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( The Old Testament and Ancient Near Eastern Literature)
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(What Exactly Is the Problem?)
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( So, what is the point of looking at these ancient texts? | chose these

texts because they represent different kinds of problems for Christians today
who think about their Bible. The impact of these texts leads to questions

like these: )
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(1. Does the Bible, particularly Genesis, report historical fact, or is it just a
bunch of stories culled from other ancient cultures? )
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(2. What does it mean for other cultures to have an influence on the Bible
that we believe is revealed by God? Can we say that the Bible is unique or
special? If the Bible is such a “culturally conditioned” product, what

possible relevance can it have for us today? )
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(3. Does this mean that the history of the church, which carried on for
many centuries before this evidence came to light, was wrong in how it

thought about its Bible?)



TR TR ATER G E 2 (o A B R R A AR A
BT LG A RS kR 2B P h SR hkE

( These are some of the questions that Christians have been asking for the
last several generations since ancient Near Eastern evidence first began
coming to light. There are many ways of asking these questions, but they
all boil down to this: )
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(Is the Bible still the word of God?)
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(Below I group into three headings the ten texts that we looked at above.
These three headings reflect the kinds of problems that these texts raise for
contemporary Christians and their understanding of the Bible. In this
section, we will simply isolate these problems. In the following sections, we
will look at how to address them. )
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(1. Creation and the flood: Enuma Elish, Atrahasis, and Gilgamesh; )
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(2. Customs, laws, and proverbs: Nuzi documents, Code of Hammurabi,
Hittite suzerain treaties, and Instruction of Amenemope; )
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(3. Israel and her kings: Tel Dan Inscription, Siloam Tunnel Inscription,
and Mesha Inscription. )
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(Group 1 -- Creation and the Flood: Is Genesis Myth or History? )
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( My intention is not to argue precisely where and how the Akkadian texts
-- Enuma Elish, Atrahasis, and Gilgamesh -- parallel the biblical accounts.
This is done too often, and it is typically done on the basis of an assumption
that I very much call into question, namely, that the more Genesis looks like
the Akkadian texts, the less inspired it is. )
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( Critical scholars tend to augment the similarities, even going beyond
what has been warranted, and draw the general conclusion that Genesis is
fundamentally no different from other ancient stories. )
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(On the other hand, conservative Christian scholars, particularly early on,
have tended to employ a strategy of selective engagement of the evidence:
highlighting extrabiblical evidence that conforms to or supports traditional
views of the Bible, while either ignoring, downplaying, or arguing against
evidence to the contrary. )
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( Regardless, both sides of the debate recognize that there is some
relationship between the Akkadian texts and their biblical counterparts.  If
we can properly define the nature of that relationship, debates about the
implications of that relationship will fall into place. Moving toward that
goal is largely the point of this chapter. )
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( The problem raised by these Akkadian texts is whether the biblical stories

are historical: how can we say logically that the biblical stories are true
and the Akkadian stories are false when they both look so very much alike?
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(It is a common position among many modern scholars and biblically
educated people that the ancient Near Eastern creation and flood stories are
myth. This has led to the suggestion that the biblical story of creation is
every bit as fanciful and unhistorical as the ancient Near Eastern stories. )
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( Christians recoil from any suggestion that Genesis is in any way
embedded in the mythologies of the ancient world. On one level this is
understandable.  After all, if the Bible and the gospel are true, and if that
truth is bound up with historical events, you can’t have the beginning of the
Bible get it so wrong. It is important to understand, however, that not all
historians of the ancient Near East use the word myth simply as shorthand
for “untrue,” “made-up,” “storybook.” )
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(It may include these ideas for some, but many who use the term are

trying to get at something deeper. A more generous way of defining myth
is that it is an ancient, premodern, prescientific way of addressing questions
of ultimate origins and meaning in the form of stories: Who are we?
Where do we come from? )
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( Ancient peoples were not concerned to describe the universe in scientific
terms. In fact, to put the matter more strongly: scientific investigation

was not at the disposal of ancient Near Eastern peoples.
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( Imagine yourself as a Mesopotamian, living perhaps one thousand to two
thousand years before Abraham. )
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( There is virtually no communication with those outside your immediate
location. There are no mass media. The light you have is from the sun,
moon, campfire, and perhaps lamps. You are a simple hunter or herder,
working each day so you can live another.  The scientific world in which
we live and that we take so much for granted was inconceivable to ancient
Mesopotamians. But ancient peoples, perhaps more contemplative than
we are today, owing to the simplicity and rigor of their lives, wonder how it
is that things are the way they are. Where does the sun go at night -- or
how did it get up there to begin with, and what keeps it from falling down
like everything else does that gets tossed up in the air?  Why are there
seasons? Why does the moon move across the sky? Where does rain
come from, and why does it seem to not be there when we need it most?
Why do things grow out of the ground? Why do some animals feed off
others? How did all we see around us begin? Of course, not everyone
went through this questioning process, but they lived within traditions that
had already provided some answers. Ancient peoples composed lengthy
stories to address these types of questions, and on some level the cause was
attributed to unknown, powerful figures. )
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(It is impossible to know when the stories of the gods arose, but they did.
| like to think that the imprint of God is so strong on his creation that, even
apart from any knowledge of the true God, ancient peoples just knew that
how and why they were here can be explained only by looking outside
themselves. (They could teach modern people a thing or two!)  So,
stories were made up that aimed at answering questions of ultimate meaning.
And one way of getting at these kinds of questions was by telling stories
about the creation. But this leads to a big problem for Christians today and
their Bible. If the ancient Near Eastern stories are myth (defined in this
way as prescientific stories of origins), and since the biblical stories are
similar enough to these stories to invite comparison, does this indicate that
myth is the proper category for understanding Genesis? )

THR G FRBEPFEA T2 AP A B BRE
WA (FHFEPET o

( Before the discovery of the Akkadian stories, one could quite safely steer
clear of such a question, but this is no longer the case. )
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(We live in a modern world where we have certain expectations of how
the world works. ~ We neither understand the ancient ways—mnor feel that
we need to. To give a hint of where this discussion is going, it is worth
asking what standards we can reasonably expect of the Bible, seeing that it
is an ancient Near Eastern document and not a modern one.  Are the early
stories in the Old Testament to be judged on the basis of standards of
modern historical inquiry and scientific precision, things that ancient
peoples were not at all aware of? )

TR T R G AR AN AR A iR A i
Ilis dpeee xﬁ AL IIRLAFE PRI E R Bt AP Fi
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allowed his word to come to the ancient Israelites according to standards
they understood, or are modern standards of truth and error so universal that
we should expect premodern cultures to have understood them? )
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( The former position is, | feel, better suited for solving the problem.
The latter is often an implicit assumption of modern thinkers, both
conservative and liberal Christians, but it is somewhat myopic and should
be called into question. ~ What the Bible is must be understood in light of

the cultural context in which it was given. )
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