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COMPARATIVE STUDY 

      In this discipline, which is a branch of background study, the careful student attempts to 

utilize data from different segments of historical culture and in order to bring clarity to a given 

text, custom or ritual. In doing so, genre, a review of texts and histories, customs, idioms and 

words are evaluated to gather key points of correspondence or tension between competing 

worldviews from the same era of history. This includes a careful attempt to utilize language in its 

original context, with an attempt to recover the original environment in which Biblical revelation 

was given. In short, it is an attempt to rediscover the mind of those who received revelation and 

those who surrounded Israel at the time of her revelation, in an effort to better understand not 

only the text of Scripture, but also, the cultures surrounding Israel and the similarities that are 

found between cultures.  

1) Consideration of similarities and differences 

2) Similarities suggest common heritage,  

3) Surface agreement does not suggest conceptual agreement,  

4) Cultural context is of necessity,  

5) Time/era, geography and cultural contact may suggest influence,  

6) Literary borrowing must be proven by accurate sources, 

7) Genre governs differences, Similarities may be studied via different genre and 

cultures, 

8) Borrowed cultural elements does not necessitate similarity in use and  

9) A single culture in not monolithic over duration of time.  

COMPARATIVE STUDIES, SCHOLARSHIP, AND THEOLOGY 

     Critical scholarship of the nineteenth century was driven by evolutionary presuppositions that 

highly influenced it evaluation of evidences. Not only was evolution posited as the source of 

human origins, but also, it was posited as the source of human religious practices and the 

development therein. The result of this methodology was an unverifiable series of hypothesis’ 

that could not be tested against the empirical data. Birthed out of this system was a form of 

source criticism, which posited that differing sections of Biblical literature were developed over 

time by different sources. For example, J and P were posited by some as different sources of the 
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Pentateuch, a claim that caused a stir amidst the field of critical scholarship. Proponents of this 

view posited a late date for the Pentateuch as well as a usage of sources from other predated 

material, such as the Gilgamesh Epic. As a result, a resistance to comparative studies as been 

seen in the area of critical scholarship, especially amongst those who do not see an historical 

reality behind the Biblical texts as YHWH’s divine revelation.  

     Comparative studies are essential and helpful in establishing and confirming Biblical 

accounts, such as locations, events and people of interest. Regardless of this point, confessional 

scholarship has not entirely embraced this methodology, with traditions often influencing their 

perception of this field of study. In short, the well has been poisoned to some degree by attacks 

upon the Biblical text, such as the text of Genesis chapters 1-11, which were/are posited by some 

as mythology in the area of competitive study. Many confessional scholars believe that 

similarities between the Biblical accounts and Israel’s ANE neighbors detract from the 

originality and validity of the Biblical text. Thus, many people in the pew see no need to gain in-

depth insight regarding the historical setting of the Biblical accounts, and as a result, comparative 

studies as not been widely accepted.  

     To counter these points, it is safe to say that a close study and evaluation of the historical 

environment is essential to proper exegesis of the Biblical text. The reorganization of important 

historical settings and cultural influences are needed to fully appreciate the text, as it was given, 

in the cultural setting that its original readers would have received revelation. This is also an 

essential point when the issue of translation if considered, where cultural issues and proper 

names are highly dependent on the historical setting of the authors original audience. In essence, 

“if” modern scholarship or even the casual reader of the Bible does not view the Biblical text 

through the lens of the original audience and the original culture, then, mishaps in interpretation 

and theology are bound to happen, with the reader forcing the text of the Bible into the scope of a 

modern worldview, rather than the original context that it was given.  

SUMMARY OF THE LITERATURE OF THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST 

WHAT WAS ANE MYTH? 

 Myth, explained how the world functioned, according to their ANE context and there was 

no single monolithic understanding as to how myths were viewed.  
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 Mesopotamians for instance, did not necessarily view myths as fictional, but they also did 

not view them in the same light as the chronicles.  

 Myths to a Sumerian were the equivalent to history,  

 While Egypt viewed myths as the essence of experience and reality.  

 Despite these understandings of myth or mythology via Israel’s ANE neighbors, she had 

a unique understanding of God’s revelation that is and must be viewed as disassociated 

from the common approaches of the surrounding cultures.  

 For Israel, the revelation of YHWH was part and parcel to the whole of existence and 

YHWH served as the source of all of history. While this is not necessarily in conflict with 

Israel’s neighbors, it is point-in-fact different in that the Biblical material in a Judaic 

context was received in the form of direct revelation and was not derived from human 

origin.  

EXAMPLES OF ANE MYTH 

 From Sumerian culture, Eridu Genesis and Enki and Ninmah are mentioned, with the 

former being an ancient account of a flood and the establishment of culture, with the 

latter being an account of strife between the gods which led to the creation of mankind. 

 Sumerian Creation is also mentioned, which is an ancient Sumerian myth that has a 

certain similarity to the Genesis creation account in that the heavens and earth are 

separated apart from one another.  

 However, there are also extensive dissimilarities in that this creation was the result of a 

meeting of the heavenly court with the slaying of two divine beings being the catalyst of 

creation itself.  

 The Akkadian creation account finds Marduk being elevated to the head of the 

Mesopotamian pantheon 

 The Memphis Creation Account is elaborated on, which is one of the Egyptian myths 

regarding human origins.  

THE GODS 

     Religion was not a concept that would have been known to Israel’s ANE neighbors. Meaning, 

there was no disconnect or distinction made between the “sacred and secular” or the “natural and 
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supernatural.”
1
 Rather, in these cultures, the only differentiation was between the physical and 

the spiritual, which was also blurred given the presuppositions that these cultures functioned 

with. In short, all experience in the ANE was religious in nature and all of an individuals or 

cultures duties were assimilated into a worldview that saw a correspondence between what the 

modern western critic would call different realms of experience.  

     The theogony (creation of) and ontology (being of/or nature of being) of the gods was quite 

complex in one sense, and remarkably simple in another. In cultures such as Egypt, the gods had 

origins (theogony) with the most primitive gods finding their origins through bodily fluids. But, 

the question of ontology must be answered, as John Walton rightly notes on page 88 of his text 

with this question; “What does it means to say that a god exists or came into existence?”
2
 

Walton’s answer: something came into existence when distinction was assigned to it. In this 

context, distinction meant having a specified function and a specific name.   

     With this criterion in mind, it is helpful to evaluate Israel’s view of theogony and ontology in 

light of the historical date and when this is done, both similarities and dissimilarities are noted.  

 In the area of theogony, there is a massive difference between Israel and her surrounding 

ANE neighbors, because YHWH is eternal in nature with no point of origin and no equal. 

 In short, YHWH’s eternality is one of the dividing lines between Israel and her 

surrounding neighbors.
3
  

 Regarding ontology, there is a much higher degree of continuity. The use of the 

Tetragrammaton implies existence and identity.  

 However, it must be noted that any correspondence in this area is by way of definition 

and not by nature, for throughout the entirety of the Scriptures, YHWH declares Himself 

to be the only and eternal God of all creation.  

 There are also differences in the “divine councils,” when one evaluates the ANE 

evidence up and against Biblical revelation.  

                                                           
1
 John H. Walton, Ancient Near Eastern Thought and the Old Testament, Grand Rapids, MI: Baker 

Academic, 2006, 822.  

      
2
 Ibid., Walton, 88.  

 
3
 As a side note, it is helpful to read the text of Isaiah chapters 40-48 and the trials of the false gods, where 

this distinction is elaborated on by YHWH Himself in His divine revelation to His covenant people Israel.  
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 In ANE cultures, the divine council was a setting that included a plurality of gods, all 

independent of one another in existence and function.  

 YHWH’s council, however, was made up of lesser and created beings (of a non-divine 

nature) of the heavenly court, with the one true God YHWH presiding over them.  

  It was often the case that the ANE gods were seen to have many of the same attributes of 

deity as that of YHWH, with a distinct difference in the area of omniscience between 

YHWH and the created gods of the surrounding cultures.  

 The gods in the ANE context were also individuals in nature, with many gods receiving 

similar titles in contradiction to previously established criteria.  

 Also, the gods of ANE thought were in community with one another and because of this, 

there was often conflict between them.  

 These same gods were also described in human terms, had daily functions and needs 

(such as sexual needs), were geographically based and limited cosmically to a particular 

area, they were fallible and prone to mistakes and they were emotional and not 

impassible.  

 In short, when the previously stated concepts are viewed in reference to YHWH, it is easy 

to see the massive gulf between Judaic thought and her ANE neighbors regarding the 

nature of YHWH in the realm of experience and beyond.  

TEMPLES AND RITUALS 

     Despite the similarities between YHWH’s temple and that of other ANE cultures temples, it 

can be properly stated that these similarities are simply superficial with little to no substance 

foundationally.  

 In ANE thought, the temple was the place of divine residence, where the particular god 

or gods would dwell.  

 These temples would serve as the portal between the divine and the earthly, with the god 

manifesting its presence within the temple itself.  

 At times, Ziggurats would be place besides the temples themselves, as a means for the 

deity to ascend and descend between the heavens and earth. Such was the case with 

Mesopotamian culture.  
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 Also, the temples were seen as places of rest for the deity, with the deity taking up 

residence in his or her estate after providing order to the creation.  

     Icons were symbolic of the presence of a particular deity in ANE culture. These icons, which 

were approved of by a specific deity, were the actualization of the deity’s presence, being 

brought about by rituals.  

 The most extensive of these was that of the “mouth washing” ritual, which provided for 

the needs of the deity by allowing him or her to enjoy the pleasures and necessities of 

food, drink and aroma.  

 At the end of this ritualistic practice, the deity would enter into the inner parts of the 

temple to dwell in manifested presence.  

 While the icons themselves were not the deity, it is proper to proclaim that the deity 

manifested itself in the icon and as a result, the icons served as a mediator between the 

two parties; the divine and the creature.  

 The usage of such icons via the Biblical account is clearly forbidden, with divine 

revelation proclaiming: (1) that YHWH is the only true God, (2) there were to be no 

images used in the form of worship and mediation (2nd Commandment) and (3) the 

presence of YHWH, while localized, was not limited to localization (because of 

omnipresence).  

 Hence, YHWH was not limited to “sacred space” or a particular place of manifestation via 

His presence in the created order.  

 In short, YHWH’s presence was not limited to the temple and thus, His presence could 

not be compartmentalized.  

     One significant role that the temple played in the experience of Israel and ANE cultures was 

the significance of the temple in nearly all of the affairs of life. The temple in ANE thought was 

the center of experience for society and human activity. Despite this similarity, there are also 

vast differences.  

 First, the temple via Israel’s neighbors was the place where deity was cared for. 

However, YHWH is the one that cares for His covenant people and is not dependent on 

any human intervention.  
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 Next, while sacrifice was required in both instances, the sacrifices of ANE thought were 

to provide for the nourishment of the god whereas in Judaic thought, it was too serve as a 

means of atonement (and as a foreshadow of Christ).  

 Hence, while there is in fact a correspondence between the ANE cultures surrounding 

Israel and Israel herself regarding temple and ritual, these correspondences were mainly 

superficial in nature, with an appearance of similarity, but often, with a lack of substance 

regarding the foundation of these practices.  

STATE AND FAMILY RELIGION 

     One of the more interesting and clarifying aspects of ANE study with regards to 

understanding the OT is found in the area of state and family gods in ANE thought. Most of the 

data concerning these two categories falls into the realm of state religion via the many legal 

documents that have been recovered. Regarding the religious practice of the individual or family, 

there seems to have been a form of disconnect between the state and the individual, with little 

association being seen between the common person and the state religion. Interestingly, the gods 

in this context, while often individualistic in nature and action, had a commonality amongst them 

which was seen in the form of the care for the land and the obedience of the individual. In this 

context, the needs of the gods are brought to the forefront of experience, with each individual 

god mandating that his or her needs be provided.  

 The image or icon, which marked the god’s presence, was cared for in human terms, 

with the rituals for the specific deity being governed by tradition and experience.  

 Often, omens and prophetic oracles would suggest that an individual deity was 

displeased or dissatisfied, resulting in corresponding actions to appease the deity. 

 It is vital to note at this point that the information gleaned about the deity itself was not 

the result of direct revelation, and hence, was not in any sense similar to that of Judaic 

experience.  

 Thus, when action was taken for appeasement, it was in a sense, action apart from 

knowledge with a high degree of uncertainty and anxiety. Adding to the anxiety of the 

people was the perceived erratic behavior of the gods themselves, who were subject to 

whims and inconsistent actions.  
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 To counter these whims were rituals such as the “substitute king” practice, which 

placed the perceived guilt of the king on a sacrificial substitute, who would be killed after 

absorbing the guilt of the leader of a culture.  

 Practices such as this highlight a great deal of tension when YHWH is considered, who 

was/is consistent in behavior, not subject to whims and who exacts just punishment and 

had made Himself known to the people with whom He entered into covenant with.  

     In reference to the family god, it was often not required to worship the state gods, who would 

have had little regard for the commoner. Hence, the family would often worship the “gods of the 

fathers” which were often tied to the ancestors of a particular family.  

 In this system of thought, the god or gods where expected to show favor to the individual 

or family if their needs were being provided for.  

 In a sense, the shortcomings of human experience, such as drought or the lack of crops, 

where the result of a dissatisfied god, but again, a high degree of uncertainty was present 

because of the lack of direct revelation.  

 Hence, prayer and petition was given to the deity, with little evidence to show whether 

these acts were out of reverence or self interest. Individual piety and devotion, while 

present in the Biblical text, was not a strength of Israel’s ANE neighbors, at least in the 

realm of the inward man. However, in both contexts, the outward efforts of piety were 

present with external acts of devotion.  

     The ethical and moral systems of the presented cultures is highly different, with an 

objectivity being seen in Judaic thought via God’s direct revelation; with a lack of such 

revelation in regards to Israel’s neighbors. In short, there were no fixed norms in ANE thought 

regarding individual morality, but, there were in fact (subjective) standards set in place regarding 

a certain societal ethical system. Because of this, the individual was guided by the societal 

standard, with little to no set personal standard on a functional level. This line of reasoning 

transferred over into the realm of divine appeasement, where obedience would please the deity of 

properly performed, and, all of this without divine revelation to guide the individual.     

COSMIC GEOGRAPHY 
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     “Cosmic Geography,” is defined as the view of the shape and structure of the world 

surrounding the individual or culture. In ANE thought, the universe was comprised of different 

levels. The earth was the center of the cosmos and the inhabited living areas were collective. The 

sky was the abode of the gods in this view, with the sun and the mood both playing their 

ordained role in the function of creation, with the sun moving into the netherworld during the 

evening. All of this had a profound impact on how those in the ANE interpreted the world 

around them. The previously mentioned points were metaphysical realities in the life of the 

individual, with the physical aspect of these postulations playing a secondary role in the 

experience of the proponent.  

 The heavens were the primary abode of the gods in this view and it was often the case 

that the heavens were viewed as tiered.  

 The sky was the buffer between the earth and the heavens and was often viewed as a 

solid firmament between the two adjoining sections.   

 The waters which dwelled in the heavens were said to be carefully guarded, so as not to 

flood the earth.  

 The celestial bodies were objects that dwelt in the air and it was traditional to view the 

sun as entering into the netherworld after its normal daily cycle was completed.  

 The earth and the surface of the earth were viewed as a flat disk, in contrast to Isa 40:22 

which clearly announces the earth are a sphere.  

 In this view, the earth was the center of the universe and the sea was considered less 

extensive as the land.  

 In some views, the mountains were said to support the sky, while other views suggested 

that poles bore the brunt of support.  

 The sea, which was recognized as both fresh and salt water, was kept secure via fastening 

devices such as locks and bolts and its boundaries were set by deity.  

 Also, the netherworld, or, the place of the dead was considered by some to be a city 

(Babylon), while others viewed it as a void in sky or land (it was the final abode after 

death and a separate challenge that was highly dependent on ritual).  
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COSMOLOGY AND COSMOGONY 

     It is a fundamental necessity to understand that in ANE thought, creator gods had the ability 

to bring about the existence of other gods and their cosmological association and at other times, 

the gods were engaged in the maintaining of the created cosmological order. But, despite the 

physical implications of such a view, the metaphysical reality of the ANE worldview trumped 

any views of the physical reality of the arranged cosmos. Substance was secondary to function in 

this worldview and this function could only be achieved if the god or gods maintained and were 

efficient in their specified role.  

 Creation in this context was interrelated to function, in that something was said to exist, 

not by its physical reality, but rather, according to its functional role in reality.  

 In this sense, creation is not creation from nothing, as is the case with the Biblical model; 

but rather, it was the ordering and assignment of objects such as the human race, the 

heavens, the priesthood, the physical earth and the cosmos.  

 In short, in ANE thought, the question was not one of creation “ex nihilo,” but rather, the 

functionality of the specific object being addressed.  This was creation from chaos, which 

was not necessarily a state of wild disorder, but rather, simply a state that was seen as 

opposite of the cosmos itself.  

 This pre-cosmic condition was a state of lacking order and direction, and not a state of 

nonexistence. Hence, the cosmology of this cosmos was that of direction and plan, with 

the gods seen as providing both via their roles and functions.  

 Also, in this worldview, the cosmos were often viewed as a temple terms, as noted with 

the building of a temple after the establishment of order being viewed as a shadow or 

microcosm of the metaphysical reality.  

 Hence, there was an interrelation between temple and cosmos where one was a reflection 

of the other and descriptive of the other.  

 When an evaluation of the Genesis account is viewed in light of the ANE data, interesting 

correspondence is seen, with the Sabbath rest acting as a type of the temple-cosmos 

function.  

 Moreover, Israel viewed the cosmos like her ANE neighbors, in temple terms and the rest 

of the seventh day was a rest from the establishment of creation; although, creation in the 
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Biblical sense was/is vastly different then the already explained view of other ANE 

cultures.  

UNDERSTANDING THE PAST 

     While some ANE worldviews posited that humanity came about by divine conflict, this was 

not always the case, as seen in the Egyptian and Sumerian creation accounts which primarily 

focus on the role and function of humanity. The substance of humanity in ANE thought varied 

between cultures. Some of the perspective materials include clay and tears in Egyptian thought, 

slain deity in the Akkadian worldview, and at times, “divine infusion” was said to be the 

underlying substance of humanity.
4
 In Biblical thought, the dust of the earth and the breath of 

YHWH formed and gave life to the substance of man, with God breathing the breath of life into 

His creation.  

     Moreover, there was great debate in ANE thought as to the full nature of the human. Was 

humanity body/soul/spirit, or, simply one or a combination of two of the presented options? In 

Hebrew thought, the nephesh or “soul” was not a separate element of existence, but rather, a 

necessary overall state of being. Mankind is nephesh and this is his state of reality. He is derived 

from the divine with the breath of life, but not a part of the divine, while still maintaining the 

image of God. Next is the ruah, or spirit of man, which is the seat of action for the individual. In 

this view, the ruah was said to return to God after death because it was the life sustaining 

element of all creatures. These are at least two elements that comprised Israelite thought in the 

ANE context.  

     But what was the role of humanity? In Israel, via the opening chapters of Genesis, man is 

given a creation mandate to subdue the earth for the glory of YHWH. In this sense, all of human 

action was to be in service to God, but, this view should not be associated with Israel’s ANE 

neighbors. The difference lies in the foundation of the service itself, with Israel serving God 

because of His worthiness, rather than to meet the material and spiritual needs of the deity.  

 While man in ANE thought was often considered as an afterthought, in Israel, man was 

made a little lower then God and serves as the creaturely image bearer of YHWH.  

                                                           
4
 Ibid., Walton, 205.  
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 Thus, vast differences are seen in the foundational presuppositions between Israel and her 

ANE neighbors.  

HISTORIOGRAPHY 

     Form, content and structure all contribute to a sound historiography, but, there is much more 

than these elements when history and historical documents are considered. Genre played a large 

part in ANE historiographies and varied from culture to culture. Literary pieces such as annals 

and royal inscriptions were utilized to record the events of a leader or king’s life, in contrast to 

the chronicle, which covered a much wider array of history, to include past achievements of 

kings.  

 The historiography of ANE cultures was to a large degree, shaped by the worldview of 

the culture of individual historian.  

 This worldview also included a belief in deity and it was common for the historian to 

record events that seemed without explanation; at least to the modern historian.  

 While these histories were not considered revelation, they were in fact considered 

helpful in explaining events and experience and at times, attempted to elaborate on the 

divine plan of the gods.  

 This worldview also included an explanation of time that is vastly different from modern 

western culture; with the ANE model stating that man and his experience were positioned 

between a “convergence field”
5
 which represented past and future.  

 As a result, there was an interest in the history of a specific culture, with the meaning of 

historical events being seen as the ultimate goal.  

 This led to the gathering of individuals who were not eyewitnesses of specific events, but 

rather, who were able to interpret the specific events to relay meaning.  

 This meaning was seen as an event in a much more complex plan of history with a 

specific direction which was interrelated to the actions of the gods. 

  But, to interpret the direction of history was highly dependent on the ability to 

understand the literature and data provided. The most persuasive form of genre was the 

narrative, but, the data shows that ANE histories were not limited to this form.  

                                                           
5
 Ibid., Walton, 222.  
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 Also, the content of the history was highly dependent of the values of the individual and 

the target audience.  

 This led to a number of different types of histories, such as epics, polemics, didactics, 

theologies and academic histories.  

     When armed with this knowledge, the student of Scripture is much more prepared to handle 

the text of the Old Testament, in the context that it was issued and with an added clarity from 

understanding the mindset of the ANE to a much higher degree.  

GUIDANCE FOR LIFE 

     While there was a great emphasis on history in ANE cultures approached history, ancient 

cultures surrounding Israel also focused on how the individual or culture would have dealt with 

the present. This too was driven by worldview, which included the concept of “Divination” with 

its various subcomponents. The two major categories of Divination feel into the realm of 

“inspired” and “deductive.”  

 Under the former, official prophecy and informal prophecy were both included, with a 

primary focus on the acts of a king and/or the political structure.  

 Dreams were another form of inspiration, which were often received randomly and were 

thought to be a way in which deity interacted with the individual or culture.  

 These dreams were also thought to be a tool to be used to achieve a much higher degree 

of direction and guidance and were ignored at the risk of the individual or culture. 

 Deductive Divination was also thought to be a form of contact from the divine realm, 

with this contact coming in the form of general or specific phenomena or events.  

 In this form of Divination, connectedness was seen between particular events and as a 

result, close attention was paid to the events of culture.  

 When these observations were made and the data was collected, the culture attempted to 

control the subsequent events that were interrelated to what came previous.  

 This was a difficult task considering that the data was collected not by empirical 

gathering (in most cases), but rather, by speculation.  

 This category also included Omen approaches such as Extispicy, where the internal 

organs of an animal were inspected to gain communication with deity.  
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 Another common form of this subcategory was the casting of lots, which gave the deity 

the opportunity to provide a sign to the individual or culture; a method which was also 

utilized in Jonah 1 and Acts 1.   

 The pouring of oil was also a common form of Omen Divination, which is a method 

that is highly attested to in the Biblical literature.  

 Divination data in this sense also came by way of passive means, where celestial bodies 

and astrological phenomena were observed as a means of gaining direction and insight. 

 Finally, magic was used by ANE cultures, not as a means of gaining data and knowledge, 

but rather, as a means of exercising power and gaining resolution of current events.  

 Here, magic was thought to be beneficial to the society, with different agents of the 

magic arts being recruited to perform specific functions within the culture.  

 The Aspiu focused on the diagnosis of symptoms, while the Asu worked in the realm of 

drugs and herbs.  

 Lastly, there was the Kassapu and the Kassaptu, who were respectively, sorcerers of 

different genders who were shunned in society and considered detrimental to culture.  

CONTEXT OF LIFE - CITIES OF KINGSHIP 

     The city played a tremendous role in social life in the areas of Mesopotamia and Egypt, with 

the context of such playing a role within the cosmic order. Indeed, the city and the cosmos were 

thought to run parallel in some sense, with the cosmos finding “its ultimate order in the city.”
6
 In 

this view, the world was dependent on the city for proper order and existence; with the 

understanding that the cities existed before the existence of humans, in the previously mentioned 

cultures. Meaning, the cities were thought to be of divine origin and thus, were thought to be 

sacred in a certain respect. However, not all ANE cultures held to these types of believes in 

dogmatic fashion, with early Syria-Palestine having a much less developed view regarding city-

cosmos relations.  

 The temple was the ultimate area of sacred territory when the city-cosmic template is 

considered.  

                                                           
6
 Ibid., Walton, 275.  
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 At times, as in Egypt, the city was considered a city of deity; whereas in Syria and 

Canaan, the god or gods were not dependent on the city.  

 Kingship also played a tremendous role in ANE thought, for it was the foundation of 

society and culture.  

 Harmony was found between the establishment of the king and his proper rule of the 

culture, with the king at times being made into a deity or pseudo-deity.  

 Kingship in these cultures was by divine institution and initiative, with the king(ship) 

descending from the heavens in some accounts.  

 This is in direct contradiction to the Biblical narrative, where although the rule of the 

king is established by YHWH, it was not an original establishment, with the people of 

Israel requesting kingship in the Book of Joshua.  

 Also, the king was to discern the will of the gods without direct revelation; a daunting 

task to say the least.  

 At risk was the sponsorship or interaction of the deity with the culture. Hence, the king’s 

discernment was of highest priority.  

 One of the ways that was used to appease the gods was found in the establishment of 

justice in the culture. It was the king’s responsibility to uphold society and the proper 

order of the cosmos was highly dependent on this action.  

 With this said, there are indeed parallels between Israel and her ANE neighbors. Both 

worldviews adhere to divine sponsorship, both were to obey the divine plan and both 

concepts posit a needed concern for the establishment and maintaining of justice.  

GUIDELINES FOR LIFE – LAW AND WISDOM 

     The upholding of civil society was of much importance in the ANE, with individuals within 

the societal setting having specific roles and requirements placed upon them in order to maintain 

harmony within the city and cosmos. One of the ways in which this was achieved was by the use 

of law codes, which proclaimed the general principles of societal order. But, unlike western 

Greek law legislation, ANE codes were not strict legislation that bound a culture by the letter of 

the law; they were not prescriptive. Rather, ANE law codes relayed to the reader a sense of 

wisdom; wisdom that, when the general principle was applied, could help to shape or form a 

judicial ruling. In short, ANE codes carried with them much more of a descriptive nuance rather 
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than a prescriptive, law like nuance. They were judicial wisdom, which helped to form a 

template of just thought which when reviewed and considered, could help to bring about what a 

particular society deemed as justice.  

 While the standard ANE code reflected what was thought to be the “ideal” king, the Law 

of Moses reflected (reflects) the character of YHWH.  

 The law in Israel’s sense was given in relation to the covenant and was relayed by the 

covenant keeping God of Israel.  

 In this sense, the law of God goes much deeper then the outward conduct of men, 

focusing rather on the inward disposition of the individual in the promotion of 

sanctification and holiness.
7
  

     The role of the king in these “codes” was to extend judicial wisdom to the people. It was 

thought that the king was expensing justice in the name of deity; justice that would help to 

maintain harmony in society. In this role, he served as the primary giver of legislation, with other 

secondary rulers acting on the king’s behalf for lesser matters of justice. However, it also vital to 

note that these codes did not in fact serve as a point for point legislation and they were not 

obligatory in court settings when societies would rule on specific violations. There is little 

evidence via legal documents to suggest that these codes were utilized as a specific guide in 

rulings. In short, all though the king of a society had set forth what he deemed as an ideal of 

justice, the actual judicial rulings were to be determined in the court system by the individual 

ruling on a specific case. Did the codes as set forth act as a form of wisdom for the individual 

legislator? Yes they did. Were that codes obligatory to the individual legislator whereby he was 

required to follow the code by the letter of the law? No they were not and no such system of 

thought was present within ANE culture at this time.  

                                                           
7
 While there is some correspondence between Moses and Hammurabi, this correspondence does not 

necessitate borrowing. First, the moral law of YHWH was operative since creation (and before since it is a reflection 

of His character), and hence, commonality of justice would be expected via oral tradition. Next, man is made in the 

image of YHWH and is therefore made with the law written on their hearts. This too could explain certain 

corresponding law issues between the two systems. Finally, natural law, which is operative in all of creation is 

simply the unwritten reflection of the special revelation that YHWH issued to His covenant people. The fact that this 

law was operative in societies prior to Moses is of little dispute according to the Biblical record, with the nations 

being driven out of the holy land on account of their breaking of the moral law of God, as seen in Lev 18:24-30 and 

20:22-27. Finally, the law of YHWH as issued to Moses was to be the template for all societies, as seen in Deut 4:1-

8, with close attention being paid to v. 6.   
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THE FUTURE ON EARTH 

     The goal of every family in ANE thought was to keep alive the family name forever. This 

thought was vital for those family members who had already passed away in that an ancestral 

chain was to be established and maintained. In regards to the society itself, the goal was not 

paradise on earth, but rather, it was a goal of maintaining what had already been achieved. This 

is in stark contrast to that of Israel, who viewed the coming of the Messiah as the catalyst of a 

better future. One of the ways that ANE cultures pondered the future was through their views of 

the afterlife.  

 One sacred rite in ANE thought was that of the burial, which often involved elaborate 

acts of preparation and ceremony.  

 Mummification was a key aspect of Egyptian burial, which, when viewed in relationship 

to the society, provided an individual with a new, “counterpart” body in Daut.  

 In Mesopotamian thought, extensive burial and mourning rituals we engaged in to bring 

forth an individual’s “ghost” which then remained a part of the society.  

 Views of the “netherworld” were also different amongst ANE cultures.  

 In Egypt, the netherworld was described in relationship to the sky and was seen as a 

reflection of the cosmos, where, upon death, the individual would join the gods.  

 Early Sumerian thought postulated that the netherworld was in the western horizon.  

 This view was replaced by the third millennium with a more contemporary vertical view 

of the netherworld. 

  In Mesopotamia, the netherworld was ruled by the gods and was said to have seven 

gated walls that the individual would pass through after overcoming a number of trails. 

 After entry, an individual would enter a semiconscious state of (soul) sleep, which was a 

common theme as seen through discovered ANE documents.  

 Here, the dead were cared for by their living ancestors on earth, who, through ritual and 

tradition, would provide food for the weakened, deceased member of the family.  

     As for eternal hope in the afterlife, the data shows that it was a foreign concept in the ANE. 

Rather, there was a mild hope that an individual, after death, would find an attachment to the 

culture in which he or she lived. Also, the netherworld was not considered a place of punishment 
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in ANE thought and ones earthly life was largely disassociated with his condition after death and 

eternal destiny. To improve the conditions of a deceased family member, it was vital to insure 

that they received proper burial. However, these rituals did not cease after the initial burial, but 

rather, were ongoing. This was vital to maintain the eternal state of the individual whereby they 

would be associated with their previous community.

 


