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In the nineteenth year of Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon , Nebuzaradan 

commander of the imperial guard, an official of the king of Babylon, came to 

Jerusalem. He set fir e to the temple of the LORD , the royal palace and all 

the houses of Jerusalem. Every important building he burned down . 

The whole Babylonian army, under the commander of the imperial guard, 
broke down the walls around Jerusalem. Nebuzaradan, the commander of 

the guard, carried into exile the people who remained in the city, along with 
the rest of the populace and those who had gone over to the king of Babylon. 

But the commander left behind some of the poorest people of the land 
to work the vineyards and fie lds . 

 

The Babylonians broke up the bronze pillars, the movable stands and the 
bronze Sea that were at the temple of the LORD  and they carried the bronze 
to Babylon. They also took away the pots, shovels, wick trimmers, dishes 

and all the bronze articles u sed in the temple service.  

The commander of the imperial guard took away the censers and sprinkling 

bowls ñall that were made of pure gold or silver. The bronze from the two 
pillars, the Sea and the movable stands, which Solomon had made for the 

temple of the LORD , was more than could be weighed. Each pillar was 
twenty -seven feet high. The bronze capital on top of one pillar was four and 



 
 

a half feet high and was decorated with a network and pomegranates of 
bronze all around. The other pillar, with its netwo rk, was similar.  

The commander of the guard took as prisoners Seraiah the chief priest , 
Zephaniah the priest next in rank and the three doorkeepers . Of those still 

in the city, he took the officer in charge of the fighting men and five royal 
advisers . He also took the secretary who was chief officer in charge of 

conscripting the people of the land and sixty of his men who were found in 
the city .  

Nebuzaradan the commander took them all and brought them to the king of 

Babylon at Riblah.  There at Riblah, in  the land of Hamath, the king had 
them executed . 

So Judah went into captivity, away from her land.  

Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon appointed Gedaliah son of Ahikam, the son 

of Shaphan, to be over the people he had left behind in Judah .  

When all the army of ficers and their men heard that the king of Babylon had 
appointed Gedaliah as governor, they came to Gedaliah at Mizpah ñIshmael 

son of Nethaniah, Johanan son of Kareah, Seraiah son of Tanhumeth the 
Netophathite, Jaazaniah the son of the Maacathite, and the ir men.   

Gedaliah took an oath to reassure them and their men. òDo not be 
afraid of the Babylonian officials, ó he said. òSettle down in the land and 

serve the king of Babylon, and it will go well with you .ó 

 

(2 Kings 25:8 -24, NIV)  
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I appreciate genuine help and corrections. Please contact me at: 

doug_mason@yahoo.com.au 

All web site addresses provided in this Study were correct at the time of writing. 

Do not accept anything without question.

Verify everything to your own satisfaction.

Believe only what you are fully convinced on.

Live in harmony with your own genuinely held beliefs.

Respect the right of others to have their own beliefs.



 
 

A PERSONAL NOTE 

The deportations  that were experienced by the Hebrew peoples at  the hands of the Assyrian 
and Babylonian empires scarred the ir  memories and those of their descendants. This Study 

examines the period of the neo -Babylonian exile. It has a direct impact today, since the 

actions taken by those Exiles and by those who came after them affected much of the 
Hebrew Scriptures.  

This Study was initially undertaken because of  the significance that the neo-Babylonian 

Exile  has on the totalitarian claims of  the Governing Body of Jehovah õs Witnesses  (GB). 
However, r ather than limit th is Study to a constant countering of position s hel d by the GB , 

this Study focuses on the context of the Exile . A direct address of the GB õs positions is 

limited to the latter Chapters  

A writer produces a work like this to help them organise their own thoughts and to help 
them understand their own disparat e thoughts. So I am my main reader, and I have 

lear ned a lot while preparing this S tudy , and it has put layers of humanity and colours to 

my understanding of the period. This has been a most interesting ride . I know that I could 
have presented more , but th e time comes to pause, take a rest  and reflect.  

I appreciate comments, no matter how critical. Advice and suggestions are most welcome 

and appreciated. I claim to be a graduate of the University of Life, from the Faculty of Hard 
Knocks, nothing more. My c riterion has been that I must be able to understand what I am 

writing or referring to; there is no benefit  in digging excessively deep holes.  

I am certain that students on both sides of the debate on the Babylonian Captivity and the 
ò70 Years ó will take is sue with points that I make. This is their right and that is what they 

must do should they disagree or know more than I do. I never want to see clones, rather I 

love to see thinkers who continually challenge their own belief system and are prepared to 

make  honestly -held adjustments. I apply these sentiments myself.  

The r eferences I provide as support are from mainstream, generally -held, centre -of-the -road 

sources, and more such sources could have been provided. These should be sought and 

consulted, so that a genuinely held personal conviction is arrived at. Rich veins of thought 
are readily available.  The material I cite is either readily available on the Internet or as hard 

copy books. None should be difficult to locate, and this should be done.  

Please u se thoughts expressed in this Study as triggers, and be prepared to learn . Take on 
board the knowledge that is widely available. This Study touches on the nature, creation 

and transmission of Scripture, which is a rich and significant minefield to be pursued.  I 

hope this Study is used as an initial resource for your further study.  

This Study does not discuss the merits or otherwise of the neo -Babylonian dates and 

chronology. This  is not needed and would have introduced opportunities for unwanted 

diversions. Th ere is an unwarranted and unhealthy hazard in making one õs faith rely on 

dates and chronologies. Where a cited reference does include dates, naturally I have left the 
citation intact.  

I use the New International Version  (NIV) throughout this Study, althoug h I am aware it has 

limitations.  

I sincerely pray that t he experiences of Israel and Judah  provide personal lessons.  

Finally, I am grateful to the following for their support as I prepared this study: òLeoloaiaó; 

òGobató; òCabasilas ó. This does not mean they agree with or endorse all or anything I have 
written in this Study. For that, I take full and sole responsibility. I also fully appreciate the 

moral support that has been provided by others. You will know who m I mean.  

Doug  
Melbourne  

December  2009  

doug_mason1940@yahoo.com.au  

http://www.jwstudies.com  

mailto:doug_mason1940@yahoo.com.au
http://www.jwstudies.com/
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OVERVIEW OF THE BABYLONIAN EXILE 

The nations of Judah and Israel, collectives of a dozen family clans, were small sub servient 

players to the power  of Assyria, Babylon,  Egypt, Medo -Persia , Greece and Rome as they vied 

for regional domination.  

As each power achieved its regional dominance, it prosecuted its own policy in regards to 
the defeated people. When the Assyrians dest royed Israel, the ir policy was to remove  the 

inhabitants and repopulat e the land  with exiles from other nations. When the Babylonians 

invaded Judah, they remov ed those in authority, the power brokers. This limited the 
likelihood of rebellion and made it ea sier for the Babylonians to govern a defeated region. 

The Persians sought cooperation  from subservient nations , which allow ed those  vassal 

states to live in more harmonious conditions.  

Broadly speaking, be fore the repeated invasion s by the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar, 

the  power brokers of Judah included the royal court, religious leaders, military  leaders , 

artisans, and a power group, the òPeople of the Land ó. Nebuchadnezzar kept removing 
people from th at  layer  of power brokers and intelligentsia , ultima tely leaving behind just the 

poorest of the People of the Land to tend it.  

In exile, many  Jews were absorbed into the Babylonian economy,  some becoming influential 

business entrepreneurs, as illustrated with the Egibi family. Decades later, when Persia 
conquered Babylon, many Jews decided to remain in Babylon.  

But t he Babylonians did not extinguish the memory and the yearning from the minds of the 

exiled leaders  of Judah . The religious leaders , who  sought to provide the ir  explanation for 
their current  condi tion , asked why the Lord had caused them to be driven from the land he 

promised to their fathers Abraham and Moses . When the  religious leaders  wrote and 

rewrote their explanation , the y taught that the Lord had brought this destruction upon 
them because for  a very long time the nation õs leaders and people  had not heeded the 

warnings given by the Lord õs prophets and religious leaders.  

The record s from through their hands  were later incorporated into the canonised Hebrew 
Scriptures, thereby producing significa nt part s of what is now known by many as the òOld 

Testament ó. Their records survived, albeit after undergoing further editing and revision s 

during subsequent centuries by people with now unknown motives . The documents were  

also  affected  by unintended mista kes made during the copying  process . 

The Hebrew Scriptures are a record provided by  Judah õs religious power group . They 

interpreted political history in terms of activities undertaken by the Lord through  his 

agencies.  He who writes the histori cal record co ntrols the history.  

The deep longing for Jerusalem held by the religious group , more likely a longing for the 

power they had lost  or desired  to have , created a ritualistic fundamentalism that was better 

able to be express ed when the Babylon ian  rulership was replaced by th at of Persia.  The 
result ing sectors of Jud ah ultimately  dominate d the nation õs lives . 

Whether the exiles created  the Hebrew Scriptures  or whether they impress ed their 

viewpoint into existing documents, the material they developed  state s tha t warnings had  
repeatedly been given to God õs people through  the  centuries  from the time of Moses . These 

stories repeatedly told the  people and their leaders to obey the Lord õs commands and 

decrees, else he would have his chosen nation  and  the beloved city  destroyed , and the 

people removed from the land he had given them.  

The books of  Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings, and Jeremiah , which were  built on the 

foundation set in Deuteronomy , were shaped to promote the view that failure to heed the 

Lord as expressed through his prophets would cause God to punish them most severely.  

This view  is also seen in the writings and in the prophets, including Zephaniah, Amos, 

Jeremiah, Ezekiel  and in the latter chapters attributed to Isaiah.  

It is likely the exiles produced th e books of Lamentations and Job ; these provide the 
modern reader with an insight into the religious leaders õ pain.  
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The telling test for Judah came through the prophet Jeremiah , who  told  Judah to willingly 

bow to the  Lordõs declaration that Babylon w ould  enjoy a 70 -year period of regional 
supremacy. Jeremiah warned that s hould Judah not accept this declaration by the Lord, 

then the warning s that repeatedly had been given since Moses õ time would finally be 

executed, with the city destroyed and its inhabitants  removed. But if the people willingly 
bowed to the Lord õs declaration through Jeremiah, the city would be spared.  

Judah õs king Zedekiah , however , did not obey God õs explicit instruction given to him by the 

true prophet  Jeremiah , so Jerusalem was destroyed.  

The religious power brokers defined evil in terms of failure to heed the prophets. Any ruler 
who sided with the religious leaders, such as Josiah, was praised for their action. None of 

these records provides the viewpoint of the òPeople of the Land ó. 

The Scriptures , being mainly the product of the religionists of Judah,  record that all rulers  
of its neighbour Israel  were evil, disobedient to the Lord, and th is was the reason the nation  

had been destroyed . The actual overwhelming power of Assyria and the pl ay of regional 

politics were not taken into account for Israel õs ultimate destruction.  

Judah should have learned the  lesson  given through Israel õs experience , but Judah did not  

learn, and hence was adjudged to be in a condi tion worse than Israel õs. 

Jeremia h declared that Judah õs servitude to Babylon would end only when Babylon 
received its own punishing death blow . But when Babylon õs domination  ultimately did  come 

to pass , Daniel still saw no relief being provided to  the Lord õs people.  So Daniel prayed for 

the city.  

Down through the centuries , whenever  the Lord condemned his chosen people to 
destruction, he  had also promised the y would return , to be his chosen people . But this 

firstly required a national confession of their sins and a genuine turn to religio us purity.  If 

the people turned spiritually to the Lord, t hey would be able to return physically . When 
Daniel discerned  this in Jeremiah, he faced in the direction of Jerusalem and poured out 

his confessional prayer , which included òall Israel ó. 

In respons e to Daniel õs prayer, the angel Gabriel answered that  although the people were 
now permitted to return, Judah would continue to experience subservience , this time of a 

longer period, and no longer to an earthly nation but to the Lord  himself . 

Daniel õs conf essional prayer had achieved one objective, the people would return and 
Jerusalem would be rebuilt. But the nation overall had not learned it s lesson and hence 

was deserving of further punishing. Instead of being required to willingly serve a human 

nation  for 70 years , they were now allocated a greater period of 70 ôheptads õ, during which 

they were to end their sinful ways  and institute righteousness.  The supremacy of Babylon 
had lasted  70 years,  but because of Judah õs intransigence, the Lord  extended this servitude 

to him to 70 ôperiods of seven õ (heptads ). 

The starting point of that 70 -heptad period is vaguely set , and each option offered is open to 
rigorous debate. L ikewise , the  overall length of the 70 ôheptads õ and its internal time 

divisions are open t o a range of interpretations, if indeed precise lengths were intended.  

Similarly with the period õs termination , with suggested events placed centuries apart . Th e 
vagueness of Gabriel õs answer has generated a plethora of interpretations and conclusions, 

each passionately held.  

Cyrus, the victor over Babylon, issued a Decree setting free the captives from the many 
nations defeated by Babylon. Some Jews took advantage of Cyrus õ permission to return to 

their homeland.  

The temple was rebuilt some 20 years after Babylon f ell  to the Persians, followed by t he 

restoration of the walls around Jerusalem . 

Having deep concern  for  str ict fundamentalist requirements  Nehemiah and Ezra , a 

descendant of the exiles  and an ideologue , made every effort to reinstate and enforce 

religious purity. Although there were attempts to reinstat e a monarchy, ultimately the 
authority of the religious élite  at Jerusalem was established.  
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Some 200 years  after Ezra , the  nation õs history was written once more, producing the books 

known as Chronic les.1 While the se books are similar to the books of Kings, the ir  focus and 
purpose are different , along with the inclusion of a few notable discrepancies.  

Thus, instead of monarchs  being the supreme arbiters of good and evil before the Lord, that 

power lay  with the priests.  Although the kings of I srael and of Judah ceased to sit on the 
throne , Jehovah  continued to have his representatives . 

There was a very clear decoupling of the destruction wrought on Jerusalem/Judah and the 

70 years of servitude/Babylonia n domination.  The destruction was the outcome of the 

people failing over many centuries to obey God ; it was a conditiona l  prophecy, the outcome 
of which depended on the people õs response. However, the servitude to Babylon, 

experienced by several countries,  was unconditional . It would come to pass, no matter 

what.  At times the unconditional prophecy encountered the conditional prophecy  

Serve the king of Babylon  [unconditional ], and you will live. 

Why should this city become a ruin  [conditional ]?2 

The likely event that started the Seventy Years is identified in the direct context of the 70 -
year prophecy (Jer 25:11), with the Lordõs declaration at Jer 25:9.  

òI will summon all the peoples of the north and my servant 

Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon, ó declares the LORD, òand I 

will bring them against this land and its inhabitants and 
against all the surrounding nations. ó3 

Since the ò70 years ó is the duration of Babylon õs supremacy, it is only natural that the 

period began with the moment that the Lord summoned Babyl on to that role. The Bible 
writers were far more concerned at the people return ing  home, rather than trying to locate a 

moment in history when the Seventy Years commenced.  

The end of the Seventy Years is positively decoupled from the Jews õ return. The end of the 
70 Years is the time Babylon stopped being the regional super power  [unconditional ]. But 

the return of the Jews was conditional . Their return depended on the people calling on the 

Lord,  not the other way around. Then,  and only then , would the Lord r espond. But they had 

to wait until the 70 years had ended.  

òFor I know the plans I have for you, ó declares the LORD , 

òplans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you 

hope and a future. Then YOU WILL CALL UPON ME  and 
COME AND PRAY TO ME , and I W ILL LISTEN TO YOU . YOU 

WILL SEEK ME  and FIND ME  when YOU SEEK ME  with all 

Your Heart. I WILL BE FOUND BY YOU ,ó declares the LORD , 
òand will bring you back from captivity. I will gather you from 

all the nations and places where I have banished you, ó 

declare s the LORD , òand will bring you back to the place from 
which I carried you into exile. ó4 

Hence the significance of Daniel õs confessional prayer. However, since his prayer was not a 

national confession of sin or a national seeking of the L ord , although the  people  were 

permitted to return, the initial 70 years of servitude was lengthened  by a factor of 7. At the 
conclusion of this new period the nation was to demonstrate that they had learned the 

lessons being taught and they had reformed their ways.  

 

                                              
1 The Chronicler may also have been responsible for compiling the book of Ezra.  
2 Jer. 27 :17  
3 Jer 25:9  
4 Jer. 29:11 -14  
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THE HUMAN CONTEXT OF THE BABYLONIAN EXILE 

The Babylonian Exil e has had a huge impact on the Jews.  They have never allowed its 

memory to fade. The ir  experience deeply influenced the written record, the Hebrew 

Scriptures, and it was directly responsible for the re ligious direction taken within Judaism.  

The destruction of Jerusalem, the cessation of the sacrificial 
cult and monarchy, and the experience of the exile, began to 

cause a transformation of Isra élite  religion which supplied the 

contours of the larger Judai c framework within which the 
various forms of Judaism, including the early Christian 

movement, developed. 5 

By the time of Judah õs momentous experiences at the hand of Babylon, their northern 
neighbour, the clans of Israel, had been vanquished by the powerf ul Assyrians. 6 In 

accordance with their practice, Assyria replaced the exiled Isra élite s with deportees from 

other areas. This was done to assert sovereignty over vassal kingdoms, reduce resistance, 
and demoralise the people.  

The king of Assyria brought p eople from Babylon, Cuthah, 

Avva, Hamath and Sepharvaim and settled them in the towns 

of Samaria to replace the Isra élite s. They took over Samaria 

and lived in its towns. 7 

The more cruel Assyrians carried out a policy of displacing 
populations, breaking up  and scattering them, and leaving 

them to lose their national identity through intermarriage and 

other forms of absorption. 8 

Some Israelites migrated to the southern kingdom of Judah.  

King Manasseh and Assyria 

Manasseh was king of Judah during Assyria õs dominance. He ascended the throne of Judah 

when Judah was in dire straits, but he made it strong and prosperous. The Assyrian 

records speak of him as a faithful vassal, so it is likely that his religious reforms reflected 
his willingness to follow the tradit ions of the Assyrians.  

The biblical accounts diverge, one portraying him as the 

epitome of a sinner (2 Kings 21:1 -18) and the other as the 
paradigm of a repenting sinner (2 Chron 33:1 -20). ...  

Looking beyond the biblical text, we receive a different pictur e, 

that of the faithful vassal (of Assyria). ... The archaeological 
evidence from the time of Manasseh õs reign points in the same 

direction. Manasseh inherited a small vassal kingdom 

suffering the repercussions of Sennacherib õs campaign in 
Judah in 701 BCE . ...  

As far as can be deduced from the archaeological data, Judah 

suffered no great destruction during this period. ...  

In view of this data, Manasseh emerges as an astute king of 
Judah, whose aim was to adopt a policy toward his Neo -

Assyrian overlords th at best benefited an independent Judah. 

... Agriculture and trade profited from the lack of war and 
helped the land of Judah to regain its strength. 9 

                                              
5 Scott, page 2  
6 1 Chronicles 5:26; 2 Kings 15:29; 17:3 -6 
7 2 Kings 17:24  
8 OTS, page 357  
9 DOTHB, pp 674 -675  
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Manasseh adopted apostate and idolatrous forms of worship 

As faithful vassal of Assyria, Manasseh adopted apostate and idolatrous forms of worship . 

This mea nt the Yahwists at Jerusalem were marginalised, without power or influence. How 
much they wanted religious ceremonies centralised at Jerusalem! Manasseh permitted Baal 

worship at High Places around the country , and even erected pagan symbols within the 

Yahwist õs temple at Jerusalem.  

Manasseh reversed the religious reforms carried out by his 

father. He erected altars to Baal, made a pole to Asherah, built 

altars to ôôall the heavenly host ó in the Jerusalem temple, and 

probably also sacrificed his son, all re ligious acts that the 
Deuteronomistic author(s) condemned as alien to the cult of 

Yahweh (2 Kings 21:2 -7a). In addition, Manasseh is accused of 

shedding innocent blood (2 Kings 21:16). 10 

The Yahwists õ record 11 of Manasseh reflects their attitude towards him and to his rule.  

The biblical texts demonize Manasseh by telling how he 

sponsored apostate and idolatrous forms of worship (2 Kings 
21:1 -9). ... Manasseh õs propagation of unorthodox worship 

(and Ahaz õs before him [cf. 2 Kings 16:10 -16]), therefore, while 

probably reflecting Assyrian (and Aramaean) influence, most 
likely represented a voluntary incorporation of Assyrian 

religious elements  that also revived much older religious 

practices from the time before Hezekiah õs reforms. 12 

ñPeople of the Landò installed Josiah 

The òPeople of the Land ó was a power  group that play ed a key role in Judah . 

Manasseh died in 644 BCE, and his son Amon (643 -642 BCE) 

reigned only two years before being assassinated by his own 

royal officials  (2 Kings 21: 19 -26; 2 Chron 33:21 -25). ...  

A group called òthe people of the land, ó who earlier had 

assisted in the overthrow of Queen Athaliah, killed the 

assassins and placed the eight -year -old Josiah on the throne . 

Many suggestions exist as to the exact nature and makeup of 

this influential group, but it appears at least to have been one 

with judicial authority and military strength, perhaps the 
aristocratic landowners rather than simple farmers or 

residents of provincial towns outside the capital.  One fairly 

consistent tendency whenever this  group appears in the OT 

Historical Books, however, is that the òpeople of the land ó 
were a political group  whose politics were pro -Assyrian, pro -

Davidic and anti -Egyptian .13 

The rise of Egypt 

Assyria õs declin  in power  benefited the rise of Egypt.  

When Josi ah came to the throne in 641 BCE, the reign of 

(Assyria õs king) Ashurbanipal was half over, and Assyria had 

entered a downward spiral from which it would not recover . ...  

As Assyria declined, Egypt, an ally of Assyria since early in the 

reign of Ashurbani pal, benefited the most . During the long 

reign of Psammetichus I (664 -610 BCE), Egypt played an ever -

                                              
10  DOTHB, p. 674  
11  Firstly at 2 Kings, written during or soon after the Exile, and centuries later in 2 Chronicles.  
12  DOTHB, p. 474  
13  DOTHB, p. 474 (emphases supplied)  
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increasing role in the control of Syria -Palestine that filled the 

void  created by Assyrian withdrawal. 14 

Josiah, the reformist king 

The later writers of the  Hebrew Scriptures, exiles who were Yahwists, wrote glowingly of 

Josiah õs reforms.  

Against this background, 2 Kings 22 -23 and 2 Chronicles 34 -
35 depict Josiah as the most righteous king in Judah õs history  

and the one who most closely matches the values of the 

biblical writers. ...  

The primary reason for the positive judgment of the biblical 
writers concerning Josiah is that he is said to have undertaken 

an extensive religious reform that focused on reversing the 

apostate practices of Manasseh by centralizin g worship in 
Jerusalem and destroying all outlying sanctuaries. é 

The accounts (in the books of Kings and Chronicles) emphasize 

that the primary impetus for Josiah õs actions was the 
discovery of a òbook of the law ó in the temple . é The biblical 

narratives,  at least, emphasize that this law book õs concerns 

for the people õs covenant with and exclusive worship of God 
propelled Josiah õs religious actions. 15 

This òbook of the Law ó was discovered during renovations to the Temple.  

It is likely no accident that Josi ah began his purge of the 

temple in his twelfth year, c. 628/627 BCE. Temple renovation 
is frequently a signal of claims to political independence 

because temples symbolize national sovereignty in the ancient 

world.  16 

Death of Josiah 

Josiah, reformist king  who supported the aims of the Yahwists in their desire that worship 

be centralised at Jerusalem, paid with his life when he sought to interfere with Egypt on 

behalf of his Babylonian allies.  

Josiah õs great -grandfather Hezekiah had been allied with the 

Bab ylonians in his revolt against the Assyrians ... and Josiah õs 

attempt to stop Pharaoh Neco of Egypt at Megiddo indicates 
that he was supporting his Babylonian allies in their efforts to 

destroy the Assyrian army at Haran. ...  

The Babylonian Chronicle indic ates that the Egyptians had 
attempted to support the Assyrians against the Babylonians ... 

Although Josiah prevented the Egyptians from arriving in 

Haran in time to join the Assyrian army õs final battle, this 

move apparently cost him his life. ...  

The Chro nicler õs History indicates that Josiah was killed in 

battle (2 Chron 35:20 -27). The Deuteronomistic History, 

however, simply states that Neco put Josiah to death (2 Kings 
23:29), which has prompted speculation that Neco executed a 

potentially troublesome v assal.  17 

                                              
14  DOTHB, p. 474 -475  
15  DOTHB, p. 475  
16  DOTHB: p.579  
17  DOTHB p. 579  
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Egypt replaced Judahôs new king Jehoahaz with Jehoiakim 

Assyria went into steady decline during the time of Josiah õs reign. Egypt õs growing 

ascendancy brought it dominant control of Judah õs affairs.  

Egypt under the Twenty -Sixth (Saite) Dynasty cam e to play the 

dominant role in Syria -Palestine during this period of Assyrian 

decline. 18 

When Josiah was killed, the òPeople of the Land ó exercised their authority and replaced him 

with his pro -Babylonian son, Jehoahaz. Thus, even though the Yahwist priests  were 

supported by the throne, the monarch was selected by the òPeople of the Land ó, this 

indicating their continuing influence.  

Egypt , however,  exerted its authority over Judah and after Jehoahaz had been on the 

throne for only three months, the Egyptians  replaced him with a king of its own choosing, 

naming him Jehoiakim. This action was intended to make him, and in turn Judah , 
beholden to Egypt  and  to provide a buffer to the Babylonians.  

Following his return from Haran, Neco removed the pro -

Babylonian Jeh oahaz son of Josiah from the Judean  throne 
and replaced him with his pro -Egyptian brother Jehoiakim. 19 

Pharaoh Neco II õs act of deposing and appointing Judean  kings 

immediately after Josiah õs death implies Egyptian control of 
the royal affairs of Judah, at least from this point forward. 20 

In that short period , Assyria õs power was extinguished, Josiah was killed, and Egypt had 

replaced Judah õs new king with the monarch of its choosing.  

The years 610 -609 BCE marked the end of both the reign of 
Josiah and the vi tality of Assyria. After Josiah õs death the 

òpeople of the land ó enthroned Jehoahaz II, who was later 

deposed by Neco II and replaced with the Egyptian appointee 
Jehoiakim (2 Kings 23:30 -34) 21. Egypt õs prominent role in 

these affairs is a fitting conclusion  not only to the reign of 

Josiah, but also to the entire period of Assyrian dominance. 
After 609 BCE Assyria would never again play a significant role  

in the politics of the ancient Near East or in the life of Judah.  

Until the southern kingdom õs end in the  exile of 586 BCE, 
[Judah õs] fate would be intertwined with the two world powers 

now dominant on the scene: Babylonia and Egypt. 22 

Babylon, the new dominant power 

A shift in power took place four years later. Egypt and Babylon under crown prince 
Nebuchadnez zar engaged in battle at Carchemish, with Egypt suffering a humiliating rout. 

By achieving this victory, Babylon became the region õs dominant power, with control of 

Judah passing from Egypt to Babylon.  

Pharaoh Neco king of Egypt, which was defeated at Car -
chemish on the Euphrates River by Nebuchadnezzar king of 

Babylon in the fourth 23 year of Jehoiakim son of Josiah king of 

Judah. 24 

                                              
18  DOTHB p. 475  
19  DOTHB p. 579  
20  DOTHB p. 476  
21  See also 2 Chronicles 36:1 -4 
22  DOTHB p. 476; see also p. 480  
23  While this was the fourth y ear in accordance with the dating system used by Jeremiah (Jer 25:1 

also), it was his third year according to the dating system used by Daniel (1:1).  
24  Jer 46:2  



The Human Context of the Babylonian Exile  

8 

When Nebuchadnezzar took control of Judah, he exiled to Babylon members of the royal 

family and nobility , including Daniel . 

In t he third year of the reign of Jehoiakim king of Judah, 

Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon came to Jerusalem and 

besieged it. And the Lord delivered Jehoiakim king of Judah 
into his hand,  along with some of the articles from the temple 

of God. These he carried off to the temple of his god in 

Babylonia and put in the treasure house of his god.  

Then the king ordered Ashpenaz, chief of his court officials, to 
bring in some of the Isra élite s from the royal family and the 

nobility  ñ young men without any physical def ect, handsome, 

showing aptitude for every kind of learning, well informed, 
quick to understand, and qualified to serve in the king õs 

palace . He was to teach them the language and literature of 

the Babylonians. é Among these were some from Judah: 
Daniel, Ha naniah, Mishael and Azariah. é And Daniel 

remained there until the first year of King Cyrus. 25 

The king of Egypt did not march out from his own country 
again, because the king of Babylon had taken all his territory, 

from the Wadi of Egypt to the Euphrates R iver .26 

 

Figure 1: Babylonian Chronicle  

                                              
25  Daniel 1:1 -4, 6; 21  
26  2 Kings 24:7  
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Jehoiakim rebelled 

Nebuchadnezzar dominated Judah. But when Egypt and Babylon later fought an indecisive 

battle, Jehoiakim drew heart from this and refused to pay tribute to Babylon.  

During J ehoiakim õs reign, Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon 

invaded the land, and Jehoiakim became his vassal for three 

years. But then [Jehoiakim] changed his mind and rebelled 
against Nebuchadnezzar. 27 

Nebuchadnezzar removed Jehoiachin and people who exerted power 

Jehoiakim õs refusal to pay tribute caused Nebuchadnezzar to lay siege against Jerusalem. 

By that time, Jehoiakim had died in mysterious circumstances and Jehoiachin was on the 

throne. Nebuchadnezzar prevailed and Babylon removed the new king and people of 
authority to Babylon. This action limited the likelihood of rebellion and made it easier for 

the Babylonians to govern a defeated region.  

The population of Jerusalem and Judah which was taken into 
exile was largely drawn from the upper strata of society , wh ich 

was the normal deportation policy  of these Mesopotamian 

empires. ... From Kings and Jeremiah we can only draw the 
conclusion that a significant proportion of the élite  of Judah, 

probably numbering several thousands, were exiled to 

Babylonia. 28 

The write r of Kings reported that Nebuchadnezzar removed the leaders:  

Jehoiachin king of Judah, his mother, his attendants, his 

nobles  and his officials all surrendered  to [Nebuchadnezzar]. ...  

He carried into exile all Jerusalem: all the officers  and fighting 
men , and all the craftsmen  and artisans ña total of ten 

thousand. Only the poorest people of the land were left. 

Nebuchadnezzar took Jehoiachin  captive to Babylon. He also 
took from Jerusalem to Babylon the king õs mother , his wives , 

his officials  and the leadin g men of the land . The king of 

Babylon also deported to Babylon the entire force of seven 
thousand fighting men , strong and fit for war, and a thousand 

craftsmen  and artisans . 29  

Jeremiah also reported that Nebuchadnezzar removed people of the upper echelo n:  

Jehoiachin  son of Jehoiakim king of Judah and the officials , 

the craftsmen  and the artisans  of Judah were carried into exile 

from Jerusalem to Babylon by Nebuchadnezzar king of 
Babylon. 30 

[Nebuchadnezzar] carried Jehoiachin son of Jehoiakim king of 

Judah  into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon, along with all the 

nobles  of Judah and Jerusalem .31 

When Jeremiah wrote to the exiles in Babylon, he described them as the élite, residents  of 

the city:  

This is the text of the letter that the prophet Jeremiah sent 
fro m Jerusalem to the surviving elders  among the exiles and to 

the priests , the prophets  and all the other people 

Nebuchadnezzar had carried into exile from Jerusalem  to 
Babylon. (This was after King Jehoiachin  and the queen 

                                              
27  2 Kings 24:1  
28  Mein, pp. 55 -56  
29  2 Kings 24:12, 14 -16  
30  Jer. 24:1  
31  Jer. 27:20  
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mother , the court officials  and th e leaders  of Judah and 

Jerusalem, the craftsmen  and the artisans  had gone into exile  
from Jerusalem .)32 

When Nebuchadnezzar later destroyed the city and its temple, he executed the people who 

held power in the city,  including the òchief officer in charge of  conscripting the people of the 
land  and sixty of his men ó. 

The commander of the guard took as prisoners Seraiah the 

chief priest , Zephaniah the priest next in rank  and the three 

doorkeepers . Of those still in the city, he took the officer in 
charge  of the  fighting men, and seven royal advisers . He also 

took the secretary who was chief officer  in charge of 

conscripting the people of the land  and sixty of his men  who 
were found in the city. Nebuzaradan the commander took 

them all and brought them to the king  of Babylon at Riblah. 

There at Riblah, in the land of Hamath, the king had them 
executed .33 

The people left by the Babylonians were the òpoorest people of the land ó. In an agrarian 

economy, they would form the largest portion of the population.  

The Chaldea ns, following standard Mesopotamian practice, 
deported the Jews after they had conquered Jerusalem in 597 

BC. The deportations were large, but certainly didn õt involve 

the entire nation. Somewhere around 10,000 people were 
forced to relocate to the city of  Babylon, the capital of the 

Chaldean empire.  In 586 BC, Judah itself ceased to be an 

independent kingdom, and the earlier deportees found 
themselves without a homeland, without a state, and without a 

nation. This period, which actually begins in 597 but i s 

traditionally dated at 586, is called the Exile in Jewish history; 
it ends with an accident in 538 when the Persians overthrow 

the Chaldeans. 34 

Zedekiah installed by Babylon but the Jews recognised Jehoiachin 

Nebuchadnezzar replaced Jehoiachin with his un cle Mattaniah, and renamed him 

Zedekiah.  

[Nebuchadnezzar] made Mattaniah , Jehoiachin õs uncle, king 

in his place and changed his name to Zedekiah .35 

Although Jehoiachin had been taken to Babylon as a captive, Jews in Babylon and in 
Judah maintained their rec ognition of him as their monarch. The prophet Ezekiel poured 

scorn on the òprince in Jerusalem ó, never calling Babylon õs puppet Zedekiah by name, and 

all the time , Ezekiel dated his exile in terms of Jehoiachin.  

Jewish prophets at Jerusalem predicted Jehoi achin õs imminent return 36, and Jeremiah had 

to instruct the Jews in Babylon to settle down and not listen to the similar voices in their 

community.  Jewish tradition claims that Jehoiachin was the first lay leader in Babylon, 
known with the title Exilarch ( òChief or Prince of the Captivity ó), and that all subsequent 

Exilarchs were descended from Jehoiachin.  

EXILARCH,  in Jewish history, òChief or Prince of the 

Captivity. ó The Jews  of Babylonia , after the fall of the first 
temple, were termed by Jeremiah  and Ezekiel  the people of the 

òExile. ó Hence the head of the Babylonian Jews was the 

                                              
32  Jer. 29:1 -2 
33  Jer. 52:24 -27  
34  http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/Exile.html  
35  2 Kings 24:17  
36  Jer. 28:4  
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exilarch (in Aramaic Resh Galutha) .  The office was hereditary 

and carried with it considerable power. Some traditions 
regarded the last king  of Davidic descent (Jehoiachin) as the 

first exilarch, and all the later holders of the dignity claimed to 

be scions of the royal house of Judah . ... Hezekiah  (c. 1040) 

was the last Babylonian exilarch, though the title left its traces 
in later ages. 37 

Jerusalemôs temple, important buildings and walls destroyed 

During Nebuchadnezzar õs nineteenth year, the Babylonian army return ed, destroyed the 

city õs major buildings and its surrounding walls. Once more Nebuchadnezzar removed its 
king, along with members of the upper echelon and some of the òPeople of the Land ó. But 

this time the king was not replaced. Babylon left the poorest o f the People of the Land to 

tend the vineyards and fields.  

The account at 2 Kings 25 The account at Jeremiah 52 

In the nineteenth year of Nebuchadnezzar 

king of Babylon, Nebuzaradan é set fire to 
the temple of the LORD , the royal palace 

and all the houses  of Jerusalem. Every 

important building he burned down . The 
whole Babylonian army é broke down the 

walls  around Jerusalem.  

In the nineteenth year of Nebuchadnezzar 

king of Babylon, Nebuzaradan é set fire to 
the temple of the LORD , the royal palace 

and all the houses of Jerusalem. Every 

important building he burned down . The 
whole Babylonian army é broke down all 

the walls  around Jerusalem.  

The commander of the guard carried into 
exile some of the poorest people and those 

who remained in the city , along with  the 

rest of the craftsmen and those who had 
gone over to the king of Babylon. But 

Nebuzaradan left behind the rest of the 

poorest people of the land  to work the 

vineyards and fields .38 

The commander of the guard took as 

prisoners Seraiah the chief priest , 

Zephaniah the priest next in rank  and the 
three doorkeepers . Of those still in the city, 

he took the officer in charge  of the fighting 

men and five  royal advisers . He also took 
the secretary  who was chief officer in charge 

of conscripting the people of th e land  and 

sixty of his men  who were found in the city. 
é The king had them executed. So Judah 

went into captivity, away from her land. 39 

The commander of the guard took as 

prisoners Seraiah the chief priest , 

Zephaniah the priest next in rank  and the 
three doorkeepers . Of those still in the city, 

he took the officer in charge  of the fighting 

men, and seven  royal advisers . He also took 
the secretary  who was chief officer in charge 

of conscripting the people of the land and 

sixty of his men  who were found in t he city. 
é The king had them executed. So Judah 

went into captivity, away from her land. 40 

 

Provincial governor appointed 

To help manage the Judean s following the final destruction of Jerusalem õs main buildings, 

Nebuchadnezzar appointed Gedaliah  as Governo r of the colony.  

The city and temple were thoroughly sacked and another 

group of people [was] taken into exile (2 Kings 25:8 -21). A 

governor was appointed, and Judah was incorporated into the 

administrative structure of the Babylonian empire  (2 Kings 
25:22 -24). With the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 the state 
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38  Jer. 52:12 -16  
39  2 Kings 25:8 -10, 18 -19, 21  
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of Judah ceased to exist as an independent political entity , and 

a new and important phase in Jewish history began. 41 

But the people murdered the appointed Governor and all involved fled to Egypt.  

Gedaliah took an oath to reassure them and their men. òDo 

not be afraid of the Babylonian officials ,ó he said. òSettle down 
in the land and serve the king of Babylon, and it will go well 

with you .ó In the seventh month, however, Ishmael son of 

Nethaniah, the son of Elishama, who was of royal blood, came 

with ten men and assassinated Gedaliah and also the men of 
Judah and the Babylonians who were with him  at Mizpah. At 

this, all the people from the least to the greatest, together with 

the army officers, fled to  Egypt for fear of the Babylonians. 42 

Ishmael and Gedaliah: The Collapse of the House of David 

The collapse of the house of David in the book of Jeremiah 

culminates with the character of Ishmael ben Nethaniah. 

Ishmael continues the pattern of Davidic disobe dience 
reflected in Judahõs final four rulers: Jehoahaz, Jehoiakim, 

Jehoiachin, and Zedekiah.  ... The result of this persistent 

royal disobedience, accompanied by the rebellion of the nation 
at large (cf 37:1 -2), is that Yahweh has decreed the temporary 

subjugation of Judah to Babylon and the removal of the 

Davidic ruler from the throne. In fact, the book of Jeremiah 

engages in some of the most shocking rhetoric in all of the 
Hebrew Bible to present the full force of this theo -political 

perspective, sugges ting that Babylon has replaced Jerusalem 

as the city of shalom (cf. 29:4 -7, 16 -19) and that 
Nebuchadnezzar has replaced the Davidic king as Yahwehõs 

divinely appointed ruler and òservantó (cf. 25:9; 27:6; 43:10). 

Stulman explains concerning this viewpoint in Jeremiah, òAs 
Yahwehõs servant or vassal, Nebuchadnezzar cannot be 

opposed. Non -compliance to his decrees is denounced as false 

and viewed as direct insubordination.ó This arrangement is 
temporary (cf. 25:11; 27:7; 50 -51), and Nebuchadnezzar only 

retain s this status as long as he serves as the instrument of 

Yahweh's wrath against sinful Judah (cf. 21:2, 4, 7; 25:9, 11, 

12; 27:6, 8, 12). Nevertheless, any attempt on the part of 
Judah to circumvent this subjugation through political or 

military maneuvering  will only serve to bring the nation under 

further divine judgment (cf. 27:12 -15; 34:1 -7; 37:6 -10; 38:2 -3, 
17 -23).  

It appears that Ishmaelõs assassination of Gedaliah is precisely 

an attempt to overturn this divine decree of subjugation and to 
restore the old order of Davidic rule over Judah. The murder of 

Gedaliah is not only a senseless act of violence but also 

represents an attack on the divinely appointed leadership of 
Judah in that: (1) Gedaliah is appointed by Nebuchadnezzar 

(cf. 40:5, 7, 11; 41:2, 10 ); and (2) Nebuchadnezzar is Yahweh's 

"servant". ...  

Gedaliah's leadership in the aftermath of the fall of Jerusalem 

enjoys the divine sanction that had belonged to the house of 

David. Additionally, there is a harmony between the prophet 

Jeremiah and Geda liah that did not exist between the prophet 

                                              
41  Mein, p. 53  
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and the final kings in the line of David. Gedaliah espouses the 

same "serve Babylon that it may go well for you" ideology (cf. 
40:9) found in the preaching of Jeremiah (cf. 27:12; 42:10 -12). 

The Babylonians entru st the prophet Jeremiah to Gedaliah's 

care (39:14), and the patronyms of Gedaliah (ben Ahikam ben 
Shaphan) (39:14; 40:7 -8) reveal that Gedaliah is a member of 

the family of Shaphan that supports and protects Jeremiah at 

several critical moments during his ministry (cf. 26:24; 29:3; 

36:10 -14).  

Conditions in the land under Gedaliah's leadership are also 

described in largely favorable terms. Gedaliah offers words of 

comfort and reassurance, with me call to "settle" and the 
promise that things will "go well" fo r the people of the land 

(40:8 -9), seeming to anticipate in some form the blessings of 

secure settlement and prosperity promised in the portrayal of 
Israel's future restoration in Jer 30 -33.  

The Judeans who have been scattered to foreign lands by the 

Babyl onian assault return because of their confidence in 
Gedaliah (40:11 -12). Their "return" (40:12) foreshadows the 

ultimate ''return" promised by the prophet. The future era of 

restoration will include agricultural bounty (cf. 31:5, 12 -13), 

and under Gedaliah , the people enjoy "an abundance of wine 
and summer fruit" (40:10, 12).  

This hyperbolic language with reference to conditions in the 

aftermath of exile signifies that Gedaliah has replaced David as 
the divinely approved leader. Judeans return to the homela nd 

from Moab, Ammon, and Edom to place themselves under the 

authority of Gedaliah, the very places that David himself had 
subjected in expanding Israel's territory and establishing a 

fledgling empire (cf. 2 Sam 8 -10). In Jeremiah's oracles 

concerning Israe l's future salvation, the blessings of 
"return/restoration" are associated with a new David (cf. 23:5 -

6; 30:8 -9; 33:15 -16), but in the immediate aftermath of the 

exile, the incipient enjoyment of the blessings of restoration is 

realized under the leadershi p of Gedaliah.  

The positive tone of the story disappears with the intrusion of 

the Davidic figure, Ishmael ben Nethaniah. ... The battle lines 

are drawn between Ishmael, from the house of David, and 
Gedaliah, who serves as a representative of the new order  

under the hegemony of Nebuchadnezzar and the 

Babylonians. 43 

Gedaliah probably murdered 4 years after Jerusalem fell 

The Jews commemorate the murder of Gedaliah in the holy month of Tishri. While it is not 

possible to be absolutely positive as  to the year o f Gedaliahõs death, it is generally accepted 

as taking place four years after Jerusalem fell.  

The Jewish governor Gedaliah ben Ahikam, who was murdered 

on the 3rd of Tishrei ( 582 BC ) by Ishmael ben Nethaniah. ... 

The Talmudic sages later decided to institu te a fast day in his 
memory òto teach us that the death of a righteous man (tzadik ) 

is like the burning of the house of Godó (Rosh Hashana 18:2 ).44 

                                              
43  Yates, pp. 105 -108  
44  Israel Today Magazine, http://www.israeltoday.co.il/default.aspx?tabid=139&view=item&idx=1059   

http://www.israeltoday.co.il/default.aspx?tabid=139&view=item&idx=1059


The Human Context of the Babylonian Exile  

14  

Enough time is required for the listed actions to take place following the Destruction of 

Jerusalem. Since th e invasion of Judah took place in Nebuchadnezzarõs 23rd year, it is 
generally understood this resulted from the report of theses disturbances that caused the 

king of Babylon to return  at that time  (582 BCE) . 

Determining the year is significant for the Gove rning Body (GB), given that  it seeks to 
commence the Seventy Years from the time of Gedalaiahõs death. The (GB)  teach  that the 

Seventy Years began at the time the Jews went into Egypt following the murder of Gedaliah. 

This they date to shortly after the de struction of Jerusalem.  

However, from the evidence of the activities by Jews coming from several countries following 
the appointment of Gedaliah, and the apparent response by Jews opposed to life settling in 

to some kind of normality, as well as the explic it statement that Nebuchadnezzar had to 

return to Judah four years after the city was destroyed, makes it more likely that Gedaliah 
was murdered four years after Jerusalem was destroyed.  

 
Figure 2: Gedaliah's Seal  

The Seal of Geda liah was found in 1935 in excavations at 

Lakhish (Lachish). It was found in a layer of ashes left behind 
from Nebuchadnezzar's fire. Inscribed on the seal are the 

words, "Belonging to Gedaliah, who is over the House.ó 

At the time of the Babylonian destruct ion of Jerusalem, the 

policy of the Babylonian Empire was to leave conquered 
territories devastated and impoverished with only minor 

governmental structures in place. Although the Babylonians 

deported many Judeans, archaeological evidence shows that 
places  like Beth -Shemesh and Lachish were virtually 

unharmed during the war and a large population still 

remained in Judea.  

The Babylonians established a new administrative center at 

Mizpah (in the territory of Be njamin, north of Jerusalem) and 

stationed a smal l garrison there. They appointed Gedaliah son 
of Ahikam to head the submissive government. Archaeological 

evidence points to a population of 400 -500 people in Mizpah 

during this period.  

Gedaliah was assassinated by Ishmael son of Nethaniah ... The 

soldier s loyal to Gedaliah fled to Egypt in the aftermath of the 

assassination, fearing Babylonian reprisal.  

The biblical text does not specify the year in which the 
assassination took place, but as Jeremiah 52:30 mentions 

another deportation of 745 Judeans in t he year 582/581, it is 

probable that this was a result of the assassination which 
occurred in that year. 45 

                                              
45  http://cojs.org/cojswiki/Seal_of_Gedaliah,_586_BCE  

http://cojs.org/cojswiki/images/0/08/Seal_of_Gedaliah.jpg
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The people left in Judah 

It is not surprising that almost nothing is known about the people who were left in Judah, 

for the Scriptural records were wr itten and edited by the Exiles and by their spiritual 
descendants.  

Nebuchadnezzar, the king of the Chaldeans, only deported the 

most prominent citizens of Judah: professionals, priests, 
craftsmen, and the wealthy. The òpeople of the land ó ò ( u^m h^ -

a^r\ x). were allowed to stay. So Jewish history, then, has two 

poles during the exile: the Jew in Babylon and the Jews who 

remain in Judah . 

We know almost nothing of the Jews in Judah after 586. 
Judah seems to have been wracked by famine, according the 

biblical book, Lamentations , which was written in Jerusalem 

during the exile . The entire situation seemed to be one of 
infinite despair. Some people were better off; when 

Nebuchadnezzar deported the wealthy citizens, he 

redistributed the land among the poor. So som e people were 
better off. In addition, there were rivalries between the two 

groups of Jews . 

It is clear that the wealthy and professional Jews in Babylon 
regarded themselves as the true Jewish people  ...  

From texts such as Lamentations , which was probably  written 

in Jerusalem , and Job , written after the exile, as well as many 

of the Psalms , Hebrew literature takes on a despairing quality. 
The subject of Job is human suffering itself. Undeserving of 

suffering, Job, an upright man, is made to suffer the worst 

series of calamities p ossible because of an arbitrary test. When 

he finally despairs that there is no cosmic justice, the only 
answer he receives is that humans shouldn õt question God õs 

will. Many of the psalms written in this period betray an equal 

hopelessness. 46 

Both Kings an d Jeremiah testify that there was a remnant left 

in the land from the òpoorest people of the land ó: [2 Kings 

25:12 and Jer 52:28 -30 cited]. Peasant farmers were left  to 
cultivate the land. They had to be substantial in number in 

order to properly perform t his essential task. These people 

came to be identified with the òpeople of the land ó (eg; cf. 2 Kgs 
24:4; 25:3; Hag 2:4; Zech 7:5; Ezra 4:4).  

The Babylonians were not interested in having the land lay 

fallow; they needed the agricultural production for the ir 
infrastructure ð particularly for their ambition to control 

Egypt.  

And, if we look at the numbers of exiles suggested by 

Jeremiah, this could hardly have amounted to more than 10% 
of the population . To be sure, a large number of Judaeans 

were killed in the Babylonian campaigns, and perhaps even 

greater numbers fled the country to Egypt and elsewhere. 
Archaeological surveys do indicate a precipitous depopulation 

in the Babylonian period, although by no means was the land 

empty .47 

                                              
46  http://www.jewi shvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/Exile.html  
47  Schniedewind, Society , p. 99  

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Peace/jerutoc.html
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Bible/Jobtoc.html
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/Bible/Psalmstoc.html
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/Exile.html
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More people taken from Judah 

There was still need for Babylon to return and quell disturbances in Judah , since the 

Babylonians took further captives from Judah  five years after Zedekiah had been removed.  

This is the number of the people Nebuchadnezzar carried into 

exile: in the sev enth year, 3,023 Jews; in Nebuchadnezzar õs 

eighteenth year, 832 people from Jerusalem; in his twenty -
third year, 745 Jews  taken into exile by Nebuzaradan the 

commander of the imperial guard. There were 4,600  in all. 48 

The òpeople of the land ó had long exerc ised their political might, even to selecting Judah õs 

rulers. They later demonstrated this determination when Ezra returned with exiles from 
Babylon. Presumably they were still giving Babylon cause for concern, since they needed to 

remove a further 745 peo ple five years after the temple, all major buildings and the wall of 

Jerusalem had been destroyed.  

The exiled Jews and the Babylonian economy 

In exile, many Jews were absorbed into the Babylonian economy, with some becoming 

influential business entrepreneu rs, as is illustrated with the Egibi family. Decades later, 

when Persia conquered Babylon, many Jews decided to remain in Babylon. Most retained 
their religious heritage, albeit affected by their experience.  

Jeremiah advised a policy of òbusiness as usual ó in captivity 

(Jer. 29:4 -7), and this apparently was followed by the exiles. 
Before long, Jews were found in mercantile ventures. When the 

opportunity came to return to Jerusalem, many preferred to 

stay in Babylonia . Their choice marked the beginning of th e 

Jewish center that later produced the Babylonian Talmud , a 
massive compendium of Jewish law completed in the sixth 

century AD.49 

The Babylonians deported peoples in small groups and allowed 
them to preserve their national identities . (Hence the Judeans 

were permitted to return from exile, whereas most of the 

members of the ten òlost tribes ó of the northern kingdom had 
become absorbed.) 50 

The deported Jews formed their own community in Babylon 

and retained their religion, practices, and philosophies. Some, 
it would seem, adopted the Chaldean religion (for they name 

their offspring after Chaldean  gods), but for the most part, the 

community remained united in its common faith in Yahweh. 
They called themselves the ògola,ó (òexilesó) or the òbene gola ó 

(òthe chil dren of the exiles ó), and within the crucible of despair 

and hopelessness, they forged a new national identity  and a 

new religion . ...  

The Jews in Babylon also creatively remade themselves  and 

their world view. In particular, they blamed the disaster of th e 

Exile on their own impurity. They had betrayed Yahweh and 
allowed the Mosaic laws and cultic practices to become 

corrupt; the Babylonian Exile was proof of Yahweh õs 

displeasure. During this period, Jewish leaders no longer 
spoke about a theology of judgm ent, but a theology of 

salvation. In texts such as Ezekiel and Isaiah , there is talk that 

the Isra élite s would be gathered together once more, their 

                                              
48  Jer. 52:28 -30  
49  OTS, p. 357  
50  OTS, p. 357  
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society and religion purified, and the unified Davidic kingdom 

be re -established.  

So this period is marked by a resurgence in Jewish tradition , 

as the exiles looked back to their Mosaic origins in an effort to 

revive their original religion. It is most likely that the Torah 
took its final shape during this period or shortly afterward , 

and that it became the cen tral text of the Jewish faith at this 

time as well. This fervent revival of religious tradition  was 

aided by another accident in history: when Cyrus the Persian 
conquered Mesopotamia, he allowed the Jews to return home. 

This was no ordinary event, though. Cyrus sent them home 

specifically to worship Yahweh ñwhat was once only a kingdom 
would become a nation of Yahweh. 51 

Those who were left behind may well have been the majority 

but they were the ôpoorest people of the land õ (2 Kgs. 24:14). 
Those who returned from exile, who are largely responsible for 

the final contours of the Hebrew Bible , have powerfully 

presented themselves as the genuine continuation of the State , 
so that a historian like Oded is drawn into saying: ôActually, 

the main centre of the people of Israel between the fall of 

Jerusalem and their return under Cyrus ... was located in 

Babylonia and was concentrated around the exiled royal 
family .õ Numerically speaking it is absurd to think that 

Babylon could have been the centre of the people of Isra el, 

when the vast majority of the population remained in Judah, 
but such an assessment is eloquent testimony to the effective 

self -presentation of those Jews who returned from Babylon . It 

was, I believe, significant for the survival and development of 
Juda ism that it was the parts of Judaean society with the 

highest degree of education and political involvement who 

formed the bulk of the exiles . Even after the loss of their 
material prosperity they retained the intellectual and symbolic 

apparatus with which  they could make sense of their 

experience and maintain their ethnic identity. 52 

Babylon taken by the Medes and Persians 

Babylon remained the region õs dominant power until the Medes and Persians under Cyrus 
took the city.  

  
Figure 3: T he Nabonidus Chronicle described  the fall of Babylon  

                                              
51  http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/Ex ile.html  (emphases supplied)  
52  Mein, pp. 58 -59  

http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/Exile.html

