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THE ASSYRIAN EPONYM CANON
(Chronologies and Kings W)

by James B. Jordan

We come this month to one of the most pernicious
probfems in the reconstruction of Ancient Near Eastern

chronology, the pro=m– of the Assyfian  KiTglTsts. We
cannot proceed further with our survey of the chronology
of the kings of Israel until we remove this roadblock from
our path.

We can do no better than to lean on the work of the
extremefy learned Dr. O. T. Allis, who includes a full dis-
cussion of the subject in his unjustly neglected book 7he
Old Testament: Its Claims and k Critics (Phillipsburg, NJ:
Presbyterian & Reformed Pub. Co, 1972). The book is long
out of print and nowhere available, and so, since few read-
ers will be able to consult it for themselves, I shall provide
an in-depth review of his discussion. Allis begins:

“Among the early results of excavation in Assyria was
the discovery and publication by Rawlinson a century agow of tablets containing the Eponym Canon. These tablets re-
corded the names of the kings and high officials who, like
the archons at Athens and the consuls at Rome, gave their
names in succession, each to a year, thereby establishing
the chronological sequence. While the system of dating by
eponyms began centuries earlier, these lists cover a
period of about 250 years, beginning about 900 B.C. A
gratifyhg  result of the discovery of these lists lies in the
fact that they connect with and overlap for about a cen-
tury the Ptolemaic Canon, which had been known and
used for centuries, but which only began with the Era of

—–--M&maser,  74.Z—RCA Mas quicl@L&cOWwad Ihat the
two canons were in agreement for the periods which they
both covered; and thus the year 722 B.C. for the fall of
Samaria, aa given by Usaher on the basis of the Ptole-
maic Canon, served to anchor the Eponym Canon for the
Assyrian chronology” (p. 398f.)

Now, if we take the 490 years of Daniel 9 literally, as
we are doing in these essays, we shall have to move these
dates forward by quite a bit, but that is not the problem
at issue in the Assyrian King List. Let Allis continue:

“The Eponym Canon was presenmd  in two forms; the
one consisted merely of the names of the eponyms
(Iimmu), while the other of VWch several fragrnentaq  du-
plicates were discovered, added to the name of the year
a brief notation of some important event. Thus for the epo-
nym of Pur-eagale, which was the ninth year of Aahur-Dan
Ill, there was mention of an eclipse of the sun, which as-
tronomers were able to verify as having occurred in 763~- B.C., a further anchoring of the Canon” (p. 399).

Here we have another problem, also discussed in these
essays, which is that we cannot be sure of the dates of

ily calculate when and where eclipses took place in the an-
cient world. When we find en ecl@se referred to, we can
easffy  fix the-date. CatasW3phlstS argu~WWNWe%@-
nif icant changes in the relative positions of the moon and
the earth during the period in question, nullifying any such
calculation of eclipses. (See for instance, Arie Dirkzwager,
“Expandhg the End of Assyrian History,” in Cataatmphism
and Ancient History 6:1 [January, 1964], p. 45f.)

One does not need to be a catastrophist to question
the validity of eclipse dating, however. Aa we pointed out
in Bib/ica/ Chronology 2:1, Robert R. Newton hea called
attention to the established fact of small accelerations and
decelerations in the rotation of the earth and of the earlh-
moon revolution, which means that the farther back we go
in history, the less certain we can be of when, where, and
how eclipses took place.

This, however, is not the probtem we are taking up at
present. Let Allis conthue: “It was also discovered that,
according to the Annals of Shalmaneser  Ill, this king, in his
sixth year fought a battle at Qarqar against an alliance of
kings, among whom Ahabbu of Sir’ilaia was mentioned.
This was in 854 B.C. So it was at once pointed out that if
this Ahabbu was the Ahab of the Bibte, as many assumed
to be the case, this made a difference of more than forty
years in the biblical chronology, which placed the death
of Ahab, according to Ussher, in 897 B.C.” (p. 399).

Virtually all modern evangelical (Bible-believing) schol-
.—amaeeume4bMmMa@mMlg Liet_MmMable  anli

that Ahabbu is Ahab, and thus that some kind of adjust-
ment must be made in the Biblical chronology. It is tNs
problem that we must now address, with Allis es our guide.
Allis summarizes: “This difference betwean the bibfiil and
the Assyrian chronologies led to a vigorous debate. Three
main positions were taken regarding it. We may describe
them as the Gap Theory, which sought to harmonize the
Assyrian chronology with the biblical, the Co-Reign
Theory, which sought to harmonize the bibtical chronology
with the Assyrian, and the Objective Theory, which sought
to do justice to both” (p. 399).

The Gap Theory proposes that somewhere in the
Assyrian Eponym Canon there is a gap of 40 + years. The
Biblical chronology is assumed to be correct as it stands,
and the Assyrian in error. An early proponent of this view
was Jules Oppert, “one of the most distinguished of the
pioneers in the Assyriological f ieid (p. 399). Unfortunately,
further archaeological discoveries in the near east have
shown Oppert’s suggested reconstruction of Assyrian his-
tory, which allowed for a gap, to be impossible. Anstey
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thamleabetter Mkmtothep robiem,w  sneednotoon-
oem OurealW  atmpdnt*that~.

Theco-Rdgn Theodea
Allis amwrwks:  “It was maintained by RawIii and

Sdweder thatthere waanoevidemeofeny  break in the
aequemeofnamaa  inthe Eponym Canon andthatthebibfi-
csfohrono@  mustbe ehmtend toaccordwim me new
dataeuppfied  bythe Cenon. Thiaviawhas quite ganmtfy
pmveibd, even in mnaemtk drdesand themeansueed
toacmrnpfis hthereductio  nhe abee n.. .thepoetulatlng
of a series of co-reigns. Both of these exptenatkma [Gap
Thaoryand Co-Reign Theory -JBJlhavethii  incommon:
~=mWn~ assumption that the Ahabbu and

maneaer aretobe identtftedwfm
the Ahaband Jehu, kings oflsrael, refawad tolnl(htgs”
(p. 400).

Alfiepmoaeda  tod-sethe Co-Reign  approach eait
is found in The New B/b/e Dlcfkxtety and in Edwin Thiehs’s
MysMous  Numbers of fhe Hebrew Khgs. Had he written
later than 1972, Alfii might also have d&usead E. W. Faut-
atkh’s  History, Harmony, end ttre Hebrew IUngs, which afso

- wti~~m=assumptfon.  Anfs ahOWS mat there
refereed tointhe Biblkal  account

of thekings (aewhave aeerrinourautvey  of theaarne
era thus far in these essays). The -Reign Theory, hcwu-
ew, adda-co-regendee that have littfeor no Biblical
euppolt. Allis aggeats thet the objective Thaolycutama
knot of this problem and eliminates it by denying that the
Ahabbuand  lauaofthe Assyrians are the Aheband Jehu
of me Bible.

Ttleqecthremeofy
Allis writes: “This theory was proposed by George

Smith in his book, The Assyrian Eponym Canon, which
was pubtii in 1875. . . . We may cdl his aolut&n ob
jeotive because it consisted, he tells us, ‘of taking the
Assyrian records to be correct as to Assyrian dates, and
the Hebrew as to Hebrew dates’ and also of recognizing
‘the possibility of errors tn the Assyrian accounts where
they dtier on Jewish matters from the Bible.’” (Smith, pp.
185, 192; Atlis, p. 412.) Smii added, W w allow that the
Ahab and Jehu mentiied in the Assyrian reoorda may not
bethe Aheband Jehuofthe Bibte, ware nOt U1’lCfWthS

c  tome mesa B-
brew mmaroha”  (Sr?#th~. ?%%, Allis, P. 412).

Ameconthes  thatsrnith% argwmf%whkheeem%o
fair andjudtdous, appamWy  ~littkaUen30m,.and
theidentifkstion  of the Ahebbuiand lelleoftheka@@ona
wfmthe Ahabarld dehuofthe BWa, which had besnvig- ,.
oroudyadvocated by Schnsder  in1872, hea been quite
generatlyecce@ed eseetabllehed fact .  ftwffibewlt,  tham- 4
fore, toraexamfne carefully theevMence  for these and
omerwidafy @Xeptad  idenufiitions. tn doing soitiato
becarafulty noted attheoutset that fhedata, both bibfkal
andextre4Wicaf, bearing onmechrono@y ofthksperbd,
are meager and inauffident  for a whofly e8tim solu-
tion of the problems whii era kwofved” (p. 413).

Alfisnowpmceedato denwWrate  that theeeidenWi-
cattona  are exhmety unlikely. He begins “First of all it is
to benoted  thatthere iano dear mention inthe Bibleof
any Assyrian king until the time of Menahem  (772-81), who
sought thehetpof  Pulking of AssyIfa 'tcroonflrm  thekhlg-
dom In hm hand’ (2 Kings 15:19). This fact is imporbnt
anddasewes  car6futcmMsdon. Egypt L-=
tlorled fromthe timeofme P@damhs .
marrted a daughter of Pharaoh; and a few years after his
death Shishak invaded Pala@he andotMmedtohmfe~
tured many dties. Zerah the EtMop&n  la Fharaoh-JBJl
hvaded  Judah in Ase’s time. Later on teaiah end Jenmiah
warned their peoples against looking to Egypt for hefp
against Aaayrfa.  The Syriana wereenem&sof  IeraeJ for
oenturies  from the time of Oavid on; and several Ben-
hadade and Hadadezens are menthed Weread  of wars
Wimthemilisthaeand  that,eslateaak tfmeof Jahoa-
haphat, they brought him pmeenta. The H~ee are ateo
frequdy  mentbmdinthe~ andin Joahua.  Sob
montradedwimthem(l  Kfngslo29;2chron.  1:17): and
inthedays  of Eliithey were regarded aeaaerfous
timdtilml (2 Ki~7:8). ~tiati iaaaidfn  t h e  <
HMoricaf Bookeabout  Aaayr&i u n t i l  thethne ofhknahem  .
oflsrael. lfacentury and more earlier Aaeyria  had bean
_SSSOd~ enenemy of fsraelthet Ahab
felt obliged to fight against SMmmaer at distant Qeqar,
it is certainly remarkable that no mention of Aesyrfa  is
made in Kinga or Chronidea until so much later (p. 414).

We shafl continue our inved@on  into this imprtant
question next month.
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