CHAPTER 17
The classroom buzzed with excitement. Mr. Dell had invited a visitor today. A knock on the
door drew the attention of everyone as their teacher stepped to the door to welcome their guest.
Surprise rippled across Jeremy's face as he turned his eyes to catch Jay's glance. Jay looked
uncomfortable as he tried not to stare at the soldier wheeling himself into the room. After introducing
Sean to the class, Mr. Dell asked him to share with them some of his experiences in Iraq.
“It's good to be with you today,” Sean smiled. “As you can see,” he gestured toward his missing
leg, “Iraq is not quite as safe as living here in good old Henderson.
“I bet most of you love going to the mall, right?” Sean grinned at the girls as they nodded.
“Unfortunately, a trip to a market in Baghdad might find you caught in the crossfire of a gunfight or at
the mercy of a suicide bomber. As I found out, life in Baghdad has the potential to mutilate arms, legs
or perhaps even end your life.”
Some of the students felt rather queasy when Sean explained how a routine patrol down a city
street had turn deadly. He had been one of the fortunate ones who lived to tell about the events of that
fatal day; two of his buddies didn't made it back alive.
“But I didn't come here just to talk about myself,” Sean said. “Your teacher asked me to show
you some pictures from the Middle East to give you a better understanding of that part of the world.”
Inserting his memory stick into the teacher's computer, Sean commented, “Mr. Dell will pass
out a map to each of you so you can see the area we will be looking at.”

http://www.bible-history.com/maps/maps/ancient_mesopotamia1.gif
“The history of this region is very ancient. I'm sure you have heard of Babel, Ur of the

Chaldees, Babylon, Nineveh and other famous historical places from this part of the world. If you give
me a moment to get my pictures ready, I'll show you what some of these Bible places look like today,”
Sean commented as he clicked on a folder and brought up the first picture.
“A lot of Bible stories involve the city of Babylon,” said Sean. “When I first saw these ruins
they reminded me of smashed sandcastles. In the background you can see some reconstruction work
that was done, but it still takes some serious imagination to visualize what Nebuchadnezzar's grand
capital city might have looked. We have heard of the lush magnificence of the hanging gardens, the
splendor of Nebuchadnezzar's royal palace and the imposing temple to Marduk, but we don't have any
pictures to help us form a mental image of their magnificence.
“This picture does not do justice to the stupendous size of Babylon's walls. Did you know that
the city actually had three walls? The outer wall was 300 feet high and went fifty-six miles around the
city! The 32-foot-thick outer wall was wide enough that two chariots could race side-by-side! Imagine
Nebuchadnezzar having Formula One chariot races twenty-seven stories above your head!”
Jay, Aaron and Jeremy gave a “thumbs up” as Sean continued with his pictures.
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“There were eight gates leading into ancient Babylon. This, or course, is a replica of the most
famous entrance – the Ishtar Gate. Our cities look pretty dull compared to these brilliant colored bricks
and fabulous glazed terracotta tiles, don't they?” The students nodded in agreement.

travel.webshots.com/photo/1158791099043059958
“Here is a good close-up of the dragon and bull reliefs decorating the ancient Ishtar gate:

www.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ishtar_Gate
“In Daniel's vision you'll remember that Babylon was portrayed as a lion. I'm sure that God
used that symbol because it was readily associated with Nebuchadnezzar and his great city. Here is a
relief showing the amazing art work of Mesopotamian artists from 2600 years ago.”
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Switching gears a bit, Sean said, “One of the deplorable tragedies of the war in Iraq was the
destruction of so many priceless artifacts. Perhaps you saw pictures on the news showing the
devastation at the Iraqi National Museum in 2003. They showed soldiers touring the destroyed
museum with Nabhal Amin, one of its directors. He was weeping as he saw the senseless damage.
'They have looted or destroyed 170,000 items of antiquity dating back thousands of years,' he sobbed.
'They were worth billions of dollars.' What makes it worse, in my opinion, is that those ancient
treasures can never be replaced.
“And speaking of ancient ... have any of you heard of the Temple of Sippar?” questioned Sean.
When no one responded he explained, “In the 1880's an archaeologist by the name of Hormuzd Rassam
unearthed the oldest complete library in the world. He found what he estimated to be around 40,000 to
50,000 clay tablets and cylinders. They were all written in cuneiform. Cuneiform (which means
'wedge-shaped') is considered to be the oldest surviving form of writing in the world. The early
Sumerian's drew symbols in moist clay with a blunt reed then let the tablet dry. The tablets found in the
Temple of Sippar gave interesting insights into Mesopotamian life thousands of years ago. Apparently one of the
tablets even described the creation of the world. Here are some tablets that show the cuneiform writing:

“But, we have to move on,” Sean put down the remote. “If you would turn in your Bibles to
Isaiah13:19-22 we will read one of the prophecies about ancient Babylon.”
“Hannah, why don't you read that for us,” requested Mr. Dell, from his seat by the window.
After flipping a few pages in her Bible Hannah read, “'And Babylon, the glory of kingdoms, the
beauty of the Chaldees' excellency, shall be as when God overthrew Sodom and Gomorrah. It shall

never be inhabited, neither shall it be dwelt in from generation to generation: neither shall the Arabian
pitch tent there; neither shall the shepherds make their fold there. But wild beasts of the desert shall lie
there; and their houses shall be full of doleful creatures; and owls shall dwell there, and satyrs shall
dance there. And the wild beasts of the islands shall cry in their desolate houses, and dragons in their
pleasant palaces: and her time is near to come, and her days shall not be prolonged.'”
“Thanks, Hannah,” commented Sean as he reached for the remote. “And you know what - that
prophecy is still true today. Back in the 1980's and '90's Saddam Hussein (who obviously had not read
the prophecies of Isaiah or Jeremiah) decided to rebuild the fabled city of Babylon. At the entrance to
the ruins he erected a huge portrait of himself alongside Nebuchadnezzar and proclaimed himself as the
successor of mighty Babylon.
“Over the next twenty years or so Saddam Hussein spent 500 million dollars reconstructing
buildings, avenues, and erecting this massive palace shaped like a ziggurat.
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“Just as Nebuchadnezzar did thousands of years before, Saddam had his name stamped into
many of the bricks used in this massive building project. His inscription says: 'This was built by
Saddam Hussein, son of Nebuchadnezzar, to glorify Iraq.'
“Unfortunately, all of Saddam's' reconstruction came to an abrupt end when the coalition forces,
led by the United States military, invaded Iraq in 2003,” commented Sean. “For those who understood
Bible prophecy it was not a surprise that Saddam's dream of rebuilding Babylon ended in failure.”
Sean moved to another picture folder. “There are many other fascinating places to show you in
Mesopotamia. Here are the plains of the ancient Assyrian city of Nineveh. This is just outside the
present-day city of Mosul, Iraq.
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“For thousands of years two large mounds and some remnants of the city walls were all that
were left of mighty Nineveh. Here again we see Bible prophecy exactly fulfilled. Let's turn to Nahum
3:7,” Sean waited as the students found the verse. “This is what God says about Nineveh: 'And it shall
come to pass, that all they that look upon thee shall flee from thee, and say, Nineveh is laid waste: who
will bemoan her? whence shall I seek comforters for thee?' This picture shows the reconstruction done
on Nineveh's walls.”
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Pausing, Sean's eyes scanned the class. “I'm sure you all remember the story of Abraham. Do
you remember where he lived when God called him to be His representative?”
“Ur,” several voices answered.
“That's right. This imposing structure in the distance is the great ziggurat of Ur of the Chaldees.
This 4000 years old temple has undergone extensive reconstruction by the Iraqi Department of
Antiquities and is regarded as the best-preserved example in Mesopotamia.”
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Bringing up another picture, Sean explained, “Here you can see a carving entitled 'The Army of
the Kings of Ur'.
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“At the time of Abraham, Ur was the capital of a small but wealthy empire. Her major deities
were Nanna ('The Bright One') and consort Nin-gal ('The Great Lady'). This is an alabaster statue
believed to be Nin-gal:

freepages.religions.rootsweb.ancestry.com

“Ur's artisans were known for their beautiful carvings, their intricately decorated bowls and
vases and exquisitely crafted musical instruments. An archaeologist named Leonard Woolley
uncovered this gold and silver statue entitled 'Ram Caught in the Thicket.' It's interesting that this statue
was found in Ur – especially since later in life Abraham had an encounter on Mount Moriah with a ram
caught in a thicket!”
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Putting his last picture up on the screen, Sean said, “And look at this amazing lyre taken from
the Royal Graves at Ur of the Chaldees. Check out the quality of workmanship on this instrument. We
don't have anything over on them, do we?”
The class agreed as they exclaimed over the stunning craftsmanship.
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“As you can see, Ur was a pretty sophisticated city filled with music and culture. It must have
been quite a sacrifice for Sarah and Abraham to leave their comfortable life in Ur to live a nomadic
lifestyle in tents!
“I hope you've enjoyed these pictures,” Sean said as he removed his memory stick. “Mr. Dell
tells me that you are reading a book tracing the story of the seventh-day Sabbath. Since the next
chapters will be covering stories from this part of the world, I hope these pictures help you relate to the
culture and people that you will study about.
Extending his hand Sean said, “Thanks, Mr. Dell, for inviting me to spend some time with your
class. I've certainly enjoyed myself.”
“Rather, we thank you for making the time to share your pictures with us,” Mr. Dell responded
as the class applauded their appreciation.
******************************************

The Church of the East
We now turn our attention away from Europe and explore Eastern Christianity – areas known
today as the Middle East and Far East. Come with me as we investigate the land of
Mesopotamia. Mesopotamia is a word translated from the Old Persian language, meaning
“between rivers.” Mesopotamia covered a long, narrow piece of land lying between the Tigris
and Euphrates rivers in parts of modern Iraq, Turkey and Syria. The area is known historically
as the “birthplace of civilization.” Tradition says that God planted the Garden of Eden in this
fertile area. Ur, a wealthy Mesopotamian city, was the early home of Abraham, while many
centuries later Daniel and his friends were carried captive to Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar’s
army. Esther was crowned queen in the Persian court of Ahasuerus, and both Ezra and
Nehemiah worked for Persian monarchs. As well, the wise men who visited Baby Jesus came
from this geographical area.
In the next few chapters we will discover fascinating, though little-told, stories of the early
church's rapid spread through the East. We will see the wide reach of Christianity's influence
hundreds of years before Islamic fundamentalism closed most of this area to Biblical truth. We
will hear the thrilling stories of dedicated missionaries who carried the gospel from Jerusalem
through Asia to China and even Japan. After all, Jesus gave His followers the Great
Commission, “Go ye therefore, and teach all nations, baptizing them in the name of the Father,
and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost: Teaching them to observe all things whatsoever I have
commanded you: and, lo, I am with you always, even unto the end of the world” (Matthew
28:19, 20). As our continuing story will show, those early Christians proved faithful to His
charge.
Just days after Jesus returned to heaven Peter preached a mighty sermon on the Day of
Pentecost. Thousands of visiting Jews, representing many countries, were in Jerusalem. For
most of the visitors Peter's sermon was their first introduction to the story of Jesus. Each new
converts took the gospel back to their family and friends and in a remarkably short time
Christianity was established among the Parthians, Persians, Medes, Turks, and Huns. Many
names have been given to that early church – the Nestorian Church, the Assyrian Church, the
Church of Babylon and also the Chaldean Church – but we will call it the Church of the East.
First, the Apostle Matthew and later the Apostle Thomas took the gospel to Mesopotamia. The
Parthians - the rulers of Mesopotamia - were known as a callous and cruel people. Yet, a great
change was seen as the love of Jesus changed hearts and lives. New Christians became
considerate and compassionate to the poor, sick or dying. Before conversion, they had often

taken justice into their own hands and stoned criminals, but now they learned to love and pray
for their enemies. Pastors taught from the Holy Scripture and Bible verses were set to song.
Entire villages were transformed as people who had once lived immoral and selfish lives
learned to love and obey God’s laws.
For nearly two hundred years the fledgling Christian Church grew and flourished. Since the
ruling Parthians did not have an official state religion, the government was tolerant of
Christianity. The Church of the East grew rapidly under such favorable circumstances.
Crisscrossing the East were many well-kept roads known as the silk trade routes. God used
those highways to rapidly expand the gospel from Jerusalem to the far corners of the world.
Numerous travelers and merchants passed through commercial cities such as Antioch, Edessa
and Arbela as they traveled from Britain in the West to countries as far away as China and
Japan in the East. Early Christians who settled along the trade routes actively evangelized
their neighbors and business contacts. Many traders returned home not only carrying spices,
silk, precious stones and perfumes, but also a new-found faith in Jesus Christ as their personal
Saviour.
Missionaries happily sacrificed the comforts of home and family to spread the good news of
salvation. Young men often chose not to marry so they were free to go where God called them.
The gospel spread like a proverbial wild fire from place to place. Paul was able to tell the
Colossians that in his lifetime the gospel “was preached to every creature which is under
heaven; whereof I Paul am made a minister” (Colossians 1:23). As the truths of God’s Word
were presented to pagan minds the people rejoiced to be delivered from a lifetime of fear and
superstition.
However, all the explosive growth taking place highlighted the need to better organize workers
and resources. The Church of the East grouped towns and cities into territories. Territories
were grouped into districts - each with a leader (called a bishop) who authorized methods of
gospel ministry.
The Church of the East flourished until AD 225 when the Persians conquered the Parthian
kingdom. The Persians were devout Zoroastrians and quickly enforced it as the state religion
of Mesopotamia. Shortly after that shift in political power five Christian church leaders were put
to death for opposing the new state religion. It is a sad fact that whenever a state enforces a
particular religion, persecution inevitably follows.
As oppression increased, the Church of the East again had to reorganize. They decided to
elect an experienced leader to coordinate all aspects of God’s work. Up until that time, district
leaders solved problems, made decisions, raised money, and planned expansion into new
territories without consultation with other district leaders. In AD 285 they chose Papas to
become the official head of the church. He was a good choice since he had solid leadership
qualities, deep spirituality and was widely respected for his scholarship in Persian and Syrian
literature. He was so highly regarded that churches stretching from Syria all the way to the
Orient elected him as their leader. He was given the title Catholicos.
The first headquarters for the Church of the East was located in Seleucia (one half of the twin
city Seleucia-Ctesiphon). These cities, located about forty miles north from the ancient city of
Babylon, were built on the Tigris River. They were located near to the city of Baghdad, Iraq.
The history of that area is very ancient – dating back almost to earliest post-flood times.
Papas, however, was too busy to spend much time thinking about the ancient history or pagan
beliefs which originated in Mesopotamia. His responsibility was to plan effective ways to

spread the gospel through the vast area over which he was now accountable. Districts were
coordinated under the leadership of directors called Metropolitans, who were expected to
report to the Catholicos every year. Distant countries, like China, were required to report to the
Catholicos at least once in every six years. During those meetings the Metropolitans reported
successes and presented urgent requests for workers or funds.
Lucian, the founder of the college in Edessa, lived at the same time as Papas. Each played an
important role in keeping Christianity strong in the East. We know that the Peshitta (which
means “simple”) was the Bible used by the Church of the East. Some scholars believe that the
Peshitta came from the manuscripts edited by Lucien at Edessa. Mar Eshai Shimun, a modernday Catholicos in the Church of the East, assured us in 1957 that "With reference to....the
originality of the Peshitta text, as the Patriarch and Head of the Holy Apostolic and Catholic
Church of the East, we wish to state, that the Church of the East received the scriptures from
the hands of the blessed Apostles themselves in the Aramaic original, the language spoken by
our Lord Jesus Christ Himself, and that the Peshitta is the text of the Church of the East which
has come down from the Biblical times without any change or revision." A pure Scripture kept
the doctrines of the Church of the East uncorrupted.
To further underline the authenticity of the Peshitta we have an interesting story told by a man
named Claudius Buchanan who visited India around 1812. While there he had the rare
privilege to see an ancient copy of the Peshitta. He wrote that “he saw in that land a Syrian
version of the Bible which according to popular belief would date probably as far back as 325,
the year of the Council of Nicaea” (Truth Triumphant 275).
The uncorrupted Scriptures allowed both Papas and Lucian to withstand the growing apostasy
developing within Western Christianity. For years the Roman Church had exercised her power
over any church that would bow to her authority. In AD 190 Victor I, the bishop of Rome,
attempted to show his superiority by ordering that Easter always fall on a Sunday. He thought
that by bringing together the yearly festival of Easter with the weekly celebration of the sun it
would be easier to introduce and enforce Sunday sacredness. This produced an immediate
division between the Church of Rome and Christianity in the East.
The date for Easter was not the only difference between the Church of the East and the
Roman Church. According to the strengthening papacy the worst offense committed by the
Church of the East was their refusal to accept the supreme authority of the bishop of Rome
(later to be known as the pope). By the time Papas was elected as Catholicos, he found his
church excommunicated by the powerful church in Rome. From that time on there was both
regional and doctrinal separation between the two churches. Rather than being a curse, that
schism proved to be a real blessing to the Church of the East.

******************************************
“Wow, this story just keeps getting more and more interesting, doesn’t it!” exclaimed Ashley.
“Most of us hardly know a thing about Christianity in the East,” Mr. Dell said, as he laid the
book on his desk. “You will really enjoy the last few chapters in our book because most of it will be
completely new to you.
“I'm sure glad you were chosen to be our teacher this year, Mr. Dell,” commented Jeremy. “I
always look forward to this class.”
“Thanks for the complement, Jeremy,” said Mr. Dell. “I have thoroughly enjoyed our time
together. You are great students to teach.”
Just then the bell rang. The students grabbed their backpacks and headed out the door to their
next class.
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