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INTRODUCTION: BRIDGING TWO WORLDS OF UNDERSTANDING

For centuries, readers of the Bible have approached the Old Testament as a text that stands alone, a
divinely  inspired  work  that  exists  in  a  theological  vacuum.  However,  the  past  century  of
archaeological discovery and scholarly research has fundamentally transformed how we understand
these ancient writings. The Old Testament did not emerge in isolation. It was born into a vibrant,
complex, and interconnected world—the Ancient Near East. This region, spanning from modern-day
Egypt through the Levant and into Mesopotamia, was a crucible of civilizations, each with its own
rich tapestry of myths, laws, religious practices, and wisdom traditions.
Understanding Ancient Near Eastern thought and the Old Testament together is not about
diminishing the Bible's uniqueness. Rather, it is about enriching our comprehension of its message.
When we compare the Genesis creation account with the Babylonian Enuma Elish, or the laws of
Moses with the Code of Hammurabi,  we begin to see the Old Testament in sharper relief.  We
recognize that the biblical authors spoke the language of their time—not just linguistically, but
culturally  and  conceptually.  They  used  familiar  literary  forms,  debated  common  philosophical
questions,  and  reworked  shared  stories  to  articulate  a  radically  different  vision  of  God,  humanity,
and the world.
This article explores the profound relationship between Ancient Near Eastern thought and the Old
Testament. It will guide you through the major parallels, the crucial contrasts, and the enduring
significance of this comparative study for modern readers.

THE SHARED CULTURAL MATRIX OF THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST

Before diving into specific comparisons,  it  is  essential  to understand the cultural  environment that
shaped both Israel and its neighbors. The Ancient Near East was not a monolithic block, but it did
share a common intellectual and spiritual framework.

Common Cosmological Assumptions
One of the most striking areas of overlap lies in cosmology. In the Ancient Near East, the universe
was generally understood as a three-tiered structure: the heavens above, the earth in the middle,
and the underworld below. The heavens were the domain of the gods, the earth was the realm of
humanity, and the underworld was the shadowy place of the dead. The Old Testament reflects this
same basic structure. Passages like Exodus 20:4, which forbids making images of anything "in

heaven above, or on the earth beneath, or in the water under the earth," echo this widespread
worldview.
Furthermore,  the  concept  of  a  cosmic  sea  or  chaos  waters  was  pervasive.  In  Mesopotamian
mythology, the god Marduk defeats the monstrous sea goddess Tiamat to create the world. In the
Ugaritic Baal cycle, the god Baal battles the sea god Yam. The Old Testament writers drew on this
imagery but transformed it. In Genesis 1, God does not fight a chaotic monster to create. Instead,
He simply speaks, and the waters are tamed and ordered. God is sovereign over the deep, not
dependent on combat to establish order. This reframing suggests that the biblical authors were
making a deliberate theological point: Yahweh, the God of Israel,  is not one god among many
struggling for supremacy. He is the supreme Creator who rules effortlessly.

Divine Council and Heavenly Bureaucracy
Another shared concept is that of the divine council. In Canaanite and Mesopotamian religions, the
high god presided over a council  of lesser deities who administered the affairs of the cosmos. The
Old Testament frequently presents a similar scene. In 1 Kings 22:19-22,  the prophet Micaiah
describes seeing "the Lord sitting on his throne, and all the host of heaven standing beside him."
Psalm 82 depicts God standing in the "divine council," rendering judgment among the "gods." Job
1-2 opens with the "sons of God" presenting themselves before the Lord.
This language is not polytheistic in a crude sense. Rather, it represents a sophisticated theological
framework. The "sons of God" are often understood as angelic beings or divine representatives who
serve under Yahweh's supreme authority. By using the familiar language of a divine council, the
biblical writers communicated that Yahweh is the ultimate King, the one true God who delegates
authority  to His  heavenly servants.  This  concept made the abstract  idea of  God's  sovereignty
concrete and accessible to an ancient audience.

CREATION MYTHS: MONOTHEISM IN A POLYTHEISTIC WORLD

Perhaps no area of comparison is more famous—and more misunderstood—than the relationship
between the biblical creation account and its Ancient Near Eastern counterparts.

Order Out of Chaos
The Babylonian creation epic, the Enuma Elish,  begins with a state of watery chaos personified by
the goddess Tiamat. The gods are born within this chaos, and after a series of conflicts, the young
god Marduk kills Tiamat, splits her body in half, and uses one half to form the sky and the other to
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form the earth. Humanity is then created from the blood of a rebellious god to serve the lesser gods.
The parallels with Genesis 1 are unmistakable. Both begin with a dark, watery chaos. Both describe
the separation of  waters  to  create a  firmament  (sky).  Both culminate in  the creation of  humanity.
However,  the  differences  are  even  more  profound.  In  Genesis,  there  is  no  conflict.  God  is  not  a
warrior who must fight for His position. He is the sole, sovereign Creator who speaks the world into
existence. Creation is not the result of divine struggle but of intentional, peaceful will. Furthermore,
humanity is not created from the blood of a slain god to be slaves. Instead, humans are made in the
image of God (imago Dei) and given dominion and blessing. This is a radical democratization of
value. Every human being, regardless of social status, bears the stamp of the divine.

The Rest on the Seventh Day
The concept of divine rest also takes on new meaning in context. In Mesopotamian mythology, the
gods rested after their labors, but this rest was often a respite from chaos. In Genesis 2:1-3, God
rests on the seventh day not because He is tired, but because His work is complete and good. This
rest is a model for the Sabbath, a day of rest and blessing for humanity. The Sabbath becomes a
sign of covenant relationship, a reminder that the world is a created, ordered, and good place under
the care of a benevolent God.
Understanding Ancient Near Eastern thought and the Old Testament in this light shows the
biblical writers were not merely copying myths. They were engaging in a sophisticated theological
polemic. They were taking familiar stories and retelling them to communicate a completely new
vision of God, humanity, and the world.

LAW AND COVENANT: THE SHAPE OF COMMUNITY

The legal traditions of the Old Testament, especially the Covenant Code in Exodus 20-23 and the
Deuteronomic Code in Deuteronomy 12-26, bear striking similarities to other Ancient Near Eastern
law collections, most notably the Code of Hammurabi (c. 1750 BCE).

Case Law and Common Legal Tradition
Both the biblical laws and the Code of Hammurabi follow a casuistic format: "If a man does X, then
the penalty is Y." Both address similar issues: property rights, bodily injury, slavery, marriage, and
inheritance. For example, the law of an ox that gores a person appears in both Exodus 21:28-32
and the Code of Hammurabi (laws 250-252). The structure and even some of the provisions are
remarkably close.
This does not mean Israel simply copied Babylon. Rather, these laws belong to a common Ancient
Near Eastern legal tradition. Every complex society needed laws to regulate behavior. However, the
distinctiveness of biblical law lies in its theological foundation. In the Code of Hammurabi, the laws
are given by the king, who receives authority from the gods. Justice is ultimately about maintaining
social  order.  In the Old Testament,  the laws are given by God Himself  as part  of  a covenant

relationship. The preamble to the Ten Commandments is not a list of penalties but a statement of
grace: "I am the Lord your God, who brought you out of the land of Egypt, out of the
house of slavery" (Exodus 20:2). Obedience is a response to redemption, not a means of earning
favor.

Covenant as Suzerain Treaty
The concept of covenant (berit) in the Old Testament has been illuminated by comparisons with
Ancient Near Eastern suzerain-vassal treaties. These treaties between a great king (the suzerain)
and a lesser king (the vassal) follow a standard structure:

Preamble: Identifies the suzerain.
Historical Prologue: Recounts the benevolent deeds of the suzerain for the vassal.
Stipulations: Lists the obligations of the vassal.
Deposit and Reading: Instructions for preserving and reading the treaty.
Witnesses: Gods and natural elements called to witness the treaty.
Blessings and Curses: Rewards for obedience and punishments for disobedience.

This structure is virtually identical to the covenant framework found in Deuteronomy and other Old
Testament  books.  God is  the  Great  King.  The historical  prologue recounts  His  mighty  acts  of
deliverance. The stipulations are His commands. The blessings and curses are laid out in detail in
Deuteronomy  28.  By  borrowing  this  widely  recognized  treaty  format,  the  biblical  authors
communicated that the relationship between God and Israel is not a casual arrangement but a
formal,  binding,  and  legal  covenant.  It  is  a  relationship  based  on  loyalty,  trust,  and  mutual
commitment.

WISDOM LITERATURE: ASKING UNIVERSAL QUESTIONS

The Wisdom literature of the Old Testament—Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes—finds rich parallels
in the wisdom traditions of Egypt and Mesopotamia.

The Proverbs of the Nations
The  book  of  Proverbs  shares  close  affinities  with  Egyptian  wisdom  texts  like  The  Instruction  of
Amenemope,  which dates to  around 1200 BCE.  There are direct  parallels  between phrases in
Proverbs 22:17-24:22  and the teachings  of  Amenemope.  Both  emphasize  humility,  honesty,
discipline, and the fear of God (or the gods). The "thirty sayings" in Proverbs 22:20 may even be a
direct reference to the thirty chapters of Amenemope's instruction.
This does not mean Solomon plagiarized an Egyptian scribe. Rather, it shows that the sages of Israel
were part of an international conversation about wisdom. They recognized that general truths about
prudent living were not exclusive to Israel. God's wisdom could be found in the insights of other
cultures, though it was always filtered through the lens of covenant loyalty to Yahweh.
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The Problem of Suffering
The book of Job engages with the universal problem of innocent suffering, a theme also explored in
Mesopotamian works like I Will Praise the Lord of Wisdom (often called the Babylonian Job) and the
Dialogue of Pessimism. In these texts, a righteous man suffers inexplicably and questions the justice
of the gods. The answers given in the Mesopotamian texts often appeal to human ignorance: the
ways of the gods are mysterious and cannot be fully understood.
The book of Job takes this discussion to a deeper level. Job's friends represent the traditional view
that suffering is always a punishment for sin. Job himself insists on his innocence. God's final answer
from the whirlwind does not explain Job's suffering. Instead, it overwhelms Job with the vastness and
complexity of creation. The message is not that God is arbitrary, but that human beings cannot fully
comprehend the divine purposes. The book of Job thus subverts the simplistic dogma of retribution

justice while maintaining trust in God's goodness and wisdom.

WORSHIP, TEMPLE, AND SACRIFICE

The  religious  practices  of  ancient  Israel  also  show  influence  from  and  transformation  of  broader
Ancient  Near  Eastern  traditions.

The Temple as Cosmic Mountain
In the Ancient Near East, temples were not merely places of worship. They were understood as the
literal  dwelling  place  of  the  deity  on  earth,  the  cosmic  mountain  where  heaven  and  earth
intersected. The ziggurats of Mesopotamia were artificial mountains designed to connect the divine
realm with the human. The temple in Jerusalem, built on Mount Zion, served the same symbolic
function. Psalm 48:2 calls Zion "the joy of all the earth" and "the


