actually came into the 

city to steal the expensive items that were in the temple. 

After stealing the valuable temple items, King Antiochus 

destroyed Jerusalem’s defenses and holy books and pilfered the 

city.

 He then told the Jews that they could no longer practice 

their usual sacrifices. Antiochus also placed an idol on the 

altar of the Jerusalem temple and sacrificed a pig to the idol, 

thus defiling the temple. He further prohibited basic Jewish 

religious practices like circumcision, and he told the Jews to 

worship idols instead of God. King Antiochus punished those who 

continued their religious practices with beatings and 

crucifixion.

 The Samaritans did not want to take part in this 

suffering, so they denied their Jewish heritage and the fact 
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 15Flavius Josephus, The Works of Josephus: New Updated 
Edition (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers, 1987), 478.



that their temple on Mt. Gerizim was to the same God as the 

Jews. They invoked their pagan heritage instead and wrote to 

Antiochus to appeal to him that the records showed them to be 

non-Jews.

 They further said that they just so happened to worship on 

the same day as the Jews because of a superstition that their 

founding fathers believed. They also claimed that their temple 

was to no particular god; thus, they would dedicate the temple 

to Jupiter and avoid experiencing persecution like the Jews 

were. Antiochus believed what they said, and the Samaritans 

avoided persecution.16 The Samaritans’ avoidance of persecution 

did not improve relations with the Jews.

 The third event contrasts with the previous event. When 

Alexander the Great came into Jerusalem on his way to destroy 

the Persians, he saw the High Priest’s garments. Alexander 

recognized the High Priest’s garments from a dream he had in 

which he saw that he would conquer the Persians. The Jews then 

showed him how the book of Daniel prophesied that a Greek would 

overthrow the Persians. This prophesy astounded Alexander, who 

then proceeded the next day to ask the High Priest what he 

could do for the Jews. The High Priest requested that they 

7

 16Ibid., 323-24.



would not have to pay tribute every seventh year and that the 

Jews in Babylon and Media would be allowed to practice their 

Jewish faith. Alexander granted this request.

 He left Jerusalem and then came to the Samaritans, who 

told him that they were Jewish in hopes that they, too, would 

not have to pay tribute on the seventh year and to entreat 

other favors. Alexander did not grant their entreat because he 

noticed they claimed to be Jews but did not have Jewish names. 

The Samaritans confessed, after being asked again about their 

heritage, that they practiced Judaism but were not fully Jews. 

Thus, Alexander did not grant the Samaritans the exemption for 

paying tribute every seventh year.17 The Samaritans’ use of 

their Jewish heritage only when beneficial gave the Jews 

another reason to dislike the Samaritans.

 Another historical cause of animosity between the Jews and 

Samaritans was Herod’s focus on revitalizing the city of 

Samaria to possibly supersede Jerusalem as the center of 

Palestine.18 The city was perfect for a capital due to its 

elevation being 300 feet higher than the surrounding land. This 

elevation made the city highly defendable, as seen by the city 
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 17Ibid., 307-08.

 18Adams, Biblical Backgrounds, 344.



being able to withstand Assyria’s three year siege.19 The city 

was also close to Herod’s new port city of Cesearea20 and to 

major trade routes.21 These routes made Samaria a natural place 

for trade to occur and flourish. Herod may have even helped the 

Samaritans in conquering land that belonged to the Jews.22 

Herod’s revitalization of Samria angered the Jews, who valued 

Jerusalem as a sacred city. Herod never fully carried out the 

move of power to Samaria,23 but his actions did little to soften 

things between the Samaritans and the Jews.

Religious Background

The conflict between the Jews and Samaritans also has 

basis in their religious differences. Though they both started 

with very similar beliefs due to their close heritage ties, 
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 19Barton, Archaeology and the Bible, 123.

 20Adams, Biblical Backgrounds, 344.

 21Youngman, The Lands and Peoples of the Living Bible, 208.

 22Alan D. Crown, “Redating The Schism Between The Judeans 
and The Samaritans,” The Jewish Quarterly Review, 82 (July-
October, 1991): 25.

 23Adams, Biblical Backgrounds, 344.



their beliefs developed some very distinctive differences. One 

main area of religious disagreement especially added to the 

conflict.

The area of religious conflict comes from different views 

on where the temple should be. As mentioned earlier, the 

Samaritans eventually built their own temple on Mt. Gerizim. 

This house of worship caused problems simply because a temple 

other than the one in Jerusalem claimed to be superior; the 

Jews saw the temple at Mt. Gerizim as a challenge to their 

temple.24

The Samaritans saw Mt. Gerizim as being better than Mt. 

Zion due to the fact that, based on Samaritan interpretations 

of scripture, Gerizim is synonymous with references to Bethel 

and Moriah. This interpratation places important events like 

the burial place of Jacob near Mt. Gerizim. The Jews, however, 

did not agree with this interpretation due to the Samaritans 

having to twist the terms Bethel and Moriah to place some 

events at Mt. Gerizim.25

The Jews did not see Mt. Gerizim as completely unimportant 

to Judaism, and they did not even see the Samaritans as being 

10

 24Ibid.,31.

 25Ibid., 32-33.



as bad as Gentiles.26 Upon entering the promised land under 

Joshua, the Israelites pronounced the blessing of the covenant 

on Mt. Gerizim.27 Thus, the Jews were not against Mt. Gerizim as 

a holy site, but Gerizim was not as holy as Mt. Zion where the 

Jerusalem temple stood. The Jews viewed the temple at Mt. 

Gerizim as secondary to the Jerusalem temple.28 The disagreement 

about the temple is based solely on the Jews claiming their 

temple to be the primary one, and the Samaritans’ counterclaim 

that their temple was the primary place of worship. 

John’s Gospel shows how pertinent this disagreement was to 

the Samaritans and Jews. In the Gospel of John, the Samaritan 

woman at the well asked Jesus where the proper place of worship 

is, Mt. Zion or Mt. Gerizim.29 The fact that the Samaritan woman 

asked Jesus for his opinion on which mountain God should be 

worshiped shows that the debate between Mt. Gerizim and Mt. 

Zion was a disputed issue among the Jews and Samaritans. 
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 26Robert Gordon Maccini, "A Reassessment of the Woman at 
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CONCLUSION

The Samaritan/Jew conflict has a long history rooted both 

in acts of animosity and a key religious difference. The 

historical factors that produced this conflict happened after 

the Assyrians destroyed the Northern Kingdom of Israel in 722 

BC. The Samaritans formed during the exilic period, and they 

first experienced conflict with the Jews when they were not 

allowed to help with the rebuilding of the temple. The Jews 

denial of the Samaritans help did not result in immediate 

animosity but only the beginnings of the conflict.

The conflict eventually grew to what is modeled in the New 

Testament and historical writings like Josephus. These events 

were caused by a different belief in the proper place of 

worship, and the actions the Jews and Samaritans committed 

toward each other. These actions included the Samaritans 

desecrating the temple, and the Samaritans conveniently denying 

their Jewish heritage when beneficial. Despite these 

skirmishes, both groups respected each other above foreigners; 

however they, like siblings, fought with each other regardless 

of both groups having common roots in Judaism.
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