WEST OF ENGLAND MINISTERIAL TRAINING COURSE
Introduction to Biblical Studies: Old Testament

Session 2 – Supplementary handout on ANE religion
Ancient Near Eastern (ANE) mythology

A major issue in the study of Genesis 1-11 results from the similarities between the ‘primeval’ Bible stories and myths from the Ancient Near East (ANE).

These ANE texts include Enuma Elish, the Sumerian account of creation, and the Gilgamesh and Atrahasis flood stories. They are much older than our biblical accounts and have many similarities with them. (Although in the Sumerian king lists the primeval kings live for thousands of years – the Genesis genealogies are really quite moderate by comparison!)

As these stories were unearthed by archaeologists in the early twentieth century scholars began to ask what relationship there was between Israel's stories and these other stories. Had Israel simply picked up the stories from her neighbours round about? If so did this then undermine the Bible? 

These questions have been much debated and you can read up on the discussions but for the moment two points are worth making:

1. It is noticeable that while the plot can be similar between biblical and ANE stories the theological message is very different. The stories have a very different understanding of God/ the gods, their character, and what they were up to in the creation or the flood.

2. Would the Israelites have been aware of the existence of these other myths? Might the Israelite author /redactors of Gen 1-11 have in fact been subverting these widely-known popular myths about origins for their own purposes, i.e. as a polemic against their pagan use and to propose a counter-theology – that YHWH the God of Israel was the only all-powerful Creator God, a God who is not dualistic and can subdue chaos without a battle? Might they have been making use of these ANE myths much as Christians used the ancient festivals of Christmas and Easter – taking them over only to fill them with new meaning?

The Enuma Elish Creation Myth

The Enuma Elish is an ancient Akkadian tale, possibly recited in Babylon at the annual New Year Festival. It praised the god Marduk. It tells how in the beginning nothing existed except the waters of primeval chaos - personified as Apsu and Tiamat. They had divine offspring representing the elements of the universe (wind, rain etc.). Their younger offspring revolted and fought a battle against the older gods in which Apsu is killed by magic. Tiamat was also killed and cut in two by Marduk who made one half into the sky and the other into the earth. He then makes people so that the gods will not have to work. Babylon is constructed as the first city.

Similarities to Gen 1-11: Light emerges from watery chaos; sky, dry land, sun, moon, stars and finally people are created in a similar order; at the end the creators rest.

Differences are legion and it is now thought that this was only one creation story in the background to Genesis, but which Genesis seeks to counteract. The differences are primarily theological. ANE creation stories are firstly about the birth of the gods and their battles. Genesis often seems to undercut the older myths - instead of a battle, God speaks and creation occurs. Moreover there is no sense of chaos and no suggestion that chaos is simply being held at bay and liable at any time to reclaim the land. This was the fear behind the annual Babylonian festival.

The Flood Narratives

There are at least 3 Flood Narratives from Mesopotamia that predate the biblical narrative. The similarities in the Biblical flood story suggest that the biblical writers had a good knowledge of these stories but rewrote them from a new theological perspective. 

One of the best known is the Gilgamesh poem in Akkadian which is an edited collection of stories around a hero Gilgamesh. When Gilgamesh's soul mate dies for challenging the gods, Gilgamesh goes in search of immortality. Among other escapades he hears that his ancestor Ut-napishtim has obtained eternal life, and seeks to find out how.
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Ut-napishtim tells him a version of the flood story and describes how he was warned by Ea, the god of magic, that the other gods had planned a flood. He was advised to build a large cube for a boat and coat it in bitumen. He stocks it with food, animals and craft workers. A seven-day storm follows and all was covered. 12 days later Ut-napishtim runs aground. He sends out a dove and a swallow that return. Then he sends a raven and when that does not return he disembarks and makes a sacrifice to the gods. The gods have become distressed as a result of the flood and in honour of his sacrifice they grant Ut-napishtim eternal life.
This, though, is all in the distant past, and one can no longer gain the favour of the gods in this way, so Gilgamesh must remain a mortal.

An older tale known as the Atrahasis Epic (also Akkadian but harking back to a Sumerian tale) tells of the creation of the world and of a following flood. Human beings were made to do the work of the gods but their existence and rapid procreation creates too much noise and disturbs the chief god's sleep. The gods send various plagues and famines but the hero, Atrahasis, with the help of his personal god manages to save the people. At last the gods decide to send a flood. A boat is built, all the animals of the world are loaded and then the flood comes. The flood threatens the gods’ domain as well and the gods begin to get hungry. So when Atrahasis lands and offers a sacrifice they swarm greedily around and promise never to send a flood again. Instead the problem of noise is resolved by limiting the human population through still birth, childhood diseases etc. 

Ancient Near Eastern (ANE) Religions

Gods and goddesses

There were regional differences in the gods and goddesses but these are some of the most important:

El - head of the pantheon, a possibly remote and passive god often called 'King, Father of humanity, Creator of creatures, Father of years.' El or its plural Elohim (usually taken as a plural of majesty like the royal 'we') is also the generic Hebrew word for 'god'. We often need to distinguish between the generic and specific use.

Athirat is El's consort (Asherah in OT texts 1 Ki 15:13, 18:19, 2 Ki 13:6, 23:4) 'great lady Athirat of the Sea', 

Baal was the God worshipped most often in Canaan during the biblical period. He is called 'Victor, prince, king, judge, most high, lord of earth, rider of the clouds...'. He was the controller of rain and fertility. In a land where life was agricultural but precarious - a climate where the rainfall was borderline for growing crops, Baal was the obvious choice of god.

Anat was the sister of Baal and his consort - the goddess of battle.

The Attractions of Canaanite religion:
1. Baal's control of rain and fertility

Yahweh had proved himself God of freedom and war in the Exodus and Conquest but when a nomadic people had to turn into an agricultural people and settle in a new land could they be sure that Yahweh also knew about rains and crops? Did a new way of life need a new set of gods?

2. The sensual gratification of fertility cults (i.e. feasts and celebrations and possibly ritual prostitution although this has been queried) but this was much less important than 1.

3. The tangible nature of worship - shrines with idols, shrines within the home for gods of the hearth. Baal had a palace and myths of his powerful exploits that made him an obvious patron for the rulers, aristocracy, privileged elite.
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The Israelites most often indulged in syncretism (i.e. the mix and match approach to religion, borrowing gods and worship practices and mixing them with worship of Yahweh) rather than idolatry per se. Hence the indignation and confusion when prophets complained that Yahweh was not being worshipped. Inscriptions have been found such as this: "I bless you by Yahweh who protects us and by his Asherah". 
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Similarities of Israelite religions to other religions of the region:
a.  Yahweh a typical high god: father, king, creator, warrior, judge etc. and called often by the same name – El
b.  Yahweh the god of a people and nation 
c.  Yahweh worshipped in a shrine or temple with an alter and a priesthood
d.  Israel's king was known as the 'son of God' (Ps 2:7, 89:26) and the arbiter of justice. In all ANE cultures the king was in a unique son relationship to a particular god who conferred a certain amount of divinity
e.  Israel's sacrificial system shares terminology with other ANE cults. e.g. sacrifice in Hebrew = zbh and Ugaritic = dbh.
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Distinctive features:

· Yahweh is without rivals, consort or pantheon in the Old Testament
· Yahweh is to have no images
· Yahweh is not known outside Israel, it is not a name of any god in other pantheons 
· Yahweh is a more strongly covenant based God (Gen 9:8-17, 15:18, 17:2-14 Ex 19:5 etc.).

It is covenant which reveals Yahweh's will and makes Israel's existence purposeful and gives the people the position to dialogue with God not bargain. 
Ut-napishtim being warned of the flood.
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