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Spotlight # 3 – The Black Obelisk of Shalmanezer III
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Archaeological Spotlight:  The Black Obelisk of Shalmanezer III.

The Black Obelisk of Shalmanezer III.  This is a carving in bas-relief from 840 BC that was found in the palace of Shalmanezer III, emperor of Assyria.  The obelisk consists a four-sided column of black limestone inscribed with words (in the cuneiform alphabet) and pictures.  The Assyrian king Shalmanezer III (who reigned from 858-824 B.C.) apparently had the column inscribed as a monument to record his achievements during the first 31 years of his reign.

The obelisk is significant because it depicts Israeli leaders paying tribute to Shalmanezer.  One scene on the obelisk shows King Jehu of Israel bowing before Shalmanezer as he brings his tribute.  This is the first known portrait of an Israeli king.  The Bible does not record Jehu's journey to Nineveh, but it does record that Israel at this time began to pay tribute to Shalmanezer; (see 2 Kings 17:3-6).


The obelisk was uncovered by Austen Layard in 1846 during his now-famous discovery of Nimrud (Caleh), just south of the capital city of Nineveh.
  Shalmanezer’s monument was probably set up in a public place where people passing by could see it and take note of the king’s accomplishments.  The obelisk stands about six feet tall and is now kept in the British Museum.  Copies can be seen in other museums, such as the Oriental Institute at the University of Chicago.

Significance of the Find:  What is so amazing about this ancient monument is that it both mentions and depicts a person from the Bible.  A detailed panel from the obelisk depicts none other than Jehu, king of Israel, bowing down before the Assyrian king Shalmanezer III.  We are confident that this is indeed Jehu because of the inscription underneath the picture panel, which reads, “tribute of Jehu, son of Omri”  (Jehu was not Omri’s physical son, but the word “son” here is used in the sense of successor).  This is the only artifact from Biblical times that contains a representation of a historical figure mentioned in the Bible!

The Scriptural Record:  The significance of the artifact can be understood with a few words about the Scriptural background of this event.  Jehu had been anointed by God to destroy the wicked family of Ahab from the house of Omri.  1 Kings 19 depicts how Jehu was anointed king over Israel by Elisha the prophet, and 2 Kings 9 records how this deed was carried out (around 841 B.C.).

In this connection, Jehu is perhaps most remembered for killing the wicked queen Jezebel, the wife of Ahab who had introduced Baal worship into Israel from her home in Phoenicia.  Jehu also killed Joram, Ahab’s son, and so assumed the throne of Israel.  Jehu also killed Ahaziah, the king of Judah (another of Ahab’s descendants), along with the seventy sons of Ahab who lived in Samaria.  In this way, Jehu was able to destroy all of the worshippers of Baal inside of Israel.  This killing spree is sometimes called “the purge of Jehu.”
In regards to the destruction of Ahab’s house, it is clear that Jehu found favor in the sight of God (2 Kings 10:30).  However, Jehu did not please God in everything, even permitting the golden calves, set up by Jeroboam, to remain.  Jehu’s failure to completely cleanse Israel of idolatry prompted God to raise up the Syrians in opposition to Israel.  It is in this context that the events depicted on Shalmanezer’s monument should be interpreted.

Coming Next Issue:  The Caiaphas Ossuary
The Black Obelisk of Shalmanezer III (c. 840 B.C.), including a detailed panel depicting Jehu, the king of Israel, bowing down before the Assyrian king Shalmanezer III.








�  The ancient city of Nimrud (Caleh) was founded and named after Nimrod, whom the Bible describes as “a mighty warrior on the earth,” and a “mighty hunter before the Lord.”  (Genesis 10:8-12).  Nimrod also founded Babylon, which would become the center of the great Babylonian (Chaldean) empire.





