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            Welcome
      

         

         Although the Bible’s message is aimed at believers, historians have also painstakingly delved into the Old and New Testaments, using the scriptures as a source to chart the period when the world’s first civilisations were established. The Bible’s stories may be impossible to verify from a historical perspective, but they could have their origins in real events. So, geologists hunt for the truth about the Great Flood and Noah’s Ark, meteorologists and biologists try to explain what could have caused the Ten Plagues that struck Egypt, while scientists and scholars search for evidence of disasters that could have wiped out the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah.

         This issue delves into the Bible’s greatest enigmas, providing not only interesting reading but also prompting thought-provoking questions about how far apart science and faith really are.

      
   


  
   
    
     
      1. The truth about the Old Testament
     

    

    
     It’s easy to dismiss the Bible’s dramatic narratives as works of fiction. But scientists today have explanations for how the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah could have suddenly disappeared and what caused Egypt’s Ten Plagues. They have even found a clue to the location of the Garden of Eden.
    

    
    

    
     In the 1860s, a young British researcher named George Smith made an unexpected discovery. On some 4,000-year-old Babylonian clay tablets, hidden in the storerooms of the British Museum, he found inscriptions with the names of Israelite kings that he knew from the Bible. Intrigued, Smith began looking for other connections between the inscriptions on the tablets and the texts of the Old Testament. He worked tirelessly in the semi-darkness of the storerooms, piecing together fragments of clay tablets, some only a few centimetres across. Smith’s efforts proved fruitful; after months of work, his eyes fell on a passage that echoed the Bible.
    

    
     It spoke of an old man, Utnapishtim, who took his family and an assortment of animals aboard a large boat as a tumultuous storm raged.
    

    
     Unfortunately, the rest of the tale was missing, but the similarity to the Bible’s story of Noah was clear to Smith. In his diary, he wrote excitedly about the discovery and reported that he was convinced there must be a connection between the two stories.
    

    
     As a result, the following year Smith began excavating King Assurbanipal’s ancient library in the city of Nineveh, in what is now Iraq. Here, 22 years earlier, British archaeologists had unearthed the Babylonian stone tablets that Smith had pieced together. Smith soon found what he was looking for. Out of the ground in Mesopotamia emerged another fragment with an inscription. The texts on the new find described how the god of wisdom, Ea, told Utnapishtim to build a boat to escape a great flood that was coming. Utnapishtim agreed. Then Ea said: “Leave behind possessions [wealth] and seek the living people. Bring inside the boat the seeds of all living creatures.” The tale continued on another tablet. “Bring in the sheep inside the boat ... birds, cattle and the creatures of the land.”
    

    
     For Smith, the words were synonymous with the story of Noah in Genesis: “Go into the ark, you and your whole family ... Take with you seven pairs of every kind of clean animal, a male and its mate, and one pair of every kind of unclean animal, a male and its mate.” Smith couldn’t believe that was mere coincidence.
    

    
    

    
     The Black Sea caused the Flood
    

    
     Today, Smith is credited as the man who found and interpreted the epic poem of the Babylonian king Gilgamesh, which is written on a series of tablets. Smith was also the first to find connections between the texts of the Bible and other historical sources, thus initiating modern biblical scholarship. Smith died aged 36 of dysentery during an expedition in what is now Syria, but before that he was the first to find evidence that the Bible’s account of Noah and the Flood could have been rooted in much older accounts.
    

    
     According to biblical scholars, the tablets Smith found prove that the story of Noah’s Ark is centuries older than the biblical narrative and had been written down much earlier, in Mesopotamia (modern-day Iran and Iraq).
    

    
     These scholars argue that if there is a number of similar accounts, the likelihood increases that an event similar to the biblical flood took place in the Middle East thousands of years ago. That’s why biblical scholars today are hunting for archaeological traces of such a deluge, so they can prove once and for all that the Bible is not just a holy text, but also a credible historical source.
    

    
     If solid archaeological and scientific evidence for the Flood emerges, for example, the Bible could suddenly be cited as one of the earliest and most important sources of history.
    

    
     Biblical scholars already have some support for a mighty flood thanks to geological studies that show that a gigantic inundation may have hit Mesopotamia several millennia ago. At the end of the last ice age, the Black Sea was an isolated body of water. Today’s connection through the Bosphorus Strait only opened up as a result of natural geological movement around 9,400 years ago.
    

    
     Theoretically, that event could have led to the Mediterranean suddenly flowing through the new Bosphorus Strait, potentially flooding an area around the Black Sea. If the new channel had caused a rapid rise in water levels, it could have forced the local population to flee – and given rise to the flood myth.
    

    
     For archaeologists, every small find is therefore extremely important, and the work of verifying the Bible’s texts is very special. Classified as biblical scholarship, it’s a kind of reverse research, in which people try to confirm a theory for which no evidence yet exists.
    

    
    

    
     Paradise is easy to locate
    

    
     The first biblical scholar was George Smith, and he made his discovery in the archives of the British Museum at a time when science was busy replacing religion as the explanation for life’s mysteries. The clay tablet that spoke of a great flood formed part of a long poem about King Gilgamesh, the fifth king of the Assyrian-Babylonian dynasty. Since the king’s name also appeared in other inscriptions of Babylonian rulers, Smith assumed that King Gilgamesh had been a historical figure – a conclusion supported by today’s historians.
    

    
     The tablets are therefore considered a credible historical source and can be used to examine the veracity of the Bible’s accounts. If a story appears both in the Bible and on the Babylonian tablets of Gilgamesh, the probability that the event is rooted in historical events is deemed to be high.
    

    
     And the Babylonian tablets actually describe several places, events and locations that also appear in the Bible. Among other things, the tablets describe a location reminiscent of the biblical Paradise.
    

    
     “Here the lion does not kill, the lion and the lamb go together peacefully, and no one grows old or sick,” it says – a description close to the Bible’s description of the Garden of Eden, where the animals also live in peaceful harmony.
    

    
     In paradise, Gilgamesh – like Adam and Eve – attains immortality, symbolised by a flower. The flower is eaten by a snake, however, and Gilgamesh’s immortality is lost. Although there are slight variations, scholars believe that a parallel can be drawn with the story of Adam and Eve, who live immortally in Paradise until a snake tempts Eve to eat the apple from the tree of knowledge.
    

    
     As with the account of the Flood, the Bible’s authors may have drawn inspiration from the 4,000-year-old Mesopotamian myths of Gilgamesh when describing the biblical Paradise.
    

    
     While the ancient tablets do not tell us where Gilgamesh’s paradise was located, the Bible leaves no doubt on this point. Genesis 2:10 describes exactly where the Garden of Eden can be found – in a fertile area, watered by a river that splits into four headwaters:
    

    
     “The name of the first is the Pishon; it winds through the entire land of Havilah, where there is gold ... The name of the second river is the Gihon; it winds through the entire land of Cush. The name of the third river is the Tigris; it runs along the east side of Ashur. And the fourth river is the Euphrates.”
    

    
     Pishon and Gihon are not known to academics, but the names Tigris and Euphrates are still used. The two rivers flow almost parallel through the most fertile part of present-day Iraq, before emptying into the Persian Gulf. Paradise, in other words, was where the first civilisations arose, and quite conveniently where the Jews lived until Abraham migrated to the Promised Land. In this way, the Old Testament actually begins as a narrative of the Jews’ earliest history – the time before the exodus from the city of Ur near the Tigris River to the land of Canaan.
    

    
    

    
     The ark was 157 metres long
    

    
     After the exodus from Ur, Abraham and his descendants faced a series of disasters: cities destroyed in firestorms, devastating floods and, of course, captivity in Egypt. One of the most popular modern theories is that the Bible’s dramatic events were caused by natural disasters, which were interpreted at the time as God’s punishment. So, too, with the account of the Flood.
    

    
     According to Genesis 6:5-7, God flooded the earth because people sinned against his commandments. Only Noah, his wife and sons Shem, Ham and Japheth, and their wives were deemed fit to survive. Therefore, God told Noah to build an ark so that he, his family and some animals could survive the coming inundation. God then caused rain to fall for 40 days and 40 nights. The water rose until even the world’s highest mountains were submerged. Then God sent a powerful storm that caused the waters to abate.
    

    
     Seven months and 17 days later, Noah, his family and the animals put their feet, paws and claws on dry land once more. If true, biblical scholars believe they will be able to find the ark, which is described in the Old Testament as a huge and very special structure.
    

    
     “The ark is to be three hundred cubits long, fifty cubits wide and thirty cubits high,” God commanded. That’s 157 x 25 x 15 metres.
    

    
     The Old Testament also gives researchers a clue about where to search, saying that the ark ran aground on Mount Ararat. There’s a mountain of that name in eastern Turkey, and numerous expeditions have searched it over the ages in the hope of finding signs of the biblical vessel. Two earthquakes, in 1948 and 1959, uncovered a rock formation in the area near the mountain that has the same dimensions as the ark. Some biblical archaeologists believe that the formation is a direct imprint of the ship, which according to the Bible was made of “gofer wood”, probably cedar or cypress. Other researchers claim to have found the physical remains of wood from the ark. For example, in 2010 a team of Chinese biblical archaeologists published a report concluding that they had unearthed 5,000-year-old wood on Mount Ararat. The claim is highly dubious and has yet to be verified by others. At the same time, geologists conclude that the imprint the ark is supposed to have left on the mountain is simply a natural part of the rock formations.
    

    
    

    
     The Black Sea is constantly changing
    

    
     While remnants of the ark have proved difficult to find, scientists have had more success conducting geological surveys of floods in the Black Sea region. The work aims to prove or disprove the flood myth.
    

    
     Geologists have studied well-documented floods with great accuracy. This has helped them discover that the Black Sea’s volume has fluctuated greatly over time, making large tracts of land in the region uninhabitable during different periods.
    

    
     Changes in global sea levels and local geology have meant that the Black Sea has for long periods been a land-locked lake, while at others – like today – it has been connected to the Mediterranean.
    

    
     Studies of the stalactites in Sofular Cave in northern Turkey, near the Black Sea, show that water levels have never changed as a result of sudden catastrophes, but always gradually over hundreds of years.
    

    
     Based on isotope analysis of limestone deposits in the cave, researchers from the University of Bern have also been able to draw a precise chronology of when the Black Sea was connected to the Mediterranean and when the sea was actually an isolated fresh water lake. The analysis established that the current channel between the Mediterranean and Black Sea, the Bosphorus Strait, has developed gradually over a long time. In fact, it took between 700 and 3,000 years for the salt water from the Mediterranean and the fresh water from the Black Sea to mix completely.
    

    
     Assyriologist Gojko Johansen Barjamovic also rejects a link between rising water in the Black Sea millennia ago and the Bible’s dramatic flood narrative. A professor at Harvard University, Barjamovic has spent much of his academic life creating a chronology of the Middle East’s earliest history based on finds and writings. He unequivocally rejects the idea that the account of the Flood is based on an historical disaster:
    

    
     “There is not a shred of evidence that connects it to such an event. 9,400 years ago, hunter-gatherers lived by the Black Sea. Even if they experienced a flood there, it is unlikely that the story of the event would have survived for 5,000 years until ancient Mesopotamia,” he says, drawing on his knowledge of ancient cultures.
    

    
     Although no one has yet found concrete evidence that the story of the Flood should be taken literally, the accounts in the Bible and Gilgamesh’s tablet are so similar that archaeologists are hopeful of finding more.
    

    
     The story of Noah’s Ark is of special note because it is so well known. In fact, researchers are particularly interested in the familiar stories: Adam and Eve, Noah’s Ark, Moses and the Ten Plagues of Egypt, and the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah.
    

    
     While Adam and Eve and the Flood are described in other sources, there’s no mention of Moses in any contemporary texts. Here, biblical scholars have had to refer to climate experts, biologists and stalwart archaeologists to come up with plausible explanations.
    

    
    

    
     The puzzle of Moses
    

    
     The Bible offers plenty of details of how Moses delivered his people, the Israelites, from Egypt, where they had been held as slaves by the pharaoh.
    

    
     According to the story, God visited a series of plagues on Egypt to convince the pharaoh to release the Israelites. The potentate initially refused, but when his son died, he finally relented.
    

    
     “Up! Leave my people, you and the Israelites!” commanded Egypt’s ruler when he grew tired of the torment, which included rivers of blood and swarms of crop-eating locusts.
    

    
     Then the Israelites – led by the 80-year-old Moses – set out into the desert, where they wandered for 40 years, searching for the land of Canaan, which God had promised the Israelites. On the way, Moses climbed a mountain where he received God’s Ten Commandments, which he carved on stone tablets.
    

    
    

    
     Evidence is missing
    

    
     History, here, is crucial for both Christians and Jews, because the Ten Commandments are believed to have come directly from God and form one of the key tenets for both religions. Verifying every aspect of the biblical narrative is virtually impossible, however.
    

    
     Historians do have some sources to go on, though. These include 4,000-year-old papyrus texts that describe plagues happening in the land of Egypt, geological evidence that points to a change in the climate 3,700 years ago that could have led the Israelites to migrate east from their former location in the Nile Delta region, and a 3,500-year-old Egyptian account of a group of soldiers caught in a huge tidal wave at the Shi Hor lagoon (now known as Shamal Sina) located in the northern part of the Sinai Peninsula.
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

   
  

 




    Vážení čtenáři, právě jste dočetli ukázku z knihy Bible History and Myth.

    Pokud se Vám ukázka líbila, na našem webu si můžete zakoupit celou knihu.
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