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Introduction to Biblical Studies: Old Testament

Session 9 – Exile and Restoration
The Fall of Jerusalem

Before looking at the Exile and the Restoration we need to recall the state of play: 

Israel, the northern kingdom of 10 tribes, had been destroyed by Assyria, after the fall of its capital Samaria in 722BC. The people were scattered, with many fleeing to Judah. Assyria meanwhile has fallen to the Babylonians, who now asserted themselves as the world power.
Judah, the southern kingdom, however continued to exist for another 150 years:

601 BC
Jehoiakim, king of Judah, rebelled against Babylonian control and refused to pay tribute, shortly after Babylon had defeated Assyria and taken over control of the Assyrian Empire. Many nations tried to rebel at this point, hoping that Babylon would be too weak to control the whole of the old Empire. She wasn't!

597 BC
As a result of this rebellion, Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon turned his attention to Jerusalem and marched on Judah with the aid of Syria, Moab and Israel's other neighbours. Afraid of this coalition, the Judaean nobles killed Jehoiakim and capitulated to Babylon, opening the gates to the Babylonian army. Nebuchadnezzar took Jehoiakim's son – Jehoiachin – to Babylon, along with the nobles, high priests and ring leaders of the rebellion, and put Jehoiakim's brother, Zedekiah, on the throne as a vassal king. This deportation is known as the first exile and Ezekiel, as a member of the high priestly family, is among this exilic group and so is already in Babylon when Jerusalem finally falls.

587 BC
10 years later Zedekiah, too, decided to rebel, perhaps supported by Egypt. Jeremiah portrays him as a well meaning but weak puppet king. Nebuchadnezzar returned swiftly and laid siege to Jerusalem for 2 years. The Book of Kings ends with a graphic description of a starving city, people eating weeds and even their own children. Eventually when all looks hopeless, Zedekiah tries to sneak out of the city and flee. He is chased as far as Jericho, captured, tortured and killed. Jerusalem was razed. The majority of the surviving Jerusalemites were taken in to exile.

Judah after the Exile

Only a portion of the Judeans were carried in to exile (estimates range from 12,000 - 30,000). However those taken into exile were the members of the court, the government, officials, fighting men, craftsmen, etc. – i.e. the leading citizens and city dwellers, everyone who counted in Jerusalem and the leading towns of Judah. Of course many more Judeans had been killed by the siege, the famine and the aftermath of victory. As always in situations of war others had fled as refugees, primarily to Egypt. 
Nevertheless a sizeable population did remain in greater Judea after the deportation. They were the poorer, unskilled members of society, useless to Babylon, overlooked by the armies. They worked as tenant farmers for the Babylonian administration that was set up to replace the Judean kingdom (2 Ki. 25:12). As a group these people were poor, illiterate and not well versed in the law and faith of Yahweh. Jeremiah certainly doesn't have a high opinion of their faith (Jer. 5:4).
After the exile Gedaliah was installed as the Babylonian governor for the province and he ruled Judah from Mizpah, rather than from destroyed Jerusalem. Gedaliah was a grandson of Josiah's state secretary (2 Ki. 25:22) and so a puppet governor that the Babylonians thought might be acceptable to the region. However, he was subsequently assassinated in an attempted coup, possibly because those who remained considered him a traitor (2 Ki. 25:22-26, Jer. 40:7-43:7). This caused more Judeans to flee to Egypt for fear of Babylonian reprisals. One of these groups carried with them that troublesome prophet Jeremiah, who was also considered by most to have been a traitor for his pro-Babylonian stance. Babylon was indeed unhappy to have its governor assassinated, and did return and take captive a third group which constituted a third deportation (Jer. 52:30).

Meanwhile the survivors in the land had to cope with:
· the devastation of the land

· famine as an aftermath of the siege. The siege prevented the planting of crops and any standing crops were destroyed or eaten by the Babylonians (Jer. 42:16, Lam. 2:19-20, 4:8-10)
· psychological shock at the destruction of Jerusalem & the temple  (Lam., Pss. 74, 79)
· Babylonian dominion, taxes and reprisals (Jer. 41:17-18), as well as fear of neighbouring states who took the opportunity to reclaim land they considered their own (Obadiah 11-14).
The Exiles in Babylon

For the exiles too, the shock of exile was very great. From being the ruling elite (2 Ki. 24:14) they now became penniless captives. Babylon used the deportees to resettle and rebuild abandoned towns in Babylon. Their fate could have been worse! Indeed, over time some managed to gain status, houses, land and wealth (Dn. 2:48-49, Jer. 29:5-6, Ezr. 2:68-69, Esther). Over all, Babylon did not treat its deportees as slaves or prisoners (2 Ki. 25:27). They were allowed to live in their own communities with their own elders ruling over internal matters (Ezek. 8:1, 14:1), and so retained their ethnic and religious identity, unlike the northern Israelites exiled and scattered by Assyria 150 years earlier.

But initially the deportees suffered the shock, disorientation and bereavement of all displaced people (Ps. 137). For those who had been so confident in God's election of Israel as his people and Jerusalem as his dwelling place, there was the additional trauma of God’s apparent betrayal. Many of these people had not been idolaters (although they may have been syncretistic in their worship) but were rather pious temple worshippers. However in the prophets’ eyes, they were narrow and blinkered in their understanding of God and his requirements. The narrowness complained about by the prophets can be seen in Ps 137 which still has a territorial view of God.

In the crisis of faith caused by the fall of Jerusalem, some abandoned Yahweh for the clearly superior gods of Babylon. The fall of Jerusalem, it seemed, indicated that the Babylonian gods were bigger and stronger than Yahweh and therefore it would be better to take them as ‘your gods’. The remainder – ‘the remnant' – however, began a profound theological reassessment. It was the prophets – Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Second Isaiah – who led the way to a new and deeper understanding of who the God of Israel was, in a time when all the old certainties were crumbling.

The prophets of the exile challenged the people to think the unthinkable:
· to settle in these foreign countries rather than remain as refugees intent on going home (Jer. 29:5-6).
· to believe that the destruction of Jerusalem was a result of Yahweh’s anger, yet this did not mean that he was an evil capricious god. The fall of Jerusalem was not a sign of his weakness.
· to believe God was a universal God worshipped in Babylon just as well as in Jerusalem

That the faith of Israel survived and was strengthened by the experience of exile is a tribute to their theological reflection and teaching.

The World Stage

Babylon's fall from power was as meteoric as its rise:

562 BC
Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon dies. His successors were not strong enough to hold the huge Assyrio-Babylonian Empire together, and Babylon declined rapidly, defeated firstly by the Medes who were allied to the Persians.
550 BC
Cyrus becomes king of Persia. He decided that Persia was more than an equal partner to the Medes, and set about throwing off the Median alliance, seizing control himself. As a strong king, he extended the Persian kingdom as far as Afghanistan. 

539 BC
Babylon falls to Cyrus and he adds the vast Assyrio-Babylonian Empire to his portfolio. This meant that the Persian Empire reached, in today's terms, from the borders of Egypt and Turkey as far as the borders of Pakistan – a huge area to control. But Persia was not yet satisfied and began to eye up Egypt and Turkey as further areas for conquest.

The Post Exilic Story
In 538 Cyrus' decree permitted the return of Jews to Judah as part of his general policy to return all Babylonian deportees. Cyrus' reasons were pragmatic: he hoped that grateful people would be allies in the far flung corners of his empire. He allowed such returnees to maintain their traditional religions, rebuild their cities and have local autonomy. However, he still kept tight control through the army and a complex governmental system.
Many Jews, unsurprisingly, refused to return to the backward, inhospitable and ruined Jerusalem, and a sizeable Jewish community remained in Babylon (Dn. 6, Ezra 7:6, Neh. 1:1, Esther). This Babylonian settlement became important again in the New Testament era when its stability provided a refuge for the Jews fleeing the Roman reaction to the Jewish revolt of 70 AD. 

Jerusalem was 900 miles away and took at least 4 months for the returning exiles to reach. Its state compared unfavourably to the wealth and civilisation of Babylon. Overall, the exile lasted about 50 years (the 70 years often cited for the duration of the exile is in fact the overall time of Babylon's power). The leaders of the initial return were Zerubbabel, grandson of Jehoiachin (i.e. of the Davidic line) and Jeshua – of a priestly family. The people returned to find a land much of which had become wasteland and ruins. But the land was not uninhabited: the descendants of those left behind still occupied Judah, and the descendants of those Assyria had brought into the land still occupied northern Israel (Ezra 4:1). The returning remnant in patriotic zeal (arrogance?) refused to recognise these locals, and would not include them in their new community. The result, not surprisingly, was tension and opposition. So although sacrifices resumed immediately, preparations for a new temple were stopped by the conflict (Ezra 3-4).
In 520 Temple rebuilding begins, again spurred on by Haggai & Zechariah (Ezra 5:1). These post-exilic prophets saw Zerubbabel in messianic terms, and believed that this was the restoration of Davidic rule promised by the pre-exilic prophets. However, after a short time of instability, King Darius firmly reasserted Persian rule, putting an end to any hopes of independence. Not surprisingly, therefore, the returnees’ morale soon dropped. Their expectations were high, but the reality was depressing:

· there was constant opposition from neighbouring peoples

· they were still a subject oppressed people, even if they were back in their own land (Neh. 9:36-37)
· the country was in ruins, most people were poor, inflation was rampant and famines followed (Hag. 1:6, Neh. 5:1-13); a few became wealthy and exploited the poor

· nothing was on the scale that it had once been. The new temple was but a shadow of its former self (Hag. 2:3, Ezra 3:12), the city and Judah itself was much smaller ('the day of small things' Zech. 4:10). 

It took 5 years for a rudimentary temple to be built (Ezra 6:15).
In 458 BC, nearly 80 years after the first people returned, Ezra returns to Jerusalem with a new group of Babylonian returnees and a new zeal for re-establishing Jerusalem (Ezra 7-10). As with Zerubbabel, this return had the backing of Persia's rulers, probably because at this time there was open revolt in Egypt and Artaxerxes, king of Persia, wanted to ensure Judah's loyalty. Ezra is dismayed by the state of Jerusalem and is intent on re-establishing strict compliance with the law, believing that failure to keep the law had been the cause of Jerusalem's downfall. He does not always meet with agreement (Ezra10:15).
In 445 Nehemiah returns as governor and the walls of Jerusalem are rebuilt. Once more there was much local opposition and low morale (Nehemiah 4, 6). Nehemiah is portrayed as more of a statesman – diplomatic and moderate, in contrast to Ezra. He forbids future interracial marriages rather than dissolving current ones, and he seems more successful in his wall reconstruction and his reform of religion and society. The law is reread and the people covenant anew with Yahweh (Neh. 8-9). Jerusalem is repopulated (Neh. 7:4-5, 11:1-24), debts are cancelled and the poor given opportunity to regain their land (Neh. 5). Nevertheless, there are still recurring abuses (Neh. 13, Ezra 9-10, Malachi) and the people still fail to live God's way in the land.
Back on the world stage, several Kings of Persia accede to the throne and Persia retains its delusions of grandeur. She manages, against the odds, to conquer Egypt – no easy task, and then proceeds to move north towards Turkey. However at this time someone else also had his eye on Turkey. Alexander the Great manages to get there first, and when the Persian army arrives defeats them too. Thus in 331 Alexander the Great conquers the Persian empire. In order to consolidate the gain, and to ensure that no one has thoughts of seceding, he begins a tour of his new Empire, going first to Egypt and then east to Babylon and Persia. Sadly he falls foul of the Indian cuisine, dies suddenly, and the Empire is split between his generals. The Middle East is never to be the same again: Greek culture has hit Asia, and the resulting intermingling of cultures and world views began the process known as hellenization that was to be so influential to the New Testament. This begins the Inter-testamental Period.

Ezra & Nehemiah

Ezra & Nehemiah are without doubt the founders of modern Judaism, and are esteemed as such in Judaism. It was fashionable for a while to see them as a retrograde step: the founders of Jewish legalism – pedantic, narrow minded, xenophobic, legalistic (Ezra 10). You will find this view in many older OT Introductions.
Now it is more fully realised that Israel's survival as a distinct community was dependent on just such an approach. The Jews needed leaders with zeal and energy to reunite the people and give them a new identity in the midst of their disillusionment. The people were in grave danger of being assimilated into the cultures of their neighbours or indeed being completely destroyed by those neighbours. Equally threatening to Israel's existence was the disillusionment with life in the land after the high hopes raised by the prophets. Instead of the ideal world drawn by the prophets, in which there would be peace and Israel would rule, she was still a weak, poor, subjugated country surrounded by powerful enemies. The Davidic line had fizzled out and hope turned to despair.

Post-Exilic Life

At the time of the return, Judah was one province in the vast Persian empire. She was allowed her own religion and a semblance of internal independence, but no real political authority. She was not allowed a king, only a governor who was required to report to Persia regularly. As a result religion became the one focal point for national identity, and Ezra and Nehemiah were instrumental in making it so. The small, threatened nature of the Judean community gave birth to a fairly strict, literal and zealous application of the law which became characteristic of the next few centuries.

It was in this period that canonisation began – the process of deciding which traditions were Holy Scripture, what should be preserved and circulated. This process was all part of the attempt at self identity in a radically changed world. The post-exilic world was thus a very creative period for literature. The Joshua-Kings cycles seems to have been written in their final form (often called the Deuteronomistic history) in this period, the editors having sufficient distance from the events to reflect theologically on them and to see lessons for their own time. This was a major theological work as well as a major literary project. The pre-exilic prophetic writings were also collected and edited: only those prophets who had been vindicated by the events of the exile were retained. The Pentateuch probably also came to its final form in this period. That said, it may be that this literary process had its beginnings in the exile: ex-pats often preserve and keep up the traditions much better!
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