
Ancient Near Eastern Thought And The Old
Testament

Ancient Near Eastern thought and the Old Testament are intertwined in ways that reveal much
about the cultural, philosophical, and theological context in which the biblical texts were produced.
The ancient Near East, encompassing regions such as Mesopotamia, Egypt, and the Levant, was
home to a rich tapestry of beliefs, practices, and literary traditions that significantly influenced the
formation of the Old Testament. Understanding these connections not only enhances our
comprehension of biblical texts but also sheds light on the broader historical and cultural milieu of



the ancient world.

The Historical Context of the Ancient Near East

The ancient Near East was characterized by a variety of civilizations, each contributing to the
development of cultural and intellectual thought. The major civilizations included:

Mesopotamia: Known as the cradle of civilization, it was home to the Sumerians, Akkadians,
Babylonians, and Assyrians.

Egypt: Renowned for its monumental architecture and religious practices, ancient Egypt had a
profound influence on neighboring cultures.

Canaan: The land of the Israelites, Canaan was a melting pot of various peoples and cultures.

These civilizations shared many similarities in their worldview, including their understanding of the
divine, the nature of humanity, and the cosmos. This shared cultural framework significantly
impacted the Old Testament.

The Influence of Ancient Near Eastern Mythology

Ancient Near Eastern thought is particularly evident in the mythological texts that predate or
coincide with the Old Testament. Many stories from the Old Testament parallel myths from other
cultures, indicating a common cultural heritage. Some notable examples include:

The Creation Narratives

The creation account in Genesis 1-2 bears resemblance to other ancient Near Eastern creation
myths. For instance:

The Enuma Elish: This Babylonian creation epic describes how the god Marduk created the
world from the body of the primordial goddess Tiamat.

The Egyptian Creation Myths: Various Egyptian texts depict multiple creation scenarios,
including the emergence of the sun god Ra from the primordial waters.

While the Old Testament creation story emphasizes monotheism and the goodness of creation, it
shares structural similarities with these other accounts, suggesting a dialogue between these
cultures.



The Flood Narrative

The story of Noah and the flood in Genesis 6-9 is strikingly similar to the Epic of Gilgamesh, a
Mesopotamian text that also features a great flood and a hero who survives it. In both accounts:

A deity decides to send a flood to cleanse the earth.

A chosen individual builds a boat to save his family and animals.

After the flood, the hero offers sacrifices to the gods.

These parallels highlight how the Old Testament narrative may have been shaped by existing myths
while also serving a distinct theological purpose.

Theological Concepts in Ancient Near Eastern Thought

The theological landscape of the ancient Near East introduced several concepts that are echoed in
the Old Testament. Prominent themes include:

The Nature of God

In ancient Near Eastern thought, gods were often seen as powerful and capricious beings. However,
the Old Testament presents a different view of God:

Monotheism: The Old Testament emphasizes the belief in one, sovereign God, contrasting
sharply with polytheistic views.

Covenantal Relationship: God establishes covenants with key figures like Noah, Abraham,
and Moses, which was less common in other cultures.

This shift in understanding reflects a unique theological development within Israelite religion.

Humanity and Creation

The creation of humanity in the image of God (Genesis 1:26-27) demonstrates a significant departure
from other Near Eastern beliefs, where humans were often seen as servants of the gods. In the Old
Testament:



Humans are endowed with dignity and purpose.

Their role is to steward creation rather than merely serve the divine will.

This notion of humanity’s intrinsic value underscores the unique worldview of the Old Testament.


