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9

Introduction

Artifacts left behind from the vanished, ancient world of the Bible have been  
  found and recovered through archaeology. What is an artifact? In simple  
    terms, an artifact is an ancient object made or modified by humans, and 

many have been found, especially in recent years, at archaeological sites around 
the world. Artifacts include statues, altars, jewelry, weapons, tools, inscriptions, 
paintings, coins, scarabs, tablets, papyri, stelae, reliefs, and pottery, showcasing 
the artistic and technological prowess of the ancients. But more importantly, arti-
facts tell stories of the past. They serve as both visual and informational aids that 
provide insight into that ancient context and toward an accurate understanding 
and interpretation. 

The Bible is a collection of books written millennia ago in places and cultures 
far removed from modern readers, but artifacts can give us essential knowledge of 
the ancient world and help us avoid the problem of unconsciously or inadvertently 
viewing a passage or book in the context of a modern society and time. 

Because the Bible contains stories from the ancient world, written in a style 
different than the method of modern historians and paired with theology, many 
have assumed that the narratives in the Bible are myth, legend, and propaganda 
instead of accurate history. In fact, the majority of scholars, most media and edu-
cational sources, and many in the general public regard the Bible as a fairy tale and 
frequently portray it as unimportant or irrelevant beyond literary and religious 
studies. For years, the Bible has been routinely attacked and disregarded on the 
basis of history or archaeology.

And yet when people look into what archaeologists have unearthed, a different 
story comes to light, showing that instead of fiction and fairy tales, archaeology 
indicates that the Bible preserves an accurate recounting of the history addressed 
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in its pages. Specifically, hundreds of artifacts from the distant past have demon-
strated the events, people, and places in the Bible to be historical. 

The goal of this book is twofold—to provide a resource with quality photo-
graphs and information about archaeological artifacts that illuminate the story 
and context of the Bible for a more thorough and accurate understanding of the 
Scriptures, and to demonstrate how artifacts also confirm the historical reliability 
of passages in the Bible.

I have been interested in history and art as long as I can remember, and walk-
ing through museums and seeing archaeological artifacts always gives me a sense of 
mystery, admiration, and wonder. These remnants of a culture or person from so 
many centuries ago, often long forgotten, can preserve and communicate impor-
tant information and ideas beyond the written word of a history book, and add 
dimension and depth to the ancient writings. 

And that is why I have written this book. Over the years, I have done research 
and photography of archaeological artifacts in museums, private collections, and 
archaeological sites around the world. I am a professional field archaeologist who 
holds a doctorate and two master’s degrees in biblical archaeology and Near East-
ern archaeology, specializing in biblical archaeology of both the Old Testament 
and New Testament. My background in archaeology, ancient history, Bible, and 
artifacts has given me rather unique qualifications for writing a book on this topic. 

My hope is that this book will fill a niche by providing high-quality photo-
graphs of over 100 of the most important artifacts connected to the Bible, along 
with thorough and accurate information and interpretation, presented in a logical 
and accessible format for the general reader, the student, and the scholar. To accom-
plish this task, the book includes high-resolution color photographs, has been 
organized chronologically by historical periods and books of the Bible, and con-
tains descriptions and explanations for each artifact along with biblical references.
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CHAPTER 1

Stories of Creation, Flood,  
Babel, and the Patriarchs

(Genesis and Job)

Prior to the many discoveries and analyses now available to modern archae-
ologists and historians, skeptical scholars claimed that Genesis and the Pen-
tateuch were composed from four basic sources written during the Israelite 

Monarchy period from the 10th to 6th century BC, that Genesis had merely copied 
the Mesopotamian stories of creation and the flood with minor monotheistic vari-
ation, and that the lives of the patriarchs were myths that did not accurately reflect 
their alleged historical period. Subsequent discoveries and research, however, threw 
this documentary hypothesis into disarray and forced alternative explanations. Fur-
ther, it has become apparent that the Genesis creation narrative was not merely a 
copy of another polytheistic creation story, and that the patriarchs accurately reflect 
the historical period in which they are set.

The narratives in the book of Genesis cover the major events of creation of the 
world and humans, the Great Flood, the Tower of Babel, establishment of the earli-
est nations, and then a shift to the lives of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Joseph, and their 
families. Beginning with the life story of Abraham, these biographical sections of 
Genesis focus on one family over the course of nearly 400 years in the regions of Mes-
opotamia, Canaan, and Egypt during an archaeological period known as the Mid-
dle Bronze Age (ca. 2000–1500 BC). 

The setting for the book of Job is likewise in the Middle Bronze Age and proba-
bly around the time of Abraham or Isaac, indicated by the lack of reference to Israel 
or the Law of Moses, Job functioning as the priest of his family (   Job 1:5), the life-
time of Job recorded as over 140 years (   Job 42:16), and certain social customs and 
names best fitting this time period. 

The artifacts presented in this section originate primarily from Mesopotamia and 
Egypt, span nearly 1,500 years, and include written records about events, places, peo-
ple, laws, and customs, in addition to important artistic depictions from the period.
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(1) Alternate Creation Tablets 
(Girsu and Ebla)

Date: 3rd millennium BC

Discovered: Girsu (Tell Telloh, Iraq) and Ebla  
(Tell Mardikh, Syria)

Period: Genesis 1–11

Keywords: creation; Mesopotamia; tablet;  
Girsu; Ebla

Bible Passages: Genesis 1:1–2:1; Job 38:4-7; 
Psalm 148:1-5; Colossians 1:15-16

The Sumerians, who composed the oldest 
written records of any civilization yet dis-
covered, wrote about the origins of the heav-
ens and earth through a story of creation. A 
Sumerian cuneiform1 clay tablet2 discovered 
at Girsu in southern Mesopotamia and com-

posed during the Early Dynastic period in the 3rd millennium BC, perhaps as 
early as 2900 BC, recounts a time at the beginning of creation in which the day-
light and moonlight did not shine because the sun and moon did not yet exist, the 

“lesser gods” had not yet been created, the fields and vegetation were still merely 
dust, and the earth was filled with water as part of the creation process. 

This text also mentions heaven, earth, and water, which were often personified 
as the original divine trio in ancient Mesopotamian creation stories, although Lord 

1   Cuneiform: A wedge-shaped form of writing invented by the Sumerians that was simplified from the pictographic 
writing system that preceded it. It was used to write numerous languages, including Sumerian, Akkadian, Hittite, 
and Eblaite.

2  Tablet: The clay tablets commonly used during the Bronze Age in the Ancient Near East were typically rectangular in  
shape and the written text was impressed into the wet clay with a reed stylus. Some tablets were baked, others were  
dried, but many of the preserved tablets discovered by archaeologists underwent an unintentional hardening pro- 
cess when a building that housed tablets was destroyed by fire.
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Stories of Creation, Flood, Babel, and the Patriarchs     13   

Heaven is specifically referred to in the narrative—perhaps as the creator. This tab-
let, which might be the oldest preserved creation story, has obvious parallels to the 
Genesis account as it refers to a beginning, then the creation of the sun, moon, 
water on the earth, and vegetation. The “lesser gods” in ancient Near Eastern liter-
ature appear to be angelic beings, which according to the Bible seem to have been 
created before the earth, and the concept of the Trinity even appears to be implied 
in the Genesis creation narrative. 

Another one of the most ancient creation accounts was discovered in a cache 
of about 20,000 clay tablets during excavations at Ebla, Syria (Tell3 Mardikh) in 
northern Mesopotamia. More than 8,000 of these tablets at Ebla were from a city 
archive dated to about 2400–2000 BC, prior to a destruction of the city. Texts 
were written in the scripts of both Sumerian and Akkadian4, but a local Eblaite 
dialect was discovered in the documents. Out of these thousands of tablets, three 
that contain a short creation poem have been recovered and translated. The texts 
are in the Eblaite language and contain one of the oldest known creation accounts. 

The poem states, “Lord of heaven and earth, you had not made the earth exist, 
you created. You had not established the sun, you created. You had not made the 
morning light exist.” It also notes that this Lord is divine, saves, and has words 
that produce effects. The recovered fragments of the poem are concerned primar-
ily with the initial creation of earth, light, and the sun, while sections such as the 
creation of plants, animals, and humans were either not addressed or may have 
been in lost sections of the poem. 

The Girsu creation tablet and the Eblaite creation hymn, which share more sim-
ilarities to the beginning of Genesis than any other known ancient creation texts, 
are also the oldest copies of creation accounts yet discovered. While these Mesopo-
tamian creation texts are not exactly the same as Genesis or other related creation 
passages in the Bible, especially regarding clear monotheism, order, and comprehen-
siveness, they do demonstrate remembrance and knowledge of a very similar cre-
ation idea throughout the ancient Near East very early in the history of civilization.

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. The earth was 
formless and void, and darkness was over the surface of the deep, and 
the Spirit of God was hovering over the surface of the waters. Then God 
said, “Let there be light” and there was light (Genesis 1:1-3).

3   Tell or Tel: A mound consisting of debris and ruins from ancient cities or towns built on top of one another at the 
same archaeological site. In certain situations, the mound was formed purposefully in order to create an artificial hill.

4   Akkadian: Refers to the Akkadian language of Mesopotamia, the oldest known Semitic language, or to the empire 
or people from the Akkadian Empire, founded by Sargon of Akkad in the 24th century BC.
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(2) The Double Creation 
of Humans 

(Enuma Elish, Enki and Ninhursag, Adapa)

Date: 2nd millennium BC

Discovered: Nineveh, Iraq

Period: Genesis 1–11

Keywords: creation; Adam; Eve; humans;  
Eden; angels

Bible Passage: Genesis 1:26–3:24

The first words of the Babylonian cre-
ation epic Enuma Elish mean “when on 
high” and refer to the abode of the orig-
inal gods before the earth had been cre-
ated and named. Currently, the earliest 
known copies date to about 1000 BC 
from Babylon, but the poem was pos-
sibly composed in the Old Babylonian 
period around 1700 BC based on con-

text and linguistics. Enuma Elish was first rediscovered in the library of Ashurba-
nipal at Nineveh, but subsequent copies have been recovered since. 

The story emphasizes how Marduk5 was elevated to the chief god of the pan-
theon in the context of creation and a struggle between the gods, and that Babylon 
should be regarded as supreme. Three primeval gods exist at the beginning: Abzu 
(fresh water), Tiamat (salt water), and Mummu (the mist), and the text is divided 
into seven sections, with the creation of man in section 6 and the recitation of the 
names and titles of Marduk in section 7. The sevenfold division with the creation 

5  Marduk: Patron god of Babylon and chief god of the pantheon by the 18th century BC. Marduk was also referred to 
by the title Bel. He was associated with the dragon.
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of man in the sixth and honoring the god Marduk in the seventh has been com-
pared to Genesis and the days of creation, with Adam on the sixth day, followed 
by the seventh day of rest. 

Enuma Elish narrates the separation of heavens and earth as Tiamat is slain and 
split in two, the “lesser gods” are created (perhaps equivalent to angelic beings), 
man is created, and after this Babylon is constructed and a ziggurat 6 temple is built 
for Marduk. Parallels with the Genesis narrative can be seen, such as the “original 
creator gods” existing before creation, the separation of the heavens and earth, cre-
ation of angelic beings, creation of man, resting of the gods, and building of cities. 

Mankind, whose purpose according to the story was to work so that the gods 
may rest, was created utilizing divine blood from a sacrificed god named Kingu. 
In the Atra-Hasis creation of man section, it is specified that man was created by 
shaping him from clay and combining that with the divine blood, similar to what 
is recorded in Genesis when God shaped Adam from the dust of the earth and 
breathed the divine breath of life into him. 

The Sumerian epic Enki and Ninhursag also addresses the creation of man. In 
this account, clay is fashioned into the first man who is brought into existence, fol-
lowed by five additional humans, and each are appointed a job to do. 

An ancient Sumerian text addressing the life of a man after creation, a  
story called Adapa after the name of the protagonist, is set in the early days of  
antediluvian7  (preflood) Mesopotamia, recounts events in the life of the model  
man or human archetype. The earliest known text of this story was discovered  
at Amarna and dates to about the 14th century BC, but the story was obviously 

6     Ziggurat: A monumental structure of successively terraced platforms constructed with clay bricks. A ziggurat was asso- 
ciated with religion, usually had a shrine or temple at the top, and may have been seen as a connection between earth  
and the heavens. The Etemenanki ziggurat in Babylon, now in ruins, was approximately 300 feet tall (91 meters),  
but larger ziggurats may have existed previously.

7  Antediluvian: Before the great flood.

Unearthing the Bible.indd   15Unearthing the Bible.indd   15 3/10/20   3:43 PM3/10/20   3:43 PM

Copyrighted material



   16    UNEARTHING THE BIBLE

composed much earlier, and ritual incantations found at Nippur from as early as 
1800 BC invoke the name Adapa, who was known from Sumerian sources as the 
first of the antediluvian sages.

Some linguists have suggested Adapa could be rendered Adamu or may at least 
share the same original word root with Adam. In the story, this model man talked 
with the gods, underwent a test from the gods involving the food of life and water 
of life in the realm of the gods, was judged by another god for his refusal to eat 
what was offered, and finally was sent back to earth without eternal life and with 
the penalty of disease on humanity.8 The connection of Adapa to Adam due to lin-
guistics, events, and themes has been debated, but the similarities are noteworthy. 

That multiple ancient Mesopotamia stories record the creation of man by shap-
ing him from clay and infusing him with divine blood, extremely similar to the 
Genesis account of shaping man from dust and infusing him with divine breath, 
indicates that knowledge of the creation of man story had been passed down from 
centuries before, perhaps in both oral and written form, and adapted to suit the 
various gods and theologies. 

Then Yahweh God formed man of dust from the ground, and breathed 
into his nostrils the breath of life, and man became a living being (Gen-
esis 2:7).

8    This test or temptation of Adam and Eve may also be illustrated on a seal from 2200 BC found in Mesopotamia. The  
stone seal depicts a male and a female sitting on either side of a sacred tree, with a serpent behind the female. When  
the seal was discovered, scholars immediately noticed the possible parallel, although in modern times ideas about  
the seal have been distanced from Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden.
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(3) The Mesopotamian 
Version of the Flood

(Atra-Hasis)

Date: 1900 BC

Discovered: Unknown, Iraq

Period: Genesis 1–11

Keywords: Atra-Hasis; flood; Noah;  
Gilgamesh; Utnapishtum; Ziusudra

Bible Passages: Genesis 6:5–8:22;  
2 Peter 2:5

Atra-Hasis, meaning “exceedingly wise,” 
is the title of an ancient Akkadian epic 
derived from the name of the protago-
nist. The epic, which contains narratives 
about creation and the flood, has been 
of particular interest due to its detailed 
ancient flood story and its similarity to 
the Noah narrative. 

Recently, a tablet written about 
1900 BC and sourced from a private col-

lection was rediscovered and translated, containing the flood story of Atra-Hasis, 
who interacts with the god Enki. Measuring 11.5 cm by 6 cm, it contains 60 lines 
of cuneiform. In this particular text, many specifics were noticed that match the 
flood story of Noah found in Genesis: gods want to destroy all humans by a flood; 
one god warns a man about the flood and instructs him to build a boat; dimen-
sions are given for a massive boat to be built with bitumen, multiple decks, and a 
roof; animals were taken on board two by two; a storm rages and the world floods; 
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the boat lands on a mountain; and 
the survivor offers a sacrifice to the 
god who saved him. 

While many similarities are 
obvious, notable differences also 
exist, such as multiple gods rather 
than one God; the flood was sent 
as a result of overpopulation and 
noise annoying the gods instead of 
sin corrupting the earth; craftsmen 
of the city help Atra-Hasis construct 
the boat; it rains for 7 days instead of 
40; the sacrifice is eaten by the gods; 
and the dimensions of the boat—
rounded with an approximate 70 
meter diameter and 6 meter high 
walls—are slightly different. 

Tablet 11 of the Epic of Gilgamesh contains the flood story as told by Utna-
pishtim, who appears to be the same person as Atra-Hasis. The Gilgamesh ver-
sion of the story about a man building a boat to survive a divinely sent flood that 
wipes out mankind goes back to ca. 2100 BC in Sumerian texts, and all of the ear-
liest flood accounts, including Atra-Hasis, Gilgamesh, and Ziusudra, appear to 
descend from a common source. 

Although the Genesis account is unique in its monotheistic perspective and 
discussion of sin, the Mesopotamian texts, along with several others from the 
ancient world, such as the Deucalion version in Greek, undoubtedly recount the 
same basic story.

Behold, I, even I am bringing the flood of water upon the earth, to 
destroy all flesh in which is the breath of life, from under heaven; every-
thing that is on the earth shall perish… you shall enter the ark… And of 
every living thing of all flesh, you shall bring two of every kind into the 
ark, to keep them alive with you (Genesis 6:17-19).
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