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Pastor Gene Giguere

The Sumerians: The First Philosophers

 (BAH02)

Location, Origin, and General Introduction

1) The Sumerians lived in the land between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers known in history as Mesopotamia ("land between the rivers").

a) Tigris means "arrow"  (because of the straightness with which it flows).

b) Euphrates means  "that makes fruitful."

2) They are presumed to have come from north of the Caspian black seas, but no one is really sure where they came from.

3) When they arrived in lower Mesopotamia, it was not uninhabited:

a) The Ubaid, who are distantly related to them on the basis of their language, are living there.

b) The two cultures quickly blend together.  

c) The Sumerians - who are a nomadic, war-like people - absorb much of the Agrarian lifestyle of the Ubaid.  This is evident in the Sumerian vocabulary - all of their words that deal with agriculture are not of their own origin.

4) The Sumerians formed city-states.  

a) This makes recounting their history a confusing and messy business.  

b) Many wonderful books have been written about them  [a selected bibliography is included in the appendix] and new information is being added continually but much about them is still unclear.

5) They were a very small population living at the tip of the Persian Gulf.  

a) They didn't extend themselves very far - barely half way to Babylon - because they were surrounded on nearly all sides by other peoples.  

b) They were continually subjected to raids by Semitic nomads from the north, east and west who, when they invaded, encountered a culture vastly superior to their own.  

c) Much of Sumer's culture was adopted or adapted by their Invaders.  In addition to this, there was continual infighting between the city-states. 

d) As the many internal and external wars took their toll, the small Sumerian population slowly faded away. By 1800 bc. they were basically gone.

6) Sumerians were probably descendants of Nimrod and were thus Hamitic (sons of Ham).

Accomplishments

1) They constructed dikes, dams and canals for irrigation and flood control.

2) They are the first people in the world known to have used the wheel.  The excavation of the Sumerian city of Ur, conducted by sir Leonard Woolley from 1922 to 193li, unearthed toy chariots with wheels.

3) Woolley uncovered beautifully crafted musical instruments (such as stringed harps) at what was once a royal cemetery.  Such skillful work was clearly hundreds of years ahead of its time.

4) Considering the trade that predominated the Euphrates and Tigris rivers’, it is not unlikely that the Sumerians also invented the sail.

5) The Sumerians are the first known people to have developed a system of writing, beating out the Egyptians by 100 to 200 years.

a) They developed a phonetic alphabet early.

b) Using a reed pen (stylus) they impressed wedge-shaped symbols into wet clay tablets.

c) Sumerian writing is called cuneiform (cuneus is a Latin word meaning, "wedge").

d) Volumes of these cuneiform tablets have been found and many of them have been deciphered:

i) Tablets deciphered from the first one thousand years of Sumerian history  (tens of thousands of them!) consist primarily of business transactions and administrative records.

ii) Tablets from the second thousand years of their history (after 2000 BC) provide us purely with literary texts.

iii) The most famous of these literary texts is the Epic of Gilgamesh, a mighty hero who was two-thirds divine and one-third human:

(1) Gilgamesh took many dangerous voyages, slew dreadful monsters and performed awesome feats of strength.  

(2) But Gilgamesh, powerful and mighty as he was, had to die.  

(3) The epic also relates an account of the flood that supposedly pre-dates genesis.  This, however is debatable since the oldest copy comes from the libraries of Ashurbanipal (699-626 bc.), an Assyrian king who ruled long after Moses.  [The Epic of Gilgamesh is summarized in the appendix.]

6) Their language was agglutinative  (agglutinate: to combine into a compound; to unite or combine into a group).  Words in the Sumerian language are basically single-syllables.

a) Each noun - a one-syllable sound or noise – was easily turned into a picture or drawing that represented that thing.

b) More complicated words were formed by stinging together several of these simple monosyllables.

i) Their word for a king is "big man."  

ii) Notice that this word involves two concepts: big + man.  

iii) This is typical of how they developed their vocabulary.

iv) The Sumerian word for lapis lazuli - a stone they loved to use in jewelry making is three words strung together: blue + stone + hard.

v) Some agglutinative languages still in use today include Turkish, Hungarian, Finnish, and Estonian.

c) Progression:

i) They began by drawing little pictures or pictographs of the object they wished to represent:

(1) For example, a head with two horns might represent a bull.

(2) The earliest known pictograph appears around 3500 BC; It is a crude picture of an animal on a tiny sandstone tablet, much like a child's stick drawing.

ii) Their writing eventually advanced from the pictograph to the ideogram, a picture or symbol used in a system of writing to represent an idea, but not a particular word:

(1) It is a stylized picture that represents not the object pictured, but some thing or idea that the object pictured is supposed to suggest.  

(2) The following is an example of an ideogram from the Chinese language:

(a) A human being.

(b) A strong person.

(c) The "strong human being” is the symbol for "human being" with a line drawn horizontally through it  (a person carrying a load of sticks).

iii) The ideogram evolved into the phonograph, where a symbol or wedge stands for a sound that is to be made in the pronunciation of the word. At this point the Sumerians had a full-scale written language.

7) They invented bronze and cast it in molds to make weapons and tools.

8) Around 3000 BC they developed a system of mathematics that went far beyond simple addition and subtraction.

a) They understood and used square root, fractions, geometry and cube root.

b) Their number system was divided into two groups:

i) Group 1: a decimal system from 1 to 59.  They would count from 1 to 9 using half-moons - one half-moon for each number. A whole-moon was used to represent 10. So 11 = one whole-moon + one half-moon.

ii) Group 2: when they reached the number 60 everything changed.  The number that followed 60 was not 61, but 60 x 60 - or 60 squared!  That number was followed by 60 x 60 x 60 - or 60 cubed and so on.

iii) Their reason for using this strange system is unknown and is the subject of much academic debate and speculation.

c) Geometry was probably developed in Egypt, although we can't really be sure:

i) Herodotus  (ca. 484-425 B.C.) wrote that the Greeks learned geometry from the Egyptians who had invented it.

ii) Aristotle (384-322 B.C.) basically repeated what Herodotus had said.

iii) Proclus  (A.D. 410-485) wrote that the Egyptians invented geometry, it moved to Phoenicia from there (modern-day Lebanon), and the Greeks got it from the Phoenicians. 

iv) We do know, however, that it was only used by the Greeks for land measurement (hence the word geometry). 

v) The extent of Egyptian geometry - at least up to about 450 B.C.  - was to know the simple 3-4-5 rule, which requires no real mathematical knowledge at all:

(1) In a triangle, if side a = 3 units, and side b = 4 units, then side c will always be 5 units.  

(2) They most likely discovered this by stretching ropes.

(3) It is doubtful that they knew why it worked; they just knew that it did. 

vi) On the other hand, Sumerian/Babylonian geometry greatly exceeded the 3-4-5 rule; they calculated the sides of no less than fifteen right triangles!  It is important to see that this went far beyond any practical utility.  Thus, they were interested in math for math's sake!

d) They invented place value notation or positional notation:

i) For example, take the number 3659:

(1) The 3 represents the thousand’s place.

(2) The 6 represents the hundred’s place.

(3) The 5 represents the ten’s place.

(4) The 9 represent the one’s place.

ii) The system they developed was exactly like our own but, unfortunately, it fell into disuse – no one knows why - and did not reappear until the 900's ad when the Arabs picked it up from India and brought it into Spain and Sicily!  [The Arabs brought something else back from India too: zero, which appears to be an invention of the Hindus!]

e) They were very good with the square root of two, but were very sloppy with pi.

f) Many math historians believe that the Sumerians were not really interested in geometry at all, but in Algebra!  It would appear that geometry is their primary interest because they are forever working with triangles.  But when we examine what they actually do with their numbers, we find that they are interested in algebra!

g) They continually systematized their results:

i) They produced little calculator-sized cuneiform tablets with multiplication tables, division tables, compound-interest tables, tables for square and cube roots, etc.

ii) They also very methodically arranged math problems into different categories and worked out standardized solutions so their school children could learn by rote.

9) They set up the world's first schools called tablet houses:

a) There, teachers called fathers of the tablet house instructed the children. 

b) Any discipline problems were dealt with promptly by a monitor called the brother with the big stick.  

c) It is in these schools that students were educated in the arts of writing and mathematics.  

d) Excavations have uncovered thousands of clay tablets that Sumerian children used to practice their math problems and handwriting - the equivalent of our notebooks or bluebooks.  We've even found notes, probably passed between students, of one student poking fun at another’s poor penmanship skills!

10) The Sumerians built ziggurats, towers made in tiers or stages, each tier smaller than the one beneath it.

a) These ziggurats were made of baked brick and featured a long stairway that devoted worshippers climbed to pay homage to their god.  Sumerians were polytheistic.

b) The ziggurat of Ur was 200 feet long, 150 feet wide and 70 feet high during Abram’s day. At the top of this imposing structure stood a shrine dedicated to the worship of Nanna.

c) Some scholars believe that the tier-type construction of these ziggurats was reflective of the Sumerian hierarchical social order.

d) Ziggurats, the typical type of Mesopotamian temple, changed very little in over a thousand years.

11) The Sumerians probably invented the harness so that ox could pull wagons:

a) Later, when the Sumerians learned to tame horses, they developed a lighter harness.  

b) However, the Sumerian harness had a slight engineering flaw: it was attached across the throat of the animal and could easily strangle the poor beast!  

c) Through the process of diffusion, this technology may have traveled to China along an ancient trade route where it was improved.  The harness was now attached in such a way that it did not choke the horse.  

d) Eventually, this improved harness found it’s way back to Sumer.

Sumerian/Babylonian Religion

1) Unfortunately, they did not have a sacred book.  There is no Sumerian/Babylonian equivalent of a Bible or Koran. Because of this we have to piece together their theology from their epic poems, myths, hymns, and inscriptions from temples and objects used in religious rituals.

2) From its earliest origins, their religion is concerned with the heavens.  Out of their seven major gods and goddesses, three of them are directly related to heavenly bodies  (the moon; the moon's son - the sun; and the moon's daughter – Inanna - the planet Venus).

3) Since they associate the divinities with the objects they can see in the skies, they begin making astronomical observations early:

a) But this does not mean they became first-rate astronomers, instead, they became astrologers!  

b) Rather than develop principles of astronomy, they get stuck in fortune telling, omens, prognostications, divinations, and potions.  

c) In fact, the astrology that is found in most newspaper columns these days is a modified version of Sumerian astrology - which was adopted by the Chaldeans  (c. 1500 B.C.).  

d) All they ever came up with was a very modest tradition of making some observations about things that happened in the heavens and some very basic record keeping.

4) What did the Sumerians use their sophisticated system of mathematics for? (1-59, 60, 60 squared…)

a) The Greeks, specifically Eudoxus  (c. 409-353 B.C.), eventually combined their knowledge of mathematics and astronomical observation and come up with mathematical astronomy.  

b) Not so for the Sumerians.  They came up with numerology – how to make observations and interpret the numbers as omens and signs of the will of the gods and goddesses! 

c) So both their math and astronomy amount to little more than fortune telling.

d) They also practiced the parting of chicken entrails, cat livers, and the like. One sheep liver that has survived from Babylon shows exactly what to look for on certain parts of the liver to predict the future.

5) Sumerian astrology - as disappointing as it is to us – had a tremendous impact on the entire ancient world. 

a) It was alive and well throughout the entire Hellenistic period, the age of Alexander the Great.  

b) Eventually, the Arabs took it up and it became a part of Islam  (not officially, but it is widely practiced).

6) What did the world look like to the Sumerians?

a) The universe is a big sphere.

b) There is a flat pancake slicing through the middle of the sphere; this is the earth.

c) The top half of the sphere - above the flat earth - is the heavens.

d) The bottom half of the sphere - below the flat earth -is the netherworld - the dark realm of the dead, the underworld.

e) This entire sphere is encased in an original, primordial), primeval ocean [see diagram A].

7) Sumerian/Babylonian cosmology.  How did the Mesopotamians think the world came to be?

a) Naturalistic description:

i) There first existed an eternal, uncreated, primordial ocean - without beginning or end.

ii) Out of this ocean was born Enki, heaven-earth (En = heaven; Ki = earth), which are both solid elements. Enki was engendered or brought forth by the ocean.

iii) At some point, En (heaven) and Ki (earth) became separated.  

iv) Between these two solid elements a substance called Lil - a gas, breath, air, wind, spirit-like stuff – came into existence.  

v) Heaven (En) and earth (Ki) were thus separated by this gaseous substance (Lil).

vi) From that point on, Lil started begetting everything!

(1) It produced the moon, which produced the sun and produced Inanna, the goddess of love and war.

(2) Eventually, plant and animal life are begotten by Lil, as were human beings.

vii) All life was understood to be some sort of union between air, earth and water (and possibly the sun, although this is the subject of debate).

b) Theological description:

i) The Sumerians would have described the above in theological, rather than naturalistic, terms.

ii) They called the  "primordial ocean" Nammu, a goddess uncreated, ever existing and eternal. She is called by many descriptive names including  "the exalted lady" and "the mother who gave birth to all the gods and goddesses.”

iii) Nammu gave birth to Enki, an androgynous deity (both male and female (En = male;  Ki  = female), one complete male/female god/goddess.

iv) This union between en and Ki produced an offspring, Enlil, the male sky-god  (which includes air, wind, breath, spirit, sun, moon, Venus, all the stars, etc).

v) The moment Enlil was born, En and Ki were separated - heaven and earth split.

vi) At first Enlil, the sky-god lived in darkness.  Then, from himself, he begat the moon-god, Nanna  (father of Inanna, the goddess of war and love, and Utu, the sun-god who's brighter than his father the moon.

vii) Vegetation and animal life was produced by the sky-god (Enlil), his mother, the earth-goddess (Ki), and the water-god  (Enki), who is also the god of wisdom.

viii) Creating human beings, however, caused problems. Ki and Enki, after failing terribly in their attempts to make man, called upon the Exalted Lady for help. With her assistance, human beings were finally created.

c) Babylonian synthesis:

i) The Babylonians took the basic tenets of the Sumerian cosmology and gave it a bloody, militaristic twist.

ii) The gods and goddesses are the same, but their names are changed into the Babylonian  (Semitic) tongue.

iii) Nammu - the mother of all the gods – was is called Tiamat in the Babylonian version.

iv) The various gods and goddesses (all of them children of Tiamat) revolted against her.

v) At first - a number of the older gods - her older offspring – failed in overpowering her. But eventually Marduk (in exchange for being made the supreme god of Babylon) offered to lead the rebellion against their common mother Tiamat.

vi) Tiamat and Marduk engaged each other in battle:

(1) Marduk created a tremendous wind that inflated Tiamat’s body like a giant blowfish.  He shot arrows into her mouth and finally killed her by slicing her lengthwise in half!

(2) Marduk then made the heaven out of the top half and the earth out of the lower half of her body. So the heaven (the vault) is one half of Tiamat's carcass, and earth is the other half.

(3) Tiamat was not fighting alone, however.  Kingu, a dragon-like serpent, fought with her. As luck would have it, Kingu too is slain. Marduk then created human beings to inhabit the earth out of a mixture of mud and the blood of the evil Kingu (instead of simple mud, as per the Sumerian account).  Thus, man is seen as intrinsically possessing an evil nature since he has a trace of the evil Kingu’s blood (we find no such concept of an evil element in man in the Sumerian cosmology).

8) The primary purpose of a Sumerian city was to please its god or goddess:

a) The god of Ur was Nanna, the moon god.

b) Abraham undoubtedly watched his friends climb the stairs of Ur's ziggurat (Woolley found it) to praise Nanna.

Mesopotamian Political Highlights

1) We should consider two important legendary pre-diluvian (pre-flood) Sumerian kings:

a) We've already mentioned Gilgamesh and his adventures during the flood. This account differs greatly with the biblical account of the flood:

i) According to Gilgamesh, the gods brought the flood upon the earth because of the noise humans made!

ii) It is also important to note that the "ark" of the Gilgamesh epic is - in the opinion of the finest nautical engineers - utterly unseaworthy.

iii) Allen P. Ross (Dallas Theological Seminary Faculty) writing in the Bible Knowledge Commentary: “The Flood reveals God’s deadly anger over sin. The Flood shows that God’s gracious redemption is meaningful in light of judgment, and that His grace is not to be taken lightly. The cause of God’s judgment is stressed—the monstrous acts of sin performed in their habitual courses. In this the Genesis Flood is distinct from pagan accounts (e.g., Atrahasis and Gilgamesh); the Babylonian Gilgamesh account explained that the gods brought the Flood because of noise humans made…The deliverance was to be by means of an ark, a flat-bottomed rectangular vessel 450 long, 75 wide, and 45 high, with a displacement of some 43,300 tons…and three decks…The ship in the Babylonian tradition was of cubical construction and was five times as big as Noah’s ark. Genesis alone preserves the description of a seaworthy vessel.”

b) A second legendary monarch was Tammuz who passed into their pantheon of gods as the god of vegetation  (he became Adonis to the Greeks).

2) One of the first important post-diluvian kings is Urukagina:

a) He is remembered as an enlightened reformer.  He issued decrees to limit the exploitation of the lower classes.

b) Religious leaders were no longer permitted to walk into a person's house and demand gifts for the gods.

c) Priests and officials were forbidden to take a tax from the cattle and revenues that were given as an offering to their deities. Fees for
burial
were cut to one-fifth their former price.

d) Tablets from this time reveal that this king was a noble, just and moral ruler.

e) The king boasted that he "gave liberty to his people.”

3) The bloodthirsty Lugal-zaggisi overthrew Urukagina:

a) He attacked and conquered Lagash at the zenith of its prosperity.

b) He destroyed the temples of the city and utterly humiliated the gods by taking their statues captive.

c) He ruthlessly slaughtered the citizens of Lagash in the streets.

d) On a clay tablet of this time comes one of the oldest poems in history  (approximately 4800 years old).  In it the poet Dingiraddamu bewails the destruction of his city and the humiliation of his goddess: “For the city, alas, the treasures, my soul doth sigh; for my city Girsu  (Lagash), alas, the treasures, my soul doth sigh. In holy Girsu the children are in distress. Into the interior of the splendid shrine he  (the invader) pressed; the august queen from her temple he brought forth. O lady of my city, desolated, when wilt thou return?”

4) The cities of early Mesopotamia were characterized by frequent warfare:

a) The Sumerians were almost constantly defending themselves against infiltrating Semites from the Arabian deserts and from the hills to the north.

b) They also had the Elamites in the north to contend with, inhabitants of what is now western Iran.

c) Just north of Sumeria were the Akkadians, a Semitic people who established their capital at Agade. 

5) We need to plug in Sargon I, king of Akkad:

a) He conquered the Sumerian leader of Uruk about the year 2300 BC.

b) He was not of royal birth.  His mother was probably a temple prostitute; history tells us nothing of his father.

c) As a young man he became cupbearer to the king and he increased in power and influence.  Eventually he rebelled against his sovereign and overthrew him.

d) He set up his throne in Agade and took upon himself the title "king of universal dominion."

e) He is remembered as Sargon the Great because of the many cities he conquered, the many treasures he plundered and the many men he slew.

f) One of his victims was none other than Lugal-zaggisi who had sacked Lagash and humiliated its goddess. Sargon carried him in chains north to Nippur.

g) He subdued cities to the north, south, east and west; his mighty war machine systematically conquered any and everything in its path.

h) After devastating Elam in the north he symbolically washed his weapons in the waters of the Persian Gulf.

i) He crossed western Asia and marched all the way to the great sea  (Mediterranean) thus establishing the first great empire in history.

j) He retained power for some fifty-five years.

k) His deeds were legendary; his fame reached throughout the then-known world.  He was soon to be made a god.

l) Sargon's life ended with his entire kingdom in revolt.

6) Lagash was apparently burned to the ground, historian are not sure why.  The burning of a city in the ancient world did have two positive results:

a) Architecture is preserved by conflagration.

b) Contagion (disease) is purged from the land by fire. The great fire of London (1666) purged the city of the black plague – the incurable infectious disease transmitted by the rat flea, which took the life of more than half of London’s population.

7) When power fell from the hands of Sargon's descendants about 2100 bc, Gudea, the king of Lagash united the Sumerians and rose to prominence:

a) His people honored him as a man devoted to religion, morality and literature - not as a warrior.

b) He encouraged the study of classics of antiquity.

c) He constructed many temples.

d) He provided his people with civil rights.  One of his inscriptions declares: "During seven years the maidservant was the equal of her mistress, the slave walked beside his master and in my town the weak rested by the side of the strong."

8) Soon after his death, Ur replaced Lagash as the capital of Sumer.

a) During the reign of Gudea, Ur of the Chaldees was in the midst of a period of awesome prosperity. 

b) Their greatest king was Ur-Engur:

i) He brought all of western Asia under his dominion.

ii) The code of laws that he devised is the first extensive set in history.  He wrote:  "By the laws of righteousness of Shamash  [the sun god] forever I established justice."

iii) He built beautiful temples and established an extensive construction program within his subject cities  (i.e., Nippur, Uruk, and Larsa).

c) An extensive trade network upon the Euphrates River transformed Ur into one of the wealthiest cities of the ancient world.

d) It was here that god spoke to a wealthy aristocrat named Abram, instructing him to "go forth from your country and from your relatives and from your father's house to the land that I will show you." (Genesis 12:1:1-3, 11:31-32).

e) Although Ur's army was mighty  (their war chariots were designed to literally overrun their enemies), they overextended themselves and took on too many responsibilities.  Subject cities began to fall away. 

9) The Elamites from the east and the Amorites from the north eventually conquered the Sumerians.

a) Some Amorites set up their kingship at Babylon and quickly spread out, other Amorites, farther north, controlled the city of Marl and ruled a great deal of land to the south.

b) The Elamites controlled Larsa.  

c) For a while it was uncertain who would emerge as the supreme leader of Mesopotamia.  The stage was now set for next great actor to take his place on the stage of history.

d) Will Durant wrote:  "For two hundred years, which to our self-centered eyes seem but an empty moment, Elam and Amor ruled Sumeria.  Then from the north came the great Hammurabi, king of Babylon."   

e) A few points on Hammurabi:

i) He reclaimed Uruk and Isin from the hands of the Elamites.

ii) He bided his time for some twenty-three years and then invaded Elam and took its king captive.

iii) After writing letters to the king of Larsa for over twenty years expressing his friendship, Hammurabi attacked.  

iv) Larsa fell under the heavy hand of the Babylonian army, effectively snuffing out Elam’s dreams of Sumerian supremacy.  The whole ordeal would have delighted Machiavelli.

v) He soon extended his influence over the Amorites. After thirty-one years of kingship he conquered Mari.

vi) He established an empire of fierce and unprecedented power.

vii) Hammurabi is most famous for his laws:

(1) He claimed to be a chosen vessel of Shamash  (sun god) who gave these laws through direct revelation. To disobey one of these laws was to disobey god himself!

(2) He published  (promulgated) his laws all throughout his kingdom. Atop six-foot stone pillars was a depiction of Shamash giving him the laws that were listed below.  Hammurabi recognized the importance of writing his laws down for all to see.  Ignorance was no longer an excuse for disobedience. The promulgation of his legal code was his most important innovation – far more impressive than the laws themselves!

(3) Although these laws are important to the study of history, it would be foolish to compare their quality to the law given to Moses at Mt. Sinai (Exodus 20:1-17). 

(4) Hammurabi's code is draconian  (harsh) in nature and respects social position  (it is gives more leniency to the rich).

(5) It should also be noted that his code was little more than a collection of older laws of older kings  (i.e., Urukagina and Gudea).

viii) During his reign, Marduk, Babylon’s primary god, became the god of all other gods.  This meant that any city that challenged Babylon was challenging the city belonging to the god of gods and Hammurabi was his chief servant!  Even after his death, the people of Mesopotamia believed in Marduk's new position for a long time.  This may explain the prominence of Babylon later in history.

ix) Hammurabi was the key to his kingdom's greatness. When he died - after a forty-two year rule - her influence decreased rapidly.

Sumerian Me
1) The Sumerians lived in a lawful universe; laws directed, operated and supervised their universe.  Their word for law was me pronounced "may."

2) They believed that the gods would congregate in an assembly, headed up by the major gods (seven) and make up laws that governed everything in the world.

3) Various gods and goddesses were put in charge of various parts of the world and different things in the world. It was their responsibility to insure that all things in the world obeyed their laws.

4) There are hundreds of laws that the major gods decree and a multitude of minor gods enforce to insure that you and I might live in an organized and predictable universe.

5) Laws were set up to govern:

a) What happens in the heavens.

b) What happens on the earth.

c) What happens in the lakes and seas.

d) What happens
in the air.

e) What the heavenly bodies can and cannot do.

f) Atmospheric conditions such as winds, storms, etc.

g) The mountains and plains.

h) Cities and city-states.

i) The irrigation system  (ditches and dikes).

j) Farms.

k) How the plow is to behave  (and it obeys!).

l) How a mudbrick mold is to behave.

m) How a pickaxe is to behave.

6) Unlike other early peoples, the Sumerians do not attribute unusual occurrences  (i.e. flood) to personal or collective sin.  They live in a lawful universe, but it’s a universe into which evil things have been built by nature.  Periodically, evil and chaos break out because they are built into the structure of nature itself.  The very purpose of their fortune telling, divination and mathematical astrology is to get advanced warning of evil forces about to break loose so that they might appeal to the appropriate god or goddess to intervene.  They do not, therefore, blame themselves (personal or collective sin) for natural disaster.

The Netherworld: Sumerian View of the Afterlife

1) The netherworld is the Sumerian realm of the dead, the underworld.  The reigning queen of the netherworld is Erishkegal, who holds court from her incredible palace.

2) She is described as having a chalk-white face and lips as black as pitch.

3) Erishkegal's sister is Inanna, the goddess of love and war.

4) She is associated with the planet Venus.  Inanna was worshipped at various times throughout history under long list of different names:

The Goddess of Love and War

	Sumer
	Inanna

	Babylon
	Ishtar

	Judea
	Queen of Heaven*

	Syria and Palestine
	Anat

	Arabia
	Athtar (male)

	Egypt
	Isis

	Phoenicia
	Astarte

	Greek
	Aphrodite

	Roman
	Venus


*See Ezekiel 8:14 and Jeremiah 7:18, 44:17, 19.

5) According to their mythology:

a) At Uruk, there is a door that separates the earth from the netherworld.

b) Once a year, Inanna goes to this door and knocks; a doorkeeper meets her there.  He asks, "Who is it?" - to which she replies, "It is Inanna, I want to see my sister." He leaves her and goes off to find an answer.

c) While Erishkegal is being indignant, Inanna begins walking down the stairs to the netherworld. As she walks, she takes off her things  (jewelry, rings, and tiara) and leaves them behind.

d) Finally she arrives at the bottom and meets Erishkegal who promptly kills her by impaling her on a spike, which has been nailed to a post.  Inanna hangs there for three days and three nights.

e) Meanwhile, on the earth, Inanna's husband - the shepherd-god Dumuzi  (or Tammuz), is celebrating the fact that he's finally gotten rid of his unfaithful wife. But when Inanna’s faithful servant sees her predicament, he hurries off to find the water-god, Enki, and pleads to him for help. With the help of a eunuch and the faithful servant, Enki devises a scheme to rescue Inanna.  The plan is to have the (very handsome) eunuch distract Erishkegal while the servant sprinkles holy water on Inanna and she resurrects! It works.

f) Inanna climbs down from the spike and retraces her steps back up to the door of Uruk.  However, the only way she can be allowed to leave the netherworld is to find herself a replacement. The choice is an easy one - her husband, Dumuzi. 

g) This drama was celebrated yearly at every Sumerian temple.  There were rituals to bewail the sadness of Inanna’s departure, lamentations for her impalement, and great celebration when - after three days - she returned and Dumuzi had taken her place.  

h) When Inanna re-emerged from the netherworld each year, spring began.

6) There is a contradiction in the Sumerian understanding of human accountability:

a) They believed that a human being is given his or her own personal me at birth.  The gods decide how each man and woman is to live their life and there is no way to alter their predetermined destiny.

b) They also believed that when a person died they were brought to the netherworld where Erishkegal, Inanna's sister, assisted by the sun-god and the moon-god  (who were both down there for a portion of each day), along with a vast array of lesser gods, sit in judgment of them and determine their place in the hierarchy of the netherworld.

c) The contradiction is obvious: how can the gods sit in judgment of a person for whom they decreed an immutable destiny at the point of birth? How can the gods hold someone accountable for behavior, which they could neither avoid, nor pursue?

Three Biblical Parallels

1) In the myth of Inanna’s descent into the netherworld retold above, some comparisons to the crucifixion of the lord Jesus Christ are evident:

a) His death upon a tree.

b) His descent into Hades.

c) His resurrection after three days.

2) One Sumerian myth describes the creation of one creature from the rib of another. This is similar to the creation of eve from Adam’s rib in Genesis 2:21-23.  According to their myth, Enki, the god of water and wisdom, sacrifices one of his ribs so that Ninki, a goddess of relatively little importance, can be created.

3) The Sumerians also have a flood story:

a) The Sumerian Noah is Utnapishtim.

b) He is told by the gods to "destroy thy house and build a vessel.  Leave thy riches and store in the vessel the seeds of all life."

c) He built a vessel measuring 120 cubits (180 feet), unlike Noah’s ark, which measured 300 x 50 x 30 cubits (genesis 6:15).

d) The storm came and raged for six days and six nights (Sumerian/Babylonian convention – i.e.,  "a long time").

e) On the seventh day the weather became peaceful, but the entire earth had been turned into mud.

f) The ark that Utnapishtim has built came to rest on Mt. Nissir in Kurdistan between Iraq and Iran, rather than Mt.  Ararat in Armenia, as it does in the biblical narrative  (Genesis 8:4).

g) Utnapishtim released a dove and a swallow, but when they returned having found no place to settle and nothing to eat he continued to wait (Genesis 8:7-12).

h) Finally, he freed a raven. When the raven did not return, Utnapishtim and his wife left the ark and offered their thanks to the gods  (see Genesis 8:20).

i) The gods rewarded the couple for their deeds by making them the only two humans with immortality.

j) In Sumerian theology, there is a river that separates the dead from the living.  When a person dies, a ferryman carries him across.  In middle of this river, in between the living and the dead, is an island called the Isle of the Blessed, upon which Utnapishtim and his wife live.  In the Epic of Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh visits them there and questions them about how he might obtain immortality.

4) The Greeks have a flood story as well, in which Helos and his wife build an ark and survive the flood.  After the waters recede, Helos asks the gods what he is to do now that the earth is depopulated.  The gods instruct him to throw three stones over his shoulder. As each stone hits the ground, it becomes one of the three primary Greek tribes: Ionians, Dorians and Aeolians.

5) The Babylonians have a version of the flood as well, which is essentially the same as the Sumerian account.  Only the names of the characters are different.

The Mesopotamian View of Phenomena of Nature

1) Was Mesopotamian man able to distinguish between animate and inanimate objects? Living and dead? The two foremost scholars of Mesopotamian history disagree on the answer.

a) Samuel Noah Kramer argues that the Sumerians did indeed distinguish between animate and inanimate objects.

b) But Thorkild Jacobsen, who believes that the early Mesopotamian made no such distinction, offers a more compelling view.

2) The Sumerians most likely saw everything as somehow alive.  Everything had a will of its own, a definite personality.  All objects and phenomena were personified in varying degrees.

3) Thorkild Jacobsen illustrates this idea in The Intellectual Adventure of Ancient Man (University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1946): “Ordinary kitchen salt is to us an inanimate substance, a mineral.  To the Mesopotamian it was a fellow being whose help might be sought if one had fallen victim to sorcery and witchcraft.  The sufferer would then address it as follows: ‘O Salt, created in a clean place, for food of gods did Enlil destine thee. Without thee no meal is set out in Ekur, without thee god, king, lord, and prince do not smell incense. I am so-and-so, the son of so-and-so, held captive by enchantment, held in fever by bewitchment. O Salt, break my enchantment!  Loose my spell! Take from me the bewitchment!  And as my creator, I shall extol thee...”

4) By saying that the phenomena of the world were alive for the Mesopotamian, we mean that they were personified: “O fire, burn the man and woman who bewitched me; burn, O fire, the man and woman who bewitched me; scorch, O fire, the man and woman who bewitched me; burn them, O fire; scorch them, O fire; take hold of them, O fire; consume them, O fire; destroy them, O fire.”

5) It is quite clear that the man approaches the fire for the destructive power he knows to be in it.  But the fire has a will of its own; it will burn the images - and in them his enemies - only if it so chooses.  And in deciding whether to burn the images or not, the fire becomes a judge between the man and his enemies: the situation becomes a lawsuit in which the man pleads his cause and asks the fire to vindicate him.  The power which is in fire has taken a definite form, has been interpreted in social terms; it is a judge."  (pp.146-147)

Appendix: Summary of the Gilgamesh Epic


In his youthful energy, Gilgamesh, ruler of Uruk in southern Babylonia, drove his people too hard.  He had ruled for one hundred and twenty-six years and the people needed a rest from his harshness. They appealed to the gods - especially to the goddess Aruru
 - to create a counterpart to Gilgamesh that might compete with him and kill him so the people may have rest. The gods responded by creating Enkidu (Engidu), a creature, half man and half bull who was covered with hair from head to foot and behaved exactly as the animals do.  

One day a hunter noticed Enkidu in the woods and told Gilgamesh about this weird creature that he saw by the waterhole. Gilgamesh got an idea: he sent one of the temple prostitutes out to the waterhole on the theory that if Enkidu has anything to do with her, the animals will no longer accept him.  The temple prostitute spent six days and six nights (i.e., a long time) with Enkidu and, sure enough, the animals will no longer have anything to do with him.  He was no longer one of them.


Enkidu went with the temple prostitute back to the city where he met Gilgamesh and had a huge fight with him outside a temple dedicated to Inanna.  The hairy creature won, but the result was not what the people of Uruk had anticipated.  Rather than Enkidu killing Gilgamesh, the two of them became tremendously good friends!  Together they set out on dangerous adventures.  They penetrated deep into 'the cedar forest,’ probably a reference to Lebanon, and there they encountered a creature called Huwawa,  "whose mouth is fire and whose breath is death."  Gilgamesh and Enkidu killed the monster.  


As Gilgamesh was cleaning up after the battle, Inanna showed up and fell madly in love with him.  She said to him, "Come with me and be my husband.  I will give you a chariot of gold.  Kings and princes will be at your service and bring you tribute.  We shall live in a beautiful palace."  But Gilgamesh replied to Inanna, "Why should I take you in marriage? You're a fickle soul, a destroyer of men.  You destroyed Tammuz  (Dumuzi, the shepherd-god), whom you condemned to hard labor and misery.  And so it was with your father’s gardener who devoted himself to your comfort and delight. When he refused to marry you, you turned him into a mole!  There were many others you seduced and then ruined.  It would be the same with me.”


Inanna, extremely insulted by what had been said to her, appealed to Anu
 (the heaven god) and Antu, his wife, and demanded that the bull of heaven (the constellation Taurus) be allowed to descend to earth and kill Gilgamesh. Anu argued that Gilgamesh had not lied; everything he had said about her was true.  At this Inanna became even more enraged.  She demands that the bull of heaven be allowed to descend! Anu told her that there are consequences to such action for Uruk: “Then will there come seven years of barren straw (famine).”  Inanna didn’t care – she wanted Gilgamesh dead!


Anu finally granted her wish and sent the bull of heaven to earth, but, unexpectedly, Enkidu killed it!  The bull was seized by the horns, a sword was plunged into its neck and Gilgamesh and Enkidu tore out its heart and give it to the sun god, Shamesh. Inanna looked on from the walls of Uruk. Enkidu then dreamed that he was going to die and, soon afterward, he did. Inanna, wild for revenge killed him.


Although Gilgamesh is two-thirds god and only one-third human, he, now faced with his friend's death, became afraid of dying.  If Enkidu, who was stronger than him, could die, then surely Gilgamesh would die too.  Thus, he set off on a pilgrimage to find immortality.


He wandered alone the long way to the mountains where the sun sets, followed the dark passage through which the sun travels at night almost despairing of ever seeing the light again, and finally came out at the shore of a wide sea. There he met Utnapishtim's boatman, Urshanabi, and gained passage over the waters of death to the isle of the blessed, where Utnapishtim and his wife live forever in deathlessness because of their service to the gods during the flood.  He asked them how he might acquire eternal life.  Finally, Utnapishtim told him of a plant in the water that revitalizes if it is eaten.  Gilgamesh tied rocks to his feet and began diving for the plant.  He found it.  He had finally found immortality. He set off for home planning not only to eat the plant himself and become immortal, but also to share bits of it with others in Uruk.  However, when he stopped along the way to rest and swim, a watersnake, flicking his tongue, sensed that something fragrant is there.  The snake came out of the river, snatched the plant away, brought it back to its hole and ate it.  Therefore - because they ate of that plant - snakes do not die.  When they become old they shed off there old bodies and are reborn in youthful vigor.  Mankind, cheated of the plant, cannot thus return eternally to youth.  Gilgamesh, full of bitterness, contemplated the ironic end to his search. He sat and wept – tears streaming down his cheeks – and asked: “For whose sake, Urshanabi, have I strained my muscles? For whose sake has my heart's blood been spent? I brought no blessing on myself - I did the serpent underground good service.”

� This goddess is usually called Ninhursag, which literally means Lady of the Great Mountain. She is the early Sumero-Babylonian mother goddess associated with the triad of Anu, Enlil and Ea (Enki) as the goddess of childbirth. Thus she is connected with the creation of mankind. She is also referred to as Ninmah or Nintu.


� Anu is considered the Father of the Gods and the King of the Gods. He is an old god who has retired to the upper heavens leaving the ordering of the universe’s affairs to the younger generation of gods. In early times, Anu was given a female counterpart (Antu) as a consort. Together with Enlil and Enki (Ea), he makes up the great triad of the most powerful gods.








PAGE  
1
Harvest Community Church, 2002, All Rights Reserved

