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ABSTRACT 

In 701 BCE Sennacherib, King of Assyria (704-681 BCE), conducted a campaign against the Levant to subdue the kingdoms that had 

rebelled against Assyria upon the death of his father, Sargon II (721-705 BCE) in battle. Sennacherib s written and pictorial sources describe 

the subjugation of the Levantine kingdoms voluntarily or after a siege, while a pitched battle against the Egyptian and Kushite farces is presented 

as a great victory. The Biblical account in 2 Kings 18: 13-16 matches this description, while the Prophetic sources describe the defeat of the 

Assyrian host by the Angel of the Lord. Herodotus II 141 preserves a dijferent version of the Assyrian defeat, where the Egyptian ruler petitioned 

his God, Hephaistos (i.e. , Ptah), and was unexpectedly delivered by mice, who gnawed the weapons of the Assyrians and caused their hasty 

retreat. In this article, I intend to reassess the story, clarijy some of the passages, and illuminate it from dijferent directions. Finally, I will 

evaluate the question of relationship of Herodotus II 141 to the Biblical narrative, the Greek influences, and the date of the described event. 

THE ASSYRIAN SOURCES 

According to the Assyrian sources, Sennacherib marched in 

his third campaign to the west and conquered the Levant, received 

homage from the submissive rulers of Phoenicia, Philiscia and 

Transjordan. He subdued the rebelling kingdom of Sidon and 

replaced its fleeing king, Lulli; he then conquered Ashkelon, and 

deported its king; he slew the instigating officials and nobles of 

Ekron and reinstated, Padi, its king; turning from subduing his 

rebellious subjects he was forced to confront the Egyptian and 

Kushice army which was mustered and came to the help of the 

Ekronites. The Assyrians defeated the Egyptian and Kushice 

forces, who fought a pitched battle against the Assyrians: 1 

(42)(As for) the governors, the nobles, and the people of 

Ekron .. .They formed a confederation with the kings of 

Egypt (and) the archers, chariots, (and) horses of the 

king of the land of Melu a, forces without number, 

and they came to their aid. (44)Jn the plain of the city of 

Elcekeh, they sharpened their weapons while drawing 

up in bactleline before me. With the support of (the 

god) Assur, my lord, I fought with them and defeated 
chem. (45)1n the thick of battle, I captured alive the 

Egyptian charioteers (and) princes (DUMU.MES 

LUGAL.MES KUR mu-u -ra-a-a),2 together with the 

charioteers of the king of the land Melu a. 

The Assyrians described this military encounter as a victory 

over the Kushice and Egyptian force -in terms of a victory of the 

forces of light over the forces of chaos, alluding to the victory of 

Marduk ( or the god Assur his Assyrian counterpart) against 

Tiamac and her cohorts in the Enuma Elis mych.3 

Sennacherib's third campaign was also depicted on reliefs in 

the royal palace of Sennacherib at Nineveh. Room XXXVI 

depicted the conquest ofLachish. Scholars regarded these reliefs as 

an artistic compensation for the failure to conquer Jerusalem. 

However, as recently suggested by Russell4 and followed by 

Uehlinger, the third campaign was the focus of the decoration of 

the chrone-room,5 where at least three episodes of chis campaign 

were recorded: the escape of Luli from Sidon; the possible 

capitulation of Hezekiah; and immediately adjoining chis scene 

(thus claiming temporary and geographical proximity and 

continuity of events), the preparations of the Assyrian army for 

war, followed by a pitched battle -most probably against the 

Egyptian-Kushite army in the next scene. The outcome of the 

battle is clear. The Assyrians route the fleeing enemy, which tries 

to cross a flowing river, possibly hinting at the border of Egypt.6 

Thus, the Assyrian reliefs depict a pitched battle, probably the 

battle at Elteqeh, in conjunction with the blockade of Jerusalem 

(?). It would seem then chat only one battle was fought between 

the Assyrians and Egyptians, as described in the ancient sources, 

and chat chis battle is related in the Bible, as well as in the Assyrian 

reliefs with the blockade of Jerusalem. The Assyrian annals were 
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cletrly ,tffected by liternry considerations. 
The Assyrians claimed victory, ,md their control in Philistia 

was regained. The loyal king of Ekron was reinstated and his 
rebellious subjects were executed; Ashkelon was conquered and its 
king and encourage deported together with the local gods. 
Jerusalem surrendered ,ts well and Hezekiah, King of Judah, paid 
heavy cribute,7 and remained on the throne. 

BIBLICAL EVIDENCE 

The Biblical story of Sennacherib's campaign against 

Jerusalem has been discussed in numerous publications. The story 
is cold in 2 Kings 18:13-19:37, and is paralleled with minor 

changes in Isaiah 36-37. 

2Kgs 18:14-16 

In 2 Kgs there is an addition to this narrative of three verses, 
namely vv. 14-16, which are not included in the Book oflsaiah. 
This source is a chronistic record ( absent in Isa.), and is labeled 
"Source A".8 

urn che fourteenth year of King Hezekiah, King 
Sennacherib of Assyria came up against all the fortified 

cities of Judah and captured them. 14King Hezekiah of 
Juda.h sent to the king of Assyria at Ltchish, saying, "I 
have done wrong; withdraw from me; whatever you 

impose on me I will bear." The king of Assyria 
demanded of King Hezekiah of Judah three hundred 
talents of silver and thirty talents of gold. 15Hezekiah 
g,tve him all the silver that was found in the house of the 
LORD and in che treasuries of the king's house. 16Ac 
that time Hezekiah stripped the gold from the doors of 
the temple of the LORD, and from the doorposts that 
King Hezekiah of Judah had overlaid and gave it co the 
king of Assyria (2 Kgs 18: 13-16). 

This source is considered a reliable source. It is composed 

from a royal chronicle combined with a priescly chronicle. The 
chronistic record A seems to be in accordance with the Annals of 
Sennacherib and is dated to the immediate aftermath of 
Sennacherib's campaign.9 This source, clearly describes the 
devastation of Judah, the capitulation of Hezekiah, and payment 
of a vast amount of taxes. 

The B Account: Kgs 18:13, 17- 19:37/ Isa 36- 37 

The rest of the Biblical account Kgs 18: 17-19:37 comprises 
of a prophetic story, in which Hezekiah, King of Judah, 
Senn,tcherib, King of Assyria, Isaiah the Judean Prophet and 
Rabshaqch, the Assyrian officer, play a significant role. In 1886 B. 
Stade suggested dividing this narrative in two different sources: 
Kgs 18:17-19:9a and 2 Kgs 19:9b-19:37. These two parallel 

sources were labeled by him B 1 ,md B2. 10 The majority of scholars 
concur with the suggestion of Stade. The two sources hypothesis 
was further refined in 1967 by Childs, JJ who refined the 
versification of the two accounts in order to have an ending for 
both versions ( 2 Kgs 18: I 7-19:9a, 36-37) and B2 ( 2 Kgs 19: 9b-
351 2). According to Childs' division of the text Bl ended with the 
hasty return ofScnnaeherib from Judah after hearing a rumor chat 
Tirhaqah, King of Kush, was coming, and his murder by his sons, 
while praying to his god. According to the division of Childs, the 
B2 version ends with the angel of god decimating 185,000 of 
Sennacherib's soldiers. Boch these descriptions of an Assyrian 

disaster and the murder of Sennacherib dearly postdate the year 
681 BCE, 11 and cannot be rendered objective. 

EGYPTIAN EVIDENCE 

Egyptian Historical texts, royal or private, mentioning 
historical events, dating to the 25'h Kushite dynasty (ca. 750-656 
BCE) and the 26'h Saitic dynasty (664-525 BCE) are 

unfortunately scarce. Thus, no historical royal inscription 
documented the events. Egyptian history needs to be 

reconstructed from any available source, and any hint is cautiously 
used in order to fill in the missing information. Looking at these 
hints, it seems that Shcbitku, the Kushitc King in 7O1 BCE (706-
690 BCE), did not propagate the outcome of the battle as a defeat. 
He changed his royal name into "Great of Strength, smiting the 
Nine Bows; S,ttisfied by victory; and Great of renown in all lands"; 
that is, he comp,tred himself with Thucmosis III, no less. The 
adoption of these bellicose names reflected his "alleged (?)"victory 

over his Assyrian (?) enemies. 11 This sudden change to the 
Imperial style of the New Kingdom royal name giving deviated 
from usage of Shebicku's predecessors for over seventy years 
previously, nor was it continued by his immediate successors. 15 It 
seems chat Shebitku, as well as Sennacherib, claimed victory in 701 
BCE. This campaign seems to be remembered in Classical sources 
as well: 

HERODOTUS II 141 

In the second volume of his H istories §141 Herodotus 

describes the debacle between the Assyrian King Sennacherib and 
the Egyptians, which led to the miraculous Assyrian defeat: 

The next kingwas the priest of Hephaestus whose name 
was Sechos. He despised and had no regard for the 
warrior Egyptians, thinking he would never need them; 
besides otherwise dishonoring chem, he took away the 
chosen lands which had been given to them, twelve 
fields to each man,16 in the reign of former kings. [2] So 
when presently king Sennacherib came against Egypt, 
with a great force of Arabians and Assyrians, the warrior 
Egyptians would not march against him. [3) The priest, 
in this quandary, went into the temple shrine and then: 
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before che god's im,1ge bitterly lamented over whac he 
expected co suffer. Sleep came on him while he was 

lamenting, and ic seemed co him chc god stood over him 
and cold him to take heart, chat he would come to no 

harm encountering the power of Arabia: "I shall send 
you champions," said the god. [4] So he trusted the 
vision, and together with chose Ei:,,ypcians who would 
follow him camped at Pclusium, where the road comes 
into Egypt; and none of the warriors would go with 
him, hue only merchants ,md craftsmen and traders. 
[5] Their enemies came there, too, and during the night 
were overrun by a horde of fldd mice that gnawed 
quivers and bows and the handles of shields, with the 

result that many were .killed, fleeing unarmed the next 
day. [ 6] And to chis day a stone statue of the Egyptian 
king stands in Hephaestus' temple, with a mouse in his 
hand, and ,m inscription to this effect: "Look at me, and 

believe" (Herodotus, Histories II 141 ). 

In the following paragraphs, I will cry to clarify some of the 
points of the story. 

1. THE IDENTITY Of THE EGYPTIAN KING 

Herodotus tells chat the Ei:,,yptian .king was a Priest of 
Hcphaistos (Ptah) by the name ofScchos. A priest named Scthos 
is not known from Egyptian records, but the name seems at first 
sight equivalent to che name of the kings from the Nineteenth 
dyn,1scy-Sety I and II. 17 However, they reigned more than half a 
millennium before the events of 70 I BCE. Another candidate, 

Zfr, mentioned in Manecho as is preserved in Africanus, was 

allegedly King of the 23rd Dynasty. 18 It is not dear ifZ~, was a real 
king, and ifhe was, when he may have reigned. In order to identify 
chis king Sethos, we must now return to the preceding chapters in 
Herodotus, which cell che story of che blind king Anysis and his 
scruggk with Sahacon, the Ethiopian (Shahal,a, King of Kush ca. 
721-706 BCE), who after seeing a dream, returned to his 
homeland.19 

Thus, Lloyd20 has suggested identifying the Memphite priest 
with Shabacka, Shabaka's successor. Claiming chat the name 

Sechon (Ls0wv) is derived from a hypothetical 'Sebichos (Ls~18w~) 
and based on Manetho's mention of Sebichos (2:s~txw~), 
corrupting the original . While this suggestion is 
accepted by Grabbe and Strawn,2' I find the philological leap too 
great to he convincing. 22 

2. A PRIEST OF HEPHAISTOS 

It seems philologically safer co connect che form Sechon 
(Lf8wv) ,vith che priestly ride (and not a personal n.une), 

i.e. High Priest of Ptah, which in demotic is pronounced Stne.23 

Thus, the name of the King is not mentioned in the story. 

3. THE KUSHITE RULERS AND MEMPHIS 

The Kushite rulers were certainly active in Memphis, as can 
be seen in the ,trchaeological remains from the 25'hDynasty,24 bur 

there is no concrete evidence that from the campaign of Piankhy, 
when he conquered Memphis (ca. 734 BCE) and returned. to 

Kush,25 the Kushite Pharaohs remained. in Egypt. Shabaka had to 
conduct a camp,1ign in order to conquer Lower Egypt in his second 
rcgnal year; Shebitku's Nik Inscription from the quay at Karnak 
suggests that he arrived at Karnak for the first time in his chird 
regnal year.26 Taharqa claims chat he was summoned by Shebicku 
to Thebes (and not to Memphis) in order char Taharqa might be 

there with Shebitku;27 The Kushite kings Piankhy and Shehitku 
were crowned in Thebes, as their epithet "appearing in 
Thebes" eonveys.28 

It is only at Taharqa's accession, according to his own 
testimony, chat he claims co have remained in Egypt since his 
arrival (buc it is not srnced where ,md in what function), finally co 

he crowned in Memphis in 690 BCE after the death of his 
prcdcccssor.29 The first concrete evidence for a Kushite residence 
in Memphis comes from the Babylonian Chronicle 1, iv, 26 which 
describes che conquest of Memphis, Taharqa's residence (al 

}arrutu).30 It seems chat the statement, char Memphis was the 

permanent Kushite royal residence is an over simplification based 

on a dearth of evidence.ii 

4. THE KUSHITE KING AS HIGH PRIEST Of P T AH 

There is no evidence as well, chat che Kushice Kings offici;1ced 
as high priests of Ptah/2 or of any god in Eh,ypc, for that mattcr.33 

GriHlch suggested that the priest should be identified with 
Taharqa, since the nomarch, was generally high-priest in his nome­

capital,34 as well as military commander, who could lead his army 
into battle." However, even if the assertion of Griffith chat the 
pharaoh occupied the function of high priest (which theoretically 
was true), practically a high priest was nominated to the temples, 
including the temple of Ptah. Furthermore, if the story of 
Herodotus relates to the events of 701 BCE, Taharqa should be 

excluded from che list of possible high priests, since he was not yet 
king.36 The problem of identifying che high priest even increases, 
since there is a hiatus in our knowledge of High Priests of Ptah 
during the late Libyan Period and the Kushice Rule over Egypt 
(eighth-seventh centuries BCE).l7 Furthermore, it seems that 
during the Kushice rule over Egypt, Memphis was not constantly 
under direct Kushice controJ.18 

Thus, assigning this story co Taharqa ( or Shebitku) is possible 
on historical grounds, but is not founded on the textual evidence. 
At face v,Jue, it contradicts Herodotus' previous paragraph (140), 
where it is clearly stated chat the Echiopi,m (i.e. Kushice) King 
Sabacon left Egypt. In § 147.2, Herodotus claims that after the 
reign of the priest of Hephaestus the Egyptians were made free, 
and divided the power between twelve rulers until Psammetichus 
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became sole ruler. This clearly reflects the end of the Kushite rule 

in Egypt, which ended with the accession of Psammetichus I to the 

throne of Egypt (664-610 BCE), pointing to the 670s as the era 

of the reign of Sethos. Other local Egyptian traditions assign the 

defeat of the Assyrians to the Egyptians (local ruler or King), and 

not to the Kushites. Most of the Egyptian heroic stories against the 

Assyrians take place during the 670s BCE.39 

5. THE EGYPTIAN FORCE 

Herodotus states that none of the warriors40 went with the 

Egyptian King, but only merchants, craftsmen and traders 

( KCfIT~AOU~ o JQLX€ tpwvaKTU~ KU yopa[ou~ v0pwn-ou~). This 
story is militarily improbable and the reason for its narration in 

this form should be sought. Lloyd interprets these people as the 

humbler elements of society, and that their role in the defeat of 

Sennacherib looks like an example of"the triumph of the weak", a 

motif which constitutes an important category of the "reversal of 

fortunes" corpus of folk-motifs.41 Since Kan-~Aov~ may bear the 
derogative connotation "huckster", it may reflect the gist of 

Herodotus. However, was this the meaning of the original 

storyteller? I think that another explanation can be suggested. The 

second element of the Egyptian force, the XEtpwvaKTa~ (lit. "master 
of his hands") does not carry a derogative connotation. The God 

Ptah is the god of the artisans and craftsmen.42 The Egyptian tide 
of the High Priest of Memphis is "Greatest of the 

Craftsmen/ Artisans".43It seems, then, that the artisans are the 

natural followers of the God Ptah. 

An interesting point should be noted, namely that the tide 

"Greatest of the Craftsmen" makes its last appearance with 

Takeloth H during the reign of Shoshenq V44 (ca. 735 BCE). It 

was suppressed for some reason, unknown to us, during the 25 th 

Dynasty, when the tide gained prominence, and was resumed 

during the Saice Period ( during the reign of Psammetichus I 664-

610 BCE).45 This seems to be an etiologic story, telling about the 

"repentance" of Pharaoh, returning the status and responsibilities 

of the High Priest of Memphis to their former state. In return he 

is being followed into battle exactly by the people whom the God 

Ptah and his high priest are supposed to represent. Thus, 

originally, the list of people who follow Sethon to war is not 

intended to be derogatory. It is a sign of divine support of the 

king's patron god. 

6. SENNACHERIB'S CAMPAIGN AGAINST EGYPT 

According to Herodotus Sennacherib marched against Egypt. 

However, there is no evidence in Sennacherib's inscriptions, nor 

in the Biblical sources that Sennacherib tried to invade Egypt. On 

the other hand, there is evidence that his successors, Esarhaddon46 

and Assurbanipal tried and eventually succeeded in conquering 

Egypt.47 But it is the name of Sennacherib that is remembered by 

Herodotus' source as the Assyrian opponent.48 Until we find 

evidence that indeed Sennacherib tried to invade Egypt, the only 

explanation I can find for the naming of him as the King of the 

Assyrians instead of his successors, is an analogy of the mention of 

Sabakon, King of Ethiopia (Kush), who embodies the entire 25 th 

Dynasty.49 

7. KING OF THE ARABS AND THE ASSYRIANS 

Sennacherib is described as King of the Arabs and the 

Assyrians. While the order of Sennacherib's subjects is peculiar 

(Arabs preceding the Assyrians),50 there is information that in his 

15th regnal year ( 690 ), Sennacherib marched into the north 

Arabian desert against Te' el unu, queen of the Arabs, and Hazael. 

The city of Adummatu (biblical Dumah, mod. Dumar al-Jundal 

in SaudiArabia) and another city (name not preserved) were 

besieged and plundered. According to later sources, Te' el unu was 

carried off to Assyria.51 As for the affairs in Adummatu, Hazael 

submitted to Esarhaddon in Nineveh and his captured gods were 
returned to him. On his death, Esarhaddon intervened on the side 

of Iara' son of Hazael, king of the Arabs,in his struggle with U abu 

over leadership of the Arabs.52 In 677 BCE Esarhaddon conducted 

a campaign to the Land of Bazu, probably in the north­

westernArabian Desert (probably in the Azraq Oasis in Eastern 

Jordan),53 and subdued its kings. Some years later, Esarhaddon 

conducted a campaign to conquer Egypt, in which he heavily relied 

on Arab contingents and their camels in order to cross the Sinai 

Desert.54 So, the designation "King of the Arabs", could have fitted 

either Sennacherib, from 690 BCE onwards, or Esarhaddon. 

Josephus Flavius, in his Antiquities of the Jews X 17-18, 

objects to Herodotus' designation of Sennacherib as "King of the 

Arabs", but does not explain why Herodotus uses this term, or why 

Josephus objects to it. Josephus intended to refer to Berosus' 

writings on this matter, but he never added his remark. It may be 

that he did not cite Berosus on Sennacherib, either because it 

slipped his mind and never checked his source, or as it seems to me, 

because he discovered, when he checked his source, that the note 

ofBerosus was referring to another Assyrian king, (most probably 
Sennacherib's immediate successor, Esarhaddon). 

8. THE BA TILE AT PELUSIUM 

According to Herodotus, Sethon recruited his followers and 

waited for the Assyrians at Pelusium.55 Their enemies came there, 

too, and during the night were overrun by a horde of field mice. 

The Assyrian army retreated immediately. The date of the 

Assyrian defeat in the Babylonian Chronicle also points to a 

decisive battle that was won on a specific occasion. This is in 

contrast to the information given by Josephus X 17, 19 that the 

Assyrians were besieging Pelusium, and when a rumor was heard 

that King Taharqa and the Kushite army is on its way to the land 

of the Assyrians they retreated ( combining the information from 

Isa 37: 9, 36/ 2 Kgs 19: 9, 35). Josephus clearly conflated 
Herodotus' story with the Bible, and thus is not reliable. 

According to the Assyrian records the Egyptians and Kushite 

forces were defeated on the plain of Elteqeh, while according the 
Biblical account, Sennacherib returned home without 
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encountering the Egyptian army. While many biblical scholars 

regard Jerusalem as the place where the disaster occurred to the 

Assyrian army, this is not explicitly stated in the biblical text. 56 

9. THENATUREOFTHEDISASTER 

According to the Biblical narrative, the "Angel of God" smote 

the Assyrians "at that nighr". 57 The angel's action is normally 

understood as a kind of plague, however this is not necessarily the 

case, since the Angel of the Lord can also manifest himself in 

combat. Herodotus tells that at night mice came and gnawed the 

weapons of the Assyrians. There are no other attestations of mice 

subduing a human enemy in this way in ancient Egyptian literature 

known to me,58 but it is known in other cultures. 59 The motif does 

occur in myths of Apollo Smintheus (literally, "mouse"),60 which 

Herodotus must have known. Some scholars tried to rationalize 

the event as a manifestation of plague as well,61 claiming that mice 

were known as carriers of plagues, trying to harmonize the account 

in Herodotus with the 2 Kings 19:35.62 However, Lloyd is 

certainly right that if the Egyptian priests were interested in 

connecting the defeat of Sennacherib with decimation by plague, 

they would have better assigned the miracle to the consort of Ptah 

at Memphis.63 This is clearly not the case. Unfortunately, it is not 

possible to identify the true cause of the Assyrian defeat. 

10. DREAM VS. ORACLE 

Apollo, with whom the story is associated through the mice, 

is known as an oracular god, having shrines with oracles in Delphi, 

Delos, Abae in Phocis, Bassae in the Peloponnese, Clams, on the 

west coast of Asia Minor; Corinth, Khyrse in T road, Didyma, on 

the coast of Anatolia, Parara in Lycia, and in other places as well. 

However, his messages are conveyed through an oracle by a 
priestess. In Herodotus II 141, on the other hand, the divine 

message is delivered through incubation by the Egyptian king in 

the temple. West, who studied the dreams, which are described in 

the work of Herodotus, notes that Sethos' dream is the only 

unambiguously reassuring dream in Herodotus' work, while other 

dreams are deceitful dreams, which were sent to mislead the king 

receiving rhem.64 On the other hand, incubation dreams by 

Pharaoh, ending with a reassuring message are attested in Egyptian 

royal inscriptions. Thus, it would seem that the story fits Egyptian 

practice. 

11. COMMEMORATING THE EVENTS BY A STATUE 

According to Herodotus this event was commemorated in 

the temple of Ptah, were a statue of the King65 ( who officiated as 

High Priest of Memphis) held a mouse in his hand as evidence of 

the great victory.66 Spiegelberg noted and claimed that the statue 

probably was of the High Priest of Horus of Letopolis67 who held 

his sacred animal, the shrew mouse in his hand. The High Priest 

of Ptah officiated also as High Priest of Horus ofLetopolis (a god 

associated with Apollo ).68 However, Herodotus explicitly 

After Limme, pl. IV -see 

note 72. 

identifies the king as High 

Priest of Ptah ( and not of a 

god). He identifies the god as 

Hephaistos (Ptah) and not 

Apollo (Horus of Letopolis 

[or Chemmis], although the 

High Priest of Memphis did 

sometimes officiate as High 

Priest of Letopolis); the 

Temple was located in 

Memphis and not at 

Letopolis; and the animal, 

which was in the statue's hand, 

was a mouse. It may have been 

a shrew mouse, but certainly was not an ichneumon, the sacred 

animal of Horus ofLetopolis, as suggested by Lloyd. Furthermore, 

Spiegelberg, surveying the surviving remains of Egyptian sculpture 

could produce no parallel to this statue.69 

I see no reason to deny the basic information forwarded by 

Herodotus: In the temple of Ptah at Memphis, there stood a statue 

of a High Priest of Ptah with an inscription,70 holding a mouse in 

his hand. While there is no exact parallel to this description, there 

are unique statues known of images of the High Priest of Ptah 

from the reign of Thutmosis IV and the Late Period holding a 

guenon (long-railed monkey),7 1 whose small proportions may 

associatively resemble a mouse. Thus, Herodotus, on seeing these 

statues may have connected them to the story of a divine victory 

over enemy forces. The content of the inscription seems to be 

Greek in nature, and cannot be found in an Egyptian repertoire.72 

12. RELATIONS BETWEEN HERODOTUS II 141 AND 

THE BIBLICAL ACCOUNT 

The question of relations between Herodotus and the 

Biblical account have been raised. Both sources take place during 

the reign of Sennacherib, King of Assyria. In both cases an 

Egyptian force is involved (2 Kgs 18:21, 24; 19:9a/ Isa 36:6, 9; 

37:9a). Eventually, the Assyrian army is defeated. The cause of 

defeat is not the Egyptian army, but a supernatural force. While in 

the biblical narrative it is the Angel of the Lord who kills the 
Assyrians, in Herodotus, the mice (not to be associated with a 

plague), which were sent by the Egyptian god, destroyed the 

Assyrian weapons which caused the havoc followed by the death 

of many Assyrians.Josephus mentions both stories. First Josephus 
claimed that the Assyrians abandoned the siege on Pelusium 

because of the rumor that the Kushite king is coming to the aid of 

the Egyptians, probably referring to the rumor about the arrival of 

Tirhaqah in 2 Kgs 19:7, 9 0osephus X, 17); he then inserted an 

abridged version of Herodotus and mentioned the intervention of 

the mice. In order to contradict Herodotus' version, he intended 

to refer to Berosus' work, which for some reason he eventually did 

not quote. He then rationalized the death of the Assyrians as a 

plague of some sort 0osephus X, 21), intending to discard 
Herodotus' version, not trying to harmonize it with the biblical 
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one. Thus, most of the derails of che two descriptions are different 

and totally independent. 

The next question is when these narratives were composed, 
and if one could have influenced the other. While the date of 

composition of the Biblical text is debated, I intend to show in a 

future study that the stratum describing the Egypti,m intervention 
and the angelic miraculous action were composed during the 

decade following the murder of Scnnaeherib.73 Herodotus wrote 

his second book of the Histories in the end of the first half of the 

fifth cenrnry BCE. It seems impossible that he had access to the 
biblical account, or was influenced by ic.74 

13. WAS THERE A HELLENISTIC INFLUENCE ON 

11-JEACCOUNT? 

A further issue is how much ofHerodotus' story is dependent 
on native Egyptian traditions, and part of che narrative is his own, 

based on Hellenistic sources, and intended for a Hellenistic 

audience. Herodotus himself states that his source for his 
Histories from §99 until§ 141 are chronicles which he heard from 

the Egyptian priests among them the Priest of Ptah (II 3), adding 
to it what he himself saw (see: II 99; 142.1). 

It seems that the name ( or better said, title) of the king is 

original, so is the notion chat the king was a High Priest of 

Hephaistos ( the equivalent of Ptah). As for the donation oflands 
to loyal su bjeccs, chis action is attested chroughouc Egyptian 

history ,md especially from the Third intermediate Period 

onwards. Redistribution of lands would surely cause disaffection 
and discontent by the disenfranchised former owners of their land. 

The relations between the king and his army may be based on real 
resentment or on power struggles between different nomes, a 

common feature during the eighth-seventh centuries BCE ( c£ Isa 

19: 2; Herodotus II 165-166 and the lnaros cycle). The 

incubation dream of the king is an Egyptian feature as well. The 
statue of the High Priest with an animal that could have been 

interpreted as a mouse is known from the temple of Ptah at 
Memphis. 

The Hellenistic elements in this story are few. The 

miraculous victory caused by mice gnawing the weapons of the 
enemy is known in the cult of Apollo Smintheus bur, so far, not in 

Eh'YPtian mytholoh'Y; the statue may have raised the association in 

the mind of Herodotus. Furthermore, the content of the 

inscription is of Greek nature, allegedly to commemorate the 

victory over the Assyrians. In Egypt, historical victories are 

commemorated on the reliefs of temple walls or in private 
aucobiogrnphic inscriptions in combs (alchough che 

commemoration of historical events by individuals was less 

common during the Late Period). These seem to be the only 
adaptations of the story to a Greek audience. 

14. REASSESSING THEDATEOF1HEEV1'.NTS 

a. A date during the reign qf Sennacherih(704-681 

BCt) 

I. The Assyrian king is clearly idenrified as 
Sennacherib. 

2. Sennacherib had limited control over Arab 

tribes. 
3. A debacle between Sennacherib and the 

Egyptians is known from his own inscriptions 
and from the Biblical account. 

4. T he event occurred after the reign of Sabacon 
( =Shabaka ca. 721-706 BCE). 

However, several data may place the events at a later date: 

b. A date during the reign ofEsarhaddon, King ~l 
As,yria 

I. Sethon rose to power after Sabacon the 

Ethiopian (Shabaka, Ki ng of Kush), left 

Egypt. This must have occurred after ca. 706 
BCE. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

Sethon's successor was Psammetichus I after a 
period of power struggle between the Libyan 
local dynasrs. Thus, the Assyrian invasion 
occurred before 664 BCE. 
Until the reign ofT aharqa (690 BCE) there 

is no concrete evidence that a Kushice king 
ruled in Memphis, nor is there evidence that 

a Kushite King, officiated as High Priests of 
Ptah at any given time. 

The mention of the artisans as pan of the 
Egyptian force may rdlect a recurn to the 
former ti de of che High Priest of Ptah as 

"Greatest of the Craftsmen/ 
Artisans" at the end of the 25'h Dynasty. 
The only known Assyrian failed attempt to 
conquer Egypt is dared to March 673 BCE, 
during the reign of Esarhaddon, successor of 

Sennacherib. The debacle of701 BCE ended 
with an Assyrian success. 

Esarhaddon subjugated Arabian chieftains 
and was supported by Arabian forces in his 

campaign to conquer Egypt. 
The Biblical account, describing the defeat of 
the Assyrians, has to be dated after the 
accession of Taha.rqa to the throne of Ei,')'pt 
and Kush in 690 BCE and the murder of 
Sennacherib in 681 BCE. 
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Assyrian conquest, see: Onasch, Die Assyrischen 
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124. Contra Vasojevic A. L. "Soziale Gruppen Agyptens 

zur Zeit der assyrischen Eroberung", zAS 117 (1990), 
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Jurman, C. "From the Libyan Dynasties to the Kushites 
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B.C.) and the Final Expulsion of the Kushites", SAK34, 

(2006), pp. 251-267. 
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pp. 284-291 claims that Herodotus' account about the 
Assyrians was lost. Thus, the scriptures of Herodotus 
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