DO RUINS OF THE TOWER OF BABEL EXIST?

A common claim about the Tower of Babel is that, "We don't
know where the Tower of Babel was. There are ruins of
ziggurats all over Irag. And there was at least one town
besides Babylon named Babel." However, authorities who
actualy study the whereabouts of the Tower -- as opposed to
those who for philosophical reasons denounce its existence --
reach the conclusions that (1) there was such a Tower in what
ismodern Irag near Baghdad, and (2) the ruins of this Tower
still exist.

|. Did the Tower of Babel Exist?

Thebiblical assertion that the Tower of Babel actually
existed is, for the Bible-believing Christian, adequate
confirmation that there was such atower. Ancient Babel, or
Babylon, was some 65 miles south of modern Baghdad, Iraq,
on the plain called Shinar (Genesis 11:2), equivalent to
"Sumer."* The Bible presents Nimrod as beginning his
kingdom at Babel (Genesis 10:10), which is equivalent to
Babylon, the name later applied to the metropolis surrounding
the Tower, and even later to the region surrounding the city.
The centerpiece of Babel was the Tower, as described in
Genesis chapter 11.

Of course, the Biblical record does not indicate
whether ruins of the Tower till exist, but if they did, they
would be located in what is now Iraq near modern Baghdad.
Thusthe actual question for the Bible-believing Christian
isnot whether the Tower once existed, but whether its
ruinsexist to thisday.

I1. What Happened to the Tower of Babel?

In Genesis 9:1-3, God had commanded for post-flood man to
replenish the earth. Obedience to this command required
dispersion, so the fact that all mankind was at Babel in the
beginning of Genesis 11 makesit clear that there was rebellion
against God. Genesis 11:4 explicitly states that the desire was
not to disperse, "lest we be scattered.” Furthermore, Nimrod is
described as the instigator of the project at Babel (Genesis
10:10). In other words, Nimrod was leading a rebellion
against God.

It is sometimes claimed that Jewish tradition is the
source of the idea that there was arebellion at Babel, but one
does not need to go to Josephus or any other source of Jewish
tradition to seethis. Itisobviousfrom the Bible. On the other
hand, the Jewish tradition of rebellion at Babel ismerely a
reflection of what really happened. Thisisthe same
conclusion stated by Henry Morris, who points out that
"Nimrod" means"Let usrebel!"? Ken Ham et a. say, "God
divided the people at the time of the Tower of Babel because
of their rebellion."® As stated above, thisis a obvious
conclusion; no recourse to extra-biblical traditionsis needed to
confirmit. Indeed, Morrisand Ham et al. make no reference to
traditions. Their only reference isto the relevant Bible verses.

If there were no rebellion at Babel, why was there a
need for judgment there? Linguistic confusion and the
hardship it imposed can only be seen as judgment, but God

does not judge people for obeying Him. A capricious god
who judged people for not rebelling would certainly not be the
God of the Bible. Such a god would belong in, say, the Greek
pantheon.

The events which happened at Babel exercised such a
strong hold on the minds of mankind that copies of the Tower
of Babel were built in al the surrounding region, so that
virtually every city in the area now embraced by modern Irag
and Iran had its ziggurat as a copy of the Tower of Babel which
was the prototype.* With many copies of the Tower of Babel
in existence,” it would be expected that in later centuries
some of them might be confused with the Tower of Babel
itself. Intheimmediate vicinity of Babylon there were at least
two major towers, but only one of these was the Biblical
"Tower of Babel."®

It is not true to say that we don't know where the ruins of the
Tower of Babel might be. Theruinswere unearthed in the
1800s. Scientist and theologian Henry Morris alludes to the
archeological recovery of the complex of Nimrodian cities
surrounding the biblical Babel with the Tower asits focus.”
Archeologist C.W. Ceram discusses Koldewey's excavation of
the Tower in the late 1800s, along with the dimensions and the
appearance of the Tower when it wasin active use.? Saddam
Hussein was confident enough of the location of the ruins
of the biblical Babylon near Baghdad that he spent millions
of dollarsreconstructing it.” Saddam may have had
delusions of grandeur -- he reportedly had plans of restoring
the Tower of Babel -- but there were no claims that he was
spending his money in the wrong place. As much as Saddam
was despised in the West, it isfairly certain that if he had been
foolish enough to put his modern reconstruction in the wrong
place, the mistake would have been publicized.

Asserting that the whereabouts of the biblical Babel
are unknown more a ploy of theological liberals to minimize
the historicity of the Genesis account of Babel than areflection
of reality. Asmentioned, the location of the biblical Babel has
been known for a century. Since theological liberals (along
with most proponents of Judaism, not to mention evolutionism)
tend to deny the historicity of Genesis 1-11, it is natural for
them to deny that we can locate any physical evidence of the
history in those chapters.

For instance, John C.L. Gibson's commentary on
Genesis does not consider the literal existence of the Tower.™
The Genesis account itself is assumed to be so late that it
coincides with ziggurats of much more recent date than
conservative biblical scholarship would warrant. The
historicity of Genesis 1-11 is constantly negated: "Genesisis
essentially afolk literature"*'; Genesis 1-11 are "imaginative
stories'?; the Hebrew story of Babel "would be most unlikely
to have had any reference to the origin of language"*?; "it is
apparent [that the author of Genesis 11] is not really interested
in the origin of languages."* With sentiments such as these, is
it any wonder that the possibility of biblical Babel ruinsis
often ignored or denied by such skeptics?

After God confused the languages at Babel, the people "left off
to build the city" (Genesis 11:8). In other words, the Tower
was abandoned. Eventualy it fell into ruin. But Saddam was



not the first person to consider rebuilding the tower.
Hammur abi apparently tore down most of the original
structure, then Nabopolassar in about 600 BC began to
rebuild the Tower in dedication to the god M arduk.
Marduk, or Mero-dach, was to the Babylonians the " chief
god," acommemoration of Nimrod himsel ™.

Nebuchadnezzar, Nabopolassar's son, fully
restored the Tower and built a palace complex around it.*°
The reason the Tower was restored was that it was in ruins, or
"destroyed.” God had accomplished the destruction of the
Tower over time as surely asif He had destroyed it instantly.
Nebuchadnezzar'srestoration in turn was eventually taken
down by Xerxes. Alexander the Great later cleared away
much of the rubble, possibly because he intended to reconstruct
the Tower himself. Alexander died before he could carry out
his plans, but the ruins as they remained then were unearthed
by Koldewey a century ago.

Reconstrction of the Ziggurat of Nabonidus:
Smilar in Appearance of the Tower of Babel

What did the Tower of Babel look like? There are no accounts
of the appearance of the original Tower that Nimrod built.
However, if Nabopolassar and Nebuchadnezzar restored the
Tower according to its original specifications, we can draw on
accounts of those who saw that restoration. It is possible that
these two Babylonian kings had access to documented
information now lost to us. At least three ancient historians
described the Babylonian restoration in records that have come
down to us. Of these three historians -- the Babylonian
Berossus, Herodotus the Greek, and Ctesias the Persian
physician -- the most trustworthy is Herodotus who saw the
Tower in about 450 BC.

For many centuries Herodotus was viewed as an
untrustworthy source, due mainly to the criticisms of one of
Herodotus' successors, the historian Thucydides. The
ar cheological discoveries of the 1800s showed that
Herodotus was substantially correct in his descriptions of
the ancient world. Thus Herodotus within the last century has
experienced a "rehabilitation."'” Herodotus' description of the
Tower of Babel as restored by the Babylonian kings claimed
that the Tower had eight terraces, plus a temple mounted at the
apex.”® Archeological excavationsrevealed seven terraces
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but otherwise the same general structure which Herodotus
had described.”

Although the Tower restoration of 600 BC may have been
similar or identical in appearance to the original Tower, in one
respect it was very different. Genesis 11:5 states plainly that
the original Tower was constructed of brickswhich had
been hardened by fire. A structure so constructed would have
been quite durable and quite possibly would have been in good
repair when Hammurabi tore it down centuries later.

Virtually all later ziggur ats wer e made of mud
brick covered with an exterior facing of fired (" baked")
brick. Thiswasthe type of construction used in the
Babylonian restoration and for other ziggurats discussed
below.? A facing and internal supports of stone or fired brick
supported what was actually a huge earthen mound. Such a
structure would experience arapid internal collapse were
rainwater not drained efficiently away from the structure.
These earthen ziggurats had to be maintained regularly to clear
debris from gutters and drains. Furthermore, fired bricks were
often taken from abandoned ziggurats for use in other local
building projects. The ruins of ziggurats are therefore mounds
of earth with fired brick or stone archways and foundations
below the earthen rubble.”

I11. Other Ruins Are Mistaken for the Tower of Babel.

Theruinsof some ziggurats are better preserved than those
of the Tower of Babel, and because they are notable have
become confused with the Tower of Babel itself. A
prominent example of awell-preserved ziggurat isthe ziggurat
of Tchoga-Zanbil built in about 1250 BC in what is now
southwestern Iran. It remains the most imposing example of a
ziggurat "with the same kind of structure as the Tower of
Babel."? Built by the Elamites near their capital city Susa
(the biblical Shushan) about 250 miles from Babylon, it was
originally 165 feet high, and had a base 345 feet long on each
side. The Tower of Babel was smaller than this, with a base
288 feet on aside, but it was also taller, with a height of about
300 feet.”

A couple of proposed sites have ancient names
harking back to the biblical origin of the Tower of Babel.
One of these sitesis the mound called Birs-nimrud ("the mound
of Nimrod") located at Borsippa (or Barsiffa) about 7 miles
south of Babylon, and the other is at a site called "Babil" in the
north of ancient Babylon.

Birs-nimrud does not qualify asthe Tower of
Babel ruinsbecauseit isnot in Babylon. However, Birs-
nimrud is the most imposing remnant of a ziggurat in Iraq,
apparently causing a frequent association to be made between
it and the Tower of Babel. During the centuriesin which the
site of the Tower of Babel had been forgotten until Koldewey's
excavations, Birs-Nimrud was commonly considered the most
likely candidate for the Tower of Babel. The name Birs-
nimrud originates either from this traditional association, or
perhaps from the ancient memory that Nimrod was ultimately
the instigator of all such temple building.



Modern archeology cameto lifein the early 1800s,
and Birs-nimrud was one of the sitesfirst studied thenin the
search for the Tower of Babel.?* Henry Morrisin one of his
early books described Birs-nimrud as possibly the Tower of
Babel, evidently drawing on the traditional association between
the two.” The ruins at Borsippa continue to be associated with
the Tower of Babel.?®

Theruins at Babil, though within the boundaries of
ancient Babylon, are located in what would have been only a
suburb of the ancient city, and not at the center, yet all accounts
of the Tower of Babel placeit at the center of the city. These
ruins are associated with the Hanging Gar dens of Babylon
and not the Tower of Babel.”” The name "Babil" was
apparently applied to the site after the ruins had formed a
mound which was then erroneously associated with the Tower
itself. The site of the Hanging Gar dens, one of the seven
wonder s of the ancient world, was forgotten until the
archeological excavations of the late 1800s.

w

The Hanging Gardens of Babylon Were Cultivated on the
Terraces of the Ziggurat at Babil Near the Tower of Babel

IV. Conclusions

Ruins of the Tower of Babel exist to this day at the site of
ancient Babylon in Iraq near modern Baghdad. Various other
ziggurat remains have sometimes been confused with those of
the Tower of Babel.

Because of the number of timesthe Tower was
destroyed and rebuilt during antiquity, it is probably
impossible to say how much of the ruins date from
Nimrod'stime.

The chronology below shows the persistence of the
memory of the Tower of Babel and the failed world unification
it signified. The goal of world unification symbolized by the

Tower
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has never really died and in fact persiststo this day.

For example, the European Union Parliament building at
Brussels, Belgium, was designed in the form of an unfinished

Tower

of Babal, and a stylized Tower of Babel has been used

to advertise the European Union’s goal of human unification %
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