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Babylonian Conceptions of the Heavens

When comparing the cosmology of the Ancient Near East with the Hebrew Scriptures, one important
concept to study is the idea of the “heavens.” The heavens were not understood only as the visible
sky above the earth. In ancient cultures, the heavens were also connected with divine power, cosmic
order, religious identity, and the structure of the universe. Babylonian, Egyptian, and Hebrew
traditions all discussed the heavens, but they did so in different ways. Their similarities show that
these cultures shared a common interest in explaining the origin and meaning of the cosmos. Their
differences show how each tradition understood divine authority, creation, and the relationship
between God or gods and the physical universe. (University of Portsmouth)

In Babylonian thought, especially as found in the Enuma Elish, the heavens are closely connected to
mythological conflict. The Babylonian creation story presents the god Marduk as the one who defeats
the chaos goddess Tiamat. After defeating her, Marduk uses her body to form parts of the cosmos. In
this tradition, creation is not presented as a peaceful act of speech or divine command. Instead, it is
presented as the result of battle, victory, and the organization of chaos. The heavens are therefore
connected with the body of a defeated divine being. This gives Babylonian cosmology a strong
mythological and physical character because the sky is imagined as emerging from divine conflict and
from the material body of a goddess. (Enuma Elish: The Babylonian Epic of Creation)

This Babylonian understanding of the heavens is important because it shows how the people of
Mesopotamia connected the visible universe with the world of the gods. The heavens were not simply
a natural space. They were part of a sacred story that explained how order came out of chaos.
Marduk’s victory over Tiamat represents the triumph of order over disorder. By forming the heavens
and earth from Tiamat, Marduk becomes the organizer of the cosmos and the supreme divine ruler. In
this way, Babylonian cosmology also supports the political and religious importance of Marduk within
Babylonian culture. (World History Encyclopedia)

Egyptian and Hebrew Cosmological Order

The Egyptian view of the heavens was also deeply religious, but it was different from the Babylonian
model. In Egyptian religion, the heavens were often personified as the goddess Nut. Nut is commonly
represented as a star-covered woman arching over the earth. Beneath her is Geb, the earth god,
while Shu, the air god, separates sky and earth. This image presents the heavens in a highly visual
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and personal form. The sky is not only a space but also a divine female figure who surrounds and
protects the world. This shows how Egyptian cosmology fused the physical and the divine. (Graur)

The figure of Nut also connects the heavens with the daily movement of the sun. In Egyptian belief,
the sun god Ra travels across the sky during the day and passes through the underworld at night
before being reborn again. Nut’s body is often associated with this cycle of death and rebirth. The
daily rising and setting of the sun was therefore not only an astronomical event but also a religious
drama. The heavens were linked with order, time, life, death, and renewal. Through Nut, the
Egyptians understood the sky as a living divine presence that participated in the daily rebirth of the
sun.

The Hebrew Scriptures, especially Genesis 1, offer a different perspective on the heavens. In the
biblical creation account, the heavens are not created from the body of a defeated goddess, nor are
they personified as a divine female figure. Instead, they are created through the command of one
God. The Hebrew text presents creation as the result of divine speech: God speaks, and creation
comes into being. This gives the Hebrew account a strongly monotheistic character. The heavens are
not gods, and they are not the bodies of gods. They are part of the created order under the authority
of the one Creator.

Genesis 1 also presents the heavens as part of an ordered universe. God separates light from
darkness, waters above from waters below, and sky from earth. The heavens are arranged within a
structured cosmos. This shows that the Hebrew account is interested in order, separation, function,
and divine sovereignty. Unlike the Babylonian account, creation does not depend on a violent struggle
among divine beings. Unlike the Egyptian account, the heavens are not described as a goddess.
Instead, the heavens exist because God commands them to exist.

Polytheism, Monotheism, and Shared Cosmic
Structure

This difference is one of the most important contrasts between Hebrew and Ancient Near Eastern
cosmologies. Babylonian and Egyptian traditions are polytheistic. They involve multiple gods and
divine figures who participate in the origin and structure of the cosmos. The Hebrew Scriptures,
however, are strictly monotheistic. Creation is credited to one Almighty God. This means that the
heavens are not independent divine powers. They do not compete with God or represent another
divine being. They are created things that reflect the authority and power of God.

At the same time, there are also important similarities between these traditions. Both the Hebrew
Scriptures and Ancient Near Eastern myths understand the heavens as having a divine origin. They do
not treat the sky as meaningless or accidental. Instead, the heavens are connected with a higher
power and with the order of the universe. This similarity suggests that ancient peoples shared a
common desire to explain the origin of the world by connecting it to divine activity. Whether through
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Marduk’s victory, Nut's divine body, or God’s spoken command, the heavens were understood as
sacred and meaningful.

Another similarity is that all these traditions view the heavens as part of a structured cosmos. The sky
above, the earth below, and the waters or underworld beyond human life form part of a larger cosmic
order. Ancient people did not usually separate religion from cosmology. Their understanding of the
physical world was also an understanding of divine reality. The heavens were therefore both a visible
part of nature and a symbol of religious truth.

Creation, Divine Conflict, and Anthropomorphism

However, the manner of creation is very different. In the Babylonian account, the heavens are formed
through conflict and from the body of Tiamat. In the Egyptian account, the heavens are personified
through Nut, whose divine body arches over the earth and participates in the solar cycle. In the
Hebrew account, the heavens are created by the spoken command of one God. These differences
reveal different views of divine power. Babylonian cosmology emphasizes victory and organization
after conflict. Egyptian cosmology emphasizes divine embodiment and cosmic cycles. Hebrew
cosmology emphasizes divine command, order, and monotheistic authority.

The difference between anthropomorphic and non-anthropomorphic thinking is also important. In
Egyptian thought, the heavens can be represented in human form through Nut. In Babylonian
thought, the heavens are connected to the body of Tiamat. These traditions describe the heavens
through divine bodies and mythological images. The Hebrew Scriptures, however, avoid identifying
the heavens with the body of God. God creates the heavens but is not identical with them. This
separates the Creator from creation and reinforces the idea that God is above and beyond the
physical universe.

The Firmament and Cultural Adaptation

The concept of the firmament is another useful point of comparison. Ancient peoples often imagined
the sky as a structured part of the world, sometimes like a solid dome or expanse separating the
waters above from the waters below. Genesis 1 also speaks of an expanse or firmament that divides
the waters. This shows that the Hebrew text shares some ancient cosmological language with its
surrounding cultures. However, the theological meaning is different. In Genesis, the firmament is not
divine. It is a created structure made by God and placed within the ordered universe. (Genesis 1)

These commonalities may be products of shared cultural context and geographical closeness. The
Hebrews, Babylonians, Egyptians, and other Ancient Near Eastern peoples lived in regions where
trade, migration, conquest, and cultural exchange allowed ideas to move across borders. Stories,
symbols, and cosmological images could influence one another over time. It is therefore not surprising
that these cultures shared certain basic ideas, such as a structured cosmos, divine origin of the
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heavens, and the importance of the sky in religious life.

At the same time, each tradition reshaped these ideas according to its own religious identity. The
Babylonians emphasized Marduk’s supremacy and the defeat of chaos. The Egyptians emphasized
cosmic harmony, divine personification, and the daily rebirth of the sun. The Hebrews emphasized the
power of one God who creates through command. These differences show that cosmology was not
only about explaining the physical world. It was also a way of expressing what each culture believed
about divine power, human life, and the meaning of existence.

Symbolic Meaning and Conclusion

The heavens also had symbolic importance in all these traditions. For the Babylonians, the heavens
represented the ordered result of divine victory. For the Egyptians, the heavens represented
protection, renewal, and the cycle of life and death. For the Hebrews, the heavens represented the
majesty and authority of the Creator. In each case, the sky above the earth was more than a physical
space. It was a religious symbol that helped people understand their place in the universe.

In conclusion, the concept of the heavens in Ancient Near Eastern and Hebrew cosmologies shows
both similarity and difference. Babylonian thought, especially in the Enuma Elish, presents the
heavens as formed through divine conflict and the body of Tiamat. Egyptian religion presents the
heavens through the goddess Nut, whose body arches over the earth and connects with the daily
rebirth of the sun. The Hebrew Scriptures, especially Genesis 1, present the heavens as the result of
the spoken command of one Almighty God. These traditions all connect the heavens with divine origin
and cosmic order, but they differ in their theology and imagery. The Hebrew account is distinct
because it is monotheistic and does not identify the heavens with a divine body. The comparison
shows that ancient peoples used cosmology to explain not only the structure of the universe but also
their deepest religious beliefs about God, gods, order, life, and human meaning.
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