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INTRODUCTION

The most influential, the most published, the most widely read book
in the history of the world is the Bible. No other book has been
so studied and so analyzed and it is a tribute to the complexity of
the Bible and the eagemess of its students that after thousands of years
of study there are still endless books that can be written about it.

I have myself written two short books for young people on the
earlier books of the Bible* bat I have long wanted to take on a job
of more ambitious scope; one that I can most briefly describe as a
consideration of the secular aspects of the Bible.

Most people who read the Bible do so in order to get the benefit
of its ethical and spiritual teachings, but the Bible has a secular side,
too. It is a history book covering the first four thousand years of
human civilization.

The Bible is not a history book in modemn sense, of course, since
its writers lacked the benefit of modern archaeological techniques,
did not have our concept of dating and documentation, and had dif-
ferent standards of what was and was not significant in history. Further-
more, Biblical interest was centered primarily on developments that
impinged upon those dwelling in Canaan, a small section of Asia
bordering on the Mediterranean Sea. This area makes only a small
mark on the history of early civilization (from the secular viewpoint)
and modem histories, in contrast to the Bible, give it comparatively
little space.

Nevertheless, for most of the last two thousand years, the Bible
has been virtually the only history book used in Western civilization.
Even today, it remains the most popular, and its view of ancient
history is still more widely and commonly known than is that of any
other.

So it happens, therefore, that millions of people today know of
Nebuchadnezzar, and have never heard of Pericles, simply because
Nebuchadnezzar is mentioned prominently in the Bible and Pericles
is never mentioned at all.

Millions know of Ahasuerus as a Persian king who married Esther,
even though there is no record of such an event outside the Bible.
Most of those same millions never suspect that he is better known
to modern historians as Xerxes and that the most important event
in his reign was an invasion of Greece that ended in utter defeat.
That invasion is not mentioned in the Bible.

* Words in Genesis and Words from the Exodus.
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Millions know certain minor Egyptian Pharaohs, such as Shishak
and Necho, who are mentioned in the Bible, but have never heard
of the great conquering Pharaoh, Thutmose III, who is not. People
whose very existence is doubtful, such as Nimrod and the queen of
Sheba, are household words because they are mentioned in the Bible,
while figures who were colossal in their day are sunk in oblivion
because they are not.

Again, small towns in Canaan, such as Shechem and Bethel, in
which events of the Bible are described as taking place, are more
familiar to us today than are large ancient metropolises such as Syracuse
or Egyptian Thebes, which are mentioned only glancingly in the
Bible, or not at all.

Moreover, usually only that is known about such places as happens
to be mentioned in the Bible. Ecbatana, the capital of the Median
Empire, is remembered in connection with the story of Tobit, but
its earlier and later history are dim indeed to most people, who might
be surprised to know that it still exists today as a large provincial
capital in the modern nation of Iran.

In this book, then, I am assuming a reader who is familiar with
the Bible, at least in its general aspects, but who knows little of
ancient history outside the Bible. I assume a reader who would be
interested in filling in the fringe, so to speak, and who would expect
much of the Bible to become easier to understand if some of the
places and people mentioned in it are made less mysterious. (After
all, those places and people were well known to the original readers
of the Bible, and it would be sad to allow so important a book
to grow needlessly murky with the passing of the centuries because
the periphery has grown dim and indistinct.)

I am attempting to correct this, in part at least. I will, for instance,
speculate on who Nimrod might have been, try to define the time
in which Abraham entered Canaan, place David’s kingdom in its world
setting, sort out the role played by the various monarchs who are only
mentioned in the Bible when they fight against Israel and Judah, and
work out the relationships among the Herods encountered by Jesus
and the Apostles.

I am trying, in short, to bring in the outside world, illuminate it
in terms of the Biblical story and, in return, illuminate the events
of the Bible by adding to it the non-Biblical aspects of history, biography,
and geography.

In doing so, there will be the constant temptation (bom of the
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modern view of history) to bring in dates though few can be definitely
assigned to individual events in the Bible. It will be convenient then
to make use of a more or less arbitrary set of “periods” which will
chop history into sections that will make for easy reference.

The period from the beginning of the earliest civilizations, say 4000
B.C. t0 100 A.D,, can be lumped together as “the Biblical period.” Of this
the period to 400 B.c. is “the Old Testament period,” from 400 B.C. to
4 ».c. is the “inter-Testamental period,” while the A.p. section is “the
New Testament period.”

The Biblical period can be broken down into smaller sections as fol-
lows:

4000 B.C. to 2000 B.C. — The Primeval period
2000 B.C. to 1700 B.c. — The Patriarchal period
1700 B.C. to 1200 B.c. — The Egyptian period
1200 B.C. to 1000 B.c. — The Tribal period
1000 B.C. to0 goo B.Cc. — The Davidic kingdom

Thereafter, it is most convenient to name periods after the peoples
who did, in fact, dominate western Asia. Thus:

goo B.C. to 6oo B.c. — The Assyrian period
60o B.C. to 540 B.c. — The Babylonian period
540 B.C. to 330 B.C. — The Persian period
330 B.C. to 70 B.Cc. — The Greek period

70 B.C. to 100 AD, — The Roman period

During the last century of the Greek period, the Jews won a brief
independence under the Maccabees, so that the century from 170 B.C.
to 70 B.c. might be called “the Maccabean period.”

I cannot pretend that in writing this book I am making any significant
original contribution to Biblical scholarship; indeed, I am not competent
to do so. All that I will have to say will consist of material well known
to students of ancient history. (There will, however, be a few places
where I will indulge in personal speculation, and label it as such.)

Nevertheless, it is my hope that this material, well known though
it may be in separate bits, will now be presented in a newly useful
way, since it will be collected and placed within the covers of a
moderately sized book, presented in one uniform manner, and in a
style and fashion which, it is hoped, will be interesting to the average
reader of the Bible.

I intend to be completely informal in this book, and to adhere
to no rigid rules. I won't invariably discuss a place or person at its
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first appearance in the Bible, if it seems to me I can make more
sense out of it by bringing the matter up in a later connection. I
will not hesitate to leave a discussion incomplete if I plan to take it up
again later on. I will leave out items toward which I don’t feel
I can contribute anything either useful or interesting, and I will,
without particular concern, allow myself to digress if I feel that the
digression will be useful.

Again, since this book is not intended to be a scholarly compendium,
I do not plan to burden its pages with such extraneous appurtenances
as footnotes giving sources. The sources that I use are, after all, very
general and ordinary ones.

First of all, of course, are various versions of the Bible:

a) The Authorized Version, originally published in 1611 and famil-
iarly known as the “King James Bible.” This is the Bible used in the
various Protestant churches. It is the version which is most familiar to
most Americans and it is from this version that I quote, except where
otherwise indicated.

b) The Revised Standard Version, Thomas Nelson & Sons, 1946,
1952, and 1950.

c) Saint Joseph “New Catholic Edition,” Catholic Book Publishing
Co., 1962.

d) The Jerusalem Bible, Doubleday and Co., Inc., 1966.

e) The Holy Scriptures according to the Masoretic text, The Jewish
Publication Society of America, 1955.

f) I have leaned particularly heavily on those volumes of the Anchor
Bible (Doubleday) so far published, since these represent some of the
latest and most profound thinking on the Bible.

Much of the Apocrypha is contained in the “New Catholic Edition”
and, in addition, I have made use of the King James Version and the
Revised Standard Version of these books.

I have also consulted, quite steadily, A New Standard Bible Diction-
ary, Third Revised Edition, Funk and Wagnalls Company, 1936, The
Abingdon Bible Commentary, Abingdon Press, 1929, and “Dictionary
of the Bible” by John L. McKenzie, S.J., Bruce Publishing Company,
1965.

In addition, I have turned to general encyclopedias, dictionaries,
histories, geographies, and any other reference books available to me
which could in any way be useful to me.

The result—well, the result can begin to be seen when you tum

the page.
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1. GENESIS

GENESIS * GOD * THE SEVENTH DAY * THE LORD GOD * MAN * EDEN * THE
EUPHRATES RIVER “ THE SERPENT “EVE * CAIN AND ABEL * NOD * ENOCH [0!’
CAIN| = SETH @YENOCH [OF SETH| * ARARAT * HAM * JAPHETH * CUSH *
NIMROD * ARAM * BABEL * UR OF THE CHALDEES * HARAN * CANAAN *EGYPT *
PHARAOH * JORDAN RIVER ® HEBRON * AMRAPHEL * THE VALE OF SIDDIM *
REPHAIMS * SALEM * DAMASCUS * THE HITTITES * ISHMAEL * CIRCUMCISION *
SODOM AND GOMORRAH * MOAB AND AMMON * GERAR * BEERSHEBA *
PARAN * MORIAH * ARAM AND CHESED * MACHPELAH * MESOPOTAMIA *
SYRIA * MIDIAN * EDOM * BETHEL * REUBEN AND HIS BROTHERS * SEIR *
ISRAEL * SHECHEM * HAMOR THE HIVITE * EPHRATH * BILHAH * AMALEK * SEIR
THE HORITE * BELA AND JOBAB * POTIPHAR * PHAREZ AND ZARAH * PHARAOH
[oF yOsEPH] = THE RIVER [NILE] * ON * GOSHEN * EPHRAIM AND MANASSEH *
JUDAH

Genesis

The Bible begins at the logical place—the beginning. The very
first verse starts:

Genesis 1:1. In the beginning . . .

The phrase “In the beginning” is a translation of the Hebrew word
bereshith. In the case of several of the books of the Bible, the first
word is taken as the title of the whole (much as Papal bulls are
named for the two Latin words with which they begin.) The Hebrew
name of the first book is, there, Bereshith.

The Bible was first translated into another language in the course of
the third century B.c. and that other language was Greek. This Greek
version was, according to tradition, based on the work of seventy
learned scholars, and it is therefore known as the Septuagint, from a
Latin word meaning “seventy.”

In the Septuagint, the various books of the Bible were, naturally
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CENESIS 17

enough, given Greek names. The Hebrew habit of using the first
words as the name was not followed, and descriptive names were used
instead.

The first book was named “Genesis,” which means, literally, “coming
into being.” It implies a concern with births and beginnings which
is appropriate for a book that begins with the creation of heaven
and earth,

By ancient tradition, the first five books of the Bible were written
by Moses, the folk hero who, according to the account given in the
second through fifth books, rescued the Israelites from Egyptian slavery.
Modermn scholars are convinced that this theory of authorship is not
tenable and that the early books of the Bible are not the single
work of any man. Rather, they are the combined and carefully edited
version of a number of sources. Despite this, the full name of the
first book of the Bible as commonly given in English translation re-
mains “The First Book of Moses, Called Genesis.”

The first five books of the Bible give not only the traditional
history of the ancestors of the Israclite people, but also describe a
legal code as having been given to Moses by God and by Moses
to the Israelites generally. Because of Moses™ traditional role in what
was, in actual fact, a set of laws that developed slowly over the centuries,
the whole is termed the “Mosaic law” or, more simply still, “the Law.”
The Hebrew word for the first five books is “Torah,” which is the
Hebrew word for “law.”

The Greek word for the first five books is “Pentateuch” (“five
books”). In recent times, it has been recognized that the sixth book of
the Bible is closely connected with the first five and is derived from simi-
lar sources. All six books may be referred to as the “Hexateuch” (“six
books”).

God

The Bible centers about God, and God is brought into the tale
at once:

Genesis 1:1. In the beginning God created the heaven and the
earth.
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The Hebrew word, translated here as God, is “Elohim” and that
is a plural form which would ordinarily (if tradition were defied) be
translated “gods.” It is possible that in the very earliest traditions on
which the Bible is based, the creation was indeed the work of a
plurality of gods. The firmly monotheistic Biblical writers would care-
fully have eliminated such polytheism, but could not perhaps do any-
thing with the firmly ingrained term “Elohim.” It was too familiar
to change.

Some hints of polytheism seem to have survived the editing. Thus,
after the first created man disobeys God’s injunction not to eat of the
tree of knowledge, God is quoted as saying:

Genesis 3:22. . . . Behold, the man is become as one of us, to
know good and evil . . .

Then, too, still later, when God is concerned over mankind’s ar-
rogance in attempting to build a tower that would reach to heaven,
He is quoted as saying:

Genesis 11:7. Go to, let us go down, and there confound their
language . . .

It is possible to argue that this is not true evidence of early poly-
theism. God might be viewed as using the royal “we”; or as speaking
to an angelic audience; or even, in the Christian view, as speaking in
the persons of the Trinity.

Nevertheless, as far as we know the history of religion outside the
Bible, early beliefs were always polytheistic and monotheism was a
late development in the history of ideas.

The Seventh Day

Carefully and sparely, and with great vigor and beauty, the first
thirty-four verses of the Bible tell the story of creation. Six acts of
creation are described as taking place on six successive days:

Genesis 2:2. And on the seventh day God ended his work . . .
and . . . rested . . .

Genesis 2:3. And God blessed the seventh day, and sanctified
it L
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This marks the traditional establishment of the Sabbath—a day
separated from the ordinary days of the week and dedicated to God.

The role played by the Sabbath in Judaism was quite small at
first, and quite enormous in the end. The dividing line comes at one
of the great watersheds in Jewish history—the Babylonian Exile. This
took place in the sixth century ».c. and will be dealt with extensively
later in the book. It is that sixth-century dividing line to which I
will refer when I say something is pre-Exilic or post-Exilic.

In pre-Exilic times the Sabbath is barely mentioned and seems to
have been of little consequence among the Israelites. In post-Exilic
times, its observance was of the greatest importance and Jews died
rather than violate that observance.

It is tempting to suppose that the Sabbath was Babylonian in origin,
and that it gained new significance to the Jews in exile (see page
576). Nor can one fairly use the first chapters of Genesis as evidence
for the great antiquity of the Sabbath in its holiest form, since it is
widely accepted these days that the creation tale received its present
shape after the Babylonian Exile and was, in fact, a version of the
Babylonian creation myth, purified of polytheism and grossness, and
put into the loftiest and most abstract terms of which the Jewish
priesthood was capable.

The creation tale is typical of those portions of the first few books
of the Bible that were put into final form by priestly hands soon
after the time of the Exile. Such portions are part of the “Priestly
document” and are usually designated as P by Biblical scholars. The
Priestly document is characterized by impersonality and by a heavy
reliance on statistics and genealogies.

The Lord God

Once the P version of creation is ended, a new version begins:

Genesis 2:4. These are the generations of the heavens and of
the earth when they were created, in the day that the Lord God
made the earth and the heavens.

The distinctive feature here is the sudden use of the term “Lord
God,” where throughout the first thirty-four verses the Deity had been
referred to as simply “God.”
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The Hebrew word, here translated as “Lord,” is made up of four
Hebrew letters, which can be written in English as YHVH, and which
are expressed, traditionally but mistakenly, as “Jehovah” for reasons to
be given later (see page 135). Modern scholars believe “Yahveh” is
the more accurate presentation.

Where “god” is a general term for any deity, and where the capital-
ized form “God” expresses the one Deity of the Bible, Yahveh is the
specific name of that specific Deity. Names were of considerable im-
portance to ancient man, for they were considered an extension of
personality. To be able to pronounce the name was to be able (accord-
ing to folklore) to control the being named. Names were therefore
tools of magic and Jews of post-Exilic times disapproved of magic,
not because they did not believe in its reality, but because the magic
was usually performed in the names of heathen idols.

The name of God came to be avoided on principle, therefore,
When it did occur in some of the traditional sources of the early books
of the Bible or in the writings of the prophets of pre-Exilic times,
pious Jews took to saying Adonai (“Lord”) instead. This euphemism
was accepted in English translation and what might have been given
as “the God, Yahveh” is given as “the Lord God” instead.

The use of the term “the Lord God” (“Yahveh Elohim”) in place
of God (“Elohim”) is characteristic of a particular early strand of
tradition which was incorporated into the Hexateuch. This strand is
known as the “J document” because of its characteristic use of
“Jehovah” (“Yahveh”) in connection with God.

There is another strand of early tradition which like the P document
uses simply Elohim for God, and it is the “E document.” Both ] and
E are much more personal than P, tell stories with circumstantial detail
and do not greatly interest themselves in the more formal aspects of
the matter.

The ] document may have been put into written form as early
as the ninth century in the more southerly of the two kingdoms into
which the Israelites were then divided. This was the kingdom of Judah.
The E document was put into written form a century later in the
northern kingdom of Israel.

The dominant tribe in the northem kingdom was Ephraim and
that was sometimes used as a poetic synonym for Israel. There is
thus the interesting coincidence that the J document can stand for
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Judah as well as Jehovah, and the E document for Ephraim as well as
Elohim.

The northemn kingdom was destroyed toward the end of the eighth
century B.c. and the priests of Judah incorporated E into their own
J tradition. This made the primitive history of their ancestors more
complete, but also introduced occasional duplications, with the same
tale told twice, once with a northern orientation and once with a
southern. Despite the careful dovetailing of verses, such duplicate ver-
sions can be dissected and identified.

During and after the Babylonian Exile, the priesthood took this
combined JE version, added P material of their own, and produced
Genesis as we have it now. It is not my purpose, in this book, to
untwine Genesis and identify the source of each verse (something
that is done in the Anchor Bible, for instance) but it is well to know
that different sources do exist.

Man

In J's tale of creation (more primitive than that of P) God does not
call human beings into existence by spoken command alone. Rather,
he shapes them out of clay as a sculptor might:

Genesis 2:7. And the Lord God formed man of the dust of the
ground, and breathed into his nostrils the breath of life; and man be-
came a living soul.

The word “man” is a translation of the Hebrew word adam, which
is a general expression rather akin to what we mean when we say “man-
kind.” (The Hebrew word for an individual man is ish.)

The word adam, used in reference to this first created man, came to be
a proper name, Adam. The King James version slips into this usage later
in the chapter:

Genesis 2:19. . . . the Lord God formed every beast . . . and every
fowl . . . and brought them unto Adam . . .

Actually, the Hebrew does not seem to make use of Adam as a
proper name until the beginning of the fifth chapter:

Genesis 5:1. This is the book of the generations of Adam . . .
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and the Jerusalem Bible, for instance, is careful to translate adam as
“man” up to that very point.

After forming man, God breathes life into him, a reminder that in
primitive times, the breath was often equated with life for what seemed
obvious reasons,

Dead creatures no longer breathed, and breath was invisible and
impalpable and therefore seemed a fitting representation of that mysteri-
ous something that left the body at the moment of death. Indeed, the
word “soul” used in Genesis 2:7 is a translation of the Hebrew nephesh,
which means “breath.”

Eden

Having formed man, God also prepares a dwelling place for him
and that involves the mention of the first definite place name in the
Bible:

Genesis 2:8. And the Lord God planted a garden eastward in
Eden . . .

Notice that it is not the garden itself that is named Eden. One cannot
speak of “Eden” as though it were synonymous with the garden, any
more than one can speak of “California” as though it were synonymous
with Yosemite Park.

The garden is planted somewhere in a land called Eden and the
location of that land is “eastward”; eastward, that is, from Canaan,
which is the focal point of reference of the Biblical story and the home
of both the writers and the original readers of Genesis.

The question, then, is: Where is Eden?

There have been numerous answers to this question, some of them
exceedingly farfetched, and no definite answer acceptable to all is possi-
ble. And yet, if we were to try the simplest and most direct possible
line of thought, a reasonable solution will offer itself.

In the first place, suppose we consider the geography of the region
not as it was at the time the ancient Jews believed creation to have taken
place (roughly 4000 B.c. by modern dating convention) but as it was in
the much later time when the materal in the Book of Genesis was re-
duced to writing.

Genesis is based, to some extent, on very ancient traditions, but these
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The Garden of Eden

traditions were not reduced to writing until the ninth century B.c. at
the earliest. Some strands of the book were not written until sev-
eral centuries later and the whole was not unified and put together into
the form we now have until the fifth century B.c.

The geographical references in Genesis must therefore refer to the
situation as it was from the ninth to the fifth centuries B.c. (the Assyrian
period and somewhat later) if they were to have meaning to the writer
and reader.

Thus, if someone were to write a book, today, about the fourteenth-
century American Indians, he might well write of “the Indian tribes
that inhabited what is now the United States.” To save space, he might
speak elliptically of “the Indians of the United States,” taking it for
granted that the readers would realize the United States did not actu-
ally exist in the fourteenth century and would not be confused. In an-
cient times, when every copy of a book was produced by hand and not
by the printing press, the need to be economical with words was far
greater. It was not to be expected that anyone would write, “And the
Lord God planted a garden eastward in the land which we now call
Eden.”

So we must ask ourselves where Eden was during the Assyrian period;
and the Bible tells us that quite plainly. It refers to Eden several times—
not as a mystical primeval site of a garden in which Adam and Eve
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roamed, but as a prosaic everyday land which was conquered by the
Assyrians in the eighth century n.c.

Thus, when the Assyrian hosts of Sennacherib were laying siege to
Jerusalem in 701 B.C, they sent a message to the men guarding the
walls of the city, warning them not to rely on their God for salvation,
as the gods of other nations had not saved those nations from conquest
by the Assyrians:

2 Kings 19:12. Have the gods of the nations delivered . . . Gozan,
and Haran and Rezeph, and the children of Eden which were in
Thelasar?

Thelasar (“Tel-assar” in the Revised Standard Version) is the name of
an Assyrian province, mentioned as “Til-asuri” in Assyrian inscriptions.
It extended on both sides of the middle reaches of the Euphrates River
and so was, indeed, “eastward” from Canaan—about four hundred miles
due east, in fact,

And yet, even so, it is not necessary to suppose that the Biblical writer
intended the specific, relatively small, area of Eden in the province of
Thelasar. Place names have a tendency to broaden out and grow diffuse
with time. Thus “Asia,” which originally referred to the western section
of what is now the nation of Turkey, spread out to include an entire vast
continent, while “Africa,” originally signifying the northern portion of
the modern nation of Tunisia, spread out to include a continent almost
as vast.

Consequently, Eden might well have been used not only as a specific
geographical term, but also as a rather general one for the entire valley of
the Euphrates River, This makes sense, too, for if the Bible makes Eden
the original home of the human race, archaeology has revealed that on
the banks of the Euphrates River there arose one of the earliest (if not
the earliest) of civilizations.

By 3000 B.c,, powerful cities dotted the banks of the Euphrates, an
elaborate network of irrigation canals was in use, writing had been in-
vented, and, in general, man as a civilized being was in existence.

The Euphrates River

By the time the Book of Genesis was being reduced to writing in its
final form, the editor who was arranging the various source materials
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BLACK SEA

The Tigris and Euphrates Rivers

must have realized that “Eden” had become a vague term and he set
about defining the location of the garden more precisely in terms that
undoubtedly made sense at the time, but that have become much less
clear with the passage of over two thousand additional years.

He set up his definition by placing Eden and its garden at or near the
junction of important rivers:

Genesis 2:10. And a river went out of Eden to water the garden; and
from thence it was parted, and became into four heads.

Genesis 2:11. The name of the first is Pison: that is it which com-
passeth the whole land of Havilah, where there is gold;
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Genesis 2:12. And the gold of that land is good: there is bdellium
and the onyx stone.

Genesis 2:13. And the name of the second river is Gihon: the same
is it that compasseth the whole land of Ethiopia.

Genesis 2:14. And the name of the third river is Hiddekel: that is it
which goeth toward the east of Assyria. And the fourth river is
Euphrates.

The rivers are listed in order of increasing familiarity to the writer so
that the fourth river, the Euphrates, is merely mentioned. No need is
felt to locate it by describing the regions it traverses. This is understand-
able since the Euphrates was familiar to the Jews of the Assyrian period
and before and parts of it were not very distant. Indeed, in the time of
David, when the Jewish kingdom was at its most extensive and powerful,
its northern boundary lay on the upper Euphrates.

The Euphrates was known to the Assyrians as “Pu-rat-tu” from a still
earlier term which meant “great river.” The Hebrew term used in the
Bible is “Perath,” clearly a form of the Assyrian name, and our word
“Euphrates” originated with the Greeks, who converted the strange
Assyrian syllables into a set that made more sense to their own ears.

(The English Bible has reached us, to a large extent, from the Hebrew,
via first Greek, then Latin. Many Hebrew names reach us in Graeco-
Latin form therefore. In general, the Catholic version of the Bible clings
more closely to the Graeco-Latin, where the King James Version and
even more the Revised Standard Version tend to return to the original
Hebrew.)

The Euphrates is indeed a “great river.” It is the longest river in
southwestern Asia, flowing for seventeen hundred miles. Two streams
rise in eastern Turkey, the more northerly only seventy-five miles south
of the Black Sea. They flow west separately for about two hundred
miles, then join to form the Euphrates. Flowing south now, the river ap-
proaches within a hundred miles of the Mediterranean Sea, enters Syria
and tums southeast, leaving Syria and passing through Iraq until it
finally pours its waters into the Persian Gulf. Though rising and passing
so closely to seas that open into the Atlantic Ocean, the river reaches
the Indian Ocean at last,

It is a sluggish river that is navigable for quite a distance. During the
spring the melting of snow in the mountainous source area causes its
level to rise in a slow, potentially useful flooding. Properly controlled,
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this water supply can be used to turn the nearby land into a garden of
fertility and productivity, and throughout the Biblical period irrigation
canals were used in this manner.

The third river of Eden is the Hiddekel, which is the Hebrew version
of the Assyrian “i-di-ik-lat.” It is described in Genesis 2:14 as going
“toward the east of Assyria”; that is, forming the eastern boundary of
Assyria, and this assuredly was not so. Assyria was an extensive domain in
the centuries when Genesis was written and lay on both sides of the
river. However, Assyria is the Greek form of the Hebrew “Ashur,” which
applied not only to the nation, but to its original capital city. It is the
city that is meant here and the Hiddekel does indeed skirt the city on
the east.

The Hiddekel is not as long as the Euphrates, but its length is quite
respectable just the same—i150 miles. It is more turbulent than the
Euphrates and is not really navigable except for small boats and rafts. It
is perhaps because of the savage danger of its turbulence that the Grecks
gave it the name “Tigris” (“tiger”), the name by which we know it to-
day.

The fact that the Biblical description of the rivers of Eden mentions
“a river [that] . . . was parted, and became into four heads” might lead
one to think that the Tigris and Euphrates (along with the other two
rivers mentioned) must have a single source. This is almost so. One of
the sources of the Tigris River is a lake in eastern Turkey that lies only a
dozen miles south of one of the streams that go to make up the Eu-
phrates.

There might therefore be a strong temptation to attempt to locate the
garden of Eden specifically in eastern Turkey, except that there is no
need to suppose that the writers of Genesis felt obliged to make use of
our modern geographical conventions.

When we say that a river parts into two or more streams, we take it for
granted that we are imagining ourselves to be moving downstream. But
suppose two rivers join as they move downstream. If you follow the
joined river upstream you will find it will part into the two rivers.

Let’s see how this applies to the Euphrates and the Tigris. The two
rivers flow southeastward in almost parallel fashion. At one point, about
350 miles from the Persian Gulf, they approach within twenty-five miles
of each other, then move apart before approaching again.

In the time of the earliest civilizations that rose in the region, the
Euphrates and the Tigris entered the Persian Gulf by separate mouths,
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that of the Tigris being almost a hundred miles east of that of the Eu-
phrates.

At that time, however, the Persian Gulf extended about 175 miles
further northwestward than it now does. The rivers, flowing south-
westward from the Turkish mountains, carried mud and silt with them,
slowly forming a delta that filled in the upper end of the narrow Persian
Gulf, moving the seacoast 175 miles southeastward in six thousand years.

The Tigris and Euphrates had to continue flowing over the new land
as it formed. As it happened, the Tigris flowed south and the Euphrates
east. Eventually they met to form a single joined river, now known as the
Shatt-al-Arab, which is 120 miles long.

At the time the Book of Genesis was reduced to writing, the Tigris and
the Euphrates had already joined to form the common stream and surely
the reference in Genesis 2:10 is to the parting (working upstream) of
the Shatt-al-Arab into the Tigris and the Euphrates. The reference to the
garden of Eden would then be, specifically, to the lower stretches of
those two rivers, near where they come together and as it happens, it was
precisely there (in the days before the two rivers had yet come together)
that civilization arose.

That leaves the first and second rivers of the garden, the Pison and
the Gihon. Neither river can be identified, though glamorous guesses
have been made for each. Thus, the Pison (“Pishon,” in the Revised
Standard Version) “compasseth the whole land of Havilah, where there
is gold . . . bdellium and the onyx stone.” (The Anchor Bible has
“lapisazuli” in place of the onyx stone.)

Havilah is thus pictured as a land of wealth, where one can find gold
and other precious material. In searching for a fabled land of wealth that
will represent Havilah, later Europeans had a tendency to fix upon India
with its proverbial “wealth of the Indies.” In that case, the Pison (or
Pishon) might be the Indus River, the long river—as long as the Eu-
phrates—that drains what is now Pakistan, flowing into the Arabian Sea.

As for the Gihon, that seems to be clearly described as compassing
“the whole land of Ethiopia.” Ethiopia was, in ancient times, a land to
the south of Egypt, and a nation bearing that name is still located about
five hundred miles south of Egypt nowadays. A tributary of the Nile
River rises in Ethiopia and it seems logical to suppose, then, that the
Gihon is the Nile River.

If we go no farther in our reasoning, then, the four rivers of Eden
would be the Indus, the Nile, the Tigris, and the Euphrates, in that
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order. This is an intriguing guess. There are only two civilizations, as
far as is known, that compete in age with that in the Tigris-Euphrates
region. One arose on the banks of the Nile and the other on the banks of
the Indus.

And yet the picture cannot be correct. Neither the Indus nor the Nile
comes anywhere near the Tigris and Euphrates. The closest approach of
the Indus to the Tigris-Euphrates is twelve hundred miles and the closest
approach of the Nile is nine hundred, and this certainly does not gibe
with the Biblical statement that the four rivers all come together.
(While not everything in the Bible can be taken literally, it must cer-
tainly be supposed that the Biblical writers could tell when four rivers
came together in a region of the world known to them.)

Let’s consider the land of Havilah first. Whatever it is, it can’t be
India, since a word for India does occur in the Book of Esther and, in
Hebrew, it is “Hoddu.” Havilah itself is mentioned elsewhere, notably in
Genesis 25:18 where it is described as part of the region in which the
descendants of Ishmael live:

Genesis 25:18. And they dwelt from Havilah unto Shur, that is be-
fore Egypt, as thou goest toward Assyria . . .

It is reasonably certain that the Ishmaelites were tribes of the Arabian
borderland, southeast of Canaan and southwest of the Tigris-Euphrates
and so, without trying to pin it down too carefully, we can suppose that
Havilah was somewhere south of the Euphrates River.

If this is so, then the Pison (Pishon) may have been a tributary of
the Euphrates, flowing into its lower stretches from Havilah to the
south and west. It may not have been an important stream and, in the
gradual desiccation of the area that has taken place in recent ages, it
may have disappeared. (It may even have been a man-made canal, con-
fused by the Biblical writer with a natural stream.)

And what about Ethiopia? That is far off in Africa. The Hebrew
word, which is here translated as Ethiopia in the King James Version, is
“Cush.” Undoubtedly, there are occasions in the Bible where Cush does
indeed refer to the region south of Egypt and where it is justifiably
translated as Ethiopia. Very likely, this is not one of those places. In-
deed, in the Revised Standard Version, the Gihon is described as flowing
around the “land of Cush.” The word is left in its Hebrew form and no
attempt is made to equate it with Ethiopia.

More often than not, the Biblical Cush refers to some Arabian tribe.
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There is a reasonable possibility that the word “Cush” in Genesis 2:13
refers to the land of the people whom the ancient Greek geographers
spoke of as the Kossaeans, and whom modem historians refer to as the
Kassites. They dwelt east of the Tigris and had a period of greatness in
the centuries before the rise of Assyria, for between 1600 and 1200 B.C,
the Kassites controlled the great civilization of the Tigris-Euphrates.

If this is so, then the Gihon may have been a tributary (now gone)
of the Tigris, flowing in from the east—or, possibly, another man-made
canal.

We are thus left with the following situation. The Pison (Pishon)
joins the Euphrates near its ancient mouth and the Gihon joins the Ti-
gris near its ancient mouth. The two double rivers then join in the new
land gradually formed afterward. The four rivers all come together over
a reasonably small area and the very ancient civilization that rose in that
area may represent the historical kernel within the story of the garden of
Eden.

This region was called, in the primeval period, by a name which we
now render as “Sumer” or “Sumeria.” In the Sumerian language, the
word eden means “plain.” No one knows where, exactly, the Sumerians
came from, but if, as seems likely, they originally entered the area from
the hilly regions to the east, they may well have thought of themselves
as coming “to Eden”; that is, “to the plain.”

If so, then the term “Eden” may point specifically at Sumeria, and its
identification with the later Eden farther up the Euphrates may be
accidental (even though it pointed us in the right direction).

In Hebrew, eden means “delight” or “enjoyment,” which seems ap-
propriate for the garden, but this is, in all likelihood, merely a fortunate
etymological accident since Hebrew and Sumerian are not related lan-
guages. (In fact, Sumerian is not related to any known language.)
Nevertheless, the accidental Hebrew meaning helped crystallize the feel-
ing that Eden might be a mystical term without actual geographic
meaning and that the place originally inhabited by mankind was merely
“the garden of delight” with no place name at all.

One more speculation is possible. By 2500 B.c., centuries before
Abraham was born, the Sumerians had already passed their peak. New
tribes from the north, the Akkadians, took over “the plain” and harder
times must have come for the Sumerians, who were now a conquered
people. They must have looked back nostalgically to the great days of
“the plain.”
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Can the Biblical tale of the glorious garden of Eden, lost forever,
have been a reflection, at least in part, of the Sumerian longing for a
past that had vanished?

The Serpent

After Adam is settled in the garden of Eden, God grants him the right
to full enjoyment of its delights, with one exception. He says:

Genesis 2:17. But of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil,
thou shalt not eat . . .

God creates a woman as a companion for Adam, forming her out of
the man’s rib. Presumably the two might have lived in the garden in
eternal happiness as long as they respected God’s prohibition. There
was, however, a spoiler in the garden:

Genesis 3:1. Now the serpent was more subtil than any beast of
the field . . .

The serpent is portrayed as able to speak and as maneuvering the
naive woman into eating the forbidden fruit in defiance of God's
prohibition. The woman then encouraged Adam to eat it as well.

As told here, the serpent’s evil is motiveless or, at best, arises out of
mere delight in mischief. The Jews of post-Exilic times made this seem
more reasonable, however, by equating the serpent with Satan, who is
the spirit of Evil as God is the spirit of Good. (This notion was derived
from Persian religious thought—see page 409.)

Actually, the tale of the serpent is quite un-Biblical in atmosphere.
Only here and in one other case (that of Balaam’s ass, see page 184) do
the Hebrew scriptures mention talking animals. It seems quite likely that
the tale of the serpent is extremely primitive and represents a remnant of
nature myth (see page 175).

Eve

Because of the disobedience of the man and woman, who ate of the
fruit of the tree despite prohibition, God drives them out of Eden.
They may no longer live easily by food gathering but are condemned to
the heavy labor of agriculture,
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Several thousand years before the dawn of recorded history, agricul-
ture had been invented somewhere in southwestern Asia. Agriculture
gave man a more plentiful and more dependable food supply and made
possible a large increase in population in those areas where it was prac-
ticed. Because crops were immobile and had to be cared for, farmers had
to remain in one place. For mutual protection, they gathered in villages
which gradually became cities and thus arose “civilization” (from a
Latin word for “city-dweller”).

Despite the material benefits brought to man by agriculture, it is quite
likely that those who were used to the free wandering irresponsibility of
hunting and food gathering (a life that probably seemed a great deal
more fun in retrospect than in reality) could not help but view agricul-
ture as a kind of detestable slavery.

Might it not be, then, that a second strand of historical significance to
the tale of the expulsion from Eden includes a dim memory of the
unfavorable aspects of the changeover to agriculture?

Once the man and his wife took up their life outside the garden, the
man gave his wife a name:

Genesis 3:20. And Adam called his wife’s name Eve; because she
was the mother of dll living.

At the time these traditions were being reduced to writing, it was
customary for Jews to give names with straightforward Hebrew meanings
(usually with religious significance.) Thus, Jehoshaphat means “Yahveh
has judged”; Ezekiel means “God strengthens”; Hananiah means
“Yahveh is gracious” and so on.

The names of the men and women in the earliest traditions were
often not in Hebrew and, therefore, were not of clear significance.
The Biblical writers, searching for the meaning they felt ought to be in
all names, would spot a resemblance to some Hebrew word or phrase
and invent an explanation around it.

Thus the Hebrew name equivalent to our own Eve is Havvah, which
has a similarity of sound to hayah, meaning “to live.” (Actually, the
initial “h” is a guttural sound not found in our language but similar to
the German “ch.”) Since Eve is regarded as the mother of the human
race, it is tempting to equate Havvah and hayah and say that she
received the name because she was the mother of all living. This is
an example of “folk etymology,” in which the Bible abounds. The real
meaning of Havvah or Eve is, of course, unknown.
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Cain and Abel

Adam and Eve had children:

Genesis 4:1. And . . . Eve . . . bare Cain, and said, I have gotten
a man from the Lord.

Genesis 4:2. And she again bare his brother Abel. And Abel was
a keeper of sheep, but Cain was a tiller of the ground.

The name Cain (“Kayin” in Hebrew) is usually taken to mean
“smith.” In the early days of civilization, the use of metals was intro-
duced and the new material became exceedingly important both in
ormamentation and in the manufacture of weapons for hunting and war-
fare. Men who could prepare the metals and work them into the neces-
sary shapes were important and highly regarded artisans. To be a smith
and be called one was a matter of honor, and to this day “Smith” is a
common surname among the English and Americans.

This meaning of Cain seems clearer in a later use of the word, in the
same chapter, as part of the name of a descendant of Cain:

Genesis 4:22. And Zillah . . . bare Tubal-cain, an instructor of
every artificer in brass and iron . . .

“Tubal-cain” means “smith of Tubal,” where Tubal is a district in
Asia Minor. In the centuries immediately preceding the period during
which the legends in Genesis were reduced to writing, the techniques
for obtaining iron from its ore were worked out in Asia Minor. The
smiths of Tubal would therefore have become famous for producing
iron weapons superior to anything that had been seen before, and the
smiths of Tubal, “Tubal-cain,” might well have entered legend as the
founders of metallurgy.

Nevertheless, during the Exilic period, some clearly Hebrew meaning
for the word was sought for and found in the similarity of kayin to
kanah, meaning “to get.” Eve was therefore made to say “I have gotten
a man of the Lord” and to name her son something that was reminis-
cent of her first words on learning of his birth. Thus, the etymology
was set,

Cain and Abel seem to represent the farmer and the herdsman (or
nomad) respectively. The early histories are written from the standpoint
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of the farmers, the settled city-men, and in them the nomads are viewed
as barbaric raiders, ruthless and bloodthirsty.

It was the farmers who multiplied, however, and it was civilization
that spread. Nomads could triumph when internal dissensions weakened
the city-men, but in the long run, civilization had the men, organiza-
tion, and the advanced weapons that could be produced in quantity
only by an elaborate technology. (Cain was not only a farmer, he was
also a smith.)

In the end, civilization won completely, and that eventual and inevi-
table victory must have been foreseen long before it came to pass. The
tale (briefly and obscurely told) of how Cain grew jealous of Abel and
killed him may be, in part, a remnant of some nomadic lament over the
all-encroaching tentacles of settled civilization.

In fact, the very name Abel (“Hebel” in Hebrew) means “a puff of
air,” seeming to imply the briefness and instability of the nomadic way
of life against the steady push of the farmer. (We experienced a similar
period in American history toward the end of the nineteenth century
when the nomadic “cowboy” of the West had to give way, at last, to
the plodding farmer and his barbed-wire fences.)

The name Abel may also be related to the Babylonian aplu, mean-
ing “son.” This would indicate a possible Sumerian origin for the tale.

Nod

After Cain murders Abel, he is driven away:

Genesis 4:16. And Cain went out from the presence of the Lord,
and dwelt in the land of Nod, on the east of Eden.

No one has tried to identify the “land of Nod” with any actual specific
region and it is usually taken to be a metaphorical expression. The
Hebrew word “Nod” is related to the term meaning “wanderer”; there-
fore to dwell in the land of Nod is taken to mean that one takes up a
wandering life and becomes a nomad.

Here we seem to have a second strand incorporated into the ancient
tale. Now we are dealing not with Cain the farmer and smith, but with
Cain the nomad.

If Eden is taken to be Sumeria, then the region “east of Eden” would
be that known as Elam. Elam, in what is now southwestern Iran,
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developed a civilization quite early, borrowing no doubt from the
Sumerians. Its early history is very dim but there seems to have been
intermittent warfare between Elam and whatever power ruled the Tigris-
Euphrates for three thousand years.

Is it possible, then, that the story of Cain and Abel might be a
combination of a villainous Elam attacking a blameless Sumeria (as
told by the Sumerians) and a villainous farmer attacking a blameless no-
mad (as told by the nomads)?

Enoch [of Cain]

In Nod (despite its name) Cain seems to have settled down. He
married, had a son:

Genesis 4:17. . . . and he builded a city, and called the name of
the city, after the name of his son, Enoch.

Perhaps this is a dim reference to the ancient transition of a pastoral
Elam to the ways of civilization. There is no record of any city named
Enoch, but it is conceivable that this might be the city that eventually
became known to later history as Susa. This dates back to the Stone Age
and for thousands of years was the chief city of Elam.

The remainder of the fourth chapter deals quickly with the succeeding
descendants of Cain, including Tubal-cain. The book of Genesis then
returns to Adam to follow the line of descent that leads to the Israelites.

Seth

Adam has a third son:

Genesis 5:3. And Adam lived an hundred and thirty years, and
begat a son . . . and called his name Seth.

This chapter is a portirn of P again, and as generation after genera-
tion is given, the statistical data is carefully included. The age of each
individual is given at the time of the birth of his first son, and at the
time of his death.

Genesis 5:5. And all the days that Adam lived were nine hundred
and thirty years: and he died.



36 ASIMOV’S GUIDE TO THE BIBLE

These ages were legendary, reflecting parts of earlier Babylonian tales
picked up by the Jews during the Exile and modified by the priesthood
according to some unknown principle of their own. Nevertheless, those
who feel every word of the Bible to be literally true have tried to make
use of these figures (and of others given here and there in the Bible)
to calculate the year in which Adam was bom, and the universe
created.

The Jews of the Middle Ages calculated the date of the creation to
have been October 7, 3761 B.c., and this is still used in calculating the
number of the year in the Jewish calendar. Thus, September 1968 A.p. is
the beginning of the year 5729 by that calendar.

Christian theologians have come up with a variety of dates for the
creation. The most familiar of these is one worked out by James Ussher,
an Anglican archbishop of Armagh, Ireland. In 1654, he decided that
the creation had taken place in 4004 B.C. (at g AM. of October 23 of
that year, according to some). The date 4004 B.c. is often found at the
head of the first pages of the Bible in editions of the King James version.

Actually 4004 B.C. isn’t a bad date for the establishment of historic
times. Man began to have a history in the proper sense only after writing
had been invented, and writing was invented a little before 3000 B.C.
However, the first cities had been organizd as early as 8oco ».c. and pre-
historic man (or creatures recognizably similar to man) have left re-
mains that are well over a million years old.

The earth itself is some five billion years old and the universe as a
whole perhaps fifteen billion years old.

Enoch [of Seth)

The descendants of Adam, through Seth, are then listed through eight
generations (ten, counting Adam and Seth themselves) somewhat less
hastily than those of Cain were mentioned. As a group, these are the
antediluvian patriarchs. (A patriarch is the head of a tribe and by
“antediluvian” is meant “before the Flood.”)

The names of the line of Seth are suspiciously like those of the line of
Cain, however. Both include an Enoch and a Lamech, and other names,
if not identical, are very similar. It is possible that the two lines represent
the same legendary material, one given by J and the other by P.

The antediluvian patriarchs are notable for their ages. Several, includ-
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ing Adam himself, lived nearly a thousand years. The record holder is
Methuselah (whose name has become a byword for age) who attained
the age of 969 years.

These patriarchs cannot be associated with any historical personages
and nothing is known of them beyond this bare Biblical mention. They
seem, however, to be a reflection of Sumerian legend. At least, the
Sumerians had lists of nine or ten kings who reigned before the Flood,
each of them living for many thousands of years. One was listed as
having reigned nearly 65,000 years. The writer of this portion of Genesis,
far from imposing on credibility by making use of extended life spans,
apparently took legendary material and did his best to cut those ages
down to reasonable size.

What's more, throughout the Hexateuch, the writers kept steadily
reducing the ages attained by the chief figures in the tales though even
at the end these were still boasting life spans somewhat in excess of a
hundred years.

Of the antediluvian patriarchs, one attains an age markedly different
from the others, This is Enoch, the father of Methuselah.

Genesis 5:23. And all the days of Enoch were three hundred sixty
and five years:

Genesis 5:24. And Enoch walked with God: and he was not; for
God took him.

The fact that Enoch is described as living 365 years, whereas his fa-
ther Jared lived 962 years and his son Methuselah lived g6g years,
seems odd. Is it a coincidence that there are 365 days in a year; that is, in
the complete circuit of the sun across the skies? Is it possible that the
verses given over to Enoch are all that remains of some Babylonian sun
myth? :

What is meant by saying that Enoch walked with God and was not is
uncertain, but later traditions made it clear that the usual interpretation
was that he was taken up alive into heaven as a reward for unusual

iety.

; Itywas supposed by the Jews of post-Exilic times that in heaven, Enoch
was able to see the past and future of mankind. Between 200 B.c. and
50 B.C., several books were written purporting to have come from the
pen of Enoch, describing this past and future. They are purely leg-
endary and are a form of “religious fiction” which was fairly common
in the post-Exilic period. (Some of it, as we shall see, found its way
into the Bible.)
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The books attributed to Enoch did not gain entry into the Bible, but
there is a mention of them in the New Testament. In the Epistle of
Jude, the writer says:

Jude 1:14. And Enoch also, the seventh from Adam, prophesied
of these . ..

Ararat

If one adds up the ages of the antediluvian patriarchs at the time of
the births of their respective sons, one finds that Noah, the great-great-
great-great-great-great-great-grandson of Adam was born 1056 years after
the creation or (accepting Ussher’s figures) about 3000 B.c. When he
was six hundred years old, that is, about 2400 B.c., there came the Flood.

This, according to the Bible, was a world-wide deluge, but there is no
record of any such phenomenon, of course. The Egyptian civilization,
for instance, was in a particularly flourishing state at this very time and
was building its pyramids. Nor do the Egyptian records speak of any
floods other than the annual overflow of the Nile, as far as we know.

This is not to say, however, that the Biblical story of the Flood was
not based on some actual, but local, flood in Sumerian history.

Sumeria was a flat land between two large rivers. As is true of any
large river (we have only to think of our own Missouri and Mississippi)
unusual rises will bring about flooding conditions. In a country as flat as
Sumeria, it would not take much of a flood to cover large portions of the
entire region,

A particularly bad flood would live on in the memory of later genera-
tions, and particularly bad floods undoubtedly occurred. In 1929, the
English archaeologist Sir Charles Leonard Woolley reported finding
water-deposited layers as much as ten feet thick in his excavations near
the Euphrates. Such deposits were not found everywhere in the region
and Sumerian culture showed no over-all break. Nevertheless, the evi-
dence exists that somewhere about 3000 B.c. there were indeed drastic
floods of at least a local nature.

With time, as the story is told and retold it is dramatically inevitable
that a flood which spreads out over parts of Sumeria and neighboring
regions with great loss of life will be said to have covered “all the world,”
meaning the entire region. It is further inevitable that later genera-
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The Flood and the Kingdom of Urartu (Ararat)

tions, with a much broader knowledge of geography, would accept the
phrase “all the world” literally and reduce themselves to needless specu-
lations on the impossible.

(A well-known example of this is the statement frequently met with
among the ancient historians that Alexander the Great “conquered the
world” and then wept for “other worlds to conquer.” What was meant
was merely that Alexander had conquered a large part of those sections
of the world which were well known to the Greeks of the time. Actually,
Alexander conquered only 4 or 5 per cent of the earth’s land surface
and had plenty of room in which to extend those conquests.)

The people of Sumeria and of Akkadia (lying to the northwest of
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Sumeria) told and retold the tale of one particular flood, which may
have been produced by unusually heavy rains on the region. Some peo-
ple suspect the flood to have been too serious to be accounted for by
rain alone and think there may have been a sudden rise in the water level
of the Persian Gulf, leading to a disastrous influx from the sea.

It has occurred to me recently that a possible explanation for such an
invasion of the sea would be the unlucky strike of a large meteorite in
the nearly landlocked Persian Gulf. The splash that would result would
take the form of a huge wave that might move inland catastrophically,
sweeping away everything in its path.

The invasion of water from the sea (for whatever reason) is, indeed,
involved in the Biblical description of the Flood:

Genesis 7:11. In the six hundredth year of Noah's life . . . were all
the fountains of the great deep broken up, and the windows of heaven
were opened.

A tidal wave plus rain, in other words,

In 1872, an English archaeologist, George Smith, deciphered ancient
tablets from the remains of a royal Assyrian library and found a descrip-
tion of a flood in which one man saves himself, his family, and samples
of animal life on board a ship. The story is based on still older tales
dating back to Sumerian times.

The hero of this tale is Gilgamesh, king of the Akkadian town of
Erech. He is in search of eternal life and finds Ut-Napishtim, who has
the secret. Ut-Napishtim tell his story. It appears that he was king of a
Sumerian city at the time of the Flood and rode it out in a large ship.
Gilgamesh obtained the secret of eternal life from him, nearly obtained
the necessary conditions, and through misadventure lost it.

The details of this Sumerian flood story are very similar in a number of
points to the story in the Bible. It seems quite likely that the Biblical
story of the Flood is a version of this much earlier tale.

In the Biblical story, Noah’s ark floats on the floodwaters for months,
The waters slowly recede—

Genesis 8:4. And the ark rested . . . upon the mountains of Ararat.

Notice that a specific mountain peak is not named. There is no men-
tion of a “Mount Ararat.” Instead the Bible clearly states “the moun-
tains of Ararat,” implying Ararat to be a region or nation within which
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there was a mountain range on which the ark came to rest. The Anchor
Bible translates the phrase as “the Ararat range.”

If further Biblical evidence is needed that Ararat is a region and not a
mountain, it can be found in the fifty-first chapter of Jeremiah. The
prophet is reporting God’s promise to destroy Babylon, which at that
time was on the point of conquering Judah:

Jeremiah 51:27 . . . call together against her [Babylon] the king-
doms of Ararat, Minni, and Ashchenaz . . .

But where and what was Ararat? Remember that in searching for it
one must consider geography as it was known to those who reduced
Genesis to writing and not necessarily as it was known in the time of the
Sumero-Akkadians.

In Assyrian times there was a kingdom among the mountains in which
the Tigris and Euphrates rose, in what is now eastern Turkey. It centered
about Lake Van (a salt lake about the size and shape of our own Great
Salt Lake) and is sometimes called the “kingdom of Van” in conse-
quence. This kingdom extended from the lake to the Caucasus Moun-
tains, and in Assyrian inscriptions is referred to as the kingdom of
Urartu—of which name Ararat is clearly a version.

The kingdom of Urartu was greatly weakened by Assyrian attack and
by 612 B.c. it had ceased to exist, at a time when Assyria itself was also
being destroyed. In the area in which it had existed, new tribesmen
arrived and a new name (of Persian origin) was given to the land, which
became Armenia,

In those sections of the Bible which were reduced to writing after the
end of Urartu, the term Armenia is used instead. Thus, in the Second
Book of Kings, there is the tale of the assassination of the Assyrian king,
Sennacherib, by his two sons, in 681 B.c., and of their rapid flight there-
after:

2 Kings 19:37. . . . and they escaped into the land of Armenia . . .

What is really meant, of course, is Urartu, since Armenia did not yet
exist, and in the Revised Standard Version, the phrase is indeed changed
to “the land of Ararat.”

The tradition that the ark came to rest in Ararat some six hundred
miles northwest of Sumeria again speaks in favor of the tidal-wave theory
of the Flood. Ordinary river flooding would sweep floating objects
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downstream—southeastward into the Persian Gulf. A huge tidal wave
would sweep them upstream—northwestward toward Ararat.

Despite all evidence, most people insist on thinking of Ararat as the
name of a definite mountain peak and indeed the name Ararat was
eventually applied to one. Mount Ararat is a mountain in the eastem-
most region of Turkey about seventy miles northeast of Lake Van. It has
two peaks, Great Ararat and Little Ararat, the former being the higher,
reaching 16,873 feet (3.2 miles) above sea level. The tradition remains
firmly fixed that Noah’s ark came to rest somewhere on Great Ararat
and every once in a while there are expeditions there to find traces of it.

Ham

Once the Flood story is done, the writers of Genesis turn to the task of
giving the names of the descendants of Noah. These, in almost every
case, represent tribes or nations. It was common for ancient tribes to call
themselves after the name of an ancestor (real or mythical). In fact, if a
tribe was known by some name, it was assumed that it was because the
members were descended from an ancestor of that name. (An ancestor
from whom a tribe receives its name is an eponvm of that tribe.)

Related tribes could be described as descending from eponyms who
were brothers, and whose father was a still broader eponym. The
Greeks, for instance, called themselves Hellenes and recognized them-
selves to exist as groups of related tribes called Aeolians, Dorians,
Achaeans, and Ionians. They therefore supposed themselves all to
be descended from a man named Hellen. Hellen was described as having
two sons named Aeolus and Dorus, and a third son, Xuthus, who had
twin sons named Ion and Achaeus.

In this spirit, the Book of Genesis describes the immediate descend-
ants of Noah:

Genesis 9:18. And the sons of Noah . . . were Shem, and Ham,
and Japheth: and Ham is the father of Canaan.

The three sons of Noah represent the three great divisions of the peo-
ples known to the ancient writers of the Bible.

In general, the descendants of Shem are pictured as occupying the
Arabian peninsula and the regions adjoining it to the north, including
the Tigris-Euphrates region, which is the center of interest in the early
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portions of Genesis. Since this includes the Hebrews themselves, Shem is
given the post of honor and is made the eldest son of Noah. At least, he
is mentioned first.

It is for this reason that the languages of the people dwelling in this
region are referred to as “Semitic.” (“Sem” is the Graeco-Latin form of
Shem.) These languages include Hebrew, Assyrian, Aramaean, and, as
the most important living example, Arabic.

The descendants of Ham are described as inhabiting chiefly the cor-
ner of Africa adjacent to Asia. For this reason the original languages of
the peoples of northeastern Africa are called “Hamitic.” This includes
Coptic (derived from the ancient Egyptian), the Berber languages of
North Africa, and some of the languages of Ethiopia, such as Amharic.

The descendants of Japheth are described as inhabiting the regions to
the north and east of the Tigris-Euphrates. Sometimes “Japhetic” is used
to describe certain obscure languages in the northern mountainous re-
gions of the Caucasus, Occasionally, it is used more broadly to include
ancient Persian, for example. Since the language of the Persians is
related to those spoken in India and in Europe, this book is (in the
broader sense) being written in a Japhetic language. However, the
importance of Furope is such (modern students of comparative
philology being European in culture) that the broad classification gave
way to the more geographically intelligible “Indo-European.”

It is a mistake, though, to suppose that the writers of Genesis were
influenced by language. Modern notions of philology are strictly mod-
em. Rather, the Biblical writers were guided by political connections and
by geographic propinquity. Such connections often did bespeak racial
relatedness so that terms such as Semitic and Hamitic did turn out to
make much sense, linguistically, but this was not true in every case.

A prime example is the case of Canaan. The people inhabiting the
land (Canaanites) at the time the Hebrews moved in spoke a Semitic
language and had a culture related to that of the Tigris-Euphrates
region. By modern terminology, the Canaanites were distinctly Semites.

However, Genesis 9:18 goes out of its way to specify that “Ham is the
father of Canaan.” The reason for that is a simple one. Some three
centuries prior to the Hebrew occupation of Canaan, the land had been
conquered by Egyptian armies and for a long time formed part of the
Egyptian Empire. Since Egypt was the most important of the Hamitic
nations it seemed reasonable, according to the standards of the time, to
describe Canaan as a son of Ham.

The end of the ninth chapter of Genesis relates a tradition in which
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Noah, offended by his second son, Ham, curses him and condemns him
and his son, Canaan, to servitude to his brothers. This reflects the fact
that at the time Genesis was being reduced to writing, the Canaanites
were indeed reduced to servitude to the Israelites, who were descendants
of Shem.

Some moderns seem to think that Ham represents the Negro peoples
and that this chapter can be used to justify Negro slavery. This is the
purest piffle. Neither Ham, Canaan, nor any of their named descendants
were viewed as Negroes by the Biblical writers.

Japheth

The Greeks, it seems, must be considered—in Biblical terms—to be
among the descendants of Japheth. The writers of Genesis may even in
this respect have been influenced by Greek traditions, reaching them
dimly from the west.

For instance, Japheth himself has been identified by some with the
Titan Iapetus in the Greek myths. (Since the initial “J” in Hebrew
names is pronounced like a “Y” in Hebrew, as is the initial “I” in
Greek names, the similarity between Japheth and Iapetus is greater
than it appears to be in print.) According to the Greek myths, Iapetus
was the father of Prometheus who, in tum, fathered the human race
by molding them out of clay. For this reason, Iapetus was considered
by the Greeks to be the ancestor of mankind; and, to the Hebrews,
Japheth was the ancestor of that portion of mankind to which the
Greeks belonged.

The sons and grandsons of Japheth are listed in the tenth chapter
of Genesis:

Genesis 10:2. The sons of Japheth; Gomer, and Magog, and Madadi,
and Javan, and Tubal, and Meshech, and Tiras.

Genesis 10:3. And the sons of Gomer; Ashkenaz, and Riphath,
and Togarmah.

Genesis 10:4. And the sons of Javan; Elishah, and Tarshish, Kittim,
and Dodanim,

We must remember that such genealogies reflect the geographic and
political situation of the Assyrian period, when the various parts of
Genesis were reduced to writing.

Of the sons of Japheth, Gomer seems to be identical with the
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people who, in Assyrian inscriptions, were the “Gimirrai” and these in
turn were the people known in Latin spelling as the Cimmerians. In
earlier times they lived north of the Black Sea but in the seventh
century B.C.,, pushed on by new bands of barbarians in the rear, they
invaded Asia Minor and met the Assyrians there in earth-shaking battles.
They were eventually defeated, to be sure, but Assyria was badly
wounded in the process. The Cimmerians would certainly be in prom-
inent view at the time the tenth chapter was being written and their
eponym, Gomer, would, very reasonably, be viewed as the first-born of
Japheth.

As for Magog, that may represent “the land of Gog” where Gog
is the ruler known to us from the Greek historians as Gyges. He
was king of the Lydians, a people in western Asia Minor, and was
one of the important adversaries of the invading Cimmerians. In fact,
he died in battle against them about 652 ».c.

Madai is supposed to refer to the Medes, who inhabited the territory
east of Assyria, and who were soon to be among the final conquerors
of Assyria. Tubal, Meshech, and Tiras are all thought to represent
minor tribes of Asia Minor, The name Tiras bears some similarities
to the Greek “Tyrsenoi,” which was applied to a people who, it was
thought, dwelt originally in Asia Minor but migrated to Italy. If so,
Tiras could represent the Etruscans.

The most interesting of the sons of Japheth is Javan. This name
is almost certainly identical with an archaic form of the Greek “Ion,”
who was the eponym of the Ionian Greeks. The Ionians had, about
1000 B.C., migrated eastward to occupy the islands of the Aegean Sea
and the coasts of Asia Minor. Of the various Greek tribes they were
the nearest to Canaan and would be best known to the Israclites
of Assyrian times. Their tribal name would be naturally applied to the
Greeks generally.

Of Gomer's sons, Ashkenaz may be identical with the name “Ash-
guza” found among Assyrian inscriptions. This seems to refer to the
peoples known to the Greeks, and therefore to ourselves, as the Scyth-
ians. The Scythians were nomadic tribes who entered Europe from
somewhere in central Asia some time before 1000 B.c. It was their
pressure southward against the Cimmerians that drove the Cimmerians
into Asia Minor. The Scythians took their place in the steppelands
north of the Black Sea, and from that standpoint, Ashkenaz (Scythia)
might well be considered the eldest son of Gomer (Cimmeria).
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For some reason, the later Jews viewed Ashkenaz as the ancestor
of the Teutonic people. For this reason German-speaking Jews were
called “Ashkenazim” as contrasted with the Spanish-speaking “Sephar-
dim.”

It would be expected that the sons of Javan listed in Genesis 10:4
would refer to those Greek-speaking regions closest to Israel, Elishah
seems to be similar to the “Alashiyah” found in Assyrian documents
and this refers to the island of Cyprus. This had already been colonized
by Greeks in Assyrian times, and it was the closest of all Greek-
speaking lands to Canaan, being only two hundred miles to the north-
east.

Indeed, Cyprus is mentioned twice, for Kittim surely represents Kition
(Citium in Latin), a city on the southem coast of the island, the name
of which was often used for the entire island.

Dodanim is widely thought to be a misprint for Rodanim; in fact,
it is given as Rodanim in some early copies of the Bible. If the
name is Rodanim then it is tempting to equate it with the island of
Rhodes, two hundred miles west of Cyprus.

Tarshish, on the basis of references later in the Bible, is usually
taken to represent a city in Spain. However, it occurs to me that
in this one instance, it might represent Tarsus, an important Greek
town, a hundred miles north of Cyprus, on the southern coast of
Asia Minor. It was an important city in Assyrian times and might
represent the Greeks of Asia Minor generally.

Cush

The most notable confusion in this tenth chapter, describing the
nations of the Near East, occurs in connection with Cush, which I
said earlier (see page 29) could be used to represent the Ethiopians,
south of Egypt, and also the Kossaeans, east of the Tigris.

Genesis 10:6. And the sons of Ham; Cush, and Mizraim, and Phut,
and Canaan.
Genesis 10:7. And the sons of Cush; Seba, and Havilah . . .

In Genesis 10:6, Cush clearly means the Ethiopians, south of Egypt,
who, indeed, speak a Hamitic tongue. Phut (better, “Put,” as given
in the Revised Standard Version) is usually thought to represent the
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peoples west of Egypt whom the Greeks called Libyans. These also
spoke a Hamitic language.

Mizraim is the Hebrew word for “Egypt,” so he is the eponym
of that nation. Wherever else it occurs in the Bible, Mizraim is trans-
lated into “Egypt” (a term of Greek origin). If such translations
were done here, the verse might read: “And the sons of Ham; Ethiopia,
and Egypt, and Libya, and Canaan,” which would accurately reflect
the area dominated by Egypt in the days of her greatness.

In the very next verse, however, Cush is described as the father of
Seba, Havilah, and a series of other sonms, all of whom are clearly
eponyms of Arabian tribes. This Cush must be the one representing
the Kossaeans, and not the Hamitic Cush of Ethiopia.

Nimrod

This confusion of Cushes leads to a section of obviously Semitic
ethnology being included under Ham:

Genesis 10:8. And [the Semitic] Cush begat Nimrod: he began
to be a mighty one in the earth.

Genesis 10:9. He was a mighty hunter . . .

Genesis 10:10. And the beginning of his kingdom was Babel, and
Erech, and Accad, and Calneh, in the land of Shinar.

Genesis 10:11. Out of that land went forth Asshur, and builded
Nineveh, and the city Rehoboth, and Calah,

Genesis 10:12. And Resen between Nineveh and Calah . . .

Nimrod is the only name in Chapter 10 of Genesis who is clearly
an individual and not an eponym. Who, then, is Nimrod? Can he
be identified at all and equated with any historic personage? Or is he
lost forever in the primeval mists?

There is no question but that whoever he was, he is described
as ruling over the Tigris-Euphrates region, for that is where all the
cities named are known (where they are known at all) to have been
located. Furthermore the “land of Shinar” is accepted as being the
Biblical term used for what we would call “Sumeria.”

Genesis 10:10 appears, then, to make Nimrod an important king
of the Tigris-Euphrates region, with his power based on the four cities
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of Babel, Erech, Accad, and Calneh. The location of Calneh is unknown
and there is general agreement now that its inclusion is an error and
that the word is not the name of a city but is Hebrew for “all of
them.” The verse is made to read in the Revised Standard Version:
“The beginning of his kingdom was Babel, Erech, and Accad, all of
them in the land of Shinar.”

The three cities that remain are no mystery. Erech corresponds to
the city known as “Uruk” in the ancient inscriptions of the region.
The city was first excavated in the 1850’s and showed every sign of
having once been an extensive metropolis, with large temples and a
library. It dates back to 3600 B.c. at least. It was located on the
Euphrates River about forty miles from its ancient mouth. The Eu-
phrates River has since changed its course somewhat and the ruins
of Erech are now several miles east of the present course of the river,
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The mythical Gilgamesh (see page 40) was king of this city and
this city was also ruled by a historical conqueror. This was Lugal-
Zaggisi, king of Erech, who ruled shortly after 2300 B.c. He conquered
other Sumerian city-states and was the first individual we know of to
govern a sizable empire in the Tigris-Euphrates. His realm may even
have reached the Mediterranean. His triumph was short-lived, however,
thanks to another conqueror, associated with Accad, the second of the
cities mentioned in Genesis 10:10.

Accad, or Akkad, is, in the ancient inscriptions, Agade. Its exact
site is unknown but it was probably also on the Euphrates, about
140 miles upstream from Erech. The city gave its name to the upper
portion of the Tigris-Euphrates region, which became known as Akkad.

The Akkadians who inhabited these upstream regions were not iden-
tical with the Sumerians, although they adopted the Sumerian culture.
The Akkadians spoke a Semitic language, for instance, while the Su-
merian language was non-Semitic (and, indeed, had no known linguistic
affiliations).

The Akkadians were at first under Sumerian domination but about
2280 B.C., a man named Sharrukin (“righteous king” in Akkadian) came
to power and established his capital in the city of Agade. That king
has become Sargon of Agade to us. About 2264 B.c., he defeated
Lugal-Zaggisi and founded an Akkadian Empire. Sargon’s grandson,
Naram-Sin, extended the empire even farther and about 2180 =.c.
it was at its height.

About 2150 B.c., however, soon after Naram-Sin’s death, barbarians
from the eastern mountains invaded and conquered the Tigris-Euphrates
region and brought the Akkadian Empire to an end. After a century
of barbarian domination, the Sumerians won their freedom and, about
2000 B.C., experienced a last period of power. After that, the remaining
city mentioned in Genesis 10:10 comes in.

The town of Babel was located on the Euphrates River about 40
miles downstream from Agade. It existed as a small and unremarkable
place for over a thousand years while the Sumerian city-states still further
downstream flourished and the Akkadian Empire rose and fell.

While the Sumerians were in their final period of glory, however,
another group of peoples from the middle FEuphrates, the Amorites,
seized control of Babel about 1goo B.c., and made it the capital of an
expanding empire.

Under the sixth king of the Amorite dynasty, Hammurabi, who
reigned about 1700 B.c., Babel became a world metropolis and remained
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so for two thousand years, despite the fact that it was frequently
conquered and ravished. Indeed, it was the glamor city of the East
throughout Old Testament times and is best known to us by the
Greck version of its name—Babylon. The entire Tigris-Euphrates region
is commonly known as Babylonia after this city.

Under Amorite domination, the Sumerians finally broke and declined
rapidly, losing their identity, though their culture remained to be in-
herited and elaborated by conqueror after conqueror. The language
died out as a living vehicle for communication but remained as part
of religious liturgy (like Latin in the modern Catholic Church) for
some 1500 years, not dying out completely till 300 B.C.

The Amorites did not long survive the glories of Hammurabi. About
1670 B.c. the Kassites or Kossaeans invaded Babylonia from the East
and established a “dark age” that lasted for nearly five hundred years.

With southern Babylonia thus in eclipse, the cities of the far northern
reaches of the river valley had their chance to gain prominence. Whereas
Genesis 10:10 concerns itself with southern Babylonia, verse 10:11 turns
to the north.

The King James Version begins the verse by saying “Out of that
land went forth Asshur.” This is now generally accepted as a mis-
translation of the Hebrew. The Revised Standard Version has the verse
begin: “Out of that land he [Nimrod] went forth into Asshur.”

Asshur is the region along the upper courses of the Tigris River,
in what is now northern Iraq. The town of Asshur (or Ashur), which
gave its name to the region, was located on the Tigris River about
230 miles north of Babylon and was founded (by Sumerian colonists,
perhaps) as early as 2700 B.c. Asshur is far better known by the Greek
version of its name—Assyria.

Assyria was part of the Akkadian Empire and then later part of
the Amorite Empire. The Assyrian inhabitants of that region, however,
maintained their identity and had periods of great prosperity. The
capital of the region was moved from Ashur to cities further upstream
on the Tigris, first to Calah, then finally to Nineveh. (The site of
the town of Resen, described in verse 10:12 as lying between these
two cities, is not known, but the word, like “Calneh,” may not signify
a town at all.)

The turning point in Assyrian history may have come during the
reign of Shalmaneser I, about 1250 B.c. He is reputed to have built
Calah and he may have witnessed the introduction into Assyria of the
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art of smelting iron from Asia Minor, where it seems to have been
developed.

The use of iron weapons gives an army a great advantage over
one that is armed only with bronze weapons. Iron can be made harder
than bronze and iron edges are sharper and less easily blunted. Shal-
maneser’s son, Tukulti-Ninurta I, used his iron-armed warriors to make
himself the first of Assyria’s conquering monarchs.

Despite occasional setbacks, Assyria grew stronger and stronger, dis-
placed the Kassites, and established their rule over all of Babylonia,
then spread far beyond. By the time the traditions of Genesis were
being reduced to writing, Assyria was the most powerful nation the
world had yet seen.

It would appear, then, that the verses 10:8-12 are a brief résumé
of 2500 years of the history of the Tigris-Euphrates region, from the
period of the Sumerian city-states, through the Akkadian Empire, the
Amorite Empire, and, finally, the Assyrian Empire.

And where in this long history are we to find Nimrod?

The Biblical passage concerning him seems to telescope the deeds
of Lugal-Zaggisi, Sargon of Agade, Hammurabi, and Shalmaneser I (and
perhaps even Gilgamesh) and to make his single person reflect the
greatness of the Sumerians, Akkadians, Amorites, and Assyrians.

And yet to the writers of Genesis, the Assyrians were the latest and
greatest of the empires of the Tigris-Euphrates and their glory tended
to dim the memory of what had gone before. To the first conquering
king of Assyria might then go the credit not only for establishing
Assyrian might, but of performing all the deeds of the preceding
kingdoms as well. (It is as though a child receiving some garbled
notice of America’s early history but understanding full well that George
Washington was the first President of the United States would then
write: “George Washington crossed the Atlantic Ocean in the May-
flower, discovered America, conquered Mexico, built Washington, D.C,,
and became first President of the United States.”)

The first Assyrian conqueror of note was, as I have said, Tukulti-
Ninurta I. It seems very likely that he served as the original inspiration
for the Greek legend of Ninus. (“Ninurta” with a few letters dropped
and the Greek final -s, almost invariably used in their own names,
becomes “Ninus.”) In the Greek legend, Ninus singlehandedly founds
Nineveh, conquers all of Babylonia and Armenia (Urartu), and the
nomadic regions to the east as well, founding the Assyrian Empire.
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It seems quite possible that, in analogous fashion, “Ninurta” became
“Nimrod” to the editors of Genesis. Indeed, the short picture of
Nimrod in these few Biblical verses seems to point to an Assyrian
monarch in particular. Assyrian art was powerful and cruel and one
of the favorite objects of portrayal was that of the Assyrian kings in
pursuit of big game. Hunting was undoubtedly a favorite and well-
publicized sport of those monarchs and this is undoubtedly the reason
for describing Nimrod as “a mighty hunter.”

Then, too, the Assyrians succeeded the Kassites (Cush) as the
dominant power in Babylonia, which makes it natural to have Nimrod
described as the son of Cush.

Aram

With Nimrod out of the way, the writers of Genesis go on to
complete the genealogy of Ham, by giving the descendants of Ham’s
sons, Mizraim [Egypt] and Canaan. Some of these have no particular
interest and others will be more conveniently dealt with later.

Genesis then goes on to discuss the line of Shem:

Genesis 10:22. The children of Shem; Elam, and Asshur, and Ar-
phaxad, and Lud, and Aram.

Genesis 10:24. And Arphaxad begat Salah; and Salah begat Eber.

The first two sons of Shem are Elam and Asshur, the eponyms
of the Elamites and the Assyrians, which at the time that Genesis
was reduced to writing were the most powerful nations of the “Semitic”
world. I put “Semitic” in quotes because actually Elam was not Semitic
in the modern sense; its language being of uncertain affiliation, and
certainly not Semitic. However, its propinquity to Semitic Babylonia
and Assyria and its long connection with both (if only through peren-
nial war) fulfilled the Biblical criterion of the word. Almost to the
very end of the Assyrian period, Elam was the great unconquered
adversary of Assyria, so that it deserved being listed as an independent
son of Shem. And since it was clearly the more ancient it deserved
being listed as the eldest.

The other three sons of Shem might conceivably represent other
areas at the borders of the Assyrian Empire, still unconquered in the
eighth century s.c.
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Aram is clearly the eponym of the Aramaean tribes. These emerged
from northem Arabia about the twelfth century B.c., and infiltrated
the fertile regions round about. Aramaean raids helped weaken the
Assyrian Empire after its first round of conquests under Tukulti-Ninurta
I, and Tiglath-Pileser I, the latter of whom died about 1100 B.C.
For two centuries thereafter, the Assyrian Empire remained almost in a
state of suspended animation. Western Asia was given a respite and
smaller states were allowed to establish themselves.

Even when the Assyrian Empire had recovered and, after goo B.c.,
began expanding again, an independent Aramaean kingdom nevertheless
maintained itself north of Canaan until 732 B.c. To the writers of
Genesis, then, it deserved notice as an independent son of Shem.

Lud is much more controversial. The similarity of sound gives rise
to the thought that Lud is the eponym of Lydia, already mentioned
in connection with Magog (see page 46). Lydia, in western Asia
Minor, maintained its independence against Assyria although it paid
tribute at times.

That leaves the two small kingdoms of Israel and Judah, which,
at the time that Genesis was reduced to writing, also maintained a
precarious independence. Surely, since it was in Israel and Judah that
the two chief strands of Genesis were compiled, these would be noticed
as independent sons of Shem.

In a way they were. Arphaxad (better, “Arpachsad,” as the Revised
Standard Version has it) is a complete puzzle linguistically and does
not even seem to be a Semitic name. However, Genesis 10:24 states
that Arphaxad was the grandfather of Eber and Eber is the eponym
of the Hebrew people, which would include the inhabitants of both
Israel and Judah (as well as certain other related peoples).

Babel

With the genealogies taken care of, the Book of Genesis goes on
to relate one last tale centered about Babylonia.

While the descendants of Noah were still a relatively small group,
all speaking a single language, they came to Shinar (Sumeria) and
decided to build a huge tower there, with which to “reach unto Heaven.”

However, God defeated their purpose by giving each man a different
language, making it impossible for them to understand each other.
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Unable to continue their complex building activities, they had to leave
off, and this tale is used to explain the name of the city in which the
tower was built:

Genesis 11:9. Therefore is the name of it called Babel; because
the Lord did there confound the language of all the earth . . .

In other words, the writers of Genesis derived “Babel” from the
Hebrew word balal, meaning “mixed,” “confused,” or “confounded.”
This derivation is, however, a false one, for in the Babylonian language,
the name of the city is “Bab-ilu,” meaning “gate of God.” From this is
derived the Hebrew “Babel” and the Greek “Babylon.”

There was, as it happens, a tower in Babel; indeed, there were
towers in most Sumerian and Babylonian cities. The temples to the
gods in these cities took the form of stepped pyramids which were
ascended by inclined planes about the outside. These were called
ziggurats.

A large ziggurat in Babylon was begun by a Sumerian king and
was left unfinished perhaps as a result of the disorders involved in
the southward march of Sargon of Agade. For many centuries, the
ziggurat remained incomplete and perhaps gained fame because of its
shortcoming (as does the Leaning Tower of Pisa or Schubert’s Un-
finished Symphony). It served as the model, one might assume, for the
Biblical tale of the unfinished tower in Babel.

However, in the sixth century B.c., Nebuchadnezzar, king of Babylon,
finished the largest ziggurat ever built, It was formed in seven diminish-
ing stages (one for each of the planets). The bottommost stage was
300 feet by 300 feet and the whole structure reared 325 feet into
the air.

This would scarcely make a respectable skyscraper now, and it was
much smaller than the tremendous pyramids built by the Egyptians.
It was, however, the largest structure in southwestern Asia and, more
remarkable still, it was what is now so familiar to us as the “tower of

Babel”—finished at last.

Ur of the Chaldees

The eleventh chapter of Genesis concludes with a quick listing of
the descendants of Shem and Arphaxad. Again the age of each post-
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diluvian patriarch is given at the time of the birth of the successor.
The years he lived after this birth are also given. The total age given
for these patriarchs gradually decreases. The age of Shem at the time
of his death is given as 6oz years (itself a fall-off from Methuselah’s
969), but Terah, eight generations later, lives only 205 years, and his
immediate descendants have lifetimes of less than 200 years.

If we add up the ages, it would seem that Abram, the son of
Terah, was born 292 years after the Flood, or, roughly, 2100 B.c There
is no way of checking this from any source outside the Bible, but it
would better fit the dates of the later events of the Bible if his birth
were placed a bit later in history—perhaps soon after 2000 B.c.

It is impossible, now, to tell whether Abram and his immediate
descendants represent actual individuals or, as in the case of Nimrod,
a telescoping of several. If we take the Biblical story at its face value,
however, he is an individual and a well-depicted individual, too. Genesis
makes him sound historical whether he is or not.

Abram (whose name was later altered to the now betterknown
Abraham) is the first of the patriarchs from whom the later Jews traced
their descent not only physically but spiritually. The importance of
Abraham over those that came before him, if we follow the Biblical
story, was that he was the first to travel to Canaan and, according to
legends which do not appear in the Bible, that he publicly abandoned
the worship of idols and became a staunch monotheist. (The legends
explain that his father, Terah, was a manufacturer of idols and that
Abram. broke them in anger.)

The tale of Abram begins in the Tigris-Euphrates region which has
been the focus of the first eleven chapters of the Bible:

Genesis 11:27. . . . Terah begat Abram, Nahor, and Haran; and
Haran begat Lot.

Genesis 11:28. And Haran died before his father Terah in the land
of his nativity, in Ur of the Chaldees.

Ur, therefore, can be taken as the home of Abram’s family, and the
birthplace of Abram himself.

Ur was a Sumerian city, founded no later than 3500 B.c. and possibly
much earlier. It was located on the right bank of the Euphrates River
about 140 miles southeast of Babylon and right at what was then
the coastline of the Persian Gulf. It was an important city in Sumerian
days, a center of worship of the moon-god, Sin, possessor of an impres-
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sive ziggurat, and probably enriched by an important seagoing com-
merce, situated as it was on the seacoast,

About 2500 B.c,, Ur experienced a period of considerable power
under its “first dynasty.” This, however, came to an end after two
and a half centuries, when Ur fell under the triumphant armies of
Lugal-Zaggisi and, later, Sargon of Agade.

The inhabitants and historians of Ur must have viewed these con-
querors in a harshly unfavorable light. If it is true that Nimrod rep-
resents a dim memory of Lugal-Zaggisi and Sargon, among others, then
it is interesting that in Jewish legend Nimrod is represented as king
of Babylonia at the time of Abram’s birth and is described as having
sought, unsuccessfully, to kill Abram.

After the fall of the Akkadian Empire, Ur entered another period
of greatness and commercial prosperity under its “third dynasty.” This
final period of Sumerian power lay between 2050 B.c. and 1950 B.C.
and it was during that period that Abram was born.

Ur continued to exist throughout Old Testament times and it is
mentioned in documents as late as 324 B.c. However, by the time
Genesis was being reduced to writing, Ur was nothing but a decayed
and obscure village. The writers of Genesis, in mentioning a town
which, thanks to the birth of Abram there, was of surpassing interest
to their readers, felt called upon to identify it somewhat. They therefore
called it “Ur kasdim,” which is translated as “Ur of the Chaldees”
or, better, “Ur of the Chaldeans,” as in the Revised Standard Version.

The Chaldeans were an Arabian tribe who pressed into Babylonia
from the south, on the heels of the Aramaeans (see page 54), about
1150 B.Cc. It was not until nearly a thousand years after Abraham’s
time, then, that Ur really became part of the Chaldean territory.
Nevertheless, during the Assyrian period, the Chaldeans were the most
important tribal component of the Babylonian population, and “Ur
of the Chaldees” was the most economical way of identifying the town,
regardless of the anachronism of the phrase.

Haran

The period of Ur’s prosperity was coming to an end during Abram’s
youth, however. The silting-up of the mouths of the Tigris and Euphra-
tes meant that Ur could maintain its maritime prosperity only by con-
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stant labors. The continuing struggles among the Sumerian cities, how-
ever, sapped its energies and helped ruin Ur as a seaport. Furthermore,
the rising might of the Amorite rulers of Babylon was gradually bringing
all the Sumerian city-states to a common end.

It is not surprising, then, that Abram’s family could see little future
in remaining in Ur and left Sumeria altogether.

Genesis 11:31. . . . they went forth . . . from Ur of the Chaldees
. and they came unto Haran, and dwelt there.

In doing this, the family was following the normal trade routes
from Sumeria to the Mediterranean. The Mediterranean lies five hun-
dred miles due west of Ur, but if one were to travel due west one
would have to cross the northern reaches of the Arabian desert, and
that would be impractical. Instead, one would follow the rivers to
the northwest and then turn south, marking out a great crescent
that would carry one over a distance of over a thousand miles. The
greater distance is made up for by the fact that one travels over
fertile, settled territory and can rely on obtaining food and supplies
for men and animals over the route. Indeced, the regions traversed
by Abram make up what is familiarly termed “the Fertile Crescent.”

Abram and his family stopped at Haran, at the northern peak of
the crescent, and remained there for several years. Haran is located
on the eastern bank of the Balikh River, which flows south into the
upper Euphrates, sixty miles away. Haran is about 170 miles east of
the northeastern corner of the Mediterranean and is located in what
is now southeastern Turkey, just north of the Syrian border.

It was, in Abram’s time, an important commercial center and therefore
a good place to settle down, at least for a while, and catch one’s
breath. Like Ur, it was a center of the worship of the moon-god,
Sin,

The Anchor Bible points out certain difficulties in accepting the
phrase “Ur of the Chaldees” and wonders if it might not possibly
be better given as “land of the Chaldees.” In that case, Haran itself
might be the place of birth of Abram’s family, rather than Ur, and
the two might have been confused through the common moon-worship.

Birth in Haran rather than Ur would make Abram an Aramaean
(or at least the native of a region that later became Aramaean) rather
than a Sumerian, This would square with the description in the Book
of Deuteronomy of the ancestor of the Israelites, presumably Abraham.
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In the Revised Standard Version, this reads: “A wandering Aramaean
was my father.”

It might seem at first glance that it is significant that Abram’s
younger brother, who had died early, was named Haran. It cannot
be taken, however, that he could possibly have been named for the
city, for the two names are alike only in English. In Hebrew, the
name of the city does not really begin with the sound represented by
out “H” but by that represented by the German “Ch.”

But it is not likely that this view will win out. The birth of Abram
at Ur is not only firmly embedded in tradition, but has its attractive
features as well.

Ur is one of those places in which excavation reveals thicknesses
of silt resulting from a severe flood. It may be that emigrants from
Ur, with Abram prominent among them, brought tales of this flood
to Canaan, where it entered the traditional story of early man and
remained there. Other Sumerian legends, such as that of the garden
of Eden, of Cain and Abel, of the tower of Babel, may also have
arrived with them.

The city of Haran enters into history as more than merely a place
of which one might say “Abram slept here.” It is the site of three
dramatic battles. It was an important bastion of the Assyrian Empire
and when that empire fell, it was at Haran that its forces made their
last stand—and were destroyed. To the Romans, Haran was known
as Carrhae. There, in 53 B.c, a Roman army under Crassus was
defeated by the Parthians, a crucial check to the expanding empire.
In 296 A, the Roman Emperor Galerius was defeated there by the
Persians in another dramatic battle.

Canaan

Abram’s father, Terah, died in Haran, and it was time for Abram
to move on.

Genesis 12:5. And Abram took Sarai his wife, and Lot his brother’s
son . .. and into the land of Canaan they came.

Canaan is the name of that section of the Mediterranean coast
of Asia that lies south of Asia Minor. The use of the name in that
sense is found in Egyptian inscriptions dating back to 1800 B.c.
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Canaan was the center of a late Stone Age civilization with distinct
towns by 4000 B.c. By 3200 B.c., metalworking had been introduced
and it entered the Bronze Age.

People speaking a Semitic language entered Canaan as early as
3000 B.C. and for the next thousand years, they benefited from contact
with the expanding culture of the Tigris-Euphrates region and by
renewed immigration. By the time of Abram’s arrival, then, Canaan
already had a long history of civilization and was occupied by a mixture
of peoples, lumped together in the Bible as the “Canaanites.”

Despite the Bible’s characterization of Canaan as a son of Ham
(see page 44) because of Egyptian domination of the land, most
Canaanites not only spoke a Semitic language, they actually spoke
Hebrew. The Israelites who eventually conquered the land spoke or
adopted the language of the people they overcame but—and this is the
essence of Israel’s importance in history—made and, in the end, held
to their own values in religion.

Egypt

While Abraham had gone on a thousand-mile journey, he had, in
a sense, never left home, for the culture that had originated in Sumeria
filled all the Fertile Crescent in his day. Canaan, however, represented
the western limit of that culture. When Abram traveled southwestward
out of Canaan, he emerged into a new world altogether.

Genesis 12:10. And there was a famine in the land [Canaan]:
and Abram went down into Egypt to sojourn there . . .

This was natural enough, for Egypt depended upon the annual flood-
ing of the Nile for its fertility and this rarely failed. Consequently
the famines that plagued semi-arid lands whenever the rainfall dipped
below normal usually left Egypt untouched.

Egypt shares with Sumeria the honor of being the earliest home
of human civilization, By 3000 B.c,, civilization was well advanced,
writing had been developed (borrowed from Sumeria, most likely),
art and literature flourished.

Egypt benefited by its location. In all directions it was isolated by
desert or by sea and it could develop its own way without interference.
Whereas western Asia saw a succession of different cities or tribes rise
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to dominance and fall to ruin, with prosperity and disaster alternating,
Egyptian history was comparatively calm.

On the other hand, Egypt suffered in its earliest age from that same
geography. Egypt is a long, thin nation, a veritable thread of a country.
Only the immediate banks of the Nile receive the life-giving water
of the flood and the Egyptians found themselves cultivating some 550
miles of riverside with an average width of just about twelve miles.
This linearity and lack of regional compactness meant that the country
naturally broke itself into isolated fragments.

Toward the end of the fourth millennium s.c. these had coalesced
into two portions. In the north, where the Nile approached the
Mediterranean, it built up a delta (as the Tigris and Euphrates did)
and into this delta the Nile poured, breaking up into a series of
sluggish streams that fertilized an area in the rough shape of an
equilateral triangle about one hundred miles on each side. (The
Greek letter “delta” in its capital form is an equilateral triangle and
it is that which gave the Nile delta, and, eventually, all river deltas
whatever their shape, its name.) This Nile delta made up “Lower
Egypt.”

South of the delta is the river itself with its thin strip of fertile land
along either bank. That is “Upper Egypt.”

About 3100 B.C, a ruler of upper Egypt named Narmer, but better
known by the Greek version of his name, Menes, made himself king
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over both Egypts and established his capital at Memphis, just about
fifteen miles south of the beginning of the delta. The site of the
capital was probably selected deliberately because it was nearly at the
point of junction of the two earlier kingdoms, so that neither appeared
to be dominating.

Menes was the first king of the 1st dynasty (where a dynasty signifies
a ruling family with members following each other in, usually, unbroken
succession) of united Egypt. Eventually, thirty dynasties were recorded
as ruling Egypt, though some of the later ones represented foreign
conquerors,

Egypt’s first period of high prosperity is referred to as the “Old King-
dom.” It endured during the 3rd to the 6th dynasties inclusive, from
2664 B.c. to 2181 B.c, a period of nearly five hundred years that
neatly brackets the traditional date of the Flood. The first ruler of
the 3rd dynasty was Zoser and, according to tradition, it was in his
reign that the first pyramid was built.

The pyramids were large stone structures that were intended as vast
tombs for the ruler. The Egyptian religion was strongly death-centered
and it was felt that the route to eternal life lay in the physical
preservation of the body. A vastly complicated system of embalming
was developed and the production of mummies (some of which have
survived many centuries into our own time) was carried through with
care. The mummy of the ruler was buried with vast riches (to serve
him in the next world) and care had to be taken to prevent sacrilegious
thieves from rifling the tombs. The pyramids were attempts to prevent
such thievery by sheer bulk and strength, together with hidden exits
and cunningly contrived passages. These failed, almost entirely, although
in 1922, the British archaeologists, the Earl of Carnarvon and Howard
Carter, discovered the unrifled tomb of Tutankhamen, a ruler who died
in 1343 B.C., and created a sensation.

The pyramid madness reached its peak in the 4th dynasty with Khufu,
the second king of that dynasty (better known by the Greek version
of his name, Cheops). He ruled from 2590 B.C. to 2568 B.C., just a
trifle earlier than the first dynasty of Ur. He constructed what is
now known as the “Great Pyramid,” a monster of an edifice built
from a square base 756 feet on each side and rising to a point 481%2
feet above the level of the base. It is built out of huge granite blocks
averaging 2%% tons in weight, and 2,300,000 such blocks went into the
structure. According to Herodotus, it took 100,000 men thirty years
to build the structure. Maybe that’s not too exaggerated. Relative to
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the technology of the time, the Great Pyramid is the most ambitious
project of man with the possible exception of the Great Wall of China;
and it is certainly the most useless, without exception.

After the end of the 6th dynasty, a period of virtual anarchy followed.
Egypt fell apart into separate segments as a result of the slow decline
of central authority during the later years of the Old Kingdom and
the steady rise to power of the feudal lords of the various towns
and regions. During a century and a quarter five different dynasties
ruled, overlapping perhaps. It was only Egypt’s isolation that allowed
it the luxury of this anarchy; otherwise it would certainly have fallen
prey to some outside enemy.

It was not until 2052 B.c. that central authority under the 11th dy-
nasty began to make itself felt again. By 1991 B.c. (about the time of
Abram’s birth), Amenemhet I, first king of the 12th dynasty, came
to the throne. This initiated the “Middle Kingdom,” a second period
of high civilization and culture. It was then that Abram entered.

Pharaoh

In Egypt, Abram eventually found himself in an uncomfortable
position when the beauty of his wife attracted unwelcome attention:

Genesis 12:15. The princes . . . of Pharaoh saw her . . . and the
woman was taken into Pharaoh’s house.

The name “Pharaoh,” uniformly used as a title of respect for the
Egyptian ruler, comes from the Egyptian pero, meaning “great house”;
that is, the ruler’s palace. (One might similarly speak obliquely of
“the White House” when one means the American President, or of the
“Kremlin” when one means the Soviet ruling body.)

The difficulty of this respectful practice is that it makes it quite
impossible to tell which Pharaoh is being referred to very often. If
one asks which Pharaoh it was that tried to add Abram’s wife to
his harem, we can only answer that while we might guess, we can
never know.

I would like to suggest that it was Sesostris I, the second king
of the 12th dynasty, who ruled from 1971 B.c. to 1928 B.c. He extended
Egypt's power to the south and west and under him Egypt experienced

a prosperity that might have seemed very attractive to a “wandering
Aramaean,”
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In fact, Abram did well in Egypt. If, eventually, he got into trouble
with Pharaoh and received back his wife only after considerable un-
pleasantness, and if he decided it was the better part of valor to return
to Canaan, he at least did so as a rich man.

Jordan River

On his return to Canaan, Abram found his herds so multiplied
that there was insufficient forage for both them and the herds of
his nephew, Lot. It seemed reasonable to separate and generously, he
allowed Lot first choice of territory.

Genesis 13:10. And Lot lifted up his eyes, and beheld dll the
plain of Jordan, that it was well watered everywhere, before the
Lord destroyed Sodom and Gomorrah, even as the garden of the
Lord, like the land of Egypt . . .

Genesis 13:11. Then Lot chose him dll the plain of Jordan . . .

Genesis 13:12. . . . and pitched his tent toward Sodom.

Canaan is largely a semi-arid country and the one place where water
was (and is) unfailingly available was in the valley of the Jordan
River. The fertility is described in this verse as being like that of
the land of the two great river civilizations: Sumeria (“the garden of
the Lord,” that is, Eden) and Egypt.

For its size, the Jordan River is certainly the most famous river
in the world, thanks entirely to its Biblical associations. It rises from
the mountains that run along the line where the modem states of
Lebanon, Syria, and Israel meet, and flows directly south about 135
miles, flowing into an inland sea without an outlet. The waters of
the Jordan never reach the ocean. The river winds and meanders so,
however, that its full length if straightened out would be 250 miles.

In one respect, the Jordan River is quite unusual. Its level descends
rapidly and, in its relatively short length, that level drops from source
to mouth about three thousand feet, or well over half a mile. In
fact, it is sometimes suggested that the name of the river is derived
from this fact and from a Hebrew word meaning “to go down.” This,
however, may be mere coincidence and the name may arise from
pre-Semitic sources.

The result of this descent is that the water level in the river, over
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the lower two thirds of its course, is actually below sea level. As far
as is known, this is true of no other river in the world.

The reason for this is that the Jordan River occupies the northern
tip of the Great Rift Valley, a gigantic downfaulted block in the earth’s
crust which continues southward past the mouth of the Jordan River,
into the long, narrow Red Sea (which fills that section of the rift),
and in a large arc through eastern Africa. The deep and narrow lakes:
Rudolf, Albert, Tanganyika, and Nyasa, fill sections of the African
portion of the rift. All told, the Great Rift Valley is some four
thousand miles long.

Despite Lot’s opinion, the Jordan is not a very attractive river. It
is not navigable and it is steaming hot in the summer, with temperatures
not uncommonly reaching 110° in the shade. The general unattractive-
ness of the Jordan valley is recognized in Genesis 13:10, which carefully
explains that Lot’s estimate was before the destruction of Sodom and
Gomorrah (the story of which is told later in Chapter 19).

In modern times, the Jordan has gained new kinds of importance.
First, it is a national boundary. After World War I, what had once been
Canaan was freed from Turkish control and was set up as a separate
area, Palestine, under British control. The Jordan River served as part
of its eastern boundary and to the east was another region, Trans-Jordan,
(“beyond the Jordan”) also under British control.

Trans-Jordan became an independent kingdom in 1946. Then in
1048, a portion of Palestine was set up as an independent Jewish
state, which adopted the name of Israel. There was war at once between
Israel and the surrounding Arab states. Trans-Jordan occupied and
annexed a portion of the land to the west of the Jordan River and
changed its own name to Jordan. (That portion of Jordan west of
the river was occupied by Israel after the Six-day War of 1967.)

Hebron

After Lot left, Abraham contented himself with the less fertile and
apparently less desirable region southwest of the Jordan.

Genesis 13:18. Then Abram removed his tent, and came and
dwelt in the plain of Mamre, which is in Hebron . .

Actually, “plain of Mamre” is a mistranslation and, in the Revised
Standard Version, it is “oaks of Mamre” with a footnote to the effect
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that it might be “terebinths of Mamre.” In either case, the reference
is, apparently, to a sacred grove of trees located (according to tradition)
about two miles north of Hebron.

Hebron itself is twenty miles south of Jerusalem and is one of the
oldest towns in Canaan. Although it is called Hebron here, that being
its name at the time Genesis was placed in final form, it was ap-
parently called Kirjath-arba in Canaanite times (as stated later in Gene-
sis 23:2):

Genesis 23:2. . . . Kirjath-arba; the same is Hebron . . .

Hebron still exists and has a population of about twenty-five thou-
sand. Its Arabic name is “El-Khalil” (“the friend”) in honor of Abra-
ham, “the friend of God.” Various ancient oaks in its vicinity are
pointed out as the “oaks of Mamre” but it is not possible that any of
them are really four thousand years old.

Amraphel

After the separation of Abraham and Lot, the “cities of the plain”
with which Lot had cast his lot were subjected to invasion by armies
from the east. The heads of the invading force are named:

Genesis 14:1. . . . Amraphel king of Shinar, Arioch king of Ellasar,
Chedorlaomer king of Elam, and Tidal king of nations;

This seems to picture the situation as it existed in the days of the
final decay of Sumeria.

Elam, the constant enemy of Sumeria (see page 35) now has
the upper hand. It had been conquered by Sargon of Agade and for
centuries had remained more or less under Sumero-Akkadian rule. After
Ur’s final gasp of power had faded away, however, Elam moved in.
In fact, Elamite onslaughts may have helped bring Ur to final ruin.
(I would like to imagine that the news of this reached Abram in
Haran or Canaan. If so, it might have seemed as though Cain were
slaying Abel at last—see page 34—and helped fix that legend in the
mind of those who traced their descent from Ur.)

Ellasar may well be the city referred to in Babylonian records as
Larsa. This was a city on the Euphrates about twenty miles upstream
from Ur. Ur’s decline meant its temporary rise. Tidal is sometimes
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identified with Tudhaliya I, the ruler of some Hittite tribe. (I will
have more to say about the Hittites later.)

The ruler mentioned in this verse who has received the lion’s share
of attention from Biblical scholars is, however, Amraphel king of Shinar,
At this time—about 1goo B.c.—the Amorites (see page 50) had taken
over Babylon. Eventually, they were to take over all of Sumeria, so
that Amraphel, possibly a local ruler and no more, is already called,
a little prematurely, the king of Shinar.

The greatest ruler of the Amorite line was, as I have said earlier,
Hammurabi, who ruled about 1700 B.c. and is best known for the
code of laws issued in his reign. A copy was discovered in modem
times on a diorite stele eight feet high. Hammurabi eventually con-
quered Larsa, which, under its powerful king Rim-Sin, had made things
hot for him for a while. He also conquered Elam, (Nevertheless, Elam
had its recurrent periods of power later. The column on which the
code of Hammurabi was inscribed was found in Susa, the Elamite
capital, where it may have been taken after a successful Elamite raid
on Babylon during one of the periods of weakness of the latter city.)

It has long been customary to say that Amraphel was Hammurabi,
but this seems quite out of the question. Hammurabi reigned some
centuries after the events of this chapter of Genesis must have taken
place. The Biblical story has Chedorlaomer of Elam the leading element
of the coalition (even though Amraphel is mentioned first in 14:1)
and this would be unthinkable in Hammurabi’s reign.

The picture, then, is of a Sumeria on the decline, with Babylon
and Larsa acting as a pair of city-states under the domination of
Elam, with whom some Hittite elements are allied (or are perhaps
serving as mercenaries).

Apparently, Elam, having secured the Tigris-Euphrates, is now reach-
ing westward for the rest of the Fertile Crescent, which for some
centuries has been under the domination of whatever power had ruled
in the east.

The Vale of Siddim

Against the invaders stood the forces of what were then the most
populous and prosperous cities of Canaan, the five “cities of the plain”:



70 ASIMOV’S GUIDE TO THE BIBLE

Sodom, Gomorrah, Admah, Zeboiim, and Zoar, concerning which there
will be more to say later.

Apparently, they had paid tribute for twelve years but now they
refused further payment and prepared to resist.

Genesis 14:3. All these were joined together in the vale of Siddim,
which is the salt sea.

The “salt sea” is the inland sea into which the Jordan empties
and a most unusual body of water it is. It is not large in size, only
about forty-seven miles long and not more than ten miles wide. Its
area is 370 square miles, which makes it only slightly larger than the five
boroughs of New York City.

The descending Jordan River is at 1286 feet below sea level when
it finally enters the “salt sea,” the shores of which are thus lower than
any other land area in the world.

If the depression in which the salt sea rests could be filled to
sea level, it would form a much larger inland sea some two hundred
miles long and twenty miles wide, almost as large as the state of Con-
necticut.

The reason why the salt sea does not fill the depression is simple.
The amount of water it receives—that of the Jordan River carrying
to it the rainfall upon the mountains in southern Syria and Lebanon—
is small. Its temperature is high (readings of up to 140° F. are recorded
in its neighborhood) and the loss of water by evaporation is high.
The salt sea represents a puddle, so to speak, which has partly dried.

The water brought in by the Jordan River is fresh but it does
contain small amounts of chemicals dissolved from the soil it passes
over and the banks it passes between. These chemicals accumulate in
the salt sea. If the salt sea had an opening to the ocean the chemicals
would be washed out as fast as they came in and the waters of the
sea would remain fresh. But there is no opening and the sea loses
water only by evaporation. The chemicals do not evaporate and remain
behind; more is constantly being added and none is removed. As a
result, the sea is now from 23 to 25 per cent dissolved chemicals,
mostly sodium chloride (common salt) and magnesium chloride, plus
smaller quantities of a variety of other substances. It is rightly named
the salt sea.

So heavy is the salt concentration (seven times that of the ocean)
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that nothing can live in the waters of the sea. For that reason, the
Greek geographers took to calling it the Dead Sea, and it is by that
name that it is best known to us. The name Dead Sea does not,
however, occur in the Bible.

Despite the fact that the Dead Sea is a partly dried puddle resting
at the bottom of a depression, we must not get the idea that it is
almost all gone and that another little push will cause it to disappear
altogether in a final burst of evaporation. Remember that the water
of the Dead Sea fills part of the Great Rift Valley. This allows the
Dead Sea, low though its level has fallen, to be one of the deepest
lakes in the world. Its average depth is 1080 feet and its greatest
depth is 1310 feet. The volume of water it contains is considerably
greater than that in some apparently much larger lakes (in terms of
surface area) which are very shallow. The Dead Sea contains about
twelve times as much water, for instance, as does our own Great Salt
Lake, although the latter, in terms of area, is four times as large.

The Dead Sea is a major source of chemicals and indeed plants
now exist in its neighborhood for the extraction of potassium chloride
from its waters. Chemicals that kill life in too great a concentration
can act as fertilizers in proper dosage. Nowadays, the Dead Sea lies
between the nations of Jordan and Israel.

The Dead Sea is divided into two unequal parts by a small peninsula
that extends into it from the eastern shores. The northern part, making
up about two thirds of the whole area, is the deep portion. The
southern part, making up the remaining third, is quite shallow, with
depths of from three to thirty feet. It is possible that the “vale of
Siddim” mentioned in Genesis 14:3 refers to the neighborhood of this
southern portion of the Dead Sea particularly.

Rephaims

The army of Chedorlaomer, on its way down the western half of
the Fertile Crescent, quickly subdued the regions east and south of the
Dead Sea:

Genesis 14:5. . . . Chedorlaomer, and the kings that were with
him, . . . smote the Rephaims . . . and the Zuzims . . . and the
Emims . . .
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The use of the expression “Rephaims,” by the way, is an example
of a false plural. The “im” suffix is itself the Hebrew plural, and to
add a further “s” is superfluous. The Revised Standard Version speaks,
therefore, of the Rephaim, Zuzim, and Emim. (The Zuzim are often
identified with the “Zamzummim” mentioned later in the Book of
Deuteronomy. )

These people predated those who arrived six or seven centuries after
the time of Abraham—the Israelites and related tribes. The tradition
is strong that the pre-Israelite inhabitants of Canaan, the Rephaim
in particular, were giants. Indeed, the tradition of the one-time existence
of giants, with sizes that are magnified as the tales are passed on from
generation to generation, are very common in the folklore of all nations.
The Bible states flatly in one much-discussed passage:

Genesis 6:4. There were giants in the earth in those days . ..

However, the Hebrew term here translated as “giants” is Nephilim
and there is no way of being certain that giants is what is actually
meant. It may simply have meant a race of mighty warriors, without
particular reference to gigantic physical size. The Revised Standard
Version evades the issue by leaving the Hebrew word untranslated and
saying “The Nephilim were on the earth in those days.”

Again in the Book of Numbers, in retailing the report of the spies
sent into Canaan by Moses, the Bible has them say:

Numbers 13:33. And there we saw the giants, the sons of Anak,
which come of the giants . . .

Here also the term is Nephilim and the Revised Standard Version
reads: “And there we saw the Nephilim (the sons of Anak, who
come from the Nephilim) . . .”

At least one reason for the persistent tales of giants may rest in
the wonder felt by barbarian invaders at the sight of the works of
the civilizations they replaced. Thus, when the Dorian Greeks invaded
the Peloponnesus they were struck with astonishment at the thick
walls of towns such as Mycenae and Tiryns, which had been strong-
holds of the defeated Mycenaean civilization. Viewing the tremendous
stone blocks that made up those walls, the Dorians decided that they
could only have been built by giants and the Greek myths do indeed
say that the huge one-eyed Cyclopes built those walls. (And such
walls, made up of large stone blocks, held by their own weight with-
out cement or mortar, are still called “cyclopean walls.”)



GENESIS 73

Similarly, the Israelite invaders of 1200 B.c., viewing the elaborate
fortifications of the Canaanite cities, may have felt thev were fighting
giants, The term must have been used metaphorically at first, as a
dramatic expression of the technological advancement of the enemy.
Thus, the verse in Numbers already cited goes on to say:

Numbers 13:33. . . . and we were in our own sight as grasshoppers,
and so we were in their sight.

which is about how an unarmed man might feel facing a man with
a loaded rifle, or how the latter might feel facing a man in a tank.

Nevertheless, all such expressions came to be accepted literally and
in later rabbinical legends, the Rephaim, Emim, Zuzim, Zamzummim,
Nephilim, and Anakim all became giants of absolutely tremendous
size. It would certainly be strange if they were, however, since they
were easily defeated by Chedorlaomer and also by the later Israelite
invasion.

It is almost needless to say that archaeologists have come across
no traces of giant races in historic times. To be sure, there are a
very few fossil remains, mostly teeth, indicating the one-time existence
of a manlike being even larger than the modem gorilla. These must,
however, have lived a hundred thousand years ago and more, and it
is unlikely in the extreme that any existed as recently as Abraham’s
time.

Salem

Chedorlaomer’s army then tumed the southern flank of the Dead
Sea region, fell upon the forces of the cities of the plain, and defeated
them. The city of Sodom was sacked and Lot, Abram’s nephew, was
one of those who were carried off to enslavement.

Abram (pictured in Chapter 14 of Genesis as a powerful desert
sheik), on hearing of this, immediately gathered his men and set off
in pursuit. He defeated a contingent of the army of Chedorlaomer
and liberated Lot, together with much of the taken loot.

As Abram returned from this victorious raid:

Genesis 14:18. . . . Melchizedek king of Salem brought forth bread
and wine: . .

Genesis 14:19. And he blessed him, and said Blessed be Abram . . .
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Melchizedek is Hebrew for “righteous king” and is thus the Canaanite
equivalent of the Akkadian name “Sargon.” Nowhere else in the Bible
is Melchizedek mentioned except in reference to this single incident.

Naturally, there has been considerable speculation as to where Salem
might be located. The later Jews decided that Salem (a Hebrew word
meaning “peace”) was a shortened form of Jerusalem. In the 76th
Psalm, for instance, this shows up:

Psalm 76:2. In Salem also in his [God’s] tabernacle, and his
dwelling place in Zion.

As is the fashion in Hebrew poetry, the same thing is said twice,
so that Salem must be synonymous with Zion. Zion is a poetic way
of referring to Jerusalem and therefore it seems very likely that Salem
must be another reference to that city.

There have been objections to this interpretation on the grounds
that before the Israelite conquest, Jerusalem was the home of a Ca-
naanite tribe called the Jebusites and that the city itself was called
Jebus.

Yet references in Egyptian chronicles dating back to well before
the Israelite conquest refer to a city called “Urusalim” which seems
almost certainly to be Jerusalem. It would seem then that Jerusalem
is indeed a very ancient name (of which the derivation is unknown
despite the correspondence of the last two syllables to the Hebrew
word for “peace”) and that Jebus is actually a late derivation from
Jebusite.

If Salem is indeed Jerusalem, as seems most likely, it is the first
appearance of that city, later so famous as the seat of the Temple,
in the Bible. In fact, one reason the legend may have been retained
and recorded in Genesis was to show that Abram himself paid tithes
at the future site of the Temple.

Damascus

Abram’s great sorrow at this time was the lack of a son and heir;
a terrible situation in a family-centered tribal society. He bemoaned
the fact that only some servant, not part of his bloodline, could inherit
his accumulated property:
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Genesis 15:2. . . . I go childless, and the steward of my house is
this Eliezer of Damascus.

Damascus had already been mentioned earlier in the previous chapter
as a place name used to describe the extent of Abraham’s northward
raid in pursuit of Chedorlaomer:

Genesis 14:15. . . . he . .. pursued them unto Hobah, which
is on the left hand of Damascus.

In Genesis 14:15, the reference might be merely to a place where
later the city of Damascus was built, but Genesis 15:2 refers to an
actual city, one with native sons. And, indeed, Damascus was in ex-
istence at the time of Abraham and even a thousand years earlier
perhaps. It is believed to be the oldest continuously occupied city
in the world.

It is about 150 miles north of Jerusalem, centered in a verdant, well-
watered area. Indeed, its name (“Dammesek” in Hebrew) is derived,
apparently, from the Aramaic phrase di masqya, meaning “having water
resources.” It is an important city even today. It is the capital of the
modern nation of Syria and has a population of about 475,000.

The Hittites

Nevertheless, God promises Abram a son and also promises him that
his descendants shall inherit the land of Canaan and that the people
then, or soon to be, living in the land shall be displaced. (This promise
is repeated on several occasions in the Book of Genesis.) The tribes
dwelling in Canaan are then enumerated, as they are to be enumerated
on a number of occasions later in the Bible. They were also enumerated
in the “Table of Nations” in the tenth chapter of Genesis, as children
of Canaan. The details of the enumeration change from place to place.
Here it is given as:

Genesis 15:19. The Kenites, and the Kenizzites, and the Kad-
monites,

Genesis 15:20. And the Hittites, and the Perizzites, and the
Rephaims,
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Genesis 15:21. And the Amorites, and the Canaanites, and the
Girgashites, and the [ebusites.

There is wide variety in these names. The Kenites, Kenizzites, and
Kadmonites are all desert tribes of the south and southeast. The
Jebusites are the inhabitants of Jerusalem and its environs. Virtually
nothing is known of the Perizzites and Girgashites, except that they
are mentioned among the inhabitants in several of the lists. The
Rephaim I have discussed earlier (see page 72).

The Canaanites are, obviously, a general term for the inhabitants of
Canaan and the Amorites are used as an almost synonymous general
term. This may be because in Abraham’s time, the Amorites had be-
come the most important of the west Semitic tribes. They had taken
over Babylon and were on the way to the control of all the Tigris-
Euphrates (see page 50).

By far the most interesting of the groups listed, however, is the
Hittites.

The Hittites are sometimes referred to as the “sons of Heth” and
Heth (the eponym of the tribe) is referred to in the tenth chapter of
Genesis as the second son of Canaan:

Genesis 10:15. And Canaan begat Sidon his firstborn, and
Heth . s w

Because the Hittites are invariably mentioned in the Bible as among
the tribes of Canaanites, the feeling arose that they were a minor
people, no more important than, let us say, Girgashites, who have never
been heard of outside those few verses in the Bible in which they are
mentioned. And yet the fact that Heth is Canaan’s second-born be-
speaks a certain importance.

The old Egyptian and Babylonian records do speak of the “Kheta”
and the “Khatti” respectively (quite similar to “Heth”) as a powerful
people north of Canaan and the thought grew that these might be the
Biblical Hittites and that they might not be an unimportant group of
Canaanites after all. Archaeological findings in the nineteenth century
seemed to point to a hitherto unknown empire that had once flourished
in Syria and Asia Minor,

Finally, in 1906, a German archaeologist, Hugo Winckler, uncovered
a store of cuneiform tablets near the village of Bogazkoy in central
Turkey, about ninety miles east of the present Turkish capital, Ankara.
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It turned out that the tablets were found on the site of the capital of
what had indeed been a Hittite Empire.

Further investigation showed that the Hittites had ruled a powerful
realm, had introduced the use of iron and of horse-drawn chariots
(something which the Assyrians were later to improve on), and, for
a few centuries, had disputed the mastery of western Asia with Egypt
when the latter kingdom was at her most powerful.

How then could this great empire go unnoticed in the Bible and be
mentioned only as an unimportant tribe?

Actually, this is an accident of history. In the time of Abraham and
his immediate descendants, the Hittites had not yet reached the fullness
of their strength. Indeed, Tidal, an early Hittite leader, is mentioned
only as a confederate of Chedorlaomer (see page 68) and as of no
more importance than a Sumerian city-state.

It was not until 1750 B.c., well after Abraham’s time, that the Hittite
“Old Kingdom” was founded and that a conquering Hittite king
spread its power outside Asia Minor. And by that time, Abraham’s
descendants were on their way into Egyptian bondage and the focus
of the Bible moves away for some centuries from Canaan.

After a century of Hittite decline between 1500 and 1400 B.c., there
followed a period of even greater power, and the Hittite “New King-
dom” was established. Under Shubbiluliu, who reigned from 1390 B.C.
to 1350 B.c., the Hittites reached the peak of their power and for a
moment seemed on the point of establishing their dominion over all
the civilized world. In the end, however, a long war with Egypt wore
them out; they declined first slowly and then more rapidly, and by
1200 B.c. the Hittite Empire came to a final end.

When the Israelites invaded Canaan and the Biblical focus was re-
stored to that land, the remnant of the Hittites remaining here and
there in Canaan and to the north could be viewed as an unimportant
tribe.

In short, the Bible talks of Canaan before the Hittites rose to power
and after the Hittites fell from power, but never while the Hittites
were in their full glory. And since the Bible was, until the nineteenth
century, the chief source of historical knowledge concerning the ancient
East, the great Hittite Empire vanished from sight. Only with Winck-
ler’s work did archaeological finds in the Middle East restore it to the
knowledge of man,
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Ishmael

At the suggestion of his wife, Sarai, Abram takes her servant, Hagar,
as his concubine,

Genesis 16:15. And Hagar bare Abram a son: and Abram called
his son’s name . . . Ishmael.

Ishmael is the eponym of a group of tribes, collectively known as
Ishmaglites in the Bible, who dwelt on the border of the Arabian desert
south and southeast of Canaan. The Israelites recognized the kinship
of these Arabian tribes to themselves by tracing the descent of those
tribes from Abraham. It was a descent through a concubine, however,
indicating the view (from the standpoint of the writers of Genesis)
that the Ishmaelites were of subordinate importance in the scheme of
things.

The Arabians in later centuries came under the influence of Judaism
and even after the establishment of Islam in the seventh century A.p.
accepted many parts of the Bible and embroidered the legendary
material of Genesis in their own fashion. They considered themselves
to be descended from Abram and Ishmael and the Arabic versions of
those names, Ibrahim and Ismail, remain favorites among Moslems.
According to Moslem legend, both Hagar and Ishmael are buried in
Mecca.

Circumcision

Ishmael is not, however, the son through whom the descendants
will arise to whom Canaan is promised. God now renews the promise,
entering into a covenant with Abraham; something that in human terms
would be a legal, binding agreement.

In return for the divine right to Canaan, Abraham, in his own
name and that of his descendants, agrees to accept God as the
national deity. God says:

Genesis 17:7. And I will establish my covenant between me and
thee and thy seed dafter thee . . . to be a God unto thee, and to thy
seed after thee.
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As his “signature” to this agreement, Abram (now renamed Abra-
ham—a change in name to signify the new situation) agrees to accept
the rite of circumcision. (The Hebrew term for it is berith, meaning
“covenant.”) God says:

Genesis 17:10. This is my covenant, which ye shall keep . . . Every
man child among you shall be circumcised.

Circumcision is the removal of the foreskin of the penis; a loss which
in no way hampers the sex act, and does not result in any inconvenience
at all.

The custom is, actually, far older than Abraham and its origins are
lost in prehistoric antiquity. It was practiced by the Egyptians and by
the Canaanites, who were under the political and cultural domination
of Egypt in Abraham’s time. The rite was not practiced in the Tigris-
Euphrates region, and the tale of Abraham’s circumcision may represent
a memory of the adoption of certain phases of Egyptian and Canaanite
culture by the westward-wandering nomads.

Circumcision does not seem to have been particularly important
among the pre-Exilic Jews. It was practiced, of course, and uncir-
cumcised people (such as the Philistines) were looked down upon,
but the overwhelming religious significance of the rite seemed to arise
during the Exile.

When the Jews in Babylon were trying to maintain their national
existence and to keep themselves separate from the overwhelming num-
bers of the Babylonians, circumcision grew important. It marked off
the Jews from the uncircumcised Babylonians.

It was comforting, further, to interpret that mark of separation as
the legal witness that the Promised Land, from which the Jews had
been torn by the Babylonian conquerors, was Jewish by divine agree-
ment, and would therefore be theirs again someday. The Book of
Genesis, which was being put into its final form at the time, was
naturally so edited as to stress this point.

The land was indeed restored and the importance and prestige of
circumcision was thus fixed. Through all the Greek and Roman period,
it continued to be the fundamental rite marking the entry of the infant
(or the adult convert) into Judaism. It was partly over the rite of
circumcision that Christianity and Judaism parted company in the time
of the Apostle Paul.

Although many people nowadays attempt to interpret the operation as
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a measure intended for the purpose of hygiene or cleanliness, it is likely
that to primitive man (innocent of our modern notions of hygiene) the
act had magical overtones. It may, for instance, have been intended
to ensure fertility.

Sodom and Gomorrah

But while the promised heir is awaited, the focus shifts again to the
outside world.

Abraham learns that the cities of the plain—of which Sodom and
Gomorrah were the most important—are to be destroyed in a great
catastrophe. It had been in Sodom that Lot had chosen to live (see
page 65) and it had been Sodom that had led the rebellion against
Chedorlaomer (see page 70).

(THE
GREAT SEA)
( Mediterranean,

Sodom and Gomorrah

Abraham intercedes on behalf of those of the inhabitants of the
cities who might be righteous and his nephew Lot is allowed to escape
in time to the smallest of the cities of the plain, Zoar (although Lot’s
wife is lost, being turned into a pillar of salt, according to the story).



82 ASIMOV’S GUIDE TO THE BIBLE

Genesis 19:23. . . . Lot entered into Zoar.

Genesis 19:24. Then the Lord rained upon Sodom and upon
Gomorrah brimstone and fire . . .

Genesis 19:25. And he overthrew those cities, and dll the plain,
and all the inhabitants of the cities, and that which grew upon the
ground,

The description of the catastrophe could match that of a volcanic
eruption, combined with an earthquake; or, conceivably, a large mete-
orite strike. Certainly such events have proved catastrophic enough even
in recent times. In 1883, a volcanic eruption on the island of Krakatoa
in the strait between the Indonesian islands of Java and Sumatra killed
36,000 people in Java.

The question is, though, where Sodom and the other cities of the
plain might have been located before the destruction. The “plain”
seems to refer to the entire depression occupied by the Jordan River
and the Dead Sea, which, according to Genesis 13:10, was “well
watered everywhere.”

Certainly the shores of the Dead Sea are bleakly infertile now but
conceivably that might have been the result of the very catastrophe
described here.

The most interesting possibility follows from certain signs that in-
dicate that in Abraham’s time, the level of the Dead Sea may have
been some feet lower than it is today. It might therefore have been that
the Dead Sea was at that time confined only to its deep portion, the
northem two thirds (see page 71). The shallow, southern third might
have been the dry, or perhaps marshy, plain on which Sodom and its
sister cities were located, with a fresh-water table that kept the area
fertile as it drained northward into the Dead Sea. This area might,
indeed, have been the very “vale of Siddim” referred to in Genesis
14:3.

It might then have been that the catastrophe which overwhelmed
Sodom and the other cities, whether a volcano or earthquake or mete-
orite strike, led to a slight subsidence of the land, so that the waters of
the Dead Sea flooded southward; and this flood might have been made
the worse as the result of a rise (for some reason) of the general water-
level of the Sea. If all this were so, what was left of the cities (and
considering the size and make-up of Canaanite cities of 1goo B.C, it
wouldn’t be much) would be covered by the waters of the Dead Sea.
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It is only fair to say, however, that no extra-Biblical evidence of
such a catastrophe is known and there are no reports of any remains
of civilization buried under the waters of the southern end of the
Dead Sea.

Although not mentioned here, two of the other cities of the plain
were also destroyed, according to Deuteronomy:

Deuteronomy 29:23. . . . like the overthrow of Sodom, and
Gomorrah, Admah, and Zeboim, which the Lord overthrew in his
anger . . .

Zoar, the last city of the plain, and the refuge of Lot, was spared.
In the Book of Jeremiah, the prophet inveighs against Moab, mention-
ing Zoar among its cities:

Jeremiah 48:33. And joy and gladness is taken from the . ..
land of Moab; . . .
Jeremiah 48:34. . . . from Zoar even unto Horonaim . . .

From the known location of Moab, this would place Zoar, most likely,
southeast of the Dead Sea, perhaps nearly at the edge of the present
shore, just far enough from the other cities to have escaped the catas-
trophe and inundation. No trace of Zoar remains in modern times.

During medieval times, by the way, when few Europeans ever saw
the Dead Sea, impressions of it, arising out of the nineteenth chapter
of Genesis, were most horrible, Its waters were thought to be black; the
vapors above it poisonous; birds could not fly over it. None of this is
true, of course. Its climate is miserable and its waters are bitter and
contain no life, but it is not poisonous externally, and men can swim in
it if they choose. (Such swimming is a remarkable experience, for the
salt concentration makes the water unusually dense and one cannot sink
in it even if one tries.)

Moab and Ammon

Lot’s two daughters escaped with him from the destruction of Sodom.
While hiding in a cave near Zoar, the daughters, at least, are depicted
as convinced that the destruction had been universal. Feeling themselves
to be the only possible mothers of future humanity, they made use of the
only man available, their father, after making him drunk.
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Genesis 19:37. And the firstborn bare a son, and called his name
Moab: the same is the father of the Moabites unto this day.

Genesis 19:38. And the younger, she also bare a son, and called
his name Ben-ammi: the same is the father of the children of
Ammon unto this day.

The Moabites and Ammonites were peoples related to the Israelites
in terms of language and culture, and the Biblical writers recognized
this relationship by having them descended from Lot, the nephew of
Abraham.

The Moabites and Ammonites descended upon Canaan from the
eastern desert some five centuries after Abraham’s time and perhaps a
century before the Israelites themselves did. The Bible says this in its
own fashion by placing the time of birth of the eponyms of Moab and
Ammon before the time of birth of the eponym of Israel.

The actual origins of the names Moab and Ammon are not known,
but they can be twisted to imply incestuous origin. “Moab” may mean
“from father” and “Ben-ammi” seems to mean “son of my people.” If
this is taken to read “from [my own] father” and “son of my [own]
people” nothing more is needed. Since for centuries after the Israelite
conquest of Canaan, Moab and Ammon remained perennial enemies
of the Israelites, the writers of Genesis were probably only too pleased to
record the folk tale of their scandalous origin.

Gerar

After the destruction of Sodom, Abraham apparently felt the need
of moving away from unpleasant associations and of making a new start,

Genesis 20:1. And Abraham journeyed from thence . . . and so-
journed in Gerar.

Gerar is about forty miles west of Hebron and a little to the south.
It is only about ten miles from the Mediterranean coast and not more
than twenty miles northeast of what would now be considered the
boundary of Egypt.

The writer of Genesis speaks of Gerar as being in Philistine territory
for its king, on returning to his city, is recorded as having:

Genesis 21:32. . . . returned into the land of the Philistines.
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Again, at the end of the description of happenings during Abraham’s
stay at Gerar, a summary, as follows, is presented:

Genesis 21:34. And Abraham sojourned in the Philistines’ land
many days.

This should not be taken to mean that the Philistines actually occu-
pied the territory of Gerar in Abraham’s time. Gerar was in the area
which eventually became Philistine, to be sure, some five centuries
immediately preceding the time that Genesis was reduced to writing so
it was best identified in that fashion. The anachronism was similar
in nature to that involved in “Ur of the Chaldees” (see page 58).
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Beersheba

While Abraham was in southern Canaan, a son was finally born to
him and his wife, Sarah, and he was named Isaac.

In order that there might be no confusion as to who was to be
Abraham’s heir, Hagar, Abraham’s concubine, and her son, Ishmael,
were, at Sarah’s insistence, cast out.

Genesis 21:14. . . . and she [Hagar] departed, and wandered in
the wilderness of Beersheba,

Wilderness is a term referring to uninhabited territory and presumably
the city itself had not yet been founded. Its founding is attributed in
the same chapter to Abraham, who is recorded as having dug a well in
the area. He established the ownership of that well by coming to a
formal agreement with the king of Gerar, an agreement involving an
oath rendered inviolate by the ritual sacrifice of seven lambs.

Genesis 21:31. Wherefore he called that place Beersheba . . .

The name of the town can be said to mean either “well of the oath”
or “well of the seven” or, perhaps, “seven wells.” In any case it is the
water supply that marks the importance of the place. In the semi-arid
land of Canaan, a reliable well or wells is essential for a permanent
community and Genesis therefore deals in some detail with traditions
concerning the digging of wells.

Beersheba, about twenty-eight miles southwest of Hebron, is about as
far south as one can go and expect to find a reliable water supply. It is
therefore the southernmost sizable town in Canaan and is usually
taken by the Biblical writers as representing the southern boundary of
the land. Farther south is the desert, or Negev (which is simply a
Hebrew word for “south”).

When Palestine was under Turkish rule prior to World War I, Beer-
sheba was a small village with the Arabic name of Bir-es-saba. Some of
its wells were still in existence and the largest was called the “Well of
Abraham.” In 1917, the British invaded Palestine from Egypt and
won a victory over the Turks at Beersheba, one which led to the rapid
conquest of Palestine.
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Beersheba is now part of Israel, has a population of about 32,000,
and is still the southernmost sizable town in the land (except for Elath,
the Red Sea port). Its present importance depends upon the fact that it
is an industrial and manufacturing center, thanks in part to its near-
ness to the chemicals produced at the Dead Sea, a little over thirty miles
to the east.

Paran

Ishmael, after being cast out, made his home in the desert regions
south of Canaan:

Genesis 21:21. And he dwelt in the wilderness of Paran: and his
mother took him a wife out of the land of Egypt.

Paran is an ill-defined area usually marked on the maps as including
the northern portion of the triangular peninsula of Sinai, which lies
between Canaan and Egypt. The nomadic tribes wandering there, and
in the portions of Arabia neighboring it, are the Ishmaelites par
excellence.

The region, thanks to its closeness to Egypt, would be under Egyptian
influence even when Canaan itself was free, so that the fact that Ishmael
had an Egyptian mother and an Egyptian wife seems to express the
geographical and political situation in the personal terms appropriate

for an eponym,

Moriah

There follows then the well-known story of Abraham’s rocklike faith
and his readiness to offer his son, Isaac—his long-awaited son—as a
human sacrifice at God’s order. At the last minute, however, Abraham
is held back from the deed, and a ram is sacrificed in Isaac’s place.

The place of the near sacrifice of Isaac is not closely specified. God’s
instructions are:

Genesis 22:2. , . . get thee into the land of Moriah; and offer him
[Isaac] there for a burnt offering upon one of the mountains . . .
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There seems no way of determining where the land of Moriah might
be. It is not mentioned elsewhere in the Bible or anywhere outside the
Bible. It is over two days’ journey from Beersheba for Abraham sighted
it on the third day, but the direction in which he was traveling is not
given.

Among the later Jews, the tradition grew that the place of the near
sacrifice of Isaac was destined to be the very place at which the Temple
of Solomon was to be built. This place is referred to as Zion in every
Biblical reference but one. The exception is a late-written reference:

2 Chronicles 3:1. Then Solomon began to build the house of the
Lord at Jerusalem in mount Moriah . . .

Actually, the chance that the place of Isaac’s ordeal and that of
Solomon’s Temple are the same may be flattering to later Jewish nation-
alism but is not at all likely to be true. Even in Abraham’s time, the hill
in Jerusalem was occupied and was within a well-fortified city. Abraham
would not have had entry into it without careful negotiation that
Genesis would surely have detailed.

Aram and Chesed

Meanwhile, Abraham’s brother Nahor was back in Haran and news
concerning him was brought to Abraham:

Genesis 22:20, . . . Mileah . . . hath also born children unto thy
brother, Nahor;

Genesis 22:21. Huz his firstborn, and Buz his brother, and Kemuel
the father of Aram,

Genesis 22:22. And Chesed, and Hazo, and Pildash, and Bethuel.

Genesis 22:23. And Bethuel begat Rebekah . . .

These are eponyms, of course, and the most important are Aram and
-Chesed. Aram is the eponym of the Aramaeans and, earlier in Genesis,
is presented as a son of Shem. This apparent contradiction may be the
result of the effort of the final editors of Genesis to keep each of two
well-known traditions.

The two separate births of Aram also serve two separate functions
if Aram is viewed as an eponym representing a people, rather than as an
individual human being. In the tenth chapter, Aram is presented as a
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son of Shem to indicate that the Aramaeans were independent of As-
syria at the time Genesis was reduced to writing (see page 23). Here,
in the twenty-second chapter, Aram is presented as a son of Nahor,
brother of Abraham, to indicate the kinship of the Aramaeans to the
Israelites.

As for Chesed, he is probably the eponym of the Chaldeans
(“Kasdim” in Hebrew). This is rather appropriate historically, since the
Aramaeans and Chaldeans emerged from the desert into the Fertile
Crescent at nearly the same time (see page 58).

The other names mentioned undoubtedly represent various Aramaean
or Chaldean tribes and speculation about them is fruitless now. Huz
(better “Uz” as in the Revised Standard Version) and Buz are of some
interest with respect to the Book of Job, a matter which will be taken
up in the appropriate place.

This short genealogy is also of direct interest to the Israelite readers
of Genesis since Rebekah is listed as a daughter of Bethuel, who is
himself first cousin to Isaac. Since Rebekah is later to marry Isaac, she
is one of the ancestresses of the Israelites.

Machpelah

Eventually, Abraham’s wife, Sarah, died at a time when she and
Abraham were living in Hebron once more (referred to here at first by
its Canaanite name of Kirjath-arba). Abraham bought a burial plot of
“the children of Heth.” This is usually interpreted as meaning “Hittite”
though there is some argument about that which is not easily resolved.
The transaction is carefully detailed.

Genesis 23:19. And after this, Abraham buried Sarah . . . in the
cave of the field of Machpelah before Mamre . . .

Eventually, Abraham himself was buried in the cave (Genesis 25:9)
as well as Isaac and his wife, and Isaac’s younger son and one of his
wives (Genesis 49:30-31; 50:13), all direct forebears of the Israelites.

By New Testament times, a tradition had arisen that a particular spot
in Hebron represented the Cave of Machpelah. The Moslems (who
were to be in occupation of Hebron for thirteen hundred years) respect
the tradition and improve on it. The traditional site is enclosed in
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stone walls like a fortress and the enclosure is called the “Haram” (the
“forbidden” place). One end is taken up by a mosque and the whole
is treated with the deepest awe,

Mesopotamia

The time had now come for Abraham to be concerned over finding
a wife for Isaac. Proud of his ancient lineage, he did not wish to have
Isaac intermarry with any of the Canaanite peoples among whom he
lived. He decided, therefore, to send his steward to Haran where his
brother, Nahor, and his family still lived. A wife was to be selected from
among that family,

Genesis 24:10. And the servant . . . arose, and went to Meso-
potamia, unto the city of Nahor.

The word “Mesopotamia” is Greck and not Hebrew. It is used as a
translation of the Hebrew term “Aram-Naharaim” with reference to the
country surrounding Haran, The Revised Standard Version retains
“Mesopotamia” but the Catholic and Jewish versions in my possession
use “Aram-Naharaim” without translation, as does the Anchor Bible,

Of course, Aram-Naharaim is rather an anachronism as the use of the
term “Philistine” was earlier (see page 85). The Aramaeans were
not actually in possession of that region for some centuries after the
time of Abraham,

Mesopotamia means “between the rivers” and was applied by the
Greeks to the land between the Tigris and Euphrates, at first only to the
portions north of Babylonia and then to the whole region. In that sense,
Haran, and all of Aram-Naharaim (which means “Aram on the rivers”),
is in Mesopotamia. The term “Mesopotamia” remained popular in the
west down to World War I, and was the most used name for what I have
been calling the Tigris-Euphrates region, and Babylonia.

Prior to World War I, Mesopotamia was a possession of Turkey.
It was taken from Turkey after World War I and became a British
mandate. At that time, the native name of the land, Iraq, came into
favor and is now used exclusively. In 1932, Iraq was recognized as an
independent nation. Although Iraq includes most of the ancient Meso-
potamia, it is not quite extensive enough to include Haran within its
borders.
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Syria

A bride was indeed found for Isaac. She was Rebekah, earlier men-
tioned as the daughter of Bethuel and granddaughter of Nahor (see
page 89). She had also a brother, Laban, with whom the negotiations
for marriage were carried on, and who was to play an important part
later in Genesis.

The matter is summarized:

Genesis 25:20. And Isaac was forty years old when he took
Rebekah to wife, the daughter of Bethuel the Syrian of Padan-
Aram, the sister to Laban the Syrian.

Padan-Aram (or “Paddan-Aram” in the Revised Standard Version)
is clearly a term synonymous with Aram-Naharaim.

The term “Syrian” is the Greek version of “Aramaean” and through-
out the King James Version, the terms “Aram” and “Aramaean” are
translated as “Syria” and “Syrian” respectively. The Revised Standard
Version speaks of “Bethuel the Aramaean” and “Laban the Aramaean”
in this verse—although even to call them Aramaeans is anachronistic.

The term “Syria” stems back to a Babylonian word, “Suri,” for a
district along the upper Euphrates. In later times, the Greeks, pushing
eastward, encountered this portion of the Aramaean lands first. The
name Syria (in Latin spelling) came to apply to the eastern shores of the
Mediterranean generally.

In the Bible, once that was translated into Greek, Syria came to be
applied, in particular, to the region north of Canaan, which retained its
independence of Assyria in the ninth and eighth centuries B.c. This
became the Syria, with Damascus as its capital, which plays so important
a role in the First and Second Books of Kings.

The region north of Canaan has remained Syria ever since, through
Greek, Roman, and Moslem occupation. After World War I, Syria was
freed of Turkish rule and was put under French mandate. In 1945,
after World War II, the French also left and Syria became an inde-
pendent republic, again with Damascus as its capital. It includes Haran
near its northern border,
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Midian

Before Genesis turns to a consideration of Isaac’s descendants, how-
ever, it clears up the matter of the various Abrahamic lines through
. concubines. Thus:

Genesis 25:1. Then again Abraham took a wife, and her name was
Keturah.
Genesis 25:2. And she bare him . . . Midian . . , and Shuah.

Other descendants, over a dozen, are listed, but most are names
only. All are eponyms, one would assume, of various Arabian tribes,
of whom Midian is by far the best known. Midian is the eponym of the
Midianites who ranged over the land of Midian. This is usually marked
on the maps as occupying the northwest corner of Arabia, separated
from Sinai by a narrow arm of the sea, and thus quite close to the
“wilderness of Paran” occupied by the Ishmaelites. Indeed, the Midian-
ites and Ishmaelites are used almost synonymously in the Bible.

Shuah is of some interest in connection with the Book of Job, a matter
which will be taken up later.

The descendants of Ishmael are given later in the chapter, all of whom
are now only names. Twelve of them are given, representing twelve
tribes, analogous perhaps to the twelve tribes of Israel. One of the tribal
eponyms is Massa, a name with some significance when the time comes
to take up the Book of Proverbs.

Abraham is recorded, then, as dying at the age of 175, and as being
buried in the cave at Machpelah by Isaac and Ishmael. A half century
later, Ishmael died at the age of 137 and now with all loose ends care-
fully knotted, Genesis turns to Isaac and his descendants.

Edom

Isaac and Rebekah have twin sons, Esau and Jacob. The characters
of the two are contrasted: Esau is a rough hunter, an unsubtle man
of the outdoors, loved and admired by his father. Jacob is a quiet,
shrewd man living at home and the favorite of his mother.

Esau is the elder by a few minutes and is therefore entitled to the
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birthright; that is, to the inheritance of the main portion of his father’s
property. He is also entitled to a father’s blessing as his chief heir and
such a blessing had great legalistic value in the society of that time.

Jacob managed, however, to outmaneuver his older brother. At one
point, when Esau was returning faint and weary from a hunt, he asked
for some of the soup of red lentils which Jacob was preparing.

Genesis 25:30. . . . Feed me, I pray thee, with that same red
pottage; for I am faint: therefore was his name called Edom.

Jacob allowed him to eat but only after demanding the cession of the
birthright in exchange, and receiving it.

The writer of Genesis thus gives Esau the alternate name of Edom
(“red”), connecting that with the soup of red lentils that he desired.
This made Esau (Edom) the eponymous ancestor of the Edomites,
who, in centuries to come, were to occupy the territory south of Moab.

On the other hand, Jacob, who later in Genesis is given the alternate
name of Israel, is the eponymous ancestor of the Israelites.

Throughout Old Testament times, there was continuing enmity be-
tween the Israelites and the Edomites. This is reflected backward into
an enmity between the eponymous twin brothers.

Such enmity arose not only over the enforced sale of the birthright,
but also as a result of a second successful deceit on the part of Jacob.
Isaac, now blind and awaiting death, decided to give Esau the final
blessing. To forestall this, Jacob dressed himself in Esau’s clothes and
put goatskins on his arms to imitate Esau’s hairiness, and, pretending
to be Esau, obtained his father’s blessing.

Both these tales show a younger brother achieving hereditary dom-
inance over an older. This forecast the actual historic situation—well
established at the time Genesis was reduced to writing. The Israelites
entered Canaan only after the Edomites had become well established
on the outskirts, so that the Israelites were the “younger brother.” On
the other hand, through the centuries that followed the rise of David,
the Israelites ruled over the Edomites.

Bethel

To prevent the possible murder of Jacob by a naturally resentful older
brother, Rebekah decided to send her younger son away, at least
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temporarily. She persuaded Isaac to order him to Haran to get a wife
for himself from the descendants of Nahor (as had been done in the
case of Isaac himself).

On his nearly five-hundred-mile journey northward, Jacob slept at a
certain place and dreamed of a ladder extending to heaven, with angels
ascending and descending, He determined this to be a vision of God’s
dwelling place and decided that the ground on which he was standing
was holy. (The Anchor Bible suggests that the vision of a ladder was
really that of a ziggurat, which is built with steps working up along its
outer walls.)

Genesis 28:19. And he called the name of that place Bethel . . .

The name “Bethel” means “house of God,” an obvious reference to
a temple, or even a ziggurat, which may have stood on the site quite
early in Canaanite times.

The sacred traditions of Bethel were to have important consequences
in the days of the divided kingdom a thousand years later, and to be a
source of heresy among the Israelites. The city itself is located about
fifty miles northeast of Beersheba and about eleven miles north of
Jerusalem. It is now represented, according to general belief, by a
village named Beitin.

Reuben and His Brothers

Jacob reached Haran safely and obtained not one wife, but two: Leah
and Rachel, the daughters of Laban, who was the brother of his mother
Rebekah. The girls were therefore his first cousins.

Carefully, the writers of Genesis record the birth of his children,
beginning with his first:

Genesis 30:32. And Leah conceived and bare a son, and she
called his name Reuben . . .

Jacob went on to have thirteen children listed by name: seven by
Leah, two by Rachel, two by one concubine, Bilhah, and two by
another concubine, Zilpah. Of these, twelve were born during his
twenty-year stay with Laban and one was bom after his return to
Canaan.
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These may be listed as follows:

Leah: Reuben, Simeon, Levi, Judah, Issachar, Zebulun, Dinah;
Rachel: Joseph, Benjamin;

Bilhah: Dan, Naphtali;

Zilpah: Gad, Asher.

All of these were sons, except for the one daughter, Dinah. It was
Benjamin, the youngest child, who was born after Jacob’s return to
Canaan.

Each of the twelve sons was the eponym of a tribe of Israelites, though
Joseph was, to be more accurate, the ancestor of two tribes, of which
his sons were the eponyms.

It is sometimes tempting to interpret this in terms of a confederation
of tribes uniting for the purpose of conquering Canaan and continuing
to form a loose union (at times very loose) afterward. The tradition
of descent from a single man, Jacob, would then be a way of marking
off that confederation (binding it legally, in the family sense) as op-
posed to other related tribes—those of Edom, Moab, and Ammon, for
instance—who did not join the confederation or even opposed it.

Furthermore, the division into four groups according to the maternal
ancestress might indicate closer interrelationships. The “Leah tribes”
may have formed the initial confederation, to which a pair of “Rachel
tribes” later joined and the others still later.

However, such interpretations must remain guesswork. The only in-
formation we have concerning the early history of the Israelite tribes
is what can be found in the Bible and this is not enough for the purpose.

It is interesting, though, that most of the sons of Jacob remain only
names in the Book of Genesis. The only two who really appear as
individuals are Judah and Joseph, the former eventually playing the
chief role among the Leah tribes and the latter the chief role among the
Rachel tribes. Moreover, when the Israelite kingdom was divided, the
Joseph tribes (there were two of them) dominated the northern king-
dom, while the tribe of Judah dominated the southern kingdom.

Genesis is built up chiefly of a pair of traditions, one developed in
the northern kingdom, with tales of Joseph prominent; the other
developed in the southern kingdom, with tales of Judah prominent.

While members of all twelve tribes are Israelites, it is the members
of the tribe of Judah only that are, strictly speaking, Judeans, or Jews.
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Seir

Jacob prospered in Haran and finally, after long-drawn-out quarreling
with his father-in-law, Laban, left with his wives, his children, his
cattle, and his goods. His next problem was to face his estranged
brother, Esau, He had to prepare the way for such a meeting:

Genesis 32:3. And Jacob sent messengers before him to Esau his
brother unto the land of Seir, the country of Edom.

Esau is pictured as already dwelling in the area which, centuries later,
was to be occupied by the Edomites. Seir is an alternate name of the
land which is more usually called Edom.

More specifically, Seir is the name given to the range of mountains
that covers much of Edom. This range runs in a north-south direction
from the Dead Sea to the Gulf of Aqaba, the northeastern arm of the
Red Sea. Directly to the west of this range is a deep, narrow depression,
which is now called Wadi el-Arabah, a continuation of the Great Rift
Valley.

The Wadi el-Arabah starts below sea level at the Dead Sea, but rises,
and at its highest point, just about halfway between the Dead Sea and
the Gulf of Aqaba, it rises to some seven hundred fect above sea level,
though even at that point it is flanked by considerably higher ground,
east and west.

Sometimes the name Seir is applied specifically to the highest moun-
tain peak of the Seir range, which is known as Mount Seir. It is located
about thirty miles south of the Dead Sea and is about 4400 feet high.

An alternate name of Mount Seir is Mount Hor. This reflects the
fact that prior to the occupation of the land by the Edomites, it was
occupied by a group of people called Horites. Thus, in the description
of the peoples defeated by Chedorlaomer, the account includes:

Genesis 14:6. And the Horites in their Mount Seir . . .

The Horites were, apparently, a non-Semitic people related to the
Hittites. It was only a rclatively small segment of these that had found
their way so far south. Their main concentration was farther north and
they are more frequently called “Hurrians.” (The Horites to the south
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may, however, have been a distinct people with a name that only
coincidentally resembled that of the Hurrians of the north.)

Like the Hittites, the Hurrians (Horites) had not yet reached the
period of their greatness in patriarchal times. About 1475 ».c., however,
they formed the kingdom of Mitanni along the northern Euphrates,
taking up the area referred to in the Bible as Aram-Naharaim. For a
while, Mitanni was one of the great powers of western Asia and held out
against a conquering Egypt. A century later, however, it was over-
shadowed by the Hittite New Kingdom and by 1275 B.c. it was defeated
and absorbed by the Assyrians.

When the Israelites were conquering Canaan, the great days of
Mitanni were over. Like the Hittites, they had flourished during the
interval when the Bible’s attention is absent from Canaan, and their
deeds are therefore not recorded.

The Hurrians had, apparently, more of an influence over the early cus-
toms of the patriarchal period than had been expected. The Anchor
Bible painstakingly analyzes the tales of the marriages of the patriarchs,
of the position of concubines, of questions concerning birthright, and
so on, and finds that much that would otherwise be puzzling in the
stories of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob becomes clear in the light of Hur-
rian custom.

Earlier I had explained that the Anchor Bible expressed doubt as to
whether Abraham’s origins were in Ur or in Haran (see page 59) and
whether the Israelites could trace their ancestry to Sumerians or to
Aramaeans, If Haran were the origin, it would perhaps be at a point
in time before the coming of the Aramaeans but not before the coming
of the Hurrians (or the people from whom the Hurrians had borrowed
their culture). Perhaps one might properly have the Israelites say: “A
wandering Hurrian was my father.” The fact that the Hurrians were not
Semitic is not a crucial argument against this theory. It seems clear that
the Israelites adopted the Canaanite language when they occupied
Canaan; who can tell what their language might have been earlier. It
might have had strong Hurrian components.

Israel

Esau came to meet Jacob and the two approached each other east of
the Jordan. Jacob made ready for the meeting in considerable fear. His
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company, including his wives and children, were most vulnerable. The
mere act of traveling with them, of getting the company across rivers,
for instance, was difficult.

Genesis 32:22. And he rose up that night . . . and passed over the
ford Jabbok.

The Jabbok River is a tributary of the Jordan, flowing into it from the
east at a point about twenty-five miles north of the Dead Sea.

After Jacob had supervised the crossing of the Jabbok on the part of
his company and while he yet remained alone on the other side “there
wrestled a man with him until the breaking of the day.” In the morning,
Jacob’s adversary said:

Genesis 32:28. . . . Thy name shall be called no more Jacob, but
Israel . . .

and thus he became the eponym of the Israelites. The descendants of
Jacob are regularly called “the children of Israel” in the Bible. Once the
Israelites conquered Canaan, it becomes the “land of Israel.” When the
kingdom of David and Solomon breaks up, the northern part, which is
the greater in area, population, and power, is called Israel.

Finally, when the modern Jewish state was established in Palestine in
1948, it took the name Israel.

Shechem

Fortunately, Esau seemed to hold no grudge against Jacob, but
treated him graciously and generously. Nevertheless, Jacob, not com-
pletely trusting the good will of his brother, managed to persuade Esau
to return to Seir and to leave him and his family to their own devices.

Jacob then settled down in Canaan:

Genesis 33:18. And Jacob came to Shalem, a city of Shechem . . .
and pitched his tent before the city.

Shalem is not mentioned, as a city, elsewhere in the Bible. It is the
Hebrew word for “peace” and the passage as it stands in the King
James Version is clearly a mistranslation. The Revised Standard Version
has it: “And Jacob came safely to the city of Shechem.” In other words
he did not come to Shalem, a city of Shechem; he came “in peace” to
the city of Shechem.
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The City of Shechem

Shechem is about thirty miles north of Jerusalem and is considerably
farther north than the areas where Abraham and Isaac dwelt. It was
more than a hundred miles north of Seir, and no doubt Jacob felt that
this was the sort of comfortable distance he wanted between himself
and Esau.

Shechem is located in a narrow valley, not more than a hundred yards
wide, between two mountains; a most strategic position, for it controls
the road from the Jordan River to the sea, and from southern Canaan
to northern, Through much of Biblical times, therefore, it was the most
important city north of Jerusalem.

For forty years after the division of the Davidic kingdom, Shechem
served as the capital of the northern kingdom, After that, when the
capital of the northern kingdom was moved to Samaria, five miles north-
west of Shechem, the importance of the older city began to decline.

After the destruction of Judea by Rome, the Emperor Vespasian initi-
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ated the rebuilding of a town near the site of what had once been
Shechem, renaming it Neapolis (“new city”). This has been distorted
into Nablus, its present name. It has a popultion of about 42,000.

Shechem was an important religious center, too. The first altar built
by Abraham after he entered Canaan was near Shechem:

Genesis 12:6. And Abram passed through the land unto the place of
Sichem [Shechem] . . .

Genesis 12:7. . . . and there builded he an dltar unto the Lord . . .

All through Biblical times, Shechem retained its sacred character and
it served as a rival at times even to the Temple at Jerusalem.

Hamor the Hivite

Jacob’s stay in Shechem was, however, marked by tragedy:

Genesis 34:1. And Dinah, the daughter of Leah . . . went out to
see the daughters of the land.

Genesis 34:2. And when Shechem the son of Hamor the Hivite,
prince of the country, saw her, he took her . .. and defiled her.

The inhabitants of Shechem are here spoken of as Hivites. These are
mentioned chiefly in connection with Shechem in the present instance
and, in the Book of Joshua, as inhabiting Gibeon, a city some twenty-
five miles south of Shechem. It is usual, therefore, to consider the
Hivites another petty Canaanite tribe, concentrated in central Canaan.
The Anchor Bible suggests, however, that the Hivites are a Hurrian peo-
ple. Indeed, there may be some confusion, here and there in the Bible,
between Horites, Hivites, and Hittites, and it is not really practical to
try to untangle the matter completely.

Shechem wanted to marry Dinah after the rape, but the sons of Jacob
agreed to permit this only if Shechem and all the males of the city
would agree to be circumcised. (The lack of circumcision would seem
to indicate that the Shechemites were not Semitic and this is a point in
favor of the Hurrian theory.) After the circumcision, while the
Shechemites were sore and uncomfortable, the sons of Jacob struck at
them to avenge the rape.

Genesis 34:25. . . . Simeon and Levi, Dinah’s brethren . . . came
upon the city boldly, and slew all the males.
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This chapter of Genesis breaks into the personal story of Jacob and
his sons and seems to describe a bit of early tribal history. It is not likely
that two individual human beings would attack a city. Rather, this is a
war of tribes, represented by their eponyms. Even Shechem, the
rapist, is an eponym.

What may have happened is that three tribes in alliance attempted an
assault on central Canaan prior to the general Israelite conquest of the
land. The tribe of Dinah was defeated at Shechem and virtually de-
stroyed and was then avenged by the tribes of Simeon and Levi, who
themselves however, must have suffered badly and retired greatly weak-
ened, eventually to join the Israelite confederacy when it gathered to
assault Canaan.

That this is so is suggested by the fact that during the tribal period
during and after the conquest of Canaan, Simeon and Levi were
among the weakest of the tribes. Simeon occupied land in the far south
and was absorbed by Judah soon after the conquest. Levi was never
even assigned any coherent district but merely held certain isolated
towns. The Levites in later times served a priestly function and were
never again noted as warriors.

That the assault on Shechem was really a failure is indicated by the
fact that Jacob is recorded as protesting bitterly against the raid
and as finding himself forced to leave the area for fear of reprisal.

Nevertheless, the stay of Jacob in the area brought on certain patri-
archal associations with Shechem. A mile and a half east of the city is
still to be found “Jacob’s Well,” and a bit farther east, the tomb of
Joseph. Indeed, the tradition arose in New Testament times that all of
Jacob’s sons were buried near Shechem.

Ephrath

Jacob and his family, after the troubles at Shechem, traveled south-
ward about forty miles, passing through Bethel with its awe-inspiring
memories for Jacob and then on to a point somewhere between
Jerusalem and Hebron.

En route, the caravan had to stop for Rachel was giving birth to her
second son, Benjamin, Jacob’s youngest and the only son to be born in
Canaan. With this birth, however, came tragedy again, for Rachel did
not survive,
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Genesis 35:19. And Rachel died, and was buried in the way to
Ephrath, which is Bethlehem.

This is the first mention of Bethlehem in the Bible, Ephrath being
its earlier, Canaanite name, or perhaps being the name of the tract of
land in which the town itself was located.

Bilhah

While Jacob and his family dwelt in the region between Bethlehem
and Hebron, still another variety of unpleasantness took place.

Genesis 35:22. And it came to pass, when Israel dwelt in that land,
that Reuben went and lay with Bilhah his father’s concubine: and
Israel heard it . . .

Nothing further is said about this, as though the writers of Genesis
found the matter too repulsive to pursue.

And it may be that this, too, reflects early tribal history. The tribe of
Reuben must have been quite powerful at first. Since Reuben is listed as
the oldest son of Israel, it may have been the leader of the confederacy
when it was first formed.

The episode described above, may mirror an attempt by Reuben to
make its leadership absolute. (One of the methods by which a usurper
attempted to dramatize and legitimize his position in Old Testament
times was to take over the harem of his predecessor. Absalom did this
when he rebelled against David, his father.) There may have followed a
civil war (“Israel heard it”) in which Reuben was defeated. Certainly,
Reuben’s primacy was lost and when the Israelites conquered Canaan,
Reuben played a minor role. Nor did the tribe survive long afterward.

Amalek

Before going on with the tale of Jacob’s sons, the writers of Genesis
again pause to tie up some loose ends. The death of Isaac at the age of
180 is described, and then the genealogy of Esau is given and disposed
of, Notably:
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Genesis 36:10. These are the names of Esau’s sons; Eliphaz . . .

Genesis 36:11. And the sons of Eliphaz were Teman . . .

Genesis 36:12. And Timna was concubine to Eliphaz . . . and
bare . .. Amalek . . .

Eliphaz and Teman are of interest in connection with the Book of
Job and this will be discussed when that book is taken up.

As for Amalek, he is the eponym of the Amalekites, a tribe appar-
ently considered by the Israelites to be related to the Edomites, since
they lived south of Canaan near the Edomite territory.

Amalek is the last of the eponyms of the non-Israclite nations. Genesis
has mentioned up to this point a number of tribes as having descended
from Terah. All of these may, in a very general sense, be classified as
Hebrews, since all are descended from Eber, the great-great-great-grand-
father of Terah. The relationships can be made clear from the accom-
panying simplified genealogical table.

Seir the Horite

The Book of Genesis then goes on to make a quick list of the rulers of
Edom. They list first the Horite rulers who preceded the Edomites:

Genesis 37:20, These are the sons of Seir the Horite . . .

Seir is the Horite eponym of the nation as Edom is the Hebrew
eponym. It is very likely, of course, that the Edomites did not replace
the Horites root and branch, but, as is customary in the case of such
conquests, settled among them and intermarried with them.

Thus, although Esau is earlier described as having married “daughters
of Heth” (Genesis 26:34), one of his wives is, in this present chapter,
described as “Adah the daughter of Elon the Hittite,” and another
as:

Genesis 36:2. . . . Aholibamah the daughter of Anah the daughter
of Zibeon the Hibvite.

(The second “daughter” in the verse is changed to “son” in the Re-
vised Standard Version.)

By Hivite, here, is probably meant Horite. For that matter, it is not
entirely beyond the bounds of possibility that by “Elon the Hittite” is
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meant Elon, the Horite. As I said earlier, the Hittite-Hivite-Horite situa-
tion is hopelessly confused at times. It seems very likely, however, that
these passages of the Bible indicate an intermingling of the Edomite
invaders with the Horites already dwelling in the land.

Bela and Jobab

The chapter ends with a list of the successive kings that reigned over
Edom before the kingship had been established in Israel. The Edomite
kingship was not hereditary, since each new king seems to be unrelated
to the one before, so that an elective monarchy may have been evolved.

The first two kings are of interest.

Genesis 36:32. And Bela the son of Beor reigned in Edom . .
Genesis 36:33. And Bela died, and Jobab . . . reigned in his stead.

Bela the son of Beor is sometimes equated with Balaam the son of
Beor, who shows up in the Book of Numbers as an adversary of the
Israclites, while Jobab is sometimes equated with Job, the hero of the
book of that name.

The first identification is very unlikely and arises only through the
probably accidental similarity of names. The second identification may
also be unlikely, but it is a more attractive one for there are other con-
nections between this chapter of Genesis and the Book of Job. For in-
stance, among the names given in the Horite genealogy is one reminis-
cent of Job’s native land, Uz.

Genesis 36:28. The children of Dishan are these; Uz, and Aran.

Potiphar

Genesis now enters its last section and deals with the story of Joseph,
who is described as Jacob’s favorite son and who is more than a little
spoiled by the fact. He eamns the hatred of his brothers by acting as a
talebearer against them and by telling of dreams he has had which seem
to foreshadow a day when he will be supreme over the family.

One day, Jacob sent Joseph to inquire after the welfare of his brothers,
who were grazing the family’s flocks in the neighborhood of Shechem
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(another reason for patriarchal associations—particularly that of Joseph
and his brothers—with that city).

They had left Shechem by the time he arrived and had passed on to
Dothan, a town about fifteen miles farther north. Joseph followed them
there. The brothers spied him from the distance and conspired to kill
him, At the intervention of Reuben or Judah (there are two traditions
here, one stemming from the northern tribes and the other from the
southern, and both are included by the final editors of Genesis) he is
not killed but is sold to passing nomads. Jacob is then told Joseph was
killed by wild beasts and the old father goes into deep mourning.

Joseph is carried southward, then westward to Egypt:

Genesis 37:36. And the Midianites sold him into Egypt unto Poti-
phar, an officer of Pharaok’s . . .

Except for the short episode of Abraham’s stay in Egypt (see page
64) this is the first appearance of this land as the scene of the Biblical
story. Where Abraham’s stay involves no details except for the mention
of Pharaoh and his harem, the description of Joseph’s stay is much more
circumstantial. It begins immediately with the mention of the name of
an Egyptian which, indeed, is a thoroughly Egyptian name. Potiphar is
the shortened form of “Potiphera” meaning “he whom Ra gave.” (This
is analogous to the name “Theodore” in our own Western world.)

Pharez and Zarah

In view of the overwhelming importance of Judah among the tribes in
later history, the writers of Genesis felt it necessary to incorporate some
Judean genealogy. This seemed to them to be the logical point—Joseph
had disappeared and the lapse of time could be emphasized by a shift in
focus.

In circumstantial detail, it is told how Judah was tricked into consort-
ing with Tamar, a woman who had originally been married to two of his
sons, each of whom had died young and childless. Tamar then gave
birth to twins, presenting them as new heirs to Judah.

During the childbirth, one of the twins began to emerge and the
midwife tied a scarlet thread about the finger, declaring him to be the
first-born. However:
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Genesis 38:29. . . . he drew back his hand . . . [and] his brother
came out: and . . . his name was called Pharez.

Genesis 38:30. And afterward came out his brother . . . and his
name was called Zarah,

The two brothers are called Perez and Zerah in the Revised Standard
Version and these names are preferable.

The twin brothers are eponyms who mark the two chief clans of
the tribe of Judah, the Zerahites (or Zarthites) and the Perezites (or
Pharzites). The tale told here undoubtedly reflects some early tribal
history.

Apparently, within the tribe of Judah, the Zerahites achieved early
dominance after two clans, represented by Judah’s older sons, had died
out, Therefore Zarah (Zerah) is listed here as technically the first-born.
In time, however, the Perezites achieved the leadership, as is indicated
by the fact that Zarah drew back and allowed his twin the actual primacy
of birth.

If the importance of the Perezite clan needed reinforcement in the
eyes of the later Jews, it is only necessary to point out that the great
hero-king, David, and therefore all the subsequent Judean kings were
Perezites, a fact made clear in the Book of Ruth.

Pharaoh [of Joseph]

In Egypt, Joseph, through his diligence and intelligence, prospers
and is made steward of Potiphar’s household. However, Potiphar’s wife
attempts to seduce the young man and, on failing, accuses him to her
husband of having tried to rape her. Joseph is cast into prison,

There, again by his diligence and intelligence, he gains the favor of
the jailer. He also gains the respect of his fellow prisoners by showing
himself to be an ingenious interpreter of dreams. In particular, Pharaoh’s
butler, temporarily imprisoned, is gratified by Joseph’s dream interpre-
tation and promises to mention the matter to Pharaoh, but forgets,

Nor is it only the prisoners who dream:

Genesis 41:1. And it came to pass . , . that Pharaoh dreamed, and
behold, he stood by the river.

Pharaoh dreamed that seven fat cows emerged from the river, but
that seven lean cows emerged after them, ate the fat cows but remained
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as lean as before. He woke, then fell asleep and dreamed similarly
about seven good ears of grain and seven bad ones.

Pharaoh’s wise men were unable to interpret the dream to the
monarch’s satisfaction. Now Pharaoh’s butler finally remembered the
Hebrew slave who had been in prison with him.

Joseph was called for and interpreted the dreams at once. The seven
fat cows and seven good ears of grain, he said, meant seven prosperous
years, while the seven lean cows and seven bad ears of grain represented
seven years of famine to follow, years of famine that would consume
the land. The grain of the good years should therefore be carefully
preserved and stored against the bad years to come.

Pharaoh was struck favorably by the interpretation and suggestion
and placed Joseph in complete charge. Quickly he became the all-power-
ful prime minister of Egypt.

The question is, then, who was this Pharaoh, who was so favorable
to a Hebrew slave and who, later, was to be benevolent to the family of
Jacob generally? He could not very well be the usual run of Pharaohs
for Egypt had so long been isolated that they were quite xenophobic;
hostile at worst and patronizing at best to foreigners. The Egyptian
Pharaoh was considered as a god by the Egyptians and by Pharach
himself and he was not likely to delegate power to Asian foreigners.
—Unless he himself were an Asian foreigner.

If we tum to Egyptian history, we find that the Middle Kingdom
of Abraham’s time (see page 64) lasted for two hundred years, from
1991 B.C. to 1786 B.C., enduring through much of the patriarchal period.

When the Middle Kingdom decayed there followed a new period of
anarchy in Egypt, with weak dynasties ruling different portions of the
kingdom.

About 1730 B.c. Egypt’s weakness made it possible for Asian invaders
to begin moving into the land. The Semitic invaders who, for a century
and a half, were to rule the Nile delta and, on occasion, parts of
the upper reaches of the Nile also, are called the Hyksos, which seems
to be derived from Egyptian words meaning “foreign kings.”

The Hyksos, making up the 15th and 16th dynasties in the ancient
(more or less mangled) lists of Egyptian kings, established their capital
at the northeastern edge of the delta, the point closest to Asia.

There is little record of the Hyksos and their rule remaining today,
for later Egyptian historians apparently found the story of Egypt’s
defeat and subjection too unpleasant to talk about. The only account
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we have is that to be found in a book by Josephus, a Jewish historian
who lived in the first century Ap. and who quoted from Manetho, an
Egyptian historian who lived three centuries before Josephus’ time.

From this, we might judge that the Hyksos ruled not only over the
Nile delta, but also over part of the western half of the Fertile Crescent.
If so, this is important.

Until the story of Joseph, the Book of Genesis had ignored Egypt
except for a ten-verse description of Abraham’s visit there. This was
natural. Canaan had been, from the time of Sargon of Agade at
least, and perhaps even from the time of Lugal-Zagissi of Erech, un-
der the influence of the Tigris-Euphrates region. For much of the
period, indeed, the Fertile Crescent had been a single realm, politically.
This meant that movement was free between all parts of the Fertile
Crescent. Abraham had come from Ur; his servant, and later Jacob, had
returned to Haran temporarily; Sodom and its allies fought against in-
vading armies from the Tigris-Euphrates.

Egypt, however, was another civilization and another world and was
separated from the Fertile Crescent by a more or less permanent politi-
cal boundary. Beginning in 1730 B.c., however, that political boundary
was erased and the same power—the Hyksos—ruled over Canaan and
over Egypt. Travelers between the two regions could move freely and
when the Midianites purchased Joseph in Canaan it was easy to sell
him as a slave in Egypt.

The picture of the friendly and gracious Pharach of Joseph’s time
may therefore be that of one of the Hyksos rulers. He would find
Joseph a fellow Semite and would consider it perfectly thinkable to
place the Egyptians under a Semitic viceroy.

Even this much is conjecture, of course, although it is reasonable
conjecture, for the Bible makes no mention of the Hyksos as such, and
no historical source outside the Bible (or those derived from the Bible)
makes any mention of Joseph or of the dramatic events described in
Genesis concerning his stay in Egypt. And even if Joseph’s Pharaoh
were indeed one of the Hyksos kings, it seems, on the basis of present
knowledge at least, to be beyond hope to pin down which particular
one of the line he might be.

According to Josephus, the tale of the Hyksos is the Egyptian ver-
sion of the coming of Joseph and, later, of his family, to Egypt The
Hyksos, according to Josephus’ views, were the Israelites, but this is not
taken seriously by anyone nowadays.
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The River [Nile]

In Genesis 41:1, when the description of Pharaoh’s dream begins,
it is stated “he stood by the river.”

In Egypt, it was never necessary to describe what was meant by
“the river.” There was only one river and it virtually is Egypt. Egypt
is a desert land where it virtually never rains. What water there is comes
from the single river that threads its length from south to north. What
communication and trade there was in Biblical times came through the
boats that passed up and down the Nile; what population existed, lived
by virtue of the food that could be grown in the land that was
flooded each summer by the life-giving waters of the Nile. The Greek
historian Herodotus, in a famous phrase, called Egypt “the gift of the
Nile” and so it was.

(Modern Egypt is still the gift of the Nile today. Fully twenty-seven
million people crowd the narrow banks of the river while the land to
east and west is virtually empty.)

It is not surprising that in Pharaoh’s dream, he imagined that:

Genesis 41:2. . . . there came up out of the river seven well-fa-
voured kine and fatfleshed . . .

Cattle do not literally emerge from a river, but if these cattle represent
seven years of good harvest, it is only fitting they come out of the Nile,
for all harvests depended upon its water. And seven lean cows would
emerge from the Nile, if the Nile floods fell below normal height as
once in a while they disastrously did.

The word “Nile” is neither Egyptian nor Hebrew, but is a Greek
word of unknown derivation. “Nile” does not occur anywhere in the
King James Version of the Bible, although it is used in the Revised
Standard Version, which has Pharaoh “standing by the Nile,” for in-
stance, in Genesis 41:1.

The Egyptian word for the Nile was “Hapi,” a sacred name used to
represent the god of the river. In ordinary usage, the Nile was simply
“the river,” a phrase which in Egyptian is “Yor” and in its Hebrew
form “Yeor.”

The Nile is about four thousand miles long, a hair longer perhaps
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The Nile River

than the Missouri-Mississippi and the Amazon. That would make it the
longest river in the world.

Its remotest headwaters are in Tanganyika, where the Kagera River
rises and flows 429 miles (forming a bit of the western boundary of
Tanganyika) and then discharges into Lake Victoria, which in terms
of surface area is the second largest fresh-water lake in the world. (Our
own Lake Superior is the largest.) From the northeastern corner of
Lake Victoria emerges the White Nile, which flows northward through
Kenya, the Sudan, and Egypt and into the Mediterranean at last.

The main tributary is the Blue Nile. This rises in Lake Tana in
northern Ethiopia. It flows east to begin with but makes a huge circle,
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joining the White Nile, at last, in Khartoum, the capital of the Sudan,
The stretch of river downstream from the junction of the White Nile
and the Blue Nile is the Nile itself, unqualified by adjective.

Two hundred miles north of Khartoum, another smaller tributary
joins the Nile from the east and thereafter the river flows a thousand
miles to the sea without a single further tributary, flowing through a
solid stretch of desert in doing so.

The Nile flood is derived from the annual rains that fall not in Egypt
but in east central Africa far upstream. The flood waters carry rich muck
from the Ethiopian and Kenyan highlands. The Blue Nile, though
shorter than the White Nile, is the more important in this respect,
contributing much more to the flood volume.

The great length of the Nile, stretching southward as far as Egyp-
tian, Greek, or Roman eyes could see, presented the ancient world with
a mvstery. Where was the far-off source of the Nile? Occasional reports
that the Nile had its origin in great lakes were spread by Greek and,
later, by Arabic merchants, and this seems to have reflected successful
exploring expeditions.

It was not, however, until the 1870’s that the African expeditions of
the Anglo-American explorer Henry Morton Stanley placed east Africa
and its lakes on the map in the full light of day, and only then
was the Nile traced completely from source to sea.

On

With Joseph now a high official, Pharaoh bestowed on him a high-
born wife:

Genesis 41:45. . . . and he gave him to wife Asenath, the daughter
of Potipherah priest of On .

Joseph’s new father-inlaw bore the same name as his old master,
but the two need not necessarily be one man. Different men do bear
the same name.

On, or Anu, was a city of great religious importance to the Egyptians.
It was located at the southern base of the delta just about six miles
northeast of modern Cairo. It was an important center for the worship
of the Egvptian sun-god, Ra, so that the Egyptians called it “Pa-ra”
(“house of Ra”). In the Book of Jeremiah, a direct Hebrew transla-
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tion of Para is used for the city. Jeremiah in thundering against
Egypt warns of the destruction that will follow a Babylonian invasion
and says:

Jeremiah 43:13. He shall break dlso the images of Beth-she-
mesh . . .

where “Beth-shemesh” means “house of the Sun.”

The Greeks also used a translation of Pa-ra as the name of the city,
calling it Heliopolis (“city of the Sun™) and it is by that name that it
is best known to posterity. It remained a center of Egyptian religion
and learning throughout Old Testament times. It was well known for its
obelisks and the Revised Standard Version changes the passage in
Jeremiah 43:13 and makes “images of Beth-shemesh” into “obelisks
of Heliopolis.” Cleopatra’s Needles, two great obelisks, taken out of
Egypt and erected, one in London and one in New York’s Central
Park, are from Heliopolis.

After 300 B.c., when the Macedonian dynasty, the Ptolemies, took
over Egypt and made Alexandria (about 220 miles northwest of Heli-
opolis) their capital, Heliopolis declined. Only a few ruins remain.

Goshen

Joseph’s rule over Egypt was successful. The produce of the seven
good years was carefully stored against the coming famine and two
sons, Manasseh and Ephraim, were born to him. Then, when the
famine came, Egypt was prepared.

Canaan was not, however. Jacob and his sons suffered from lack of
food and the sons were sent to Egypt to buy grain. Joseph used the
occasion to test them. He treated them harshly and demanded they
bring Benjamin (whom Jacob had solicitously kept at home) with them
if they ever came for food again.

They did so and Joseph maneuvered matters so that he seemed to
have a legitimate reason for taking Benjamin captive and putting
him to death. Once before the brothers had been willing to sacrifice
one of themselves, regardless of the pain they might cause their
father, Had they changed? Apparently, they had. They refused to
abandon Benjamin, and Judah, in one of the most touching speeches
of literature, offers himself as a slave in place of Benjamin since other-
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wise “thy servants shall bring down the gray hairs of thy servant
our father with sorrow to the grave.”

And then Joseph finally revealed himself and there was a grand
reconciliation.

Since Joseph was now Egypt’s all-powerful viceroy and since his suc-
cessful handling of the crisis of famine must have made him popular
throughout the land, he had no hesitation in inviting his entire
family into Egypt; nor had Pharaoh any hesitation in welcoming them.

The word Joseph sent to his father was:

Genesis 45:10. And thou shalt dwell in the land of Goshen, and
thou shalt be near unto me . . .

Goshen is usually represented as being located on the eastern border
of the Nile delta. This would be the first portion of Egypt reached
by settlers from Canaan. Furthermore, if all this were indeed taking
place during the period of Hyksos rule, the Egyptian capital of Tanis,
where Joseph would be holding office, would be right at the westem
borders of the district. Jacob and his sons would thus indeed be “near
unto” Joseph.

Jacob, transfigured with joy, prepares to obey. Genesis lists the males
who accompany him to Egypt, his sons, grandson, and great-grand-
sons, and counts all the males of the company (including Joseph and
his sons) at the round figure of seventy.

They arrive, are introduced to Pharaoh, and then:

Genesis 47:11. . . . Joseph . .. gave them a possession in the
land of Egypt . . . in the land of Rameses . . .

By “land of Rameses” is meant Goshen. It is an anachronistic name
for it refers to a city of the region which was not built in the Hyksos
period but only some centuries later.

Ephraim and Manasseh

Jacob was 130 years of age when he entered Egypt and lived there
seventeen years. Then came the time when he felt himself to be dying,
In his last days he asked Joseph to bring his sons to him. Joseph
brought his young sons for their grandfather's blessing, and Jacob
adopted them as his own:
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Genesis 48:5. And now thy two sons, Ephraim and Manasseh . . .
are mine; as Reuben and Simeon, they shall be mine.

Joseph thus came to be the ancestor of two of the tribes of Israel,
those of Ephraim and Manasseh, and sometimes they are lumped to-
gether as the “Joseph tribes.”

Since Jacob had twelve sons and since one of them, Joseph, was
the ancestor of two tribes, there turned out to be thirteen tribes alto-
gether. However, the tribe of Levi never received any distinct tract
of land in Canaan in later centuries, but formed a priestly caste that
lived scattered through the land. The twelve tribes of Israel, as
represented in a later age by definite pieces of Canaanite territory,
were: Reuben, Simeon, Judah, Dan, Gad, Issachar, Zebulun, Asher,
Naphtali, Benjamin, Ephraim, and Manasseh.

The fact that Joseph fathered two tribes while the rest only fathered
one each indicates that he received the birthright (a double share of
the inheritance) in place of Reuben, who would ordinarily have
received it as the eldest son. Joseph’s inheritance of the birthright
is made plain, at least in the King James Version, when Jacob tells
him:

Genesis 48:22. Moreover I have given to thee one portion above
thy brethren . . .

This is not a clear verse, however. The Hebrew word shekem,
translated here as “portion,” usually means “shoulder” and therefore
perhaps a mountain slope. In the Revised Standard Version, Jacob
is made to say “Moreover I have given to you rather than to your
brothers one mountain slope . . .” On the other hand, it might refer
to the city of Shechem, and the Anchor Bible translates it, “I give you
as the one above your brothers, Shechem . . .”

As a matter of fact, when Canaan was apportioned among the tribes,
centuries later, Ephraim received one portion and Manasseh, the
second Joseph tribe, received another portion—including Shechem and
its environs.

When Jacob prepared to bless Ephraim and Manasseh, Joseph care-
fully arranged matters so as to have Manasseh, the first-born, within
reach of Jacob’s right hand, since the old man, like his father before
him, was blind with old age and could not tell them apart, unaided.
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Nevertheless, Jacob crossed his arms, placing his right hand upon the
head of Ephraim, the younger.

This again probably reflects early tribal history and suggests a situa-
tion parallel to that ivolving Pharez and Zarah (see page 107). At
the start, Manassech may have been the dominating group within the
Joseph tribes, so that tradition has him Joseph’s first-born. At some
later date, however, Ephraim obtained and kept the upper hand.

Judah

Jacob then ordered his sons to gather round his deathbed while
he forecast the future of each to them. There follows the “Testament
of Jacob,” which seems to reflect the situation as it existed in the
time of David, so that the forty-ninth chapter of Genesis probably
received its final form in that time.

The language used is oracular and, while possibly easily understood
as referring to known historical events by the men of the time,
has become obscure to us with the passage of time.

The first three sons are dismissed quickly. Their early domination
had faded completely by David’s time:

Genesis 49:3. Reuben, thou art my firstborn . . .

Genesis 49:4. Unstable as water, thou shalt not excel; because
thou wentest up to thy father's bed . . .

Genesis 49:5. Simeon and Levi are brethren; instruments of
cruelty are in their habitations.

Genesis 49:7. Cursed be their anger . . .

The traditional reasons for their failure are Reuben’s seduction of
Bilhah, and the attack by Simeon and Levi on Shechem (see pages
100 and 102).

Tumning then to his fourth son, Jacob is depicted as becoming en-
thusiastic.

Genesis 49:8. Judah, thou art he whom thy brethren shadll
praise . . .

Genesis 49:10. The sceptre shall not depart from Judah, nor a
lawgiver from between his feet . . .
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This reflects the fact that when a stable and powerful kingdom
was established over the land of Israel, it was David of the tribe of
Judah that established it. Israel had by then defeated all its enemies
and had established its domination over the entire western half of the
Fertile Crescent. It seemed to have brought the story of Israel to a
triumphant climax, a kind of “happy ending” that suffuses this part
of the Testament.

To be sure, less than a century after David’s coming to power, the
kingdom was split in two and the Judean dynasty of David retained
only the lesser half. Presumably the forty-ninth chapter was placed
in its final form before the split had taken place.

Of course, the kingship over the southern portion of the land re-
mained in the Davidic line without real interruption until 586 s.c,
so that at no time for over four centuries did the sceptre “depart
from Judah.”

The remaining brothers are, with one exception, noted briefly and
cryptically, and, on the whole, favorably. The exception is, of course,
Joseph, who is praised exuberantly and lengthily. This is a reflection
of the importance of the tribes of Ephraim and Manasseh during the
tribal period before the establishment of David’s kingdom.

It might also have been a matter of diplomacy. The northern tribes
did not take kindly to Judean dominance and indeed broke away
quickly enough. It would not have been politic to withhold praise
from their outstanding representative.

Jacob then died at the age of 147, and was brought back by his
sons to Canaan that he might be buried in the Cave of Machpelah
where were already buried his grandparents, Abraham and Sarah,
his parents, Isaac and Rebekah, and one of his wives, Leah.

About half a century later, Joseph died too, at the age of 110, and
with that the Book of Genesis comes to an end at a date which
might be estimated to be 1650 B.c. The curtain drops over an Egypt
in which the Hyksos are still in firm control and the Israelites are
still welcome guests of the nation.

When the curtain rises again, with the opening of the next book,

some four centuries have passed, and conditions have changed dras-
tically.
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EXODUS * EPHRAIM * PHARAOH [OF THE OPPRESSION] * PITHOM AND
RAAMSES * THE DAUGHTER OF PHARAOH * MOSES * MIDIAN * PHARAOH [OF
THE EXODUS| * HOREB * JEHOVAH * AARON * THE MAGICIANS OF EGYPT °
PASSOVER * ABIB * THE RED SEA * PFHAHIROTH * OMER ® AMALEK * JOSHUA *
CHERUBIM * THE URIM AND THE THUMMIM ® THE MOLTEN CALF

Exodus

Between the first two books of the Bible there is a long chronolog-
ical gap of some four centuries following the entry of Jacob and
his sons into Egypt. To bridge the gap, the second book begins with
a hasty summary, listing the names of the heads of families who
entered Egypt:

Exodus 1:1. Now these are the names of the children of Israel . . .

The phrase “Now these are the names” is a translation of the
Hebrew ve-elleh shemoth. The Jews use that phrase as the name of
this second book, usually reducing the phrase to the single word
“Shemoth” (“names”). The Septuagint named the book “Exodos”
(or, in the Latin equivalent, “Exodus”), meaning “going out,” be-
cause it deals with the departure of the Israclites from Egypt.

Ephraim

Though the sons of Jacob are listed at the beginning of Exodus,
the Bible makes no further mention of the eponymous patriarchs of
the tribes as individuals, with a single exception.

In the First Book of Chronicles, which quickly reviews the gene-
alogies of early history as viewed by the Jews of the post-Exilic
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period, there is a passing mention that some sons of Ephraim (Joseph’s
younger son) took part in a cattle raid against a city in southern
Canaan and were slain in the process.

1 Chronicles 7:22, And Ephraim their father mourned many
days, and his brethren came to comfort him.

It is not clearly stated that this passage refers to the period during
which the Israclites were in Egypt and, indeed, it is improbable
that it does. Egypt was then in a strong and settled period of its
history and it is unlikely that cattle raids within its borders would
be permitted. Then, too, the site of the raid is some 150 miles from
Goshen and that is a long distance to go chasing cattle.

It may well be that this verse records an early passage in tribal
history within Canaan some centuries after the period when Jacob’s
sons had been alive. Ephraim may here represent the tribe generally
rather than the ancestor individually.
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Except for this one reference, all else concerning Jacob’s sons is
extra-Biblical legend. Joseph is supposed to have been the first of
the brethren to have died and Levi the last. About 100 B.C., a book
entitled “The Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs” was written, con-
taining what were purportedly the deathbed statements of each of the
twelve sons of Jacob., Each son reviewed his own life, bewailed his
shortcomings, and urged his children to avoid his sins and to practice
virtue, Whatever moral and ethical values these lectures might have,
they are valueless as history.

Pharaoh [of the Oppression]

In any case, Exodus records that after the deaths of Joseph and
his brothers, the Israclites prospered, multiplied, and grew numerous.
And then:

Exodus 1:8. . . . there arose up a new king over Egypt, which
knew not Joseph.

The new Pharaoh, unlike Joseph’s kindly patron, had no sympathy
for the Israelites but, rather, feared them as a possible source of
danger in the land and, therefore, took stern measures against them.

If the Pharaoh of Joseph were, indeed, one of the early Hyksos
kings, then it seems fairly clear what happened—

The Hyksos did not, after all, completely control Egypt. Their
power was concentrated in the delta and, far to the south, native
Egyptian forces held local power and gathered strength.

About 500 miles up the Nile was a city later known to the Greeks
as Thebes and it was the most prominent city of upper Egypt. Under
the Old Kingdom and the Middle Kingdom, its importance was
masked by Memphis and the cities of the delta. In times of political
disintegration, however, dynasties at Thebes sometimes ruled over a
virtually independent south. The 11th dynasty, for instance, in the
years preceding the establishment of the Middle Kingdom, ruled from
Thebes.

Once the Hyksos conquered Egypt, Thebes had another chance.
Throughout the Hyksos period, it maintained a precarious independ-
ence, and gradually learned those military techniques (the horse and
chariot, an improved bow, the use of body armor) of which it had
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been ignorant and with which the Hyksos armies had conquered
Egvpt.

In 1570 B.c, Ahmose, the first king of a new dynasty, the 18th,
came to power in Thebes and launched a firm attack against the
Hyksos, now complacent and rather decadent. Ahmose defeated them,
broke their power, and made himself Pharaoh over all Egypt—
once more under a native dynasty after a century and a half of
foreign rule.

Ahmose might well have been the “new king over Egypt, which
knew not Joseph.” As representative of the resurgent Egyptians,
he could have nothing but dislike and suspicion for the Israelites, who
had been brought in by the Hyksos and whom he might consider
nothing more than a remnant of them. In any renewed invasion
from Asia, Ahmose might well consider that the Israelites would join
with the invaders, to whom they would be bound by ties of culture
and language.

Ahmose’s reign, though it may have marked the beginning of this
downturn in Israelite fortunes, may not have seen it carried through
to completion. This sort of thing feeds on itself, The Israclites,
treated as second-class citizens and as objects of suspicion, become
disaffected and this disaffection is itself the excuse for intensified op-
pression. The oppressor, rightly fearing the resentment of the op-
pressed, finds discrimination escalating into slavery almost automat-
ically.

Exodus 1:13. And the Egyptians made the children of Israel to
serve with rigour:

Exodus 1:14. And they made their lives bitter with hard bond-
age . ..

It is the particular Pharaoh (not necessarily Ahmose; indeed, al-
most certainly not Ahmose) under whom Israelite enslavement reached
its peak who is termed the “Pharaoh of the Oppression.”

In deciding, then, who the Pharaoh of the Oppression might be,
let us turn to Egyptian history.

After the time of Ahmose, the Egyptians, with the new battle
techniques they had learned from the Hyvksos, entered the most mili-
tarily successful era of their history. This period is known as the “New
Kingdom” or, because Egvpt spectacularly extended its power over
portions of adjoining Asia, the “Empire.”
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The great military events that attended the establishment and
maintenance of the Egyptian Empire took place entirely during the
period of Israclite enslavement in Egypt and therefore no whisper of
it is retained in the Bible, whose writers concentrated entirely on
the fate of the Israelites.

Under Thutmose I (152508 B.c.) and Thutmose IIT (1490-36
B.C.)—particularly the latter, sometimes called “Thutmose the Great”
and “the Napoleon of Ancient Egypt’—victorious Egyptian armies
scoured the western half of the Fertile Crescent. In 1479 B.c., Thut-
mose IIT won a great battle at Megiddo, a city of northern Canaan,
about fifty miles north of Jerusalem. With that, Canaan and all the
land northward, nearly to the Euphrates, became Egyptian. Under
Amenhotep III (1397-70 B.c.) the empire rested upon a plateau of
prosperity and success.

With the son of Amenhotep III, Amenhotep IV (1370-53 B.C.),
a decline set in. The new king was a religious revolutionary. In a
land of numerous gods, he was a monotheist, recognizing a single god,
Aton, represented in nature by the sun. Since his own name Amen-
hotep means “Amen is content” and glorifies the god, Amen, the
new Pharaoh rejected the name as idolatrous and called himself
Ikhnaton (“Aton is satisfied”). He also established a new capital at
a city he named Akhetaton (“the horizon of Aton”) located about
halfway between Thebes and the delta. On its site now stands the
village of Tell el Amarna.

Ikhnaton tried to establish the new monotheism throughout Egypt
by force, but the priests of the older gods fought him relentlessly
and on their side was the innate conservatism of the Egyptian people.
After Ikhnaton’s early death and a short reign of only about seven-
teen years, his new religion fell apart. Under his young son-inlaw
Tutankhaton (1352-43 B.c.) the old priesthood won a complete
victory, Akhetaton was abandoned and Tutankhaton was forced to
change his name to Tutankhamon.

While Ikhnaton was absorbed in his religious revolution, the Asian
dominions of the empire were under constant attack. In Anp. 1887,
the ruins of Akhetaton yielded a large cache of letters from Egyptian
viceroys in Asia. It is a melancholy tale of continuous incursions from
the north and east and of useless pleas for help to Ikhnaton, who
lacked the ability, or perhaps the will, to fight off the marauding
bands from the desert.
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A more formidable foe was arising in the north. The Hittite Old
Kingdom (see page 78) had been weakened and rendered harmless
by Thutmose 111, but after that conqueror’s death, the Hittites hard-
ened once more into their New Kingdom. In Ikhnaton’s time, the
greatest of the Hittite kings, Shubbiluliu, was on the throne. He
conquered Mitanni and beat back the Egyptian boundary to Canaan
itself.

After Tutenkhamon’s death (and it was his untouched tomb that
was discovered in A.D. 1922; see page 63) the 18th dynasty quickly
declined and petered out. In its place a new family succeeded to the
throne, This was the 1gth dynasty, and its first member, Rameses I,
became Pharaoh in 1304 B.c. Under him, the Egyptian Empire ex-
perienced a new period of vigor.

This dynasty reached its peak under Rameses II (“Rameses the
Great”), whose long reign stretched from 1290 to 1223 B.Cc,, and
during this time Egypt came into direct conflict with the Hittites.
In 1288 B.c, a great battle was fought between the two empires at
Kadesh, about eighty miles north of Damascus. The battle was in-
decisive, as was the entire war, which ended in a compromise peace
by which the Hittites retained their conquests of the previous cen-
tury. The effort to withstand Egypt had, however, fatally weakened the
Hittite power and had seriously strained Egypt itself.

Rameses II is the most famous of all the Pharaohs. His long reign
gave him ample time to indulge in all his grandiose notions, He
beautified Thebes, which was at the height of its splendor during
his reign. He covered Egypt with gigantic statues of himself, with
self-glorifying inscriptions, and is reported to have had 160 children
by numerous wives and concubines.

Rameses II contributed largelv to the later legend of “Sesostris.”
When, eight centuries after Egypt’s great davs of empire, Herodotus,
the Greek historian, visited the ancient land, the priests and anti-
quarians of Egypt gladly rehearsed the glorious past, with improve-
ments. By Herodotus’ time, Egypt was far in decline and had been
conquered by two different Asian empires, the Assyrian and the
Persian. It suited Egyptian pride therefore to recall a time, now dimly
lost in the mists of the far past, when it had been Egypt that was the
world empire.

The name Herodotus reports for the conqueror was Sesostris, the
actual name of three Pharaohs of the 12th dynasty, the first of whom
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might conceivably have been Abraham’s Pharaoh (see page 64).
The Middle Kingdom had first carried Egypt's power beyond its bor-
ders into Ethiopia. These deeds were combined with the still greater
ones of Thutmose III and Rameses II and the whole escalated to
the point where “Sesostris” conquered all of Ethiopia, penetrated
Asia far beyond the Euphrates, marched through Asia Minor and
into Europe, subduing the plains beyond the Black Sea.

After Rameses II, there were no further grounds for dreaming of
a Sesostris. Egypt began to decline and, with only occasional minor
rallies, each less successful than the one before, continued to decline
throughout Biblical times.

Where, then, in this long history would the Pharaoh of the Op-
pression be found?

Ikhnaton offers an attractive possibility. He was unique in the
long line of Pharaohs; a rebel, a breaker of tradition, a monotheist.
Could he have been the kindly Pharaoh, welcoming the monotheistic
Jacob and his sons into Egypt? This is quite unlikely, unfortunately,
as Ikhnaton’s reign is considerably too late for that.

There is another possibility. Could Ikhnaton have been reigning
at the close of the period of Israclite enslavement rather than its
start? Could he have learned his monotheism from Moses or, as some
have suggested, could Moses have learned it from Ikhnaton?

Could it be, in fact, that Ikhnaton’s father, Amenhotep III, was
the strong Pharaoh of the Oppression, and that under Ikhnaton’s
feeble and self-absorbed rule, the Israelites broke out of Egypt? In
favor of this are the Tell el Amama reports from Canaan of the
onslaught of the desert tribes. Might not these be the Israelites them-
selves, now out of Egypt and driving hard to conquer Canaan?

This is unlikely on several counts. In the first place, Ikhnaton’s reign
is too early for the Israclite conquest of Canaan. Such an early con-
quest will not square with the betterknown dates of later events in
the Bible.

This is not to deny that Canaan was under assault from the desert
under Ikhnaton but it is very likely that the assaulters at that time
were the tribes who settled down along the borders of Canaan (hav-
ing failed to penetrate its interior against Egyptian defenses) as the
Edomites, Moabites, and Ammonites. After all, the Biblical story is
quite clear on the point that when the Israelites themselves approached
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Canaan, the Edomites, Moabites, and Ammonites were already es-
tablished on the ground and in firm possession of the land to the
east and south of the Dead Sea.*

To be sure, these earlier invaders were closely allied to the Israelites
and it may even be that some of the tribes who were later to
join in the Israelite confederacy were already attacking Canaan and
were to be joined later by tribes emerging from Egypt. There are
some who suggest that only the Joseph tribes, Ephraim and Manasseh,
were enslaved in Egypt; and that after they left Egypt they joined a
federation of tribes who were attacking Canaan directly from the
desert.

Then, too, if the Israelites had emerged from Egypt and conquered
Canaan during and after the reign of Ikhnaton, they would have
been caught up in the gigantic campaigns of Rameses II that fol-
lowed. The Bible could not very well have failed to capture even an
echo of the mighty battle of Kadesh.

One must look later, then, for the Pharaoh of the Oppression and
speculation inevitably alights on Rameses II himself. Why not?
Rameses II was a vainglorious despot quite capable of making the
most arbitrary use of his powers. He was engaged in a life-and-
death struggle with an Asian power and he was bound to look upon
the Asians within his own realm with the utmost suspicion. It is quite
conceivable that the Hittites would try to make use of an Israelite
insurrection to divert Egyptian power, that at least some Israelites
would look with favor on such a scheme, and that Rameses would
suspect them of complicity even if they did not. Intensified enslave-
ment and even a program of genocide is possible.

Furthermore, the reign of Rameses II is followed by a decline
during which the Israelites could have broken out of Egypt. What's
more, the decline does not reverse itself. Egypt does not enter Asia
with renewed power so that the Israelites can conquer and occupy
Canaan without interference from Egypt.

It would seem then that Rameses II would have to be the Pharaoh
of the Oppression, if there is any Pharaoh of the Oppression at all.
This last reservation is made necessary by the fact that there is no
record outside the Bible of Israelites in Egypt, of their enslavement,

* The letters at Tell el Amama refer to the invaders as “Khabiri”; that is, “He-

brews.” However, the men of Edom, Moab, and Ammon were as Hebrew as the
men of Israel.
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and of their escape. In particular, none of the events in Exodus are
to be found anywhere in the Egyptian records uncovered by modemn
archaeologists.

Pithom and Raamses

One of the pieces of evidence that points to Rameses II as the
Pharaoh of the Oppression is contained in the nature of the work done
by the Israelite slaves.

Exodus 1:11. ... And they built for Pharaoh treasure cities,
Pithom and Raamses.

(The phrase “treasure cities” is clearly a mistranslation. The Revised
Standard Version has “store-cities” in its place; cities, that is, in which
provisions were stored for the use of armies advancing into Asia.)

The name Raamses (which in the Hebrew requires a very small
change to become Rameses) seems significant. The name Rameses
does not occur at all among the Pharaohs of the first eighteen dynas-
ties, but eleven Pharaohs of that name are to be found in the 1gth
and 20th dynasties. Of them, Rameses II is by far the most famous
and successful; also the most self-glorifying and the most apt to name
a city for himself.

The ruins of Pithom (pa-tum in Egyptian, meaning “house of the
setting sun”) were discovered in 1882 about twelve miles west of
what is now the Suez Canal. It was on a canal which Rameses II had
had built from an eastern branch of the Nile to the bodies of water
then making up the northernmost reaches of the Red Sea—a kind of
primitive Suez Canal. The ruins contain, among other things, a
statue of Rameses II, indicating that the city may well have been
built in his reign.

Pithom is located in Goshen (see page 114) and Raamses was
probably built some miles west of Pithom. Conceivably, a case may
be made here. Since Rameses II was planning his large expedition
into Asia against the Hittites, he needed good supply depots to his
rear. Pithom and Raamses on the northeastern frontier would suit
his purpose exactly, and since the Israelites were settled on the spot,
it was convenient to make use of their labor,
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Although the Bible specifically describes the Israelites as having built
cities, many casual readers of the Bible seem to have picked up the
notion that the Israelite slaves built the pyramids. This is not so.
The pyramids were built a thousand years before Joseph entered
Egvpt.

This also disposes of the feeling that the pyramids might be the
storehouses built under Joseph's direction to store the grain of the
seven plentiful years. The pyramids couldn’t serve such a purpose
anyway, even if they were built in Joseph’s time, for they are virtually
solid structures with tunnels and cavities only large enough to hold
the sarcophagus of a Pharaoh. As a matter of fact, the pyramids—
oddly enough—are nowhere mentioned in the Bible.

The Daughter of Pharaoh

Rameses II, according to the Biblical story, commanded all Israelite
boy babies to be drowned. As a result, when a son was bomn to a
woman of the tribe of Levi, she tried to save him by placing him
in a small boat (or “ark”) of bulrushes, daubed with pitch to make
it waterproof, and setting that afloat on the Nile. (The bulrushes
were papyrus reeds, which the Egyptians used in making light boats
and the pith of which they used in making a writing material. Our
word “paper” comes from papyrus, even though paper is made from
other materials now.)

The small boat containing the baby was discovered:

Exodus 2:5. And the daughter of Pharaoh came down to wash
herself at the river . . . and . . . saw the ark among the flags . . .

Who the “daughter of Pharaoh” might be is, of course, not known.
She is not named in the Bible and, since Rameses II is supposed
to have had something like fifty daughters, there seems no hope of
ever identifying the young lady. To be sure, the ancient Jewish his-
torian Josephus, who retells the story of the Bible, filling in the gaps
with later legend, gives her name as Thermouthes, but no Egyptian
princess of that name and period is known. One of the early Church
fathers gave the name as Merris and the name “Meri” does occur in
the inscriptions of the time. But that could be mere coincidence.
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Moses

The Hebrew name of the child is Mosheh. In the Septuagint, the
various Hebrew names of the Bible are changed into Greek equiva-
lents. This involves some nearly inevitable changes. The Greek
alphabet doesn’t include a letter for the “sh” sound, which does not
occur in Greek, so a simple “s” must be substituted. Then, since
Greek names almost invariably end in “s,” a final “s” must be added.
In this way, Mosheh becomes Moses.

The English versions of the New Testament (almost all of which
was originally written in Greek) usually contain Hebrew names in
the Greek form. For instance, Jesus is the Greek form of the
Hebrew “Joshua.” English versions of the Old Testament, however,
usually restore the Hebrew forms as far as possible. This was not
possible at all in the case of Moses, since that particular Greek form
had become too well known to the population generally to be altered.

The priestly editors of the Hexateuch saw in the word “Mosheh”
a similarity to the Hebrew mashah, meaning “to draw out,” and
therefore gave that as the derivation of the name:

Exodus 2:10. . . . Pharaoh’s daughter . . . called his name Moses:
and she said, Because I drew him out of the water.

Now an Egyptian princess is scarcely going to turn to the Hebrew
language for a name (even if she could be imagined as bothering to
learn the slaves’ language in the first place). Besides, Moses happens
to have a much more straightforward and natural meaning in Egyp-
tian. It means “son.” (Thus Thutmose means “son of Thoth” and
Rameses means “son of Ra,” both Thoth and Ra being Egyptian
gods.)

The legend surrounding Moses’ infancy seems no more plausible
than the Hebrew derivation given his name. Ancient legends are full
of tales of children cast away for some reason or other who are
miraculously saved and go on to become people of great importance.
In the Greek legends, this is the case with Perseus, Oedipus, and Paris,
for instance; in the Roman legends, with Romulus; in the Persian
legends, with Cyrus.
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Most significant of all is a legend told of Sargon of Agade (see
page 50) who lived over a thousand years before the time of Moses.
The legend of Sargon has been found on Babylonian tablets dat-
ing back to several centuries before the Exile. The priests in Babylon
who were preparing the Hexateuch in its final form must have heard
the legend, and it is very likely that they appropriated it.

Sargon of Agade is described as the illegitimate son of a noble-
woman who bore him in shame and secrecy, and then exposed him.
She did this by putting him in a small boat of reeds, daubed with
pitch, and letting him drift down the river. The baby was rescued by
a poor man who raised him as his own son.

The Biblical writers improved the tale, however. Moses was a legiti-
mate son and was raised by a princess,

There are no Biblical details concerning Moses’ youth, but the
legends of later times fill those years with activity designed to mag-
nify the glory of the future leader of the Israelites. Josephus tells, for
instance, how invading Ethiopians had Egypt at their mercy when
Moses took over leadership of the Egyptian army and utterly defeated
the Ethiopians. There is no evidence in Egyptian annals, however, for
the events described by Josephus.

Midian

As a grown man, Moses found himself sympathizing with the Isra-
elite slaves, presumably out of humanity and possibly because he had
learned of his own origins. In a fit of anger he killed an Egyptian
overseer and, when this was found out, left Egypt hurriedly, to avoid
execution at the orders of an angered Pharaoh.

Exodus 2:15. ... Moses fled from the face of Pharaoh and
dwelt in the land of Midian . . .

Midian, it seems quite likely, is located in northwestern Arabia, just
east of the Red Sea, about two hundred miles southeast of Goshen,
It represents the shortest distance Moses could have traveled and
placed himself outside the boundaries of Imperial Egypt.

According to later tradition, Moses was forty years old at the time
of his flight to Midian. This is too pat, for it divides Moses’ Biblically
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allotted lifetime of 120 years into neat thirds. From birth to 4o, he
would be an Egyptian prince, from 40 to 8o an exile in Midian, and
from 8o to 120 a leader of the Israelites.

Pharaoh [of the Exodus]

While Moses was in Midian, getting married and having a son, a
crucial change took place in Egypt:

Exodus 2:23. And it came to pass in process of time, that the
king of Egypt died . . .

and that took place in 1223 B.c, if the Pharaoh of the Oppression
was indeed Rameses II.

Succeeding Rameses II was the far weaker Memeptah, who is
usually thought of as the Pharaoh of the Exodus, the Pharaoh under
whom the dramatic events described in the rest of the Book of
Exodus took place.

Since these events represent little less than a complete disaster for
Egypt, it is to be expected that the reign of Merneptah might be
listed in Egyptian annals as one filled with trouble.

And so it is. To be sure, the exact events described in Exodus are
not to be found anywhere in the Egyptian records, but there was
plenty of trouble of another sort and Mermeptah’s reign witnessed a
time of troubles for the whole region rimming the eastern Mediter-
ranean Sea.

Every once in a while, in the course of ancient history, there come
times when nomad peoples seem to be on the move. One tribe drives
against another which in tumn pushes against the next and so on like
a series of falling dominoes. The settled cities of the civilized areas of
the world eventually meet the brunt of the force and since their peo-
ples cannot easily move and yield to the pressure, civilizations often
meet with disaster at such times.

The thirteenth century B.c. witnessed one of these troublesome mass
migrations of peoples. The pressure of barbarian invasions was begin-
ning to be felt in Greece and southeastern Europe generally. Under
that pressure, raiding bands from Greece, Crete, and such areas spread
out across the Aegean Sea and plunged their way, west, south, and
east. They invaded Asia Minor, and the Trojan War may have been
an item in that invasion.
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As a result of the disorders that racked Asia Minor then, a native
people, the Phrygians, rose to power and dealt the final blow to the
Hittite Empire, which had been fatally wounded in its great war
against Rameses II. As a result, the Hittites declined to a bare rem-
nant, and appeared to the Israelites, when they finally conquered
Canaan, as no more than another small tribe.

Then, too, some tribes leaving Asia Minor under the pressure of
invasions may have traveled westward to found the Etruscan civiliza-
tion in Italy.

The invaders from southeastern Europe landed as well on the coasts
of Egypt. To the Egyptians, they were the “Peoples of the Sea.” The
Egyptians managed to fight them off but only at great cost and the
damage done the nation undoubtedly contributed greatly to the de-
cline of its vigor. In the disorders accompanying the invasion, it is not
at all unreasonable that the Israclites may have seized the opportunity
to depart.

Furthermore, for the first time since the reign of Thutmose I, three
centuries before, the Egyptian hold on Canaan was broken. A con-
tingent of the Peoples of the Sea invaded Canaan and established
themselves as the Philistines on its southern coast. Egyptian armies
were either defeated or, very likely, melted away when they were
called home to defend the motherland itself. Egyptian power did not
return to Canaan for nine centuries, and the Israelites, in their drive
to conquer Canaan, had to face only the native Canaanites and not
a powerful Egyptian army. Indeed, for centuries their most inveterate
enemies were the Philistines who had entered Canaan from the west,
while the Israelites had plunged in from the east.

It seems to make sense, therefore, to accept Memeptah as the
Pharaoh of the Exodus, whether one accepts the actual details de-
scribed in the Bible or not.

Horeb

Moses’ task of leading the Israelites out of Egypt begins in Midian.

Exodus 3:1. Now Moses kept the flock of Jethro his father in
law . . . and he led the flock . . . to the mountain of God, even to
Horeb,
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It is common to consider mountains as particularly sacred to divine
beings; one need only consider the Greek gods and their home on
Mount Olympus. Apparently, the Bible has reference here to a moun-
tain which was considered in the old Israelite traditions to be sacred
to God.

Mount Horeb (Sinai)

The mountain is called Horeb here, but in other places in Exodus
it is called Sinai. Both names are accepted as referring to the same
mountain but it is the latter name which is much better known. It
is not located in Canaan—everyone agrees on that—so it must repre-
sent an ancient tradition of holiness indeed, one that preceded the
entry of the Israelites into Canaan. It is a holiness, moreover, which
is not associated with the patriarchal age, for Sinai is never mentioned
in the Book of Genesis.

Indeed, the holiness may trace back to Sumerian mythology for
the name Sinai could refer back to the moon-god, Sin, who was an



EXODUS 133

important object of worship both in Ur and in Haran (see page
59). In that case, though, one might wonder why there was no
association of Sinai with Abraham, who lived in both Ur and Haran.

Some scholars believe that Mount Sinai is to be found somewhere
on the Arabian side of the Red Sea, because that is where Moses was
at the time. If Sinai were really connected with Sumerian mythology,
that, too, would bespeak a location reasonably close to th