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“I will turn mine hand against Ekron: and the remnant of the Philistines shall perish, saith the Lord God (Amos 1:8 KJV).”  The Minor Prophets give us various statements that coincide with the one from Amos concerning the demise of the Philistines.  As mysteriously as they appeared they also disappear from the scene as God stated through the prophets.  In our present world we refer to the middle-eastern area around Israel as Palestine, which is a word that has its roots in the word Philistine. Although we follow the etymology of the word though the centuries to the present, there is no longer any descendants from the Philistines of the Biblical era.  The Philistines are found throughout the Old Testament and in various Egyptian documents, and archeologists are finding numerous artifacts that tell us more about these longtime enemies of Israel during their former existence.  Through numerous archeological digs we have seen that the material culture of the Philistines can be traced for a six-hundred-year period from the days of Joshua through those of Nebuchadnezzar. As a people, they disappeared from the historical scene after Nebuchadnezzar's campaigns into Philistia. However as mentioned earlier, their name lives on in the word Palestine, which in the centuries before Christ referred to the coastal homeland of the Philistines, but now includes the Judean, Samarian, and Galilean hills as well.

As mentioned the word “Palestine” is derived from the word Philistine, which is based in the Semitic word plishah, which means, invasion.  The name most likely comes from the character and actions of the ancient Philistines, who were constantly invading their surrounding neighbors, at first the Egyptians and then later the weaker Israelites, as well as others.  The invading Philistines were known for their ruthlessness and violence, as we seen in their warring methods, their weaponry and their reputation among other nations.  

In the book of Genesis we are given the table of the nations which gives us a hint to the origin of the Philistines, “And Pathrusim, and Casluhim, (out of whom came Philistim,) and Caphtorim Genesis 10:14 (KJV).”    It is believed by most theologians that the Philistim is a direct reference to what eventually became known as the Philistines.  In Genesis 20, we find the first story of a Philistine as Abraham goes to the south country (20:1), and encounters the king of Gerar, Abimelech, which may be a title for Philistine kings at one time.  We learn a little bit about the reputation of the Philistines in this incident because Abraham was afraid to tell the truth about Sarah being his half-sister because he feared that he would be killed so that the king could take Sarah for his wife.  Obviously, the Philistines reputation of violence preceded them.  In the following chapter in Genesis, we see Abimelech again, and once again, we see the violent attitude of the Philistines, “And Abraham reproved Abimelech because of a well of water, which Abimelech's servants had violently taken away (Genesis 21:25, KJV) .”  As a result of this situation Abimelech and the Philistines entered into a covenant with Abraham. 

Later in Scripture we find the children of Israel leaving Egypt after their prolonged bondage and we read this about there journey in Exodus
13:17,  “And it came to pass, when Pharaoh had let the people go, that God led them not through the way of the land of the Philistines, although that was near; for God said, Lest peradventure the people repent when they see war, and they return to Egypt:”   The Israelites avoided the Philistines and they would not go through their land because it was a sign to provoke war. The reason God had them go around the Philistines territory is not because they could not conquer them with the help of God, but because of the covenant that had been made in Genesis between the Philistines (represented by Abimelech) and Abraham, resulting in going a longer way than it would have been if they had went through their territory. We do find Israel entering into war with the Philistines in the Book of Judges, beginning with Shamgar (Judges 3:31) and throughout the rest of the Old Testament. No doubt the reason for this change is because the Philistines had broken the covenant and they were now fair game. The Philistines occupied the five cities of Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod, Ekron, and Gath, along the coastal strip of southwestern Canaan and the Philistine cities were ruled by seranim or "lords," who acted together for the common good. After their defeat by King David, who originally for a time worked as a mercenary for Achish of Gath, kings replaced the seranim, governing from various cities.  The Philistines long held a monopoly on iron smithing and the biblical description of Goliath's armor is consistent with this iron-smithing technology.
There are two lines of thoughts as to how the Philistines ended up in the southwest area of Israel. There are many who believe that they originally sailed from the mainland of Greece and came to the shores of Israel while others believe that they spent time on the Aegean Islands, including Crete, and then came to Israel.  They were originally known as the Sea People.  The Sea Peoples is the term used for a confederacy of seafaring raiders who sailed into the eastern shores of the Mediterranean, caused political unrest, and attempted to enter or control Egyptian territory during the late 19th dynasty (Dothan, Trude & Moshe (1992). People of the Sea: The search for the Philistines. New York: Scribner).  Many believed the Philistines were imprisoned by the Eygptians and that they were eventually forced away by Ramesses III, he eventually resettled them, to rebuild the coastal towns in Canaan. 
Another place in Scripture that speaks of the demise of the Philistines are found in the words of the prophet, Zechariah, “Ashkelon shall see it, and fear; Gaza also shall see it, and be very sorrowful, and Ekron; for her expectation shall be ashamed; and the king shall perish from Gaza, and Ashkelon shall not be inhabited. And a bastard shall dwell in Ashdod, and I will cut off the pride of the Philistines. And I will take away his blood out of his mouth, and his abominations from between his teeth: but he that remaineth, even he, shall be for our God, and he shall be as a governor in Judah, and Ekron as a Jebusite (Zech. 9:5-7).   The Philistines lost their independence to Tiglath-Pileser III of Assyria by 732 BC, and revolts in following years were all crushed. Later, Nebuchadrezzar of Babylon eventually conquered all of Syria and the Kingdom of Judah, and the former Philistine cities became part of the Babylonian Empire. Philistia disappeared as a nation after the destruction by Nebuchadnezzar, its people taken into captivity. It never recovered its glory of the previous six hundred years (Neal Bierling, Giving Goliath His Due, New Archaeological Light on the Philistines, Copyright 1992 by Baker Book House Company, http://www.phoenixdatasystems.com/goliath/c8.htm).
 There are few references to the Philistines after this time period although Ezekiel 25:16 and Zechariah 9:6, make mention of the Philistines, indicating that they still existed as a people in some capacity after the Babylonian invasion. Eventually all traces of the Philistines as a people or ethnic group disappear. Subsequently the cities were under the control of Persians, Jews (Hasmonean Kingdom), Greeks (Seleucid Empire), Romans, and subsequent empires.  

Starting with Joshua, the Philistines were viewed by the Israelites as the enemy, but they played an important role in the redemptive history of God's people by testing Israel. All too often the Israelites lost their confidence due to the giants or the fortified cities in the land. The Philistines were a thorn and source of frustration used by God to discipline the people He loved. Sometimes they even rescued God's people, as they did when protecting David or as they did when the Philistine bodyguard put Solomon and Joash on the throne. Both Jews and Philistines adapted to the local Canaanite culture, but when both peoples went into captivity, the Philistines left the stage of Near Eastern history and disappeared.
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