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Pastor Gene Giguere

The Assyrians

 (Study Sheet BAH06)

1) About three hundred miles north of Babylon, the Assyrian civilization appeared. Forced to maintain a hard military life by the mountain tribes always threatening it on every side, it had in time overcome its assailants, had conquered its parent cities in Elam, Sumeria, Akkad and Babylonia, had mastered Phoenicia and Egypt, and had for two centuries dominated the Near East with brutal power.

2) The god Ashur (or perhaps Shem’s son Asshur) gave his name to the city Ashur (and later to all Assyria); there the earliest of the nation’s kings had their residence, until its exposure to the heat of the desert and the attacks of the neighboring Babylonians led Ashur’s rulers to build a secondary capital in cooler Nineveh — named also after a god, Nina, the Ishtar of Assyria. Here, in the heyday of Ashurbanipal, 300,000 people lived, and all the western Orient came to pay tribute to the Universal King.

3) The people known as Assyrians were actually a mixture of Semites and Hamites. Ham’s grandson Nimrod had entered Assyria at an early date and led in the building of Nineveh.

4) The population took their common language and their arts from Sumeria, but modified them later into an almost undistinguishable similarity to the language and arts of Babylonia.

5) Their circumstances, however, forbade them to indulge in the effeminate ease of Babylon; from beginning to end they were a race of warriors, mighty in muscle and courage, abounding in proud hair and beard, and standing straight and stern on their monuments.

6) Assyria was famous for her deeds of cruelty and brutality:

a) Soldiers were rewarded for every severed head they brought in from the field, so that the aftermath of a victory generally witnessed a wholesale decapitation.

b) Most often the prisoners, who would have consumed much food in a long campaign, and could have constituted a danger of reprisal, were despatched after the battle; they were made to kneel with their backs to their captors, who beat their heads in with clubs, or cut them off with swords. Scribes stood by to count the number of prisoners taken and killed by each soldier, and apportioned the booty accordingly; the king, if time permitted, presided at the slaughter.

c) The nobles among the defeated were given more special treatment: their ears, noses, hands and feet were sliced off, or they were thrown from high towers, or they and their children were beheaded, or flayed alive, or roasted over a slow fire.

d) The law also was executed with ruthlessness. Punish​ment ranged from public exhibition to forced labor, twenty to a hundred lashes, the slitting of the nose and ears, castration, pulling out the tongue, gouging out the eyes, impalement, and beheading. The laws of Sargon II included additional punishments such as the drinking of poison, and the burning of the offender’s son or daughter on the alter of the god. Adultery, rape and some forms of theft were considered capital crimes.

e) The Assyrians seemed to find satisfaction — or a necessary tutelage for their sons — in torturing captives, blinding children before the eyes of their parents, flaying men alive, roasting them in kilns, chaining them in cages for the amusement of the populace, and sending the survivors off to execution.

f) Ashurnasirpal tells how “all the chiefs who had revolted I flayed, with their skins I covered the pillar, some in the midst I walled up, others on stakes I impaled, still others I arranged around the pillar on stakes.. .As for the chieftains and royal officers who had rebelled, I cut off their members.”

g) Ashurbanipal boasts that “I burned three thousand captives with fire.. .These warriors who had sinned against Ashur and had plotted evil against me... from their hostile mouths have I torn their tongues.”

h) Reliefs at Nineveh show men being impaled or flayed, or having their tongues torn out; one shows a king gouging out the eyes of prisoners with a lance while he holds their heads conveniently in place with a cord passed through the lips.

7) Like all military states, Assyria encouraged a high birth rate by its moral code and its laws. Abortion was a capital crime; a woman who secured a miscarriage, even a woman who died attempting it, was to be impaled on a stake. Severe penalties were laid upon woman for striking their husbands, wives were not allowed to go out in public unveiled, and strict fidelity was exacted of them - though their husbands might have all the concubines they could afford. Prostitution was legal and regulated by the state.

8) The early kings took advantage of Kassite domination of Babylonia to establish their independence; soon enough one of them decked himself with that title which all the monarchs of Assyria were to display: “King of Universal Reign.”

9) While Babylonia was still in the darkness of the Kassite era, Shalmaneser I brought the little city-states of the north under one rule, and made Kalakh his capital.

10) However, the first great name in Assyrian history is Tiglath—Pileser I:

a) He was a mighty hunter before his lord: if it is wise to believe monarchs, he slew 120 lions on foot, and 800 from his chariot.

b) He apparently hunted nations as well as animals. A scribe, writing for the king, recorded: “In my fierce valor I marched against the people of Qummuh, conquered their cities, carried off their booty, their goods and their property without reckoning, and burned their cities with fire — destroyed and devastated them.. .The people of Adansh left their mountains and embraced my feet. I imposed taxes upon them.

c) In every direction he led his armies, conquering the Hittites, the Armenians, and forty other nations, capturing Babylon, and frightening Egypt into sending him anxious gifts. He was particularly mollified by a crocodile.

d) With the proceeds of his conquests he built temples to the Assyrian gods and goddesses, who asked no questions about the source of his wealth.

e) Then Babylon revolted, defeated his armies, pillaged his temples, and carried his gods into Babylonian captivity.

f) Tiglath—Pileser I died of shame.

g) Under Tiglath-Pileser I, who reigned from 1115 B.C. to 1077 B.C., the Assyrians quickly extended their dominion all the way to the Mediterranean Sea. But upon his death, the Assyrians’ power just as quickly declined; they would not regain and go beyond their earlier conquests until well after Israel’s period of greatness as a nation—state.

11) Ashurnasirpal II (885-860 B.C.) conquered a dozen petty states, brought home much booty from the wars, cut out with his own hands the eyes of princely captives, enjoyed his harem, and passed respectively away. Much of the booty from his campaigns, as well as a prisoner labor force, was devoted to the rebuilding of the capital at Calah about 875 B.C. Here a temple to Ninurta, a royal palace decorated with sculptural reliefs, irrigation works, and botanical and zoological gardens, was constructed here. The new population (50,000) and 19,574 guests were entertained for ten days (1 Kings 8:65f.). A statue of Ashurnasirpal II stands in the British Museum.

12) Shalmaneser III (859-824 B.C.) carried these conquests as far as Damascus; fought costly battles, killing 16,000 Syrians in one engagement; built temples, levied tribute and was deposed by his son in a violent revolution.

13) Tiglath—Pileser III (745—727 B.c.) gathered new armies, reconquered Armenia, overran Syria, and Babylonia, made vassal cities of Damascus, Samaria and Babylon, extended the rule of Assyria from the Caucasus’ to Egypt, tired of war, he became an excellent administrator, built many temples and palaces, held his empire together with an iron hand and Uied peacefully in bed.

14) Shalmaneser V (727-722 B.C.) was the Assyrian king who deported the ten tribes of the Northern Kingdom of Israel in 721 B.C. Deportation of conquered peoples was a favorite tool of Assyrian empire-builders. The reasoning was simple: no longer living as a group in a land of their own, people might stop thinking of themselves as nations. Scattered around the empire, the ten tribes of the Northern Kingdom never returned to their land.

15) Sargon II (722-705 B.C.), an officer in the army, made himself king by a Napoleonic coup d’etat; led his troops in person, and took, in every engagement, the most dangerous post; defeated Elam and Egypt, reconquered Babylonia, and received the homage of the Jews, the Philistines, even the Cypriote Greeks; ruled his empire well, encouraged arts and letters, handicrafts and trade, and died in a victorious battle that definitely preserved Assyria from invasion by the wild Cimmerian hordes.

16) His son, Sennacherib (705-681 B.c.), is noteworthy:

a) He put down revolts in distant provinces adjoining the Persian Gulf, and attacked Jerusalem and Egypt without success. Egyptian tradition attributed the escape of Egypt to discriminating field mice who ate up the quivers, bow-strings and shield-straps of the Assyrians encamped before Pelusium, so that the Egyptians were enabled to defeat the invaders easily the next day.

b) When standing outside the walls of Jerusalem in the Southern Kingdom, Sennacherib boasted that the God of Judah could do no better than other nation’s gods, all of which had been unable to deliver them from the Assyrian scourge. The details of his failed attempt to invade Jerusalem are found in Isaiah 36:1—37:38, 1 Kings 18:9—37 and 1 Chronicles 32:1-19.

c) He sacked eighty—nine cities and 820 villages, captured 7,200 horses, 11,000 asses, 80,000 oxen, 800,000 sheep, and 208,000 prisoners. The official historian, on his life, certainly did not understate these figures.

d) Irritated by the prejudice of Babylon in favor of freedom, he besieged it, took it, and burned it to the ground; nearly all the inhabitants, young and old, male and female, were put to death, so that mountains of corpses blocked the streets; the temples and palaces were pillaged to last shekel, and the once omnipotent gods of Babylon were hacked to pieces or carried in bondage to Nineveh: Marduk the god became menial to Ashur. Those Babylonians that did survive did not conclude that Marduk had been over​rated; they told themselves - as the captive Jews would say of Jehovah a century later in the same Babylon - that their god had condescended to be defeated in order to punish his people.

e) With the spoils of his conquests and pillage he rebuilt Nineveh and changed the courses of rivers to protect it.

f) During his reign an aqueduct was built which brought water to Nineveh from thirty miles away; a thousand feet of it, recently discovered, constitutes the oldest aqueduct known.

g) Lead, copper, silver and gold served as currency; and about 700 B.C. Sennacherib minted silver into half- shekel pieces — one of the earliest examples of an official coinage.

h) When the Assyrians’ role in God’s plans was completed, God punished “the stout heart of the king of Assyria, and the glory of his high looks” (Is 10:12). He was assassinated (by the sword) by his own sons, Adrammelech and Sharezer, while piously mumbling prayers in the house of Nisroch, his god. Another son, Esarhaddon, snatched the throne from his blood—stained brothers and became king (Isa 37:38).

17) Esarhaddon:

a) Invaded Egypt to punish her for supporting Syrian revolts, made her an Assyrian province, and amazed western Asia with his long triumphal progress from Memphis to Nineveh, dragging endless booty in his train.

b) Established Assyria in unprecedented prosperity as master of the whole Near Eastern world.

c) Delighted Babylonia by honoring and freeing its captive gods, and rebuilding its shattered capital.

d) Conciliated Elam by feeding its famine-stricken people in an act of international beneficence almost without parallel in the ancient world.

e) He died on the way to suppress a revolt in Egypt after giving his empire the justest and kindliest rule in its half-barbarous history.

18) His successor was Ashurbanipal (669-626 B.C.), the Sardanapalus of the Greeks:

a) During his long reign Assyria reached the climax of its wealth and prestige; after him his country, ruined by forty years of intermittent war, fell into exhaustion and decay, and ended its career hardly a decade after his death.

b) A scribe has preserved for us a yearly record of this reign; it is a dull and bloody mess of war after war, siege after siege, starved cities and flayed captives.

c) After his destruction of Elam, the severed head of the Elamite king was brought to Ashurbanipal as he feasted with his queen in the palace garden; he had the head raised on a pole in the midst of his guests, and the royal party went on; later the head was fixed over the gate of Nineveh, and slowly rotted away. The Elamite general, Dananu, was flayed alive, and then bled like a lamb; his brother had his throat cut, and his body was divided into pieces, which were distributed over the country as souvenirs.

d) His government - which ruled Assyria, Babylonia, Armenia, Media, Palestine, Syria, Phoenicia, Sumeria, Elam and Egypt - was without doubt the most extensive administrative organization yet seen in the Mediter​ranean or Near Eastern world; only Hammurabi and Thutmose III had approached it, and Persia alone would equal it before the coming of Alexander.

e) He was not merely a conqueror intoxicated with blood. He was a builder and a patron of the arts and letters; he sent to all his dominions for sculptors and architects to design and adorn new temples and palaces.

f) He commissioned innumerable scribes to secure and copy for him all the classics of Sumerian and Babylonian literature, and gathered these copies in his library at Nineveh, where modern scholarship found them almost intact after twenty-five centuries of time had flowed over them. The library, containing from 30,000 to 100,000 cuneiform tablets, included records of important events in Assyria’s history as well as memorable literature from Mesopotamia such as the Epic of Gilgamesh. Each of these tablets was carefully tagged, classified and cataloged.

g) If we may believe the reports of his contemporaries, he did not hesitate to lead the attack in person, often dealing the decisive blow with his own hand.

h) Little wonder Byron was fascinated with him, and wove him a drama, half legend and half history, in which all the wealth and power of Assyria came to their height, and broke into universal ruin and despair.

i) We do not know how Ashurbanipal died; the story dramatized by Byron - that he set fire to his own palace and perished in the flames - rests on the marvel-loving Ctesias, and may be merely legend.

j) Ashurbanipal died in 626 B.C.

19) The fall of Assyria:

a) Fourteen years after Ashurbanipal’s death an army of Chaldeans from southern Mesopotamia (Babylonians) under Nabopolassar united with an army of Medes (from the east) under Cyaxares and a horde of Scythians from the Caucasus (in the north), and with amazing ease and swiftness laid her waste as ruthlessly and completely as her kings had once savaged Babylon. With one blow Assyria disappeared from history.

b) Two hundred years after its capture, Xenophon’s Ten Thousand marched over the mounds that had been Nineveh, and never suspected that these were the site of the ancient metropolis that had ruled half the world. Not a stone remained visible of all the temples with which Assyria’s pious warriors had sought to beautify their greatest capital. Even Ashur, the everlasting god, was dead.

c) The entire book of Nahum is dedicated to the fall of Assyria.
Kings of Assyria in the Middle and New Assyrian Kingdom

	Assyrian King
	Dates of Reign (B.C.)

	Ashur-uballit I
	1365-1330

	Enlil-nirari
	1329-1320

	Arik-den-ili
	1319-1308

	Adad—nirari I
	1307-1275

	Shalmaneser I
	1274-1245

	Tukulti-Ninurta I
	1244-1208

	Ashur-nadin-apli
	1207-1204

	Ashur-nirari III
	1203-1198

	Enlil-kudurri-usur
	1197-1193

	Ninurta-apil-Ekur
	1192-1180

	Ashur-dan I
	1179-1134

	Ashur-resha-ishi
	1133-1116

	Tiglath-Pileser I
	1115-1077

	Ashared-apil-Ekur
	1076-1075

	Ashur-bel-kala
	1074-1057

	Eriba-Adad II
	1056-1055

	Shamshi-Adad IV
	1054-1051

	Ashurnasirpal I
	1050-1032

	Shalmaneser II
	1031-1020

	Ashur-nirari IV
	1019-10 14

	Ashur-rabi II
	1013-973

	Ashur-resha-ishi II
	972-968

	Tiglath—Pileser II
	967-935

	Ashur-dan II
	935-912

	Adad—nirari II
	912-889

	Tukulti-Ninurta II
	889-884

	Ashurnasirpal II
	883-859

	Shalmaneser III

	859-824

	Shamshi-Adad V
	824-811

	Adad-nirari III
	811-783

	Shalmaneser IV
	783-772

	Ashur-dan III

	772-754

	Ashur-nirari V
	754-746

	Tiglath-Pileser III

	745-727

	Shalmaneser V

	727-722

	Sargon II

	722-705

	Sennacherib
	705-681

	Esarhaddon
	681-669

	Ashurbanipal

	669-626

	Ashur-etil-ilani
	626-623

	Sin-shar-ishkun
	623-612

	Ashur—uballit II
	612-609


� This king attacked Israel and received tribute from Jehu, king of Israel.


� Jonah preached to the Ninevites in this king’s reign.


� This king attacked Israel and Aram.


� This king besieged Samaria for three years (725-722) and destroyed it in 722.


� This king engaged in mopping-up operations in Samaria in 712 after Shalmaneser V died in 722.


� Nahum wrote of the fall of Nineveh in the reign of this king.
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