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In the 6th century, the Persians formed the largest empire the world had ever known.  Now called Iran, the country is rich in history and can trace its origins to a biblical ancestor, Elam.  In this 3,000-word essay, the author takes a succinct look at Iran, biblical Elam.
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The sons of Abraham are at it again.  The four-thousand-year feud between the patriarch’s sons, Ishmael and Isaac, has erupted once more, and this time it threatens to engulf the world in a third world war.  In the background of the fighting between the Palestinian Arabs and Israelis lurks Iran, formerly known as Persia. 

We hear a lot about Persia these days, though by their modern name, Iran. The desire echoed by the current regime to see their Jewish cousins wiped off the face of the earth receives frequent media coverage.  Were Iranian leaders always at odds with the Jews?  The scriptures show that the Asian country’s greatest kings had shown the children of Israel compassion and fairness.  

And who is Iran, biblically speaking? With over 200 scriptural references, the Bible has much to say about the country and indicates a province in its southwest region, known as Elam, as the origins of their civilization.  To highlight Iran’s previous relations with the Jews and the important role the country has played in biblical history, in this essay, the author would like to take a succinct look at Iran, biblical Elam.

In the beginning

“The children of Shem; Elam, and Asshur, and Arphaxad, and Lud, and Aram.”  GEN 10:22

When Noah, his wife, their three sons and wives left the ark, they were the only humans on earth.  The world was repopulated by Noah’s lads: Shem, Ham and Japheth.  “And hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and hath determined the times before appointed, and the bounds of their habitation.”  ACT 17:26. After the flood, five sons were born to Shem, eldest son of Noah after the flood.  Elam (Persia/Iran), Asshur (Assyria), Arphaxad (Babylonia), Lud (Lydia), and Aram (Syria).

The patriarch Abram descended from the Arphaxad line.  Born in the southern Babylonian city of Ur, God would later change Abram’s name to Abraham because he would become the father of a multitude.  His descendants would include the twelve tribes of Ishmael, his first-born son with the servant Hagar.  The Ishmaelites comprise the modern Arab nations.  Abraham was also the grandfather of the twelve tribes of Israel, the posterity from his grandson Jacob.

Jacob would later be renamed Israel.

Noah’s grandsons did not just multiply, they built kingdoms.  Mizraim, son of Ham, built Egypt.  Madai, son of Japheth, founded the Medes (or Media) civilization; Asshur built Assyria; and his elder brother, Elam, was the patriarch of Iran.

Iran, biblical Elam, begins in the Zagros mountains.

Elam

“And it came to pass in the days of Amraphel king of Shinar, Arioch king of Ellasar, Chedorlaomer king of Elam, and Tidal king of nations.” GEN 14:1

Elam, whose name means “eternity,” is listed as Shem’s first-born son.  He and his descendants settled east of Babylon circa 4200 BCE.  Northeast of the lower Tigris River, ancient Elam shared the hot, alluvial Iranian plateau with Media in the north, and later the Persian empire to the south.      

The Zagros Mountain range stretches across Turkey, Iraq, and Iran.  Its rugged peaks provided such a secure natural boundary that people used to live in its valleys.  The city-state of Elam formed and thrived there in the lower ranges, its crops nourished by the Karkheh and Dez rivers.  The Elamites were known as the “mountain people.”

Elam was conquered in 1120 BC by king Nebuchadnezzar, destroyed by Assyrian king Ashurbanipal in 645 BC, and had its capital city, Susa (Shushan in Persian) vanquished by Cyrus the Great in 540 BC.  The Elamite language became extinct, its culture absorbed by the “plain” peoples who lived in the south.  

King Darius I would rebuild Susa and make it his winter capital.  All future Achaemenid kings would spend their winters in Susa and their summers in Media at the Hamadan palace. Today tourists can take a savari taxi to the town of Shush, where ruins from the former royal residence remain to this day.  

“The words of Nehemiah the son of Hachaliah.  And it came to pass in the month of Chisleu, in the twentieth year, as I was in Shushan the palace...” NEH 1:1

The prophet Nehemiah began his prophetic ministry in Darius’s palace in Shushan.  There are several biblical mentions of Susa or Shushan, mostly in the book of Esther, but also in Daniel.
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[image: ]


The Bible records Chedorlaomer, whose name in Hebrew means “a handful of sheaves,” as Elam’s earliest king.  When a war broke out in the Valley of Siddim between nine kings, five of whom had served king Chedorlaomer for twelve years before the rebellion, Chedorlaomer and his four allies traveled to the salt sea and defeated the rebellious monarchs.  

Two were the rulers of Sodom and Gomorrah.  Also residing in Sodom at the time of this defeat was Lot, Abram’s nephew.

A victorious Chedorlaomer took men, women, and their goods as spoil.   

But the Elamite made a fatal mistake when he took Lot. Abram, the future patriarch, was living near the terebinth trees in Mamre, an area in Hebron in southern Judah when he learned of his nephew’s fate.  He set off with three hundred and eighteen of his trained servants.  Abram defeated Chedorlaomer and brought back his nephew and his goods as well as the women and people who were taken captive.

“And I saw in a vision; and it came to pass, when I saw, that I was at Shushan in the palace, which is in the province of Elam; and I saw in a vision, and I was by the river of Ulai.” DAN 8:2

The Karun River, close to Susa, was once called Ulai or Ubal.  With date palm groves growing along its banks, the Karun begins in the Zagros Mountains and flows southwest.  This is the same river where Daniel the prophet stood while having one of his visions.  

A mindful tourist dining in Iran would be delighted with the native cuisine.  Breakfasting on lavash, white cheese and tea, or thick black coffee.  Enjoying a khoresht, a stewed dish made with fruit and meat, such as a fesenjan, with chicken, pomegranate and walnuts.  For dessert, baklava and poolaki, a flaky candy; or saffron, rose water and pistachio ice cream between two wafers.  

The prophet Daniel declined the dainties served at the king’s table and insisted on eating only pulse and drinking only water, none of the royal wines.  In 604, a young Daniel was among the thousands of Jews brought captive to Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar.  In 539 BC, Cyrus II conquered Babylon, freeing the Jews.  

Daniel died during the third year of Cyrus’s reign. The prophet is said to have many resting places, but a square, ornate structure with four globes at the corners in Susa is believed by many to be his tomb.

“In the third year of Cyrus king of Persia a thing was revealed unto Daniel, whose name was called Belteshazzar...” DAN 10:1

The “thing” revealed to Daniel about the end times occurred while he was serving at the palace in Susa.  During Daniel’s time, the city was walled, its palace opulent.  The prophet understood the “thing” to be true, but a long time off.  

Iran, biblical Elam, continues as Persis, the Greek name for Persia.

Persia

“And them that had escaped from the sword carried he away to Babylon; where they were servants to him and his sons until the reign of the kingdom of Persia.” 2CH 36:20.

The “he” in the above scripture refers
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