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CHAPTER 3: GENESIS 1-11 AND MESOPOTAMIAN HISTORY

Post-Flood History

After the end of the Younger Dryas, human populations slowly spread rapidly across the
world.  Noah's family established an agricultural life style. They lived in a tent and grew grapes.1

Noah became drunk on the wine of his vines, and exposed himself before his family. Noah's son
Ham mocked his father, while his sons Shem and Japheth treated him with respect and covered
his nakedness. When Noah became sober, he knew what had happened. He made a prophecy that
would shape Israel's history until the end of time. Noah pronounced a curse not on Ham, but on
Ham's son Canaan. Noah decreed that Canaan's descendants should serve Shem's descendants,
and that Japheth should dwell in Shem's tents. So Shem was given rightful authority over all of
Noah's descendants. Shem's descendants became the East and West Semitic peoples. For much
of their history, Shem's descendants followed a semi-nomadic life style. They founded rather few
cities, although they often lived in cities founded by others. The West Semitic peoples would
eventually give rise to Abraham and the Israelites. The conflict that Noah began in Genesis 9:25-
27 would lead eventually to Israel's conquest of Palestine.

If Noah's flood was associated with the end of the Younger Dryas somewhere around 8200
BC, it is not surprising that this period was followed by a millennium of relative silence in the
archaeological record. It took time for the human population to grow large enough to spread
across the region and to leave significant archaeological remains. Perhaps not surprisingly, the
great river valleys were largely avoided by human populations for a millennium after the great
floods.

By 7000 BC, farming was becoming common in many areas of the ancient Near East.   Wild2

wheat and barley were being planted in Turkey. Between 7000 BC and 6000 BC, farming
communities in southwestern Anatolia and Greece were raising sheep, goats, and pigs.  The3

earliest farming villages in northern Iraq appeared between 7000 and 5000 BC. Çatal Hüyük in
Anatolia (modern Turkey) may have been occupied as early as 6700 BC, although that date has
been debated.  Jarus Zarins argued that pastoral nomadism had appeared in the ancient Near East4
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by the end of the 7th millennium BC. It appeared in semi-arid regions that he claimed had been
largely empty of population for three millennia. Zarins argued that these pastoral nomads
contributed strongly to the settlement of Akkad, the Semitic region of northern Mesopotamia.
Zarins suggested that these pastoral nomads may have begun their rise to political dominance in
northern Mesopotamia as early as the Protoliterate period.5

W. G. Lambert made an interesting point about the religious artifacts found at Çatal Hüyük.
He noted that objects found there resembled a mother goddess figure and possibly a bull god.
Lambert argued that religious myths did not develop gradually in the ancient Near East. Instead,
they existed at the earliest settlement levels. Lambert argued that the history of the ancient Near
East recorded the gradual running down of an ancient mode of thinking that dated all the way
back to the prehistoric era.  Lambert was certainly not an evangelical. He saw the Old Testament6

account as containing mythical material. However, his basic point has some validity. The history
of the ancient Near East did see the gradual loss of truth that was originally known among
Noah's earliest descendants. Already at Çatal Hüyük, human culture was descending into
idolatry.

Around 6000 BC, Mesopotamia, the Nile valley, and the Indus valley were first re-settled. It
is unclear why the river valleys were not settled before this. It may be that memories of the great
flood made people hesitate to inhabit a flood plain. It was once popular to argue that the valleys
were just too swampy to inhabit before 6000 BC. Recent climate change studies have suggested
a better reason why the river valleys were first re-settled around 6000 BC. The years between
6200 BC and 6000 BC saw a brief return to cold and drought conditions.  Marginal areas like the7

Iranian plateau were emptied of population at this time.   The river valleys may have been settled8

after 6000 BC simply because water could be found there.
The earliest settlements in Mesopotamia belonged to the Hassuna and Samarra cultures. Little is
known about the ethnic background of these earliest inhabitants of Mesopotamia, and it is
unclear whether specific ethnic groups had even developed in the ancient Near East at this time.
These were Neolithic cultures, using obsidian weapons and crude pottery.  Neolithic settlements9

were not uncommon across the ancient Near East at this time. Wreschner discussed a Neolithic
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settlement in Palestine near Newe Yam. Wreschner argued for a 5000 BC date for the settlement
although that date is at best somewhat uncertain.10

The Hassuna and Samarra cultures were followed by the Ubaid culture which began after
5200 BC. Samuel Kramer argued that Semitic nomads from Syria and Arabia immigrated into
Mesopotamia during the Ubaid period. Kramer argued that these Ubaid immigrants had entered
Mesopotamia with an established religious tradition. If so, Shem's descendants may have made
up part of the Ubaid culture.  Since the believing tradition was largely preserved among Shem's1 1

descendants, some of the earliest inhabitants of Mesopotamia may well have still known the true
God. However, the dominant religion in the valley would already have become idolatry.  Kramer
argued that the population of Mesopotamia believed that each city was protected by only one
god. He argued that the city deity was originally worshiped at a small shrine with a table and
altar.12

Ubaid period settlements in Mesopotamia were built on virgin soil, so they were the earliest
settlements at their sites.  The Ubaid culture survived for quite a long time. It was a sparsely13

settled, rural, agricultural culture that included small villages and scattered settlements.  Since14

the Ubaid period lasted for so long, it has become convenient to subdivide it into several smaller
time periods. The earliest part of the Ubaid period is represented by the Halaf culture in the
northern part of Mesopotamia. The Halaf culture in the north spread rapidly across a large part of
Mesopotamia, Anatolia and the Levant (which is Syria and Palestine). It was a high culture with
beautiful and detailed pottery. It also used rather advanced forms of agriculture.15

After 4800 BC, the Halaf culture in Mesopotamia was replaced by a later phase of the Ubaid
called the Eridu culture. With the rise of the Eridu culture, the center of population and
civilization moved from the northwest end of the valley to the southeast end of the valley. This
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would seem to be consistent with Genesis 11:1-2. Genesis recorded that men moved east into the
land of Shinar before the Tower of Babel was built. As the Eridu culture moved east to the
region of Shinar, villages like Uruk, Ur, and Eridu became more important. Crown and Mellaart
suggest that this culture was based on improved irrigation. This irrigation produced a surplus of
population which enabled the Ubaid culture to spread across Mesopotamia.16

This may have happened in the days of Shem's descendant Peleg. Genesis 10:25 noted that in
his days, the land was divided, irrigated, or canalled, depending on how the verb palag is
translated.  Irrigation may have provided an economic basis for the earliest civilizations in the17

ancient Near East. Irrigation required both political organization and social differentiation. These
factors produced economic prosperity and led to the rise of a centralized culture.  Moses may18

have chosen to record the advent of irrigation in Peleg's time because it marked a parting of the
ways between the settled population descended from Ham and the semi-nomadic population
descended from Shem.  Jarus Zarins pointed to the presence of a Semitic population of semi-19

nomadic people in Mesopotamia at this time.  Shem's descendants in Mesopotamia may well20

have been in tension with the rising idolatry in Mesopotamia. Evidence for this rising idolatry
can be seen in the earliest level of the ziqqurat at Eridu.21

Uruk and a Tower to Heaven

Jack Finegan noted that the next phase in Mesopotamian history lasted from 3500 BC to
3100 BC. It was centered at the city of Uruk. The Uruk period began around 3500 BC as climate
conditions improved in southeast Mesopotamia. Oak forests spread through the mountains north
of Mesopotamia, and severe floods struck cities in the valley.  During the Ubaid period, the22
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earliest occupation levels at sites around Uruk had been small, scattered villages that were only
occupied for a short time. The earliest settlements around Uruk suggest that the population of the
region was very sparse and widely scattered.  The pre-historic sites around Uruk also had a23

highly consistent culture. This should not be surprising. During the Ubaid period, human
populations were still being re-established after the flood. So the population in the ancient Near
East as a whole was quite limited. Also, the center of population during the Ubaid period was in
the northwestern part of Mesopotamia, rather far from Uruk. All of this changed during the Uruk
I period. The Early Dynastic I period at Uruk saw the largest city population ever to exist at
Uruk. The city grew at the expense of the countryside. Whole districts around Uruk were
depopulated as people poured into the cities. The increased urbanization at cities like Uruk
produced the first centrally administered kingdoms in Mesopotamia. Sites near Uruk saw this
great increase in urbanization much earlier than sites near Ur or Eridu.

Karl Butzer argued that irrigation agriculture was the economic base for civilizations like the
1st Dynasty at Uruk. Irrigation allowed high intensity agriculture to develop. With a large food
supply, it was possible for large populations to exist within a reasonable distance of a central
worship and administrative site. Archaeological and historical evidence links the rise of
irrigation agriculture to the rise of social stratification and to the development of complex
economies.  A strong central government was needed to create and maintain the irrigation
systems that supported the city economies.24

The construction of the Anu ziqqurat at Uruk was well underway by this time.  A total of25

two dozen ziqqurats were eventually built throughout Mesopotamia. Jack Finegan suggested that
the ziqqurat at Uruk was the earliest of these ziqqurats.  The ziqqurats were great centers of26

both worship and education. The Uruk period was a literate era from beginning to end. The
earliest large collection of written texts to have survived was written at this time. Between 500
and 600 tablets were found at Uruk that were written after 3200 BC.  William F. Albright27
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suggested that the similarities between East and West Semitic poetry may date all the way back
to this time period.28

All of this sounds remarkably like Genesis 11:1-9. In this passage, the population of
Mesopotamia had moved east across the valley floor to the land of Shinar which was the
southeastern part of the valley. The rise of an empire and tower in Shinar could then correspond
with the 1st Dynasty at Uruk, when rural populations were being replaced by organized city
cultures.  The early sanctuary at Uruk was being rebuilt into one of the first ziqqurats that29

Mesopotamia was to know. Ziqqurats were also being expanded in cities like Babel at this time.
God sent His special presence down to Shinar to see the city and temple tower that the Uruk

culture had built.  By confusing their language, God limited man's ability to found an empire30

opposed to Him, and God scattered the population. The confusion of tongues might refer in part
to the Sumerian immigration into the valley. After the Sumerian immigration, Mesopotamia
would never again know a consistent culture and language. The Sumerian period in
Mesopotamia began in roughly 2900 BC. The Sumerians claimed to have moved into southern
Mesopotamia from a land named Dilmun.

Surprisingly, there is even a Sumerian text from Mesopotamia that seems to describe the end
of the Uruk period. This text is often called The Epic of Enmerkar. It records that at one time
there were no dangerous animals on earth. All men were united in one culture, and all men
praised the god Enlil with a single language. The epic claims that god Enki confused man's
language and caused dissention between men.  So this text may very well point back toward the31

same time period as the Tower of Babel account. 


