The City of Ur During the Time of Abraham

Ur was the greatest city in southern Chaldea of Mesopotamia at the time of Abraham,
around 2000 B.C.. The earliest known kings of Chaldea resided in it and it was the
principle trading port for the country. It is strange when we look at a modern map, for
the ruins of Ur are now 150 miles inland from the sea. But at the time of Abraham, Ur
was a maritime city, with a large harbor and ship docks in what today is marshland. For
then, the waters of the Persian Gulf reached much further inland than they do now.
There was also then a distance of many miles between the mouths of the Tigris and
Euphrates rivers, and Ur was located close to the mouth of the Euphrates. Like all
commercial and maritime cities, it was the resort not only of all the different peoples
who dwelt in the land of Chaldea, but also of foreign traders and merchants. It
contained a very active cultural, intellectual and religious life and provided seductive
comfort, security and entertainment for those within its walls. When the Semitic tribe
of the patriarch Terah and his son Abraham were called by God to go “forth from Ur of
the Chaldees, to go to the land of Canaan” (Genesis 11:31), they were not only leaving their
familiar home, but all its opportunities for wealth, safety, and comforts, as well as the
false religion of its people that kept them from drawing close to the one true God.

Ur and Haran

ZIGGURAT MOUND IN UR

Ur was an ancient city, even during Abraham’s lifetime. It was one of the first to
be founded in the history of the world, in 3800 B.C. by the Sumerians. The ruins of Ur
include a temple, the Ziggurat of Ur, dedicated to its patron deity, Nanna, the moongod. This temple still standing there today, was built within a century before Abraham
and was a very new construction during his lifetime. Ziggurats were massive steppyramid type structures built by the Sumerians, Akkadians, Assyrians, and the
Babylonians as well as other cultures in Mesopotamia for religious worship which
included animal sacrifice. Some believe it was a ziggurat that was the tower of Babel
(Gen. 11:1-9). The Sumerians had a myth that parallels the Biblical account.

Z IGGURAT T EMPLE IN U R AS IT O RIGINALLY A PPEARED

The city of Ur was divided into neighborhoods, with one quarter dedicated for
merchants, another for artisans, another for scribes and teachers, etc. It included multistory buildings up to three stories high. There were structures for water source

management and flood control. Houses were constructed from mudbricks and mud
plaster. In important city buildings, the mud masonry was strengthened with bitumen
(an asphalt mixture used as cement and mortar) and reeds, which grew by the Euphrates
and was heavily used for construction. Ur was surrounded by sloping ramparts and
thick brick walls which provided protection from invaders. The Euphrates River also
provided protection on the western side of the city.
Archaeologists discovered royal tombs dating from the 25th or 24th century BC
these tombs contained immense amounts of luxury items made of precious metals and
stones imported from Persia (Iran), Afghanistan, India, Asia Minor and the Persian
Gulf. Tens of thousands of cuneiform texts have been found from its ancient library.
Cuneiform was a system of writing developed by the ancient Sumerians1 of
Mesopotamia in 3500-3000 B.C. and spread throughout much of the Middle East. The
name comes from the Latin word cuneus for ‘wedge’ describing the wedge-shaped
impressions in its style of writing. It was made by pressing a stylus into a block of softclay that represent pictographs and later, more abstract phonograms closer to our
understanding of words today.
In the Old Testament, it is told that Terah, Abram’s father, took Abram and his
wife Sarai, who had no children, as well as other relatives including Lot and his family,
955 miles northwest to Haran, which was a town on the northern edge of Canaan. It is
today a city in southern Turkey next to the Syrian border (Gen. 11:26-32). It was a major
commercial, cultural and religious center first inhabited 3000 years before Christ. There
is archaeological evidence that a network of semi-nomadic tribes were especially active
in the area around Haran in 19th century B.C.. During the lifetime of Abraham, it was a
merchant outpost under the rule of Chaldea. It was ideally situated along a trade route
between the Mediterranean and the plains of the Tigris leading to Babylon and Persia.
It lay directly on the road from Antioch eastward to Nisibis and Nineveh.

C UNEIFORM W RITING
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The Sumerians established the earliest civilization of the world in Mesopotamia, and invented the
plow, a system of irrigation, other agricultural and engineering technologies, mathematics, metallurgy,
the wheel, writing, a system of higher education, immense libraries, a calendar, astronomy as well as
other arts and sciences. Its ancient civilization settled in Chaldea 2000 years before Abraham. The
Sumerians were of Taranian ancestry, believed to have originally migrated from central Asia into
Mesopotamia. Later, it fell under Akkadian rule, a Semetic people originating from Arabia that under
Sargon I, took over north and then all of the Chaldea. Sumeria then briefly regained its independence
before being conquered by the Elamites, the same people of western Iran that Genesis says conquered
Sodom and Gomorrah. Abraham was most likely of Sumerian ancestry, with his father an idolator.
(Joshua 24:2)

VOCABULARY WORDS:
Mesopotamia: (lit. between the rivers), the region between the Tigris and the Euphrates rivers
extending from the mountains of eastern Asia Minor to the Persian Gulf. ~Mirriam Webster
Dictionary
Civilization: a relatively high level of cultural and technological development, specifically the stage of cultural
development at which writing and the keeping of written records is attained.~Mirriam Webster Dictionary
Ziggurat: an ancient Mesopotamian temple tower consisting of a lofty pyramidal structure built in
successive stages with outside staircases and a shrine at the top. ~Mirriam Webster Dictionary
Cuneiform Writing: having the shape of a wedge; composed of or written in wedge-shaped
characters. ~Miriam Webster Dictionary
Archaeologist: a person who conducts scientific study of material remains (such as tools, pottery,
jewelry, stone walls, and monuments) of past human life and activities. ~Mirriam Webster Dictionary
Bitumen: an asphalt of Asia Minor used in ancient times as a cement and mortar; any of various
mixtures of hydrocarbons (such as tar). ~Mirriam Webster Dictionary

FIND ON A MAP: Ur, Nineveh, and Haran and color each dot with red. Draw of red line from Ur
to Haran following Abraham’s likely path. Shade Mesopotamia in green and Canaan in blue.

SUGGESTED ACTIVITIES:
•

•
•

•
•
•
•

Like the ancient Egyptians, the Sumerians also discovered evaporative cooling and used it to
chill water. Glue an unglazed clay flowerpot to its accompanying clay saucer base using silicon,
making sure it is completely sealed. Fill with water and leave out in a low-humidity location (a
breeze is desirable, especially if you are located in a more humid climate) along-side another
container using a water-impervious material like glass, glazed ceramic or metal also containing
water. Using a thermometer, compare the water temperature of both containers after several
hours. Water should seep through the sides of the unglazed clay pot, making it ‘sweat’ not
unlike humans, and allowing it to evaporate, taking heat away with it. And as a result, the water
inside the unglazed clay pot should be cooler compared to the air temperature or water stored
in a water-impervious container. The Sumerians used unglazed clay pots to hold drinking water,
which would provide significantly cooler water than what you normally would see in their hot
climate.
Make a ziggurat model or a Mesopotamian style of house using clay or paper.
Make small clay bricks made from clay, sand and straw (use 30% clay, 40% sand, and 20%
finely chopped straw in the mix and just enough water to make a workable, moldable clay).
Explain how the sand and straw makes the bricks stronger. Explain how firing them in a kiln
(a very hot oven) would keep them from falling apart and disintegrating in water.
Use a toothpick to make wedge-like impressions in soft clay to imitate cuneiform.
Make a cylinder seal like those they used to mark an official signature on a clay tablet.
Choose projects from Hands-on History! Mesopotamia.
Study and write about one of Sumeria’s many inventions and contributions to civilization.

