The Old Testament In The Light Of The
Historical Records And Legends Of Assyria

The Old Testament, a foundational text in Western civilization, has long
captivated readers with its tales of faith, prophecy, and the origins of the
world. For centuries, scholars have sought to understand the historical
accuracy of these narratives, often turning to archaeology and ancient texts
for corroboration.

One such invaluable resource is the rich corpus of historical records and
legends from Assyria, a powerful empire that dominated the Near East
during the 9th to 7th centuries BCE. Assyrian texts, inscribed on clay
tablets and excavated from ancient sites, provide a unique window into the
world of the Old Testament. By comparing these records with biblical
accounts, scholars have gained new insights into the historical context and
cultural background of the Old Testament.
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Assyrian Records and the Old Testament

Assyrian records mention numerous individuals and events recorded in the
Old Testament.
For example:

= Ahab, King of Israel: Assyrian inscriptions refer to Ahab as the ruler of
"the land of Omri," corroborating the biblical account of his reign.

= Jehu, King of Israel: Assyrian records mention Jehu as paying tribute
to the Assyrian king Shalmaneser lll, confirming his historical
existence.

= Hezekiah, King of Judah: Assyrian annals describe Hezekiah's
resistance to the Assyrian invasion of Judah, matching the biblical
narrative of his rebellion.

These and other references provide invaluable external evidence for the
historicity of many Old Testament figures and events.

Assyrian Legends and Old Testament Narratives

In addition to historical records, Assyrian legends also shed light on Old
Testament narratives. These legends, often found on cylinder seals or bas-
reliefs, depict mythological events and characters that bear striking
similarities to biblical accounts.



Assyrian cylinder seal depicting the creation of man

= The Creation: Some Assyrian legends describe the creation of man
from clay, paralleling the biblical account in Genesis.

= The Flood: Assyrian epics recount a great flood that destroyed
humanity, with a single survivor escaping on a boat, echoing the story
of Noah in the Old Testament.

= The Tower of Babel: Assyrian legends mention a tower built to reach
the heavens, similar to the biblical narrative of the Tower of Babel.

These parallels suggest a common cultural heritage between the ancient
Israelites and the people of Assyria.

Assyrian Influence on Old Testament Literature
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Beyond historical and legendary connections, Assyrian culture and
literature also influenced the development of Old Testament literature.

Assyrian bas-relief depicting a royal procession

For instance:
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= Royal Inscriptions: Assyrian royal inscriptions, which often glorified
the king's victories and achievements, provided a model for the biblical
books of Kings and Chronicles.

=  Wisdom Literature: Assyrian wisdom sayings and proverbs influenced
the composition of wisdom literature in the Old Testament, such as the
book of Proverbs.

= Apocalyptic Literature: Assyrian prophecies of doom and destruction
inspired similar themes in Old Testament apocalyptic writings, such as
the book of Daniel.

These influences demonstrate the interconnectedness of ancient Near
Eastern cultures and their impact on the development of biblical literature.

The historical records and legends of Assyria provide a valuable lens
through which to view the Old Testament. By comparing Assyrian texts with
biblical accounts, scholars have gained new insights into the historical
accuracy, cultural context, and literary development of the Old Testament.
Assyrian records confirm the existence of biblical figures, provide evidence
for major events, and reveal shared cultural traditions. Moreover, Assyrian
literature influenced the style and content of Old Testament writings.
Understanding the connections between the Old Testament and Assyria
enriches our appreciation of the biblical text and its place within the broader
tapestry of ancient Near Eastern history.

Through the prism of Assyrian records and legends, the Old Testament
emerges not as a mere collection of stories but as a vibrant and
multifaceted text that reflects the complex cultural and historical forces that
shaped the ancient world.
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