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Did the Old Testament writers borrow ideas from 

their pagan neighbors? And if they did, was it done 

uncritically? A respected Old Testament scholar and 

archaeologist engages with this controversial question 

by carefully comparing the biblical text to other 

ancient Near Eastern documents. Well-researched 

and thoughtfully nuanced, Currid aims to outline the 

precise relationship between the biblical worldview and 

that of Israel’s neighbors.
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³$�FOHDUO\�ZULWWHQ�DFFRXQW�RI�D�FHQWUDOO\�LPSRUWDQW�LVVXH²WKH�LQÀXHQFH��RU�QRW��RI�
ancient Near Eastern thought upon Old Testament writers. John Currid’s books and 
commentaries have proven invaluable, and in this additional volume, his thorough 
research, theological acumen, and nuanced argumentation makes it an essential re-
quirement for ministers, theological students, and serious students of Scripture. This 
is an invaluable aid in furthering our understanding of the Old Testament and a loud 
DI¿UPDWLRQ�RI�WKH�%LEOH¶V�XWWHU�WUXVWZRUWKLQHVV�DQG�LQHUUDQF\��$�PDUYHORXV�ERRN�´
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KRZ�WKH�%LEOH�SXWV�GRZQ�DQG�UHMHFWV�WKH�WKHRORJLFDO�LGHDV�RI�%DE\ORQ��(J\SW��WKH�
Hittites, and the Canaanites. This process, which Currid terms ‘polemical theology’, 
serves to demonstrate the unique sovereignty of the God of Israel. This is a very 
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Prologue

This book is about the relationship between the writings of the Old Testa-
PHQW�DQG�RWKHU�DQFLHQW�1HDU�(DVWHUQ�OLWHUDWXUH��,W� LV�D�GLI¿FXOW��FRPSOL-
FDWHG��DQG�PXFK�GHEDWHG�WRSLF�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�RI�ELEOLFDO�VWXGLHV�WRGD\��7R�EH�
frank, there is little consensus regarding exactly how the two relate to each 
other. There are extremes, to be sure: on the one hand, some believe that 
ancient Near Eastern studies have little to contribute to our understanding 
of the Old Testament and, in fact, constitute a danger to Scripture. On the 
other hand, there are some who would say that the Old Testament is not 
unique but it is merely another expression of ancient Near Eastern litera-
ture that is grounded in myth, legend, and folklore. Surely the truth lies 
somewhere between the two extremes. It is certainly undeniable that the 
KLVWRULFDO��JHRJUDSKLFDO��DQG�FXOWXUDO�FRQWH[W�RI�WKH�%LEOH�LV�WKH�DQFLHQW�
Near East, and study of the era has much to add to our understanding of 
WKH�2OG�7HVWDPHQW��%XW�LW�LV�DOVR�WUXH�WKDW�WKH�2OG�7HVWDPHQW�ZRUOGYLHZ�LV�
XQLTXH�LQ�WKH�DQFLHQW�1HDU�(DVW��DQG�WKLV�LV�LPPHGLDWHO\�FRQ¿UPHG�E\�LWV�
all-pervasive monotheism. It simply does not swallow ancient Near East-
ern thought hook, line, and sinker. And so, the question for modern minds 
in this regard is, what precisely is the relationship of the Old Testament to 
DQFLHQW�1HDU�(DVWHUQ�OLWHUDWXUH"

This book attempts to look at one particular slice of this large and 
multifaceted issue. My hope is to advance the debate a little, stir up some 
thoughts, and perhaps make some progress in the discussion. The book, 
however, is not written for scholars, although I hope some scholars may 
EHQH¿W�IURP�LW��7KH�ZRUN�LV�introductory and, therefore, is designed for 
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those who know little about the topic of polemical theology. My desire is 
that it might invigorate people to do further study in the Old Testament and 
its relationship with ancient Near Eastern culture and thought.

The study is also meant to be H[HPSODU\ and not exhaustive. In other 
words, I do not consider every case of polemical theology in the Old Tes-
tament, nor is every example I consider done in exhaustive detail. My 
REMHFWLYH�LV�WR�GHPRQVWUDWH�WKDW�WKH�FRQFHSW�RI�SROHPLFV�LV�QRW�IRUHLJQ�WR�
or uncommon in the Old Testament. And, in fact, polemical writing was 
commonly practiced throughout the entire ancient Near East.1

The study is also not meant to be reductionistic. The relationship be-
tween the Old Testament and ancient Near Eastern literature and culture is 
quite complex. I am focusing on only one aspect of that relationship, and 
it is obviously only one lens by which to look at the material. There are 
numerous other lenses that ought to be employed to examine the material 
in order to arrive at a fully developed perspective on this vast issue. I am 
aware that I may be accused of being minimalistic, but that is certainly 
not my intention. My desire is to push things forward in order to stimulate 
conversation.

The main ideas of the monograph were originally presented in a series 
of lectures I gave at the Fall Conference at Reformed Theological Semi-
nary–Charlotte in 2007. That three-part series was entitled, “Crass Plagia-
rism: The Problem of the Relationship of the Old Testament to Ancient 
1HDU�(DVWHUQ�/LWHUDWXUH�´�0XFK�KDV�EHHQ�DGGHG�WR�WKDW�VHPLQDO�ZRUN��DQG�
this new material has been included in this book. In many ways, it remains 
a work in process, and I hope to write on the topic for years to come.

It is a pleasure to take a moment to thank those who helped in the 
preparation of this manuscript. First, I would like to thank my teaching as-
VLVWDQW��/DF\�/DUVRQ��IRU�KHU�ODERUV�LQ�WKLV�SURMHFW��,�DP�JUDWHIXO��DV�ZHOO��WR�
Reformed Theological Seminary–Charlotte for granting me a study leave 
to produce the book. Justin Taylor of Crossway was encouraging to me 
IURP�EHJLQQLQJ�WR�HQG��DQG�,�DSSUHFLDWH�KLV�VXSSRUW�RI�WKLV�SURMHFW�

1ௗ6HH��IRU�H[DPSOH��-RKQ�'��&XUULG��Ancient Egypt and the Old Testament��*UDQG�5DSLGV��0,��%DNHU���������
SDJH����DQG�QRWH����
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The Birth of the Deliverer

As will become clear in our study, numerous stories from the Old Testa-
PHQW�UHÀHFW�FRPPRQ�PRWLIV�RU�SORW�PRWLIV1 of the ancient Near East. One 
of those motifs that is found in various cultures of the area is a birth story 
in which a child is under threat and danger in infancy, but he survives and 
grows up to become an important leader of his people. Most of these sto-
ries are mythic narratives or legends that deal with the lives of the gods or 
of larger-than-life human heroes. The various versions of the motif cover 
a long span of time: the earliest version perhaps appears as early as the 
HQG�RI�WKH�WKLUG�PLOOHQQLXP�%&��7KH�PRWLI�LV�IRXQG�WKURXJKRXW�WKH�DQ-
cient Near East, including accounts from Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Hatti. 
Important for our investigation is the fact that there are striking parallels 
between the birth story of Moses recorded in Exodus 2:1–10 and these 
other stories. The question for us, once again, is how do we evaluate and 
understand the relationship of these ancient Near Eastern tales and the bib-
OLFDO�QDUUDWLYH"�,V�WKHUH�GHSHQGHQFH�EHWZHHQ�WKHP"�,V�WKH�ELEOLFDO�DXWKRU�
merely borrowing well-known literature from the surrounding cultures and 
HPSOR\LQJ�LW�IRU�KLV�RZQ�SXUSRVHV"�,V�WKH�ELEOLFDO�PDWHULDO�OHJHQG��P\WK��RU�
KLVWRU\"�7KHVH�DQG�RWKHU�TXHVWLRQV�ZLOO�EH�GHDOW�ZLWK�LQ�WKH�FRXUVH�RI�WKLV�
FKDSWHU��+RZHYHU��EHIRUH�ZH�DWWHPSW�WR�DQVZHU�WKHVH�TXHVWLRQV��OHW�XV�¿UVW�

1ௗ7HUP�XVHG�E\�'RURWK\�,UYLQ��³7KH�-RVHSK�DQG�0RVHV�6WRU\�´�LQ�Israelite and Judaean History, ed. John H. 
+D\HV�DQG�-��0D[ZHOO�0LOOHU��3KLODGHOSKLD��:HVWPLQVWHU��������������VKH�GH¿QHV�LW�DV�³D�SORW�HOHPHQW�ZKLFK�
PRYHV�WKH�VWRU\�IRUZDUG�D�VWHS�´
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GHVFULEH�DQG�FRQVLGHU�WKH�YDULRXV�DFFRXQWV�RI�WKH�³ELUWK�RI�WKH�GHOLYHUHU´�
motif in the ancient Near East.

The Legend of Sargon

6DUJRQ�,��F������±�����%&��ZDV�D�6HPLWH�ZKR�ZDV�WKH�IRXQGHU�RI�WKH�
Akkadian empire in Mesopotamia. “He had been cupbearer to the king of 
Kish, but he overthrew his master and then marched his forces to Uruk. 
Sargon defeated Lugalzaggisi, who at that time was overlord of Sumer, 
DQG�SURFHHGHG�WR�FRQTXHU�8U��/DJDVK��8PPD��DQG�¿QDOO\�DOO�6XPHU��HYHQ�
to the Persian Gulf. He founded his capital at the city of Agade, the only 
UR\DO�FLW\�RI�DQFLHQW�0HVRSRWDPLD�ZKRVH�ORFDWLRQ�LV�XQNQRZQ�´ௗ2 Sargon 
expanded his land holdings with military campaigns against Syria in the 
ZHVW�DQG�(ODP�WR�WKH�HDVW��+H�UXOHG�PRUH�WKDQ�¿IW\�¿YH�\HDUV��DQG�E\�DOO�
accounts his reign was a glorious one.

We do not have much contemporary inscriptional evidence from the 
reign of Sargon; there are two Sargon texts that describe his military ex-
pansion to the east, in particular, against Elam.3 Sargon was certainly a 
KLVWRULFDO�¿JXUH�RI�JUHDW�FRQVHTXHQFH��EXW� LQ� UHDOLW\�ZH�NQRZ�OLWWOH�RI�
him from documents of the time. Sargon’s reign, however, “made such an 
impression on the Sumero-Akkadians that his personality was surrounded 
ZLWK�D�ODVWLQJ�KDOR�RI�OHJHQG�´ௗ� Indeed, there are several literary works 
of a later date that speak of Sargon’s life, kingship, and military exploits. 
The question for the historian is, how much of the later literature is mere 
OHJHQG�DQG�KRZ�PXFK�RI�LW�FRQWDLQV�WUXH�KLVWRULFDO�GHWDLO"

One of these later texts is the Legend of Sargon, and it tells of Sargon’s 
birth and his rise to power.� Four copies of the text have been discovered 
�7H[WV�$��%��&��'��RQ�WDEOHWV�WKDW�FRPH�IURP�DV�HDUO\�DV�WKH�VHYHQWK�FHQ-
WXU\�%&��7KH�GDWH�RI�WKH�RULJLQDO�FRPSRVLWLRQ�LV�XQFHUWDLQ��%ULDQ�/HZLV�

2ௗ-RKQ�'��&XUULG�DQG�'DYLG�3��%DUUHWW��Crossway ESV Bible Atlas��:KHDWRQ��,/��&URVVZD\������������
3ௗ:��+LQ]��³3HUVLD��F������±�����%�&��´�Cambridge Ancient History��YRO�����FKDSWHU�����&DPEULGJH��&DP-
EULGJH�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV����������±��
�ௗ*HRUJHV�5RX[��Ancient Iraq��%DOWLPRUH��3HQJXLQ�������������
�ௗ-DPHV�%��3ULWFKDUG��HG���$QFLHQW�1HDU�(DVWHUQ�7H[WV�5HODWLQJ�WR�WKH�2OG�7HVWDPHQW���QG�HG���3ULQFHWRQ��1-��
3ULQFHWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV��������������7KH�PRVW�XS�WR�GDWH�DQG�GHWDLOHG�VWXG\�RI�WKLV�WH[W�LV�%ULDQ�/HZLV��The 
6DUJRQ�/HJHQG��$�6WXG\�RI�WKH�$NNDGLDQ�7H[W�DQG�WKH�7DOH�RI�WKH�+HUR�:KR�:DV�([SRVHG�DW�%LUWK��&DPEULGJH��
0$��$PHULFDQ�6FKRROV�RI�2ULHQWDO�5HVHDUFK��������
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concludes, and Tremper Longman agrees, that it was originally written 
GXULQJ�WKH�UHLJQ�RI�6DUJRQ�,,�����±����%&��LQ�WKH�QHR�$VV\ULDQ�SHULRG�6 
The purpose of the tale was to glorify Sargon II by showing that he was 
a worthy successor of Sargon I of Akkad. In other words, the text was 
partially composed to legitimize the rule of Sargon II. That chronology 
certainly is possible, although it is speculative. Some of the elements of 
the legend are found in other texts that precede the full accounts of the 
VHYHQWK±VL[WK�FHQWXULHV�%&��)RU�H[DPSOH��RQH�2OG�%DE\ORQLDQ�WH[W��HDUO\�
VHFRQG�PLOOHQQLXP�%&��EHJLQV��³,�DP�6DUJRQ��WKH�EHORYHG�RI�,VKWDU��ZKR�
URDPV�WKH�HQWLUH�ZRUOG�´ௗ7 The idea that Sargon is the beloved one of Ishtar 
does not make its appearance in the Legend of Sargon, but it has been pres-
ent in Mesopotamian literature for centuries. This is perhaps one indication 
that the composition derives from an earlier age than Sargon II. Again, to 
be fair, we are uncertain as to its provenance.

7KH�WH[W�LV�UHODWHG�LQ�WKH�¿UVW�SHUVRQ�VLQJXODU��³6DUJRQ��WKH�PLJKW\�
NLQJ��NLQJ�RI�$JDGH��DP�,�´�2EYLRXVO\�WKH�VWRU\�LV�QRW�IURP�WKH�WLPH�RI�
Sargon I, and therefore its genre is what Albert Grayson calls “pseudo-
DXWRELRJUDSK\´�RU�ZKDW�/RQJPDQ�QDPHV�DV�³¿FWLRQDO�DXWRELRJUDSK\�´ௗ8 
6RPH�VFKRODUV�GLVDJUHH�ZLWK�WKLV�GH¿QLWLRQ��EXW�LW�LV�HVVHQWLDOO\�FRUUHFW�� 
7KH�ERWWRP�OLQH�LV�WKDW�WKH�WH[W�LV�¿FWLRQDO�DQG�OHJHQGDU\��DV�LW�ZDV�ZULWWHQ�
long after the death of Sargon I.

The plot narrative of the story may be divided into four parts:

��ௐ/LQHV��±���7KH�WDOH�RSHQV�ZLWK�6DUJRQ¶V�VHOI�LGHQWL¿FDWLRQ��DJDLQ��KH�
is purported to have written this document about himself, but this is 
highly unlikely. Here he describes his lowly, or at least questionable, 
origins. He is the son of an enetu, that is, a high priestess.10 Sargon 
never knew his father: perhaps his father had died young, or more 

6ௗ,ELG�����II���7UHPSHU�/RQJPDQ��Fictional Akkadian Autobiography: A Generic and Comparative Study 
�:LQRQD�/DNH��,1��(LVHQEUDXQV�����������±���
7ௗ/HZLV��Sargon Legend, 133.
8ௗ$OEHUW�.��*UD\VRQ��%DE\ORQLDQ�+LVWRULFDO�/LWHUDU\�7H[WV��7RURQWR��8QLYHUVLW\�RI�7RURQWR�����������Q������
and Longman, Fictional Akkadian Autobiography����±���
�ௗ6HH�+DQV�*��*XWHUERFN��³'LH�KLVWRULVFKH�7UDGLWLRQ�XQG�LKUH�OLWHUDULVFKH�*HVWDOWXQJ�EHL�%DE\ORQLHUHQ�XQG�
+HWKLWHUQ�ELV������´�Zeitschrift fur Assyriologie�������������±����ZKR�FODVVL¿HV�WKLV�WH[W�DV�naru-literature. 
It is a literary type that is structured like accounts appearing on monumental stelae.
10ௗ(DUO\�WUDQVODWRUV�WKRXJKW�WKLV�WHUP�PHDQW�D�³ORZO\�ZRPDQ�´�EXW�PRGHUQ�VWXGLHV�KDYH�SURSHUO\�UHQGHUHG�
LW�DV�D�³SULHVWHVV�´
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likely Sargon is the product of an illegitimate relationship. Sargon’s 
family is not well-known or well-heeled; his brothers do not live in 
the city or the plain but are mere highlanders. One wonders if this text 
is dealing with the legitimacy of Sargon’s kingship, since he was a 
Semite and not a Sumerian. In fact, Sargon’s throne name was sarru-
ken(u)��ZKLFK�PHDQV�³WKH�NLQJ�LV�OHJLWLPDWH�´

��ௐ/LQHV��±�� The text now relates Sargon’s birth story. Apparently 
at the time of his birth there exists some type of danger or peril 
VR�WKDW�KLV�PRWKHU�JLYHV�ELUWK�WR�KLP�³LQ�VHFUHW�´�7KH�QDWXUH�RI�WKH�
threat is not disclosed in the text. Whatever it is, the danger forces 
the mother to place Sargon in a basket of reeds, cover the basket 
with bitumen to seal it against destructive elements, and abandon 
LW�LQ�³WKH�ULYHUV�´�7KH�SOXUDO�SHUKDSV�UHÀHFWV�WKH�WZLQ�ULYHUV�RI�WKH�
Tigris and Euphrates. The tar-covered vessel is for protection from 
the waters, as is clear from Sargon’s statement that the rivers “did 
QRW�ULVH�RYHU�PH�´�$W�WKH�FORVH�RI�WKH�ZDWHU�RUGHDO��6DUJRQ�LV�³OLIWHG�
RXW´�RI�WKH�ZDWHU�E\�D�JDUGHQHU�QDPHG�$NNL��WKURXJK�WKH�³JRRGQHVV�
RI�KLV�KHDUW�´

��ௐ/LQHV���±��� Akki then raises Sargon as his own son, and the youth 
becomes a gardener like his adoptive father. The text then relates that 
the goddess Ishtar loves Sargon in this period of his youth, and this 
indicates divine election and divine approval of his person.

��ௐ/LQHV���±����%HFDXVH�RI�,VKWDU¶V�IDYRU��6DUJRQ�EHFRPHV�UXOHU�DQG�
deliverer of the kingdom. Much of this section deals with Sargon’s 
military prowess and how he expanded his kingdom over the land of 
Sumer and extended it as far as Lebanon to the west.

6HFWLRQV��±��RI� WKH� WH[W�� LQ�SDUWLFXODU� OLQHV��±����DUH�FOHDUO\�UHPL-
niscent of the birth account of Moses in Exodus 2:1–10. The elements of 
FRPPRQDOLW\�DUH������WKH�GDQJHU�DQG�VHFUHF\�VXUURXQGLQJ�WKH�ELUWK������WKH�
mother placing the exposed child in a reed basket covered with bitumen; 
����WKH�DEDQGRQPHQW�RI�WKH�FKLOG�LQ�D�ULYHU������WKH�UHVFXH�DQG�DGRSWLRQ�RI�
WKH�FKLOG��DQG��¿QDOO\������WKH�ER\�JURZLQJ�XS�WR�EHFRPH�D�JUHDW�OHDGHU�RI�KLV�
people. Although some commentators disagree, it seems obvious that there 
is some type of relationship between the two accounts: in matters of plot, 
sequence, and details the stories generally match. The question before us 
DJDLQ�LV��ZKDW�LV�WKDW�UHODWLRQVKLS"�+RZ�GR�ZH�H[SODLQ�SDUDOOHO�VWRULHV�OLNH�
WKHVH�DSSHDULQJ�LQ�GLIIHUHQW�FXOWXUHV�DQG�WLPHV"�,V�WKHUH�GHSHQGHQFH�RU�QRW"
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7KH�GRPLQDQW�WKLQNLQJ�LQ�WKH�¿HOG�RI�ELEOLFDO�VWXGLHV��RI�FRXUVH��LV�WKDW�
the story of Moses has been borrowed from the Legend of Sargon. Often 
the assumption is that the Legend of Sargon was composed earlier than the 
story of Moses, and therefore the biblical text must be dependent on the 
earlier ancient Near Eastern documents. That is probably a poor assump-
tion, as James Hoffmeier rightly argues:

$�IXUWKHU�SUREOHP�IRU�WKRVH�ZLVKLQJ�WR�¿QG�D�FRUUHODWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�WKH�
Sargon legend and the Moses birth story is, as noted above, that the ear-
liest surviving copies of the Sargon text date from the Neo-Assyrian or 
later times. This factor, along with others, suggests that the legend may 
KDYH�EHHQ�UHFRUGHG�E\��RU�IRU��WKH�ODWH��&�$VV\ULDQ�NLQJ��6DUJRQ�,,��ZKR�
WRRN�WKH�QDPH�RI�KLV�JUHDW�$NNDGLDQ�IRUHEHDU�DQG�LGHQWL¿HG�KLPVHOI�ZLWK�
that monarch. This possibility diminishes the case for the Sargon legend 
LQÀXHQFLQJ�([RGXV�EHFDXVH�LI�ZH�DOORZ�WKDW�-�RU�(��XVXDOO\�GDWHG�WR�WKH�
��&�DQG��&�UHVSHFWLYH��LV�WKH�VRXUFH�EHKLQG�([RGXV���������DQG�IROORZ�
the traditional dating for these sources, both would predate the reign of 
6DUJRQ�,,�����������´ௗ11

Hoffmeier’s tentative conclusion that the biblical account of the birth of 
Moses was not dependent on the Sargon legend is predicated on the late 
scheme of the dating of the authorship of Exodus. If one accepts an even 
earlier dating of the composition of Exodus, perhaps a Mosaic authorship, 
then the biblical narrative predates the Sargon legend by centuries.

The Myth of Horus

As I have attempted to demonstrate, many scholars believe the birth story 
of Moses to be clearly related to the Legend of Sargon.12 However, some do 
not agree. A few historians, to the contrary, argue that the parallels between 
the two accounts are weak and mere generalities. Rather, because the set-
ting of the Moses birth narrative is Egypt, one should look for connections 
with the literature of that land. As Gary Rendsburg points out, “the nature 
of biblical literature suggests that we should look not to Mesopotamia to 

11ௗ-DPHV�.��+RIIPHLHU��Israel in Egypt��2[IRUG��2[IRUG�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������������±����
12ௗ6HH�%��6��&KLOGV��³7KH�%LUWK�RI�0RVHV�´�Journal of Biblical Literature���������������±�����DQG�%��5��
)RVWHU��³7KH�%LUWK�/HJHQG�RI�6DUJRQ�RI�$NNDG�´�LQ�7KH�&RQWH[W�RI�6FULSWXUH, ed. William W. Hallo and K. 
/DZVRQ�<RXQJHU��-U���YRO�����/HLGHQ��1HWKHUODQGV��%ULOO���������������
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H[SODLQ�D�IHDWXUH�LQ�D�VWRU\�VHW�LQ�(J\SW��EXW�UDWKHU�WR�(J\SW�´ௗ13 And a story 
from Egypt that contains what Donald Redford calls the “exposed-infant 
PRWLI´�KDV�EHHQ�IRXQG��LW�LV�FRPPRQO\�FDOOHG�WKH�0\WK�RI�+RUXV���

The fullest account of this birth story is found in Plutarch’s Isis and 
Osiris��ZKLFK�ZDV�ZULWWHQ�ODWH�LQ�KLV�OLIH����±����$'���� An abridged text 
called P. Jumilhac appears earlier, during the Ptolemaic period in the sec-
RQG�FHQWXU\�%&��5HGIRUG�KDV�FRPSODLQHG�WKDW�WKHVH�WH[WV�DUH�VR�ODWH��DQG�
were probably borrowed from the Greco-Roman period, that they have no 
relationship to the biblical narrative. Rendsburg properly refutes Redford 
E\�DUJXLQJ�WKDW�³HOHPHQWV�RI�WKH�+RUXV�6HWK�FRQÀLFW�DQG�WKH�,VLV�+RUXV�
relationship appear already in the Pyramid Texts from the Old Kingdom 
DQG�LQ�WKH�&RI¿Q�7H[WV�IURP�WKH�0LGGOH�.LQJGRP��������WKH�RQO\�HOHPHQW�
RI�WKH�+RUXV�ELUWK�VWRU\�WKDW�DSSHDUV�IRU�WKH�¿UVW�WLPH�LQ�ODWH�WH[WV�LV�WKH�
VSHFL¿F�PHQWLRQ�RI�WKH�SDS\UXV�EDVNHW�´ௗ16 Thus, the basic story and the 
PRWLI�RI�³WKH�H[SRVHG�FKLOG´�KDYH�EHHQ�SDUW�RI�(J\SWLDQ�OLWHUDU\�FXOWXUH�
for a long time.

7KH�VHWWLQJ�RI�WKH�VWRU\�LV�WKH�UHDOP�RI�WKH�JRGV��7ZR�RI�WKH�PDMRU�¿J-
ures of the account are Osiris, the deity who rules the netherworld, and his 
wife, Isis. The text narrates the murder of Osiris by the god Seth, the deity 
of disorder, deserts, storms, and war. Isis responds by resurrecting and 
resuscitating her husband, and then she conceives a son by him. She gives 
ELUWK�WR�+RUXV�³LQ�WKH�PDUVKODQGV�RI�&KHPPLV�´�%XW�WKHUH�LV�JUHDW�GDQJHU�
for Horus: his mother is afraid that if Seth discovers Horus’s existence and 
whereabouts he will kill the child. Apparently Seth would be afraid that 
the child will grow up to take revenge on him for killing Horus’s father, 
2VLULV��6HWK�GRHV�¿QG�RXW�DERXW�+RUXV¶V�H[LVWHQFH��DQG�KH�DWWHPSWV�WR�OXUH�
Isis and her child to their death. Thoth, the god of healing and wisdom, 
comes to their defense, and they are able to escape back to the marshlands 
RI�&KHPPLV��WKH�'HOWD���7KHUH�,VLV�KLGHV�+RUXV�LQ�SDS\UXV�WKLFNHWV��DQG�

13ௗ*DU\�$��5HQGVEXUJ��³0RVHV�DV�(TXDO�WR�3KDUDRK�´�LQ�7H[W��$UWLIDFW��DQG�,PDJH��5HYHDOLQJ�$QFLHQW�,VUDHOLWH�
Religion��HG��*DU\�0��%HFNPDQ�DQG�7KHRGRUH�-��/HZLV��3URYLGHQFH��%URZQ�-XGDLF�6WXGLHV������������±����
��ௗ'RQDOG�%��5HGIRUG��³7KH�/LWHUDU\�0RWLI�RI�WKH�([SRVHG�&KLOG�´�Numen���������������±����
��ௗ'DQLHO�6��5LFKWHU��³3OXWDUFK�RQ�,VLV�DQG�2VLULV��7H[W��&XOW��DQG�&XOWXUDO�$SSURSULDWLRQ�´�Transactions of 
the American Philological Association����������������±����
16ௗ5HQGVEXUJ��³0RVHV�DV�(TXDO�WR�3KDUDRK�´�����Q�����
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in the later accounts she places him in a papyrus basket. Seth continues to 
try to kill Horus, even transforming himself into a snake to bite the child. 
Horus survives the peril, and by the end of the myth he is grown up and 
UHDG\�WR�¿JKW�6HWK�DQG�WR�DYHQJH�WKH�NLOOLQJ�RI�KLV�IDWKHU�2VLULV�

The birth story of Horus, of course, is mythic; it deals with the lives of 
WKH�JRGV��,WV�SXUSRVH�DSSHDUV�WR�EH�MXVWL¿FDWLRQ�IRU�+RUXV¶V�ULVH�LQ�EHFRPLQJ�
WKH�¿UVW�VWDWH�JRG�RI�(J\SW��7KH�+RUXV�6HWK�FRQÀLFW�LQ�JHQHUDO�KDV�DQRWKHU�
purpose, and that is to demonstrate Horus’s close relationship with Pharaoh 
as ruler of all Egypt. In the great battle between Horus and Seth, Seth either 
wounded or stole Horus’s eye so that Horus was in a weakened condition. 
Eventually Horus recovered his eye, regained great strength, and conquered 
Seth. To the ancient Egyptian, the eye of Horus became the symbol of all 
the power and virtue of that deity. Accordingly, “the symbol and seal of 
UR\DO�SRZHU��WKH�XUDHXV�RI�WKH�FURZQ��LV�FDOOHG�WKH�(\H�RI�+RUXV�´ௗ17 In 
other words, Pharaoh’s crown was imbued with all the power and virility of 
+RUXV��3KDUDRK�UXOHG�WKH�ODQG�DV�DQ�LQFDUQDWLRQ�RI�+RUXV��DQG�5H��

The biblical story of the birth of Moses clearly echoes this well-known 
P\WKLF�QDUUDWLYH�RI�WKH�FRQÀLFW�EHWZHHQ�6HWK�DQG�+RUXV�DQG��LQ�SDUWLFXODU��
the part of it called the Horus birth story. The basic parallels between the 
two are as follows:

Birth of Horus Birth of Moses

Child in great danger: Seth attempt-
ing to kill him

Child in great danger: Pharaoh at-
WHPSWLQJ�WR�NLOO�KLP��([������±���

Role of mother emphasized: Isis tries 
to protect the child Horus

Role of mother emphasized: 
Jochebed tries to protect the child 
0RVHV��([������

Isis hides child in papyrus thicket; 
later versions in a papyrus basket

Jochebed places child in a papy-
rus basket and hides him in a reed 
thicket by the banks of the Nile 
5LYHU��([������

A second familial-related female 
serves as the child’s guardian: 
Horus’s aunt Nephthys

A second familial-related female 
serves as the child’s guardian: Mo-
VHV¶V�VLVWHU��0LULDP��([������

17ௗ+HQUL�)UDQNIRUW��Kingship and the Gods��&KLFDJR��8QLYHUVLW\�RI�&KLFDJR�3UHVV��������������
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Birth of Horus Birth of Moses

Isis nurses the child Jochebed nurses the child by ar-
rangement with Pharaoh’s daughter 
�([�����±��

The god Thoth comes to the aid of 
Isis and Horus

Yahweh comes to the aid of all Israel 
�([������±���

+RUXV�ULVHV�WR�EHFRPH�¿UVW�VWDWH�JRG�
of Egypt, incarnated in Pharaoh

Moses rises to become leader to 
deliver the people of Israel from 
Pharaoh’s hand

The setting of the birth of Moses in Egypt is an important connection 
with the Myth of Horus that is not present with regard to the Legend of 
Sargon. The very qualities and temper of the biblical account direct us 
to Egypt and nowhere else. Furthermore, the biblical narrative does not 
DSSHDU�WR�EH�DQDFKURQLVWLF�EXW�SURSHUO\�UHÀHFWV�DQFLHQW�(J\SWLDQ�FXVWRPV�
and practices. The birth account itself even includes Egyptian vocabulary. 
For example, after Moses is born, Jochebed could hide him no longer 
than three months, so she places him in a gome’ tebah��³D�EDVNHW�PDGH�
RI�EXOUXVKHV´��([��������7KH�¿UVW�WHUP��gome’, is an Egyptian word that 
PHDQV�³SDS\UXV�´�7KH�VHFRQG�ZRUG��tebah, is also an Egyptian loan word 
WKDW�OLWHUDOO\�PHDQV�³FKHVW��FRI¿Q�´�7KH�DQFLHQW�(J\SWLDQV�ZHUH�NQRZQ�WR�
KDYH�XVHG�VDLOLQJ�YHVVHOV�PDGH�RI�ORQJ�UHHGV��,VD������±����DQG�WKXV�WKLV�
as a means to deliver the child from danger has Egypt written all over it.

Another example of a solid vocabulary connection is the naming of 
WKH�FKLOG�³0RVHV�´�7KLV�QDPH�GHULYHV� IURP�WKH�+HEUHZ�YHUE�mashah, 
ZKLFK�PHDQV�³WR�GUDZ�RXW�´�DQG�LW�UHÀHFWV�WKH�DFWLRQ�RI�3KDUDRK¶V�GDXJK-
WHU��ZKR�³GUHZ�KLP�RXW�RI�WKH�ZDWHU´��([���������+RZHYHU��WKH�QDPH�LV�
DOVR�D�FRPPRQ�(J\SWLDQ�ZRUG�PHDQLQJ�³VRQ�RI�´�0DQ\�(J\SWLDQ�QDPHV�
³HPSOR\�LW�LQ�FRQMXQFWLRQ�ZLWK�RWKHU�ZRUGV��7KXWPRVLV��VRQ�RI�7KXW��DQG�
$KPRVLV��VRQ�RI�$K���IRU�H[DPSOH��,Q�WKH�QDPH�µ0RVHV¶��KRZHYHU�� WKH�
JHQLWLYH�KDV�QR�REMHFW��+H�LV�VLPSO\�µWKH�VRQ�RI�¶�7KLV�LV�SUREDEO\�D�SXQ�
by the biblical writer to emphasize the point that Moses was not a son of 
(J\SW��EXW�UDWKHU�D�VRQ�RI�,VUDHO�´ௗ18

18ௗ-RKQ�'��&XUULG��([RGXV��YRO�����'DUOLQJWRQ��8.��(YDQJHOLFDO�3UHVV������������
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Rendsburg is correct when he concludes that “the sum of the evidence 
is clear: not surprisingly, a biblical story set in Egypt echoes a well-known 
DQG�SRSXODU�P\WK�IURP�(J\SW�´ௗ�� The connection between the two stories 
is tight and clear, but we are still left with the questions from the beginning 
RI�WKH�FKDSWHU��VXFK�DV��ZKDW�LV�WKH�H[DFW�QDWXUH�RI�WKHLU�UHODWLRQVKLS"�:KDW�
LV�WKHLU�DVVRFLDWLRQ"

Hittite Tales

The literature of the Hittites contains at least three stories with the primary 
theme of the birth to the gods of a child who is in immediate and great 
peril. The child, however, is delivered from danger and grows up to be an 
LPSRUWDQW�GHLW\�DQG�OHDGHU�RI�WKH�JRGV��7KH�¿UVW�VXFK�VWRU\�LV�FDOOHG�WKH�
Song of Ullikummis.20 This story was originally Hurrian from the middle 
RI�WKH�VHFRQG�PLOOHQQLXP�%&��EXW�LW�LV�IRXQG�LQ�LWV�IXOOHVW�IRUP�RQ�WDEOHWV�
from the Hittite capital of Hattusa from the fourteenth–thirteenth centuries 
%&��7KH�QDUUDWLRQ�WHOOV�RI� WKH�GHLW\�.XPDUEL��³WKH�IDWKHU�RI�WKH�JRGV�´�
siring a son who is to grow up and seek revenge on his father’s enemies 
among the gods. Kumarbi then hides the child with friends in the under-
ZRUOG�VR�WKDW�,VKWDU�ZLOO�³QRW�FUXVK�KLP�OLNH�D�UHHG�´�7KH�FKLOG��QDPHG�
Ullikummis, is delivered, and remains in a safe place where he will grow 
up in order to avenge his father. The adult Ullikummis then poses a threat 
to all the other gods.

$�VHFRQG�+LWWLWH�VWRU\��FDOOHG�³7KH�6XQ�JRG�DQG�WKH�&RZ�´�LV�DQRWKHU�
birth myth.21 It tells the story of how the Sun-god impregnated a cow, and 
how the cow gave birth to a two-legged calf. The cow is angry because the 
calf should have four legs, and so she attempts to kill it: “Like a lion, the 
FRZ�RSHQHG�KHU�PRXWK�DQG�ZHQW�WRZDUG�WKH�FKLOG�WR�HDW��LW"��´ௗ22 The Sun-

��ௗ5HQGVEXUJ��³0RVHV�DV�(TXDO�WR�3KDUDRK�´�����
20ௗ3ULWFKDUG��$QFLHQW�1HDU�(DVWHUQ�7H[WV�����±����
21ௗ,W�LV�VRPHWLPHV�UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�³7KH�7DOH�RI�WKH�)LVKHUPDQ�´�$Q�H[FHOOHQW�WUDQVODWLRQ�DSSHDUV�LQ�+DUU\�$��
+RIIQHU��-U���³7KH�6XQ�*RG�DQG�WKH�&RZ�´�LQ�7KH�&RQWH[W�RI�6FULSWXUH, ed. William W. Hallo and K. Lawson 
<RXQJHU��-U���YRO�����/HLGHQ��1HWKHUODQGV��%ULOO������������±�����)RU�FRPPHQWDU\�RQ�WKH�WH[W��VHH�+DQV�*��
Guterbock, Kumarbi��=XULFK��(XURSD�9HUODJ���������LGHP��³7KH�+LWWLWH�9HUVLRQ�RI�WKH�+XUULDQ�.XPDUEL�
0\WKV��2ULHQWDO�)RUHUXQQHUV�RI�+HVLRG�´�American Journal of Archaeology�����������������±�����DQG�+DUU\�
$��+RIIQHU��-U���³+LWWLWH�0\WKRORJLFDO�7H[WV��$�6XUYH\�´�LQ�Unity and Diversity, ed. Hans Goedicke and J. J. 
0��5REHUWV��%DOWLPRUH��-RKQV�+RSNLQV�8QLYHUVLW\�3UHVV������������±����
22ௗ+RIIQHU��³6XQ�*RG�DQG�WKH�&RZ�´�����
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god, however, rescues the child and takes him to the mountains to be under 
the protection of some animals there. The child is eventually discovered 
E\�D�FKLOGOHVV�¿VKHUPDQ��ZKR�WDNHV�KLP�KRPH��+H�DQG�KLV�ZLIH�GHFLGH�WR�
WDNH�WKH�FKLOG�DQG�UHDU�KLP��EXW�¿UVW�WKH\�SORW�WR�FRQYLQFH�WKHLU�QHLJKERUV�
that the child has been born to them. The story ends at this point, but it is 
evident that it continues on another tablet that has not been found.

7KH�WKLUG�WDOH�LV�RIWHQ�UHIHUUHG�WR�DV�³7KH�&LW\�RI�=DOSD�´�DQG�OLNH�WKH�
SUHYLRXV�WZR�VWRULHV�LW�RULJLQDWHG�LQ�WKH�PLG�VHFRQG�PLOOHQQLXP�%&��7KH�
bulk of the narrative is concerned with a three-generational war between 
+DWXVVD��WKH�FDSLWDO�FLW\�RI�WKH�+LWWLWHV��DQG�=DOSD��D�FLW\�ORFDWHG�WR�WKH�
QRUWK�RI�+DWXVVD�LQ�FHQWUDO�$QDWROLD��$W�WKH�FORVH�RI� WKH�VWRU\�=DOSD�LV�
destroyed. The preface to the entire account deals with primordial events 
that occur in the city of Kanesh. One of the events recorded is as follows:

The queen of Kanes gave birth to thirty sons in a single year. She said, 
³:KDW�LV�WKLV²,�KDYH�SURGXFHG�D�KRUGH�´�6KH�FDXONHG�FRQWDLQHUV�ZLWK�
grease, placed her sons therein, and launched them into the river. The 
ULYHU�FDUULHG�WKHP�WR�WKH�VHD��DW�WKH�ODQG�RI�=DOSD��%XW�WKH�JRGV�WRRN�WKH�
sons from the sea and raised them.23

2WKHU�+LWWLWH�P\WKV��VXFK�DV�WKH�WDOH�³%URWKHU�*RRG�DQG�%URWKHU�%DG�´�
have a similar plot-motif, but it is unnecessary that we consider each and 
every one of these. We need simply to recognize the ubiquitous nature of 
the motif in Hittite literature.

Analysis

The motif of a persecuted child is, as we have seen, a common one in the 
ancient Near East. In most of these stories, the basic plot of the drama is 
the rescue of an imperiled child who grows up to become a great leader 
DQG�GHOLYHUHU��7KH�ELEOLFDO�QDUUDWLYH�RI�0RVHV�FOHDUO\�¿WV�LQWR�WKLV�SDWWHUQ��
it is a descriptive account of the persecution of a Hebrew child by the 
Egyptian Pharaoh, and how he is delivered and destined to become a leader 
and savior of the Israelites. In addition, many of the details of the Moses 

23ௗ-RKQ�0��)ROH\��HG���A Companion to Ancient Epic��2[IRUG��%ODFNZHOO�������������
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story are found in the other accounts. I have attempted to highlight many of 
these parallels in the study above. In my opinion, the parallels in structure, 
ÀRZ��DQG�GHWDLOV�RI�WKH�DFFRXQWV�DUH�QRW�FRLQFLGHQWDO��7KH�UHODWLRQVKLS�DS-
pears obvious and certain, but what is the exact and precise nature of that 
DVVRFLDWLRQ"�,V�WKHUH�ERUURZLQJ�RI�RQH�IURP�DQRWKHU"�,V�WKHUH�GHSHQGHQFH"

%HIRUH�FRQVLGHULQJ�VRPH�VXJJHVWLRQV�WR�KHOS�XV�XQGHUVWDQG�WKDW�UHOD-
tionship, it is important that we see that there are some critical dissimilari-
ties between the biblical account and the ancient Near Eastern stories.�� 
The differences are deep and extensive, and they go to the very heart of 
the disparate views of the Hebrews over against the pagan peoples of the 
surrounding nations. The unique and exceptional character of the Hebrew 
world-and-life view is highlighted by such a comparison.

1.�$QFLHQW�1HDU�(DVWHUQ�¿FWLRQ. All of the birth accounts discussed 
above from the pagan peoples surrounding Israel are either myth or legend. 
In other words, they are focused on the realms of the gods or demigods 
or folklore heroes. Although in the case of the legends there perhaps is a 
kernel or two of historical fact, they are mostly devoid of what is com-
PRQO\�XQGHUVWRRG�DV�KLVWRU\��:KLOH�WKH�ELUWK�RI�0RVHV�UHÀHFWV�DQG�HFKRHV�
many of the elements of those stories, it is different because it does not take 
place in the mythic or legendary sphere. In other words, what was mere 
myth and legend in the ancient Near Eastern literature was true history in 
Israel. God truly called a deliverer and saved him from great peril, and he 
became savior of the people of Israel. What was myth in pagan contexts 
was fact in Israel. Myth became fact.

2. Ancient Near Eastern theology. The story of the birth and life of 
Moses accentuates the reality of a providential God who is separate from 
the universe but determines the operation of the universe. Yahweh, there-
fore, is both transcendent and immanent. To the contrary, the other ancient 
Near Eastern cosmologies sought to explain the structure and operation 
RI�WKH�XQLYHUVH�LQ�WHUPV�RI�JRGV�ZKR�SHUVRQL¿HG�QDWXUH��:KLOH�DQFLHQW�
pagan writers speculatively searched for elements that ordered the uni-
verse internally and called them gods, the Hebrew authors presented an 

��ௗ,Q�FKDSWHU����,�GHDOW�ZLWK�WKLV�LVVXH�LQ�GHWDLO�LQ�UHJDUG�WR�WKH�ÀRRG�DFFRXQWV�RI�WKH�DQFLHQW�1HDU�(DVW��,W�ZRXOG�
serve the reader well to review that chapter. There is some obvious redundancy, but that is to be expected.
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external force who created and continually sustained the cosmos. Ancient 
Israelite cosmology rested upon the Hebrews’ unique belief in a single God 
�PRQRWKHLVP��ZKR�EHJDQ�WKH�XQLYHUVH�DQG�ZDV�FRPSOHWHO\�VRYHUHLJQ�RYHU�
its operation. The entire birth account of the deliverer Moses was played 
out according to Yahweh’s will, purpose, and plan.

3. Ancient Near Eastern anthropology. The Israelite writers also un-
derstood humans to be important and essential to the workings of the uni-
verse. They were creatures of great purpose and dignity. They were made 
not to be slaves but to be princes, rulers, and the crown of creation. In the 
Hebrew birth account, humans take center stage, and they are of critical 
importance for the unfolding of God’s redemptive history. In the pagan 
ELUWK�DFFRXQWV��KXPDQV�DUH�VXSHUÀXRXV��H[FHSW�SHUKDSV�IRU�6DUJRQ��ZKR�
LQ�IDFW�EHFRPHV�D�GHPLJRG���,Q�UHDOLW\��D�GRPLQDQW�DQWKURSRORJLFDO�WKHPH�
throughout the ancient Near East is the belief that mankind was created 
to be slaves to the gods and to serve their every whim. Humans are mere 
secondary players, simple role actors, in the mythic narratives of the gods.

The Polemical Angle

Although the persecuted-child motif appears throughout the ancient Near 
East, it is clear that the biblical narrative of Moses’s birth most closely re-
sembles and echoes the Myth of Horus from Egypt.�� This makes perfectly 
good sense, since the setting of Moses’s birth is Egypt. In fact, the biblical 
author may have employed this echo from a well-known Egyptian myth 
for polemical reasons. In other words, the writer takes the famous pagan 
myth and turns it on its head in order to ridicule Egypt and to highlight the 
truth of the Hebrew world-and-life view. At the heart of the polemic is a 
taunt of the Egyptian Pharaoh:

Furthermore, the biblical writer utilized the venerable Horus myth in 
order to present Moses as equal to Pharaoh. The young Moses is akin to 
the young Horus, the latter a mythic equal of the living Pharaoh. At the 
same time, the Pharaoh of the biblical story has been transformed from 

��ௗ+RIIPHLHU�� LQ�Israel in Egypt�������GHPRQVWUDWHV� WKDW� WKH�SDUDOOHOV�DUH�QRW�PHUHO\�WKHPDWLF�� WKHUH�DUH�
VHYHUDO�(J\SWLDQ�ORDQ�ZRUGV�HPSOR\HG�LQ�([RGXV����±����7KLV�KHOSV�WR�FRQ¿UP�WKH�FRQQHFWLRQ�EHWZHHQ�
the two accounts.
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his Egyptian mythological position of the persecuted, that is, Horus, to 
that of the persecutor, that is, Seth.26

In other words, whereas Egyptian thought teaches that Pharaoh is the in-
carnation of the persecuted Horus, the biblical writer is saying that, in 
reality, he is not the persecuted Horus but the persecutor Seth! Moses, on 
WKH�RWKHU�KDQG��LV�WKH�+RUXV�¿JXUH�ZKR�VXUYLYHV�LQIDQW�SHUVHFXWLRQ�WR�JURZ�
XS�DQG�GHOLYHU�KLV�SHRSOH�IURP�WKH�HYLO�¿JXUH�RI�3KDUDRK�DV�WKH�6HWK�¿JXUH��
This ironic twist is a polemic that serves as an overwhelming assault on 
Pharaoh and his status as the living embodiment of the god Horus.

26ௗ5HQGVEXUJ��³0RVHV�DV�(TXDO�WR�3KDUDRK�´����±����
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