
The Mysterious World That Shaped The Old
Testament
Are you curious about the world in which the Old Testament was written? The Old
Testament, also known as the Hebrew Bible, is a collection of ancient religious
texts that hold incredible significance in multiple religions around the world. These
texts provide a glimpse into the lives of ancient civilizations, their beliefs, and their
ways of life. To truly understand the Old Testament, it is crucial to explore the
world that surrounded it.

The Ancient Near East

The Old Testament primarily focuses on the history and religious beliefs of the
Israelites, a group of ancient Semitic people who inhabited the region known as
the Ancient Near East. This region encompasses modern-day Israel, Palestine,
Lebanon, Jordan, Syria, and parts of Iraq and Iran.

The Ancient Near East was a dynamic and diverse region, characterized by
various powerful empires and city-states such as Assyria, Babylon, Egypt, and
Persia. These empires played a significant role in shaping the history and culture
of the Israelites and influenced their religious practices and traditions.
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The Influence of Mesopotamia

Mesopotamia, located in modern-day Iraq and Kuwait, was one of the most
influential civilizations in the Ancient Near East. It had a profound impact on the
Israelites and their religious development. The Babylonian exile, during which the
Israelites were forcibly taken to Babylon, greatly affected their religious beliefs.

The Israelites were exposed to the rich mythology and religious practices of the
Mesopotamians. This exposure influenced the writing of the Old Testament, with
stories such as the creation narrative in Genesis bearing similarities to the
Mesopotamian creation myth, the Enuma Elish.

Egyptian Influence

The Israelites also had encounters with the powerful Egyptian civilization.
According to the Old Testament, the Israelites were enslaved in Egypt before their
liberation led by Moses. Egyptian religious practices and belief systems, such as
the worship of multiple gods and the concept of an afterlife, influenced the
Israelite understanding of spirituality.

Many scholars believe that the Exodus story, the central event in the Old
Testament, was influenced by the memory of the Israelite's time in Egypt. The
narrative of their liberation from slavery and journey to the Promised Land shaped
the Israelite identity and their religious traditions.

Canaanite Religion
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The region of Canaan, known for its fertile lands and strategic location, was an
important center for trade and cultural exchange. The Canaanites, the indigenous
people of the region, had a unique religion that influenced the Israelites.

The worship of Baal, the Canaanite god of storms and fertility, posed a significant
challenge to the monotheistic faith introduced by Moses. The Old Testament
contains numerous accounts of the Israelites' struggle to maintain their religious
identity in the face of Canaanite religious practices.

The Impact of Hellenistic Culture

After centuries of dominance by various empires, including Babylon and Persia,
the Ancient Near East came under the influence of Greek culture. Alexander the
Great conquered the region in the 4th century BCE, spreading Greek language,
customs, and philosophy.

The Hellenistic period had a profound impact on the Israelites and their religious
traditions. The translation of the Hebrew Bible into Greek, known as the
Septuagint, allowed wider access to the scriptures and facilitated the spread of
ideas and beliefs.

The world around the Old Testament is a tapestry of diverse cultures, religious
practices, and historical events. Exploring the influences and interactions that
shaped the Old Testament enriches our understanding of this sacred text and
provides us with valuable insight into the lives of ancient civilizations.

From Mesopotamia to Egypt, from Canaan to the Hellenistic period, each era left
its mark on the Old Testament. It is through understanding this rich historical
context that we can fully appreciate the enduring significance and timeless
wisdom found within the pages of the Old Testament.
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Leading Experts Introduce the People and Contexts of the Old Testament

What people groups interacted with ancient Israel? Who were the Hurrians and
why do they matter? What do we know about the Philistines, the Egyptians, the
Amorites, the Assyrians, the Babylonians, and others?

In this up-to-date volume, leading experts introduce the peoples and places of the
world around the Old Testament, providing students with a fresh exploration of
the ancient Near East. The contributors offer comprehensive orientations to the
main cultures and people groups that surrounded ancient Israel in the wider
ancient Near East, including not only Mesopotamia and the northern Levant but
also Egypt, Arabia, and Greece. They also explore the contributions of each
people group or culture to our understanding of the Hebrew Scriptures.

This supplementary text is organized by geographic region, making it especially
suitable for the classroom and useful in a variety of Old Testament courses.
Approximately eighty-five illustrative items are included throughout the book.
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