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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 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, 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 fields. 

 

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 used in the temple service.  

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

bowls—all 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 network, 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 officers and their men heard that the king of Babylon had 
appointed Gedaliah as governor, they came to Gedaliah at Mizpah—Ishmael 

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

Gedaliah took an oath to reassure them and their men. ―Do not be 
afraid of the Babylonian officials,‖ he said. ―Settle down in the land and 

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

 

(2 Kings 25:8-24, NIV) 
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A PERSONAL NOTE 

The deportations that were experienced by the Hebrew peoples at the hands of the Assyrian 
and Babylonian empires scarred their 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‟s Witnesses (GB). 
However, rather than limit this Study to a constant countering of positions held by the GB, 

this Study focuses on the context of the Exile. A direct address of the GB‘s 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 disparate thoughts. So I am my main reader, and I have 

learned a lot while preparing this Study, 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 the 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 criterion 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 
―70 Years‖ will take issue 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 references 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 use 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. There is an unwarranted and unhealthy hazard in making one‘s 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, although I am aware it has 

limitations. 

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

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

―Gobat‖; ―Cabasilas‖. This does not mean they agree with or endorse all or anything I have 
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moral support that has been provided by others. You will know whom I mean. 

Doug 
Melbourne 

December 2009 

doug_mason1940@yahoo.com.au 
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1 

OVERVIEW OF THE BABYLONIAN EXILE 

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

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 destroyed Israel, their policy was to remove the 

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

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

The Persians sought cooperation from subservient nations, which allowed those vassal 

states to live in more harmonious conditions. 

Broadly speaking, before the repeated invasions by the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar, 

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

artisans, and a power group, the ―People of the Land‖. Nebuchadnezzar kept removing 
people from that layer of power brokers and intelligentsia, ultimately 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 the 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 their explanation for 
their current condition, 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, they taught that the Lord had brought this destruction upon 
them because for a very long time the nation‘s leaders and people had not heeded the 

warnings given by the Lord‘s prophets and religious leaders. 

The records from through their hands were later incorporated into the canonised Hebrew 
Scriptures, thereby producing significant parts of what is now known by many as the ―Old 

Testament‖. Their records survived, albeit after undergoing further editing and revisions 

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

also affected by unintended mistakes made during the copying process. 

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

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

agencies. He who writes the historical record controls 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 expressed when the Babylonian rulership was replaced by that of Persia. The 
resulting sectors of Judah ultimately dominated the nation‘s lives. 

Whether the exiles created the Hebrew Scriptures or whether they impressed their 

viewpoint into existing documents, the material they developed states that warnings had 
repeatedly been given to God‘s people through the centuries from the time of Moses. These 

stories repeatedly told the people and their leaders to obey the Lord‘s 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 the books of Lamentations and Job; these provide the 
modern reader with an insight into the religious leaders‘ pain. 



Overview of the Babylonian Exile 

2 

The telling test for Judah came through the prophet Jeremiah, who told Judah to willingly 

bow to the Lord‘s declaration that Babylon would enjoy a 70-year period of regional 
supremacy. Jeremiah warned that should Judah not accept this declaration by the Lord, 

then the warnings that repeatedly had been given since Moses‘ time would finally be 

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

Judah‘s king Zedekiah, however, did not obey God‘s 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 ―People of the Land‖. 

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 this was the reason the nation 

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

politics were not taken into account for Israel‘s ultimate destruction. 

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

learn, and hence was adjudged to be in a condition worse than Israel‘s. 

Jeremiah declared that Judah‘s servitude to Babylon would end only when Babylon 
received its own punishing death blow. But when Babylon‘s domination ultimately did come 

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

the city. 

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

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

the people turned spiritually to the Lord, they 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 ―all Israel‖. 

In response to Daniel‘s 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‘s confessional prayer had achieved one objective, the people would return and 
Jerusalem would be rebuilt. But the nation overall had not learned its 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 ‗heptads‘, during which 

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

to him to 70 ‗periods of seven‘ (heptads). 

The starting point of that 70-heptad period is vaguely set, and each option offered is open to 
rigorous debate. Likewise, the overall length of the 70 ‗heptads‘ and its internal time 

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

Similarly with the period‘s termination, with suggested events placed centuries apart. The 
vagueness of Gabriel‘s 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‘ permission to return to 

their homeland. 

The temple was rebuilt some 20 years after Babylon fell to the Persians, followed by the 

restoration of the walls around Jerusalem. 

Having deep concern for strict 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 reinstate a monarchy, ultimately the 
authority of the religious élite at Jerusalem was established. 
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Some 200 years after Ezra, the nation‘s history was written once more, producing the books 

known as Chronicles.1 While these books are similar to the books of Kings, their 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 Israel 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/Babylonian domination. The destruction was the outcome of the 

people failing over many centuries to obey God; it was a conditional prophecy, the outcome 
of which depended on the people‘s 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 Lord‘s declaration at Jer 25:9. 

―I will summon all the peoples of the north and my servant 

Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon,‖ declares the LORD, ―and I 

will bring them against this land and its inhabitants and 
against all the surrounding nations.‖3 

Since the ―70 years‖ is the duration of Babylon‘s supremacy, it is only natural that the 

period began with the moment that the Lord summoned Babylon to that role. The Bible 
writers were far more concerned at the people returning 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‘ 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 respond. But they had 

to wait until the 70 years had ended. 

―For I know the plans I have for you,‖ declares the LORD, 

―plans 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 WILL LISTEN TO YOU. YOU 

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

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

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

declares the LORD, ―and will bring you back to the place from 
which I carried you into exile.‖4 

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

national confession of sin or a national seeking of the Lord, 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 Exile has had a huge impact on the Jews. They have never allowed its 

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

Scriptures, and it was directly responsible for the religious 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 Israélite religion which supplied the 

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

movement, developed.5 

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

accordance with their practice, Assyria replaced the exiled Israélites 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 people from Babylon, Cuthah, 

Avva, Hamath and Sepharvaim and settled them in the towns 

of Samaria to replace the Israélites. 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‘s 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 traditions 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 picture, 

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

direction. Manasseh inherited a small vassal kingdom 

suffering the repercussions of Sennacherib‘s 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 that 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 meant 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‘s 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 ‗‗all the heavenly host‖ in the Jerusalem temple, and 

probably also sacrificed his son, all religious 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‘ record11 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‘s propagation of unorthodox worship 

(and Ahaz‘s 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‘s reforms.12 

“People of the Land” installed Josiah 

The ―People of the Land‖ was a power group that played 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 ―the people of the land,‖ 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 ―people of the land‖ 
were a political group whose politics were pro-Assyrian, pro-

Davidic and anti-Egyptian.13 

The rise of Egypt 

Assyria‘s declin in power benefited the rise of Egypt. 

When Josiah came to the throne in 641 BCE, the reign of 

(Assyria‘s 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 Ashurbanipal, 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‘s reforms. 

Against this background, 2 Kings 22-23 and 2 Chronicles 34-
35 depict Josiah as the most righteous king in Judah‘s 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 centralizing worship in 
Jerusalem and destroying all outlying sanctuaries. … 

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

that the primary impetus for Josiah‘s actions was the 
discovery of a ―book of the law‖ in the temple. … The biblical 

narratives, at least, emphasize that this law book‘s concerns 

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

This ―book of the Law‖ was discovered during renovations to the Temple. 

It is likely no accident that Josiah 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‘s great-grandfather Hezekiah had been allied with the 

Babylonians in his revolt against the Assyrians ... and Josiah‘s 

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 indicates 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‘s final battle, this 

move apparently cost him his life. ... 

The Chronicler‘s 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 vassal. 17 

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

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

ascendancy brought it dominant control of Judah‘s affairs. 

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

dominant role in Syria-Palestine during this period of Assyrian 

decline.18 

When Josiah was killed, the ―People of the Land‖ 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 ―People of the Land‖, 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 Jehoahaz son of Josiah from the Judean throne 
and replaced him with his pro-Egyptian brother Jehoiakim.19 

Pharaoh Neco II‘s act of deposing and appointing Judean kings 

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

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

replaced Judah‘s new king with the monarch of its choosing. 

The years 610-609 BCE marked the end of both the reign of 
Josiah and the vitality of Assyria. After Josiah‘s death the 

―people of the land‖ enthroned Jehoahaz II, who was later 

deposed by Neco II and replaced with the Egyptian appointee 
Jehoiakim (2 Kings 23:30-34)21. Egypt‘s 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‘s end in the exile of 586 BCE, 
[Judah‘s] 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 
Nebuchadnezzar engaged in battle at Carchemish, with Egypt suffering a humiliating rout. 

By achieving this victory, Babylon became the region‘s 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 fourth23 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 year 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 the 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 Israélites from the royal family and the 

nobility — young men without any physical defect, handsome, 

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

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

the Babylonians. … Among these were some from Judah: 
Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael and Azariah. … 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 River.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 Jehoiakim‘s 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‘s 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, which 

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 writer 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—a 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‘s mother, his wives, 

his officials and the leading 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 echelon: 

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 
from 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 the 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 ―chief officer in charge of conscripting the people of the 
land and sixty of his men‖. 

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 ―poorest people of the land‖. In an agrarian 

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

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

BC. The deportations were large, but certainly didn‘t 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 is 

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 uncle Mattaniah, and renamed him 

Zedekiah. 

[Nebuchadnezzar] made Mattaniah, Jehoiachin‘s 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 recognition of him as their monarch. The prophet Ezekiel poured 

scorn on the ―prince in Jerusalem‖, never calling Babylon‘s puppet Zedekiah by name, and 

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

Jewish prophets at Jerusalem predicted Jehoiachin‘s imminent return36, 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 (―Chief or Prince of the Captivity‖), and that all subsequent 

Exilarchs were descended from Jehoiachin. 

EXILARCH, in Jewish history, ―Chief or Prince of the 

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

―Exile.‖ 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 

http://www.1911encyclopedia.org/Jews
http://www.1911encyclopedia.org/Babylonia_and_Assyria
http://www.1911encyclopedia.org/Jeremiah
http://www.1911encyclopedia.org/Ezekiel
http://www.jewishvirtuallibrary.org/jsource/History/Exile.html
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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 

Jerusalem’s temple, important buildings and walls destroyed 

During Nebuchadnezzar‘s nineteenth year, the Babylonian army returned, destroyed the 

city‘s major buildings and its surrounding walls. Once more Nebuchadnezzar removed its 
king, along with members of the upper echelon and some of the ―People of the Land‖. But 

this time the king was not replaced. Babylon left the poorest of 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 … 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 … broke down the 

walls around Jerusalem. 

In the nineteenth year of Nebuchadnezzar 

king of Babylon, Nebuzaradan … 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 … 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 the land and 

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

went into captivity, away from her land.40 

 

Provincial governor appointed 

To help manage the Judeans following the final destruction of Jerusalem‘s main buildings, 

Nebuchadnezzar appointed Gedaliah as Governor 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 

                                              
37 http://www.1911encyclopedia.org/Exilarch 
38 Jer. 52:12-16 
39 2 Kings 25:8-10, 18-19, 21 
40 Jer. 52:24-25, 27 
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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. ―Do 

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

with you.‖ 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 disobedience 
reflected in Judah‘s 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, suggesting 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 Yahweh‘s 

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

Stulman explains concerning this viewpoint in Jeremiah, ―As 
Yahweh‘s servant or vassal, Nebuchadnezzar cannot be 

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

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

retains 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 Ishmael‘s 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 Gedaliah that did not exist between the prophet 
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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 entrust 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" for 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 

Babylonian 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 homeland 

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 Israel'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 leadership 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 of Gedaliah‘s 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 institute a fast day in his 
memory ―to teach us that the death of a righteous man (tzadik) 

is like the burning of the house of God‖ (Rosh Hashana 18:2).44 
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Enough time is required for the listed actions to take place following the Destruction of 

Jerusalem. Since the invasion of Judah took place in Nebuchadnezzar‘s 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 Governing Body (GB), given that it seeks to 
commence the Seventy Years from the time of Gedalaiah‘s 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 destruction 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 explicit 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 Gedaliah 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.‖ 

At the time of the Babylonian destruction 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 Benjamin, north of Jerusalem) and 

stationed a small 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 

soldiers 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 the year 582/581, it is 

probable that this was a result of the assassination which 
occurred in that year.45 
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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 written 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 ―people of the land‖ ― ( 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 some 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 possible because of an arbitrary test. When 

he finally despairs that there is no cosmic justice, the only 
answer he receives is that humans shouldn‘t question God‘s 

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

hopelessness.46 

Both Kings and Jeremiah testify that there was a remnant left 

in the land from the ―poorest people of the land‖: [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 this essential task. These people 

came to be identified with the ―people of the land‖ (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 their 
infrastructure – 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 
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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 seventh year, 3,023 Jews; in Nebuchadnezzar‘s 

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 ―people of the land‖ had long exercised their political might, even to selecting Judah‘s 

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 people 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 entrepreneurs, 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 ―business as usual‖ 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 the 

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 ―lost tribes‖ 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 ―gola,‖ (―exiles‖) or the ―bene gola‖ 

(―the children of the exiles‖), 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 the 

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‘s 

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

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

the Israélites would be gathered together once more, their 
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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 central 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—what 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 ‗poorest people of the land‘ (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: ‗Actually, 

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.‘ Numerically speaking it is absurd to think that 

Babylon could have been the centre of the people of Israel, 

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 
Judaism 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‘s dominant power until the Medes and Persians under Cyrus 
took the city. 

  
Figure 3: The Nabonidus Chronicle described the fall of Babylon 
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Cyrus released Babylon’s captives 

This shift in power brought with it a regional change in foreign policy. The Persians sought 

cooperation from subservient nations, which allowed those vassal states to live in more 
harmonious conditions. Accordingly, Cyrus issued a decree in which he released the 

captives of all the nations held by the Babylonians. 

Some time after the declaration of Cyrus‘ decree, some Jewish Exiles made their 
preparations for their long trek home, a journey of some five months. 

These are the people of the province who came up from the 

captivity of the exiles, whom Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon 

had taken captive to Babylon (they returned to Jerusalem and 
Judah, each to his own town).53 

Upon returning, some gave offerings for the rebuilding of the Temple. 

When they arrived at the house of the LORD in Jerusalem, 
some of the heads of the families gave freewill offerings toward 

the rebuilding of the house of God on its site.54 

Then each settled in the towns of their forebears. Ezra made particular note of the 
returnees who were of upper echelon of society. 

The priests, the Levites, the singers, the gatekeepers and the 

temple servants settled in their own towns, along with some of 
the other people, and the rest of the Israélites settled in their 

towns.55 

At the seventh month (Tishri/October) of an unspecified year, after the returnees had 

settled into their respective towns, the Returnees assembled at the temple site in 
Jerusalem56. 

When the seventh month came and the Israélites had settled 

in their towns, the people assembled as one man in Jerusalem. 
Then Jeshua … and his associates began to build the altar of 

the God of Israel to sacrifice burnt offerings on it, in 

accordance with what is written in the Law of Moses the man 
of God.57 

Those exiles who returned – about 15 per-cent of the total number being held in exile – 

considered themselves the true representatives of the tribes of Judah and Benjamin. They 
were the true and holy seed.  

Resistance to the Temple being rebuit 

The returnees experience hostility when they laid the foundation. This resentment by the 

People of the Land towards the Returnees‘ continued when more Exiles returned with the 
ideologue Ezra. Conflict kept arising as the Exiles attempted to regain their lost authority. 

The Exiles were in fear of the people who had been left on the land of Judah while the 

religious and intellectual élite had been held in exile in Babylon. Nevertheless, in the face of 

opposition, they completed their immediate task. 

Despite their fear of the peoples around them, they built the 

altar on its foundation and sacrificed burnt offerings on it to 

the LORD, both the morning and evening sacrifices. 58 
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The ―peoples of the lands‖ (from the returnees‘ perspective) are 

the descendents of those Israélites and Judeans who never 
went into exile, and continued to occupy the land along (and 

often mixing with) neighbouring peoples (Ammonites, Moab-

ites, etc.) under the administration of Samaria. They were the 

owners of the land (according to the earlier meaning of the 
expression). This means that although severely depopulated in 

some places (especially the Jerusalem area) the territory of 

Judah (and a fortiori Benjamin) was never totally uninhabited 
as the WT believes. What Ezra-Nehemiah shows is the 

controversial establishment of a new centre of power in 

Jerusalem, based on Cyrus‘ mandate, against the existing 

centre in Samaria, and the ideology of the returnees viewing 
themselves as the ―remnant‖ of true Israel and others as mere 

Gentiles – an ideology which will influence the overarching 

pattern of the dominant ―Biblical‖ historiography, Exodus, 
Conquest, United Kingdom.59 

Jews who remained were denounced by the returnees 

When those exiles returned from captivity, they wished to take up the role as the power 

brokers. While the Exiles were in Babylon, torn from Jerusalem and its temple, the élite and 
their descendants reasoned that the Lord had punished the nation because it had failed to 

heed the prophets‘ instruction to observe the Lord‘s commands and laws. 

There truly were two very different groups of Jews during that period. The authors and 
editors of Scripture had been sent into exile, and they developed their interpretation of the 

history. 

The Book of Ezra denounces the Israélites who had remained 

on the land during the exile and had ―taken strange wives‖ 
from among the Canaanites and Hittites. These books 

emphasize ―purity‖ and launch a campaign to rid the land of 

mixed races. The Book of Ezra (10:11) instructs the Judeans: 
―Separate yourselves from the people of the land.‖ 

This centuries-old Jewish family feud between politically 

connected ―people of the book‖ and poor, culturally mixed 
―people of the land‖ continued into the time of Jesus. Our 

modern term ―pagan‖ literally means ―country peasant‖. The 

single male god was an urban, military, royal idea. In the 
countryside, indigenous peasants worshiped fertility deities 

and divine nature, practiced religious tolerance, and followed 

the custom of ―derech eretz‖ – making the world right through 

―manners‖ or common decency.60 

Ritualistic fundamentalism created 

These deep longings held by the religious group, more likely a longing for the power they 

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

to be expressed when the Babylonian rulership was replaced by that of Persia. The outcome 
of that group‘s strong determination resulted in a form of Judaism that came to dominate 

the nation‘s lives. 

Despite the broad scope of Ezra‘s authority, his actual 
activities were confined to the ‗congregation of the captivity‘ 

(the G)l`h, the community of the exiles) alone. As is evident 

from the fragments of Ezra‘s memoirs and the biblical editor‘s 

narrative, his prime concern was not for the political or social 
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welfare of the people in Jerusalem and Judah, but for the 

relations between the returnees and the local inhabitants, who 
had not experienced the spiritual awakening of the exiles. 

Ezra addresses his admonitions to the ‗captivity‘, ‗the children 

of the captivity‘ or the ‗congregation of the captivity‘ (Ezra 8:35, 
9:4, 10:6, 8), while his opponents are termed ‗peoples of the 

lands‘ ( u^mm@ h`-a&r`x)T, the plural of u^m h^-a^r\x, ‗people of 

the land‘, ibid, 9:1-2), a phrase having the connotation of 

‗gentiles‘. The original connotation of u^m h^-a^r\x in First 

Temple times was the nation of Judah (2 Kgs. 24:14), perhaps 
sometimes the influential and privileged element of the 

population (2 Kgs. 21:24). As late as the time of Haggai and 

Zechariah the term was still being used in a positive sense, 
denoting the entire nation or an element acting on its behalf. 

... The Ezra narrative uses the term in a radically different 

sense. Ezra employs it for the inhabitants of Judah, in sharp 
distinction from his ‗congregation of the captivity‘, also referred 

to as ‗the holy seed‘ (9:2). The concept apparently encompasses 

not only the people of Judah who had not been deported to 
Babylonia, but also converts and neighbours of Judah who 

worshipped the God of Israel. ... 

Ezra‘s primary goal, however, an integral component of his 

spiritual outlook, was to shape the community of returnees as 
a unique body, adhering as far as possible to the norms which 

had governed their life in Babylonia; hence his adamant 

demand for ethnic and religious separatism. This separatist 
philosophy rejected the universalistic expectations expressed 

by Zechariah (8:23) in the early days of the Restoration: ...  

This view, however, was rejected in favour of the isolationism 
of Ezra and Nehemiah, which was, it seems, the dominant 

outlook of the Jews in Babylonia and the Persian diaspora, 

Ezra‘s major achievement, described at length in his memoirs 
(9-10), was an uncompromising implementation of this 

separatist attitude.61 

The radical fundamentalism of the ideologue Ezra is seen in his extremist behaviour. 

[Ezra‘s] reaction, as described in the sequel, was dramatic: he 
rent his garments, plucked out the hair of his head and his 

beard, and sat in mourning and fasting. On rising from his 

fast, he uttered a prayer of confession, the gist of which was 
that the adverse conditions in Judah were occasioned purely 

by the marriage ties of ‗the people of Israel‘ with ‗the peoples of 

the land‘. It is most instructive that this motif, as formulated 
here, makes no appearance in the historical literature of the 

First Temple period or even in the book of Deuteronomy, which 

forms the basis for Ezra‘s admonition in 9:6-12. Ezra, in 
broadening the biblical prohibition on marriage with 

Ammonites and Moabites (cf. Deut. 23:4-7 (23:3-6)) was thus 

enunciating a significant new principle of homiletic 

interpretation of Mosaic Law. 

He now made an impassioned appeal to ‗the congregation of 

the captivity‘, subsequently (10:9) referred to by the archaistic 

term ‗men of Judah and Benjamin‘ ) and urged them to divorce 
their gentile wives. 
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The memoirs end (10:18-44) with a list of persons, mainly 

priests, who had wed foreign wives, but so abruptly that it is 
by no means clear whether those listed did indeed divorce their 

wives. An endeavour of this magnitude, with its grave social 

and humanitarian implications, required a leader of a different 
stamp. The necessary properties were to be embodied in the 

person of Nehemiah.62 

Although Barstad is certainly correct that the myth of an 

empty land served the ideology of Ezra by giving the returnees 
a privileged place in the revitalized community, the Babylonian 

invasion was nevertheless a significant disjunction. … 

Who are the readers of the texts? Who shaped the intellectual 
and cultural history of postexilic Judaism? To understand the 

literary history of the Promise we must focus particularly on 

the community that read and used the literature. ...  

The extant literature in which Promise to David was received 

and transmitted is limited to the postexilic returnees. To be 

sure, the fact that these returnees actually may have been a 
minority—considerable as they might have been—is itself 

important for understanding their use of the Promise to David. 

A priori it would suggest that their use of the Promise is partly 

intended to justify their own ideology against the ―people of the 
land‖. 

The book of Ezra pits the returnees against the ―people of the 

land‖, who oppose the reconstruction of the temple: ―Thereon 
the people of the land undermined the resolve of the people of 

Judah, and made them afraid to build‖ (4:4). From this, it is 

apparent that the people who remained in the land were 
opposed to the rebuilding of the temple. This opposition is 

undoubtedly reflected in the book of Haggai, which highlights 

an apathy toward rebuilding the temple in the early Persian 
period.63 
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IMPACTS OF THE EXILES’ CULTURE ON SCRIPTURE 

Understand the culture of each time 

The Scriptures were written by people. These writimgs were produced by the human mind, 

and were created for humans to read and understand. The writings were produced in real 

life conditions, and were intended to produce a contemporary outcome. Each document was 

intended for its own specific audience to address a particular immediate need, using the 
local language, understandings, idioms, and imagery. Since the author was not addressing 

the words to a modern reader, the conditions prevailing at the time of writing must be 

paramount in a modern reader‘s mind. 

In order properly to understand and evaluate the Sacred 

Writings we need to convey our thinking to the time, 

environment, and circumstances under which the messages 
were originally given and the records made. 

To become acquainted with the Bible writers, with their 

character, personality, temperament, background, and status 
in life, and with their characteristic modes of thought and 

expression is of great value to an understanding of what they 

wrote under the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. We need to 

ascertain what they, and the Holy Spirit through them, 
intended to be understood in the light of the influences under 

which they lived, worked, and wrote; also, the contemporary 

geographical, climatic, economic, social, political, and religious 
circumstances, and the prevailing thought of the time. 

We need also to know something of the people to whom the 

messages were originally addressed, of their condition and 
needs, and of the specific purpose of the messages addressed 

to them. 

We must avoid the fallacy of inadvertently attempting to 
transport the writer and his record to our own day. 

In considering each statement we need to be aware of the 

person by whom and to whom it was originally spoken, and to 

ascertain its original sense in terms of the circumstances 
under which it was spoken or written.64 

It is critically important that a modern reader does not attempt to impose their own culture 

on to these ancient cultures. 

As complicated as translating a foreign language can be, 

translating a foreign culture is infinitely more difficult. The 

problem lies in the act of translating. Translation involves 
lifting the ideas from their native context and relocating them 

in our own context. In some ways this is an imperialistic act 

and bound to create some distortion as we seek to organize 
information in the categories that are familiar to us. It is far 

too easy to let our own ideas creep in and subtly (or at times 

not so subtly) bend or twist the material to fit our own context. 

On the level of words, for example, there are Hebrew words 
that simply do not have matching words in English. The 

Hebrew word j\s\D  is a good example. The translators of the 

New American Standard Bible decided to adopt the 
combination word ―lovingkindness‖ to render it. Other 

translations use a wide variety of words: loyalty, love, kindness 

and so on. The meaning of the word cannot easily be expressed 
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in English, so using any word unavoidably distorts the text. 

English readers unaware of this could easily begin working 
from the English word and derive an interpretation of the text 

based on what that English word means to them, and thus 

risk bringing something to the text that was not there. 
Nevertheless translators have little choice but to take the word 

out of its linguistic context and try to squeeze it into ours—to 

clothe its meaning in English words that are inadequate to 

express the full meaning of the text. 

When we move to the level of culture, the same type of problem 

occurs. The very act of trying to translate the culture requires 

taking it out of its context and fitting it into ours. ... 

The minute anyone (professional or amateur) attempts to 

translate the culture, we run the risk of making the text 

communicate something it never intended. Rather than 
translating the culture, then, we need to try to enter the 

culture.65 

Recognise the impact each culture had on their Scripture 

The preserved writings of the Jews, including the collections often known as the Old 

Testament and the New Testament, span centuries and a range of cultures and 
contemporary situations. Their writings must not be treated as a flat board where it is 

simple to jump from one place to another, but they must be seen as having a varying 

topography containing a range of shapes and colours, with some mountain ranges and deep 
ravines that prevent travel from one part to another. 

To fully understand and apply any writing, the contemporary conditions, including political, 

geographic, and situational have to be taken into account. Equally, it is fundamental that 
the background and role of the assumed authors and of their intended immediate audience 

be recognised, along with ensuring that their language, idioms and understandings of the 

time are incorporated into any research before an application is attempted. 

While the speechmakers and the writers were inspired by God, the words they used were 

their own, in their own language of their own culture, with the objective of achieving their 

own immediate desired outcome. They used the common vehicles of language and thought, 

including poetic licence, hyperbole, fantasy, parable, allegory, mythology, and such. And 
being human, they made mistakes, which include errors in history and errors in science. 

The Bible was written in an ancient society that had 

fundamentally different literary conventions from ours. ... 

There are many ways of reading the Bible. My interest, 

however, is in reading the Bible like an ancient Israelite, what 

is often called reading the Bible from a historical-critical 
perspective. ... 

The historical-critical method makes two assumptions: that 

biblical society is discontinuous with our society, and that the 
Bible should be read according to its original social context, 

not anachronistically. The Bible must instead be understood 

only after its ancient conventions and genres are understood, 

but because there is so much discontinuity, this is a most 
difficult task. 

Not only literary conventions are important. The Bible is the 

product of a particular society living at a particular time. 
Before we can begin exploring the issues of convention and 

genre, it is important to offer a schematic history of ancient 
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Israel, so that biblical texts, genres, and conventions may be 

understood in this light.66 

Impacts of subsequent editors 

The situation is compounded in that the texts currently available have been subjected to 

editing through the intervening centuries. These editors, while well meaning, made 

accidental changes and introduced deliberate alterations that reflected their now unknown 
agendas or comprehension. 

A chief problem of biblical scholarship is that none of the 

original writings (sometimes called the autographa) of 

Scripture has survived. All we possess are copies. For the most 
part scribes were attempting to copy the text accurately. Yet 

ancient manuscripts of the Old Testament in Hebrew and in 

translation indicate that a certain amount of freedom must 
have prevailed among the scribes who copied the biblical 

documents in the pre-Christian centuries. Moreover, as 

human beings they were bound to commit errors despite their 
concern and care. Centuries of copying and sometimes even 

editing have allowed changes, or variant readings, to be 

introduced into the text.67 

The impact of editors has made it impossible to know precisely what original scribes wrote. 

The editorial and textual history which gave us the ... book [of 

Jeremiah] (and most OT books!) remains a mystery.68 

Variants 

Changes are demonstrated by the number of variants.69 Some of those variants that were 
accepted and used by the first Christians are no longer available. Sometimes the variations 

between accepted versions result in significantly different meanings. The MT of Jeremiah 

25:11 states that Judah was one of several nation states that had to serve Babylon, 
whereas the LXX says the Judah alone had to serve Babylon, in the midst of its neighbours. 

Oral and written communications 

There were two broad groups of Judeans: the agrarian and the urban. While the agrarian 

Judeans relied on oral transmission, the urban populace took up the invention of writing. 

It was assumed that such prophets as Samuel, Isaiah, and 

Jeremiah sat down and composed their books. Ezra, the 

priest, then collected and edited these books into the shape we 

now know as the Bible. Very rarely, however, does the Bible 
itself ever point to authors. ... 

The prophets are generally commanded to speak the words of 

God, not to write them. ... Writing comes to play a more central 
role in the Book of Jeremiah. ... Yet, Jeremiah himself does not 

write. ... 

Indeed, until the later periods there was little reason to write 

things down. Few could read, and writing materials and the 
production of scrolls were expensive. There was no social 

infrastructure for book learning. The traditions of Israel were 

largely oral unless they dealt with the royal court or the 
temple, which had the economic resources and social 

infrastructures to have the traditions written down. 
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Widespread literacy is a relatively modern phenomenon. 

Ancient Israel was primarily an oral culture. Although an 
eloquent defense might he made for the literacy of a figure like 

Moses, it is difficult to imagine the hordes of slaves Moses led 

out of Egypt as reading books. Moses could have been trained 

in the Egyptian courts, but his followers were not. ... Why was 
[the Bible] written if nobody could read it? Why was it written 

if scrolls were expensive and had limited circulation? 

Biblical traditions point to the orality of Israélite culture. ... 
Even the Torah itself was primarily given orally to Israel — 

although it would come to be the written text above all others. 

The earliest account of the giving of the Ten Commandments, 
in Exodus 19—20, actually never even mentions writing the 

Commandments down. This glaring omission points to the 

antiquity of this account of the Sinai tradition, because it 
reflects a time before books were central to Jewish culture. 

The second telling of the giving of the law, in the Book of 

Deuteronomy ... makes the writing of the revelation central 

and thus reflects the later movement from an oral culture 
toward a literate culture and ―the people of the book.‖70 

The book of Deuteronomy played a key role for the Babylonian Exiles. 

The Exiles’ agenda influenced the written records 

All the while that the Exiles and their descendants were in Babylon, the burning ambition 
of many was to resume their previous position as the power brokers of Judah. Their driving 

force was to see Judah accept their monotheistic Yahwistic worship, and to have it 

centralised at Jerusalem. 

They wrote that the Lord had punished both Israel and Judah because the monarch and 

the people failed to observe the Lord‘s commands and laws as declared to them through the 

prophets. This position influenced the writings that were written and edited at that time 

and also influenced the following generations who subsequently re-edited their writings. 

Their bias against the People of the Land influenced their writings. The agrarian People of 

the Land, who worshiped several deities at local shrines, transmitted their traditions orally. 

These ultimately were lost. 

None of the existing written records provides the views of the ―People of the Land‖, including 

those who remained on the land during the Exile). These people were written out of history 

by the Exiles. He who writes the historical record controls the history. 

A young boy and his grandfather were walking together across 
the desert sand. The young boy broke the silence, asking, 
“Grandfather, they say that the lion is the king of the jungle, 
don‟t they?” 

“That‟s true”, was the reply. 

“Then why in all of the books is the lion killed by a man?” 

“That‟s because the lion didn‟t write the book”. 

Biblical historiography 

To ensure Bible history writing is properly understood, the current understanding of 

―history‖ must not be impressed on to these ancient cultures. The Ancients did not have the 

same understanding of history as modern mind, for they saw the past ideologically, as a 
means of explaining and addressing their own situation. As an example, the differences in 

the books of Kings and Chronicles, written centuries apart and with different intent, 

demonstrate this. 
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It must be acknowledged that Biblical narrators were more 

than historians. They interpretively recounted the past with 
the unswerving purpose of bringing it to bear on the present 

and the future. In the portrayal of past events, they used their 

materials to achieve this purpose effectively.71 

The ancient historians‘ purpose, whether with the accounts of Creation or the supremacy of 

Assyria or Babylon, is always theological. The biblical narrators and writers made use of 

stories from past events to explain their own current religious and moral teachings. 

History reveals the historian’s own society 

The manner in which history is recorded reveals much about the character of the 
historian‘s society‘s culture. 

As is well known, history writing (then as now) is not simply a 

chronicle of facts but the past encoded in a narrative 
framework. This framework is determined by the world view of 

the narrator. To read ancient historiography is to make contact 

not only with the events that the narrator selects but with his 
ideology. Younger defines ideology as 

a schematic image of social order, a pattern of beliefs and 

concepts (both factual and normative) which purport to 
explain complex social phenomena.72 

The Bible’s limits as a precise historical record 

The following from Professor Brettler provide a suitable picture of the approach to take 

when reading a Bible writer‘s recollection of history. 

The Bible ... is fundamentally a theological document. Though 
it certainly relates many historical events, its authors were not 

primarily interested in the accurate depiction of the past. The 

past is almost always refracted through a theological lens, and 
often through a partisan political-ideological lens as well. 

These lenses are a fundamental part of biblical texts. Thus, it 

is not sufficient to simply take God out of the picture, and to 
rewrite biblical tests in terms of ―normal‖ historical causality 

rather than divine causality. The Bible is not unique in this 

respect—in fact it is typical of ancient Near Eastern historical 
writing as a whole.73 

It was more important to the biblical writers to be relevant 

than to be true. ... For all of them, their greatest concern was 
not getting the past ―correct.‖ Rather, it was to collect, revise, 

and compose traditions in order to produce texts about the 

past that would be meaningful to their communities.74 

The recollection of historical traditions in this period was 
different than it is now. There was little or no interest in 

history for its own sake; that is, for what it taught about the 

real past. History mattered because of what it taught about the 
present, including the legitimacy of the main priestly clan. 

Moreover, ancient historians may not have realized that they 

were manipulating ―facts.‖ ... Just as the Chronicler adds 
material when it suits his purposes, he also leaves material 

out. Sometimes material is left out simply because it is no 

longer relevant. ...Comparison of Chronicles and its sources 
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reveals hundreds of cases where the Chronicler changed his 

sources in various ways—not only minor updating of language 
and spelling, but also significant ideological changes.75 

When was the version of a story we now have written? What were the contemporary 

theological conditions? What was the immediate theological purpose of the writers? 

Modern readers often approach the Bible with an incorrect set 

of assumptions and expectations. Thus the problem lies not 

with the Bible, but with the way in which it has been read. ... 

The biblical writers may not have understood their task simply 
as relating what happened in the past. ... Ancient history 

writing was not journalism; it was closer to storytelling than to 

the objective reporting of past events. ... The primary objective 
of ancient history writing was to ―render an account‖ of the 

past that explained the present. 

Ancient historians had axes to grind—theological or political 
points to make. Second, a civilization rendering an account of 

its past also entailed an expression of the corporate identity of 

the nation—what it was and what principles it stood for. 
Hence, the historian‘s primary concern was not detailing 

exactly what happened in the past as much as it was 

interpreting the meaning of the past for the present, showing 

how the ―causes‖ of the past brought about the ―effects‖ of the 
present. ... The Bible‘s historical literature is aetiological in the 

sense that it seeks to ―render an account‖ of the past—to 

provide an explanation (aitia) for circumstances or conditions 
in the historian‘s day. Whether the events that the Bible 

relates as past causes or explanations actually took place as 

described was not the ancient historian‘s primary concern. ... 

To attempt to read the account of Israel‘s history in the Bible 

from a modern perspective as strictly a record of actual events 

is to misconstrue its genre and force it to do something that it 
was not intended to do. ... 

In the Bible, history was written for an ideological purpose. 

History writing was theology.76 

Implications for the record of the Exile 

The writers at the time of the Exile and their descendants most definitely had ―axes to 
grind‖, and these influenced the written record we have inherited. 

The élite were politically and religiously opposed to the ―People of the Land‖, and this 

determined the limited manner and extent in which that group was depicted, or ignored. 
The élite shaped the historical record to provide their explanation for their own exiled 

condition: the people had not listened to their prophets and had therefore disobeyed God‘s 

commands and laws. 

Even though Jehoiachin had been deposed by Nebuchadnezzar, he continued to enjoy loyal 

support at Jerusalem and Babylon. His influence can be seen in attitudes in Scripture, as 

in Ezekiel, towards Zedekiah, the man who sat in his place at Jerusalem. 

Appropriate caution must therefore be exercised, including the historical records written or 

edited by the Exiles and their heirs. 
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Application of numerals by the Biblical communities 

It is important not to force the current understanding and application of numbers on to the 

minds of the ancients. While today the use of a number might indicate a precise and 
specific dimension, it is unwise to assume that numbers always had that intent to people 

living thousands of years ago, including numbers that appear in those non-scientific 

documents that were ultimately canonised. 

Compare 

Now the length of time the Israélite people lived in Egypt [NIV 
footnote: Masoretic Text, Samaritan Pentateuch and Septuagint 
―Egypt and Canaan‖] was 430 years. At the end of the 430 

years, to the very day, all the LORD‘S divisions left Egypt.77 

with 

In the four hundred and eightieth [NIV footnote: Hebrew, 
Septuagint “four hundred and fortieth”] year after the Israélites 
had come out of Egypt, in the fourth year of Solomon‘s reign 

over Israel, in the month of Ziv, the second month, he began to 

build the temple of the LORD.78 

The Ancients were not averse to using numbers to meet their theological, religious or 

didactic purposes. Often a number carried a spiritual significance in their community, and 

it was never intended to be used statistically using our mathematical methods. The 
meaning might be more important than a numerical value 

Use might be made of a number in a passage because of the meaning assigned to that 

number. For example, the number 12 is used in contexts where a new order is being set up, 

such as a chosen nation. The number thus provided support to the meaning and intent of 
the passage under consideration. 

The Hebrews did not use numerals; instead they assigned a numerical value to each of the 

22 letters in their alphabet (alefbet).There was no character assigned to zero. The value of a 
number was obtained by adding the numerical value of all letters in a string of characters, 

regardless of their positions within the string. That is, the position of a character in a string 

was of no consequence. 

Numbers used didactically 

Ascribing technical precision to a number might lead to unwarranted and specious 

conclusions. For example, in a passage from the Hebrew Scriptures that is relevant to this 

study, Leviticus 26 prescribes: 

But if you will not listen to me and carry out all these 

commands, and if you reject my decrees and abhor my laws 

and fail to carry out all my commands and so violate my 
covenant, then I will do this to you: I will bring upon you 

sudden terror, wasting diseases and fever that will destroy 

your sight and drain away your life. You will plant seed in 

vain, because your enemies will eat it.  

I will set my face against you so that you will be defeated by 

your enemies; those who hate you will rule over you, and you 

will flee even when no one is pursuing you. 

If after all this you will not listen to me, I will punish you for 

your sins seven times over.79 

It is plain that ―seven times‖ punishment of ―sins‖ is not to be taken literally with technical 
precision. Use is being made of the meaning ascribed to the number seven. It is likewise 
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ridiculous to expect that the following passage is intended to be applied with modern 

mathematical precision: 

Then Peter came to Jesus and asked, ―Lord, how many times 

shall I forgive my brother when he sins against me? Up to 

seven times?‖ Jesus answered, ―I tell you, not seven times, but 
seventy-seven times. [NIV footnote: ―or seventy times seven‖] 80 

Meanings were applied to other numbers, and these meanings were compounded when the 

number comprised two other significant numbers. For example, the number 70 represents 

two scripturally significant numbers, 7 and 10. Likewise with the grand number 144,000, 
since it is made up of the significant numbers 12, 12, 10, and 10, repeated 10 times over. 

When Daniel was told that the 70 years of servitude to Babylon were to be continued with a 

further period of servitude, during which Judah was given the opportunity to truly repent of 
its sinful ways, the 70-year servitude was brought into play with the expression ―70 

heptads‖. In this way, the above-mentioned condemnation at Leviticus 26:18 is brought to 

mind, but with the meaning of the number ―seven‖ being reapplied. 

―If anyone kills Cain, he will suffer vengeance seven times 

over.‖81 

If Cain is avenged seven times, then Lamech seventy-seven 
times.82 

If he sins against you seven times in a day, and seven times 

comes back to you and says, ‗I repent,‘ forgive him.83 

Implications for this Study 

Key passages in Jeremiah associate the number 70 with the Babylonian Exile. Daniel refers 
to this number appearing in Jeremiah‘s writings, as well as introducing an enigmatic ―seven 

heptads‖, which many read as ―seven lots of seven years‖. 

Most seek a precision with these numbers that the Ancients might not necessarily have 
intended. While a modern reader might seek precise start and finishing dates, these might 

never have been in the writers‘ minds or in the minds of their subsequent editors. 

However, it is doubtful that spiritual applications of the number 70 to God‘s people, as in 
Genesis and Exodus, have any bearing on the same number in relation to the exile, 

inasmuch as this time the number is applied to a heathen nation, Babylon. Rather, the 

number is likely associated with the three generations of Babylonian kings that Judah was 
to serve. Even that expression would not pass the technical scrutiny of a modern reader. 

Eschew Bibliolatry 

This brief study of the impact of ancient culture highlight the hazard of having one‘s faith 

rely on the passages in the Hebrew Scriptures. They are of immense value, but due regard 

needs to be employed before venturing to make any of it the sole foundation of one‘s faith, 
let alone base it on the turn of phrase in a single verse of a specific version. This does not 

mean that Scripture is of no value; rather, it means that the modern reader needs to 

exercise due diligence when seeking a personally applicable message. 

A believer has faith in a living personal God, not in a book, no matter how well intentioned 

the writers were. Bibliolatry must give way to a personal dialogue with a living God. The 

faithful believe salvation comes from God, not from a book. 

Consequence on the GB 

The Governing Body of Jehovah‟s Witnesses (GB) seeks to impose the cultures of a modern 

society, without recognising the culture of the Ancients. For its very existence, the GB is 
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compelled to apply the modern use of numbers in its interpretation of the ―70 years‖. That 

use, however, often can be at odds with the meaning assigned to numbers and with their 
application by the ancient agrarian communities of Judah. They at times used numbers 

simply to support or reinforce a message. Today‘s mathematical precision is culturally 

irrelevant. 

The GB ignores the political propaganda that was employed by the Judean élite. The GB 

ignores the influence of further changes by subsequent editors, which makes it even more 

difficult to be comfortable with the precision of the record. This is a problem that is 

common to all who place their faith upon the text of the ancient Hebrews. It is not possible 
to know precisely what they wrote, making it a grave risk to completely base one‘s 

foundation of authority upon the words as they now exist. 

Further, the inexactitudes inherent in the Hebrew (OT) Scriptures currently available make 
it hazardous to employ it as the sole foundation of one‘s faith. The GB does this, at its peril, 

for its very foundation is based on the records associated with the Babylonian Exile. Its 

critical foundation date of 1914 CE is derived solely from these ancient texts. Although it 
argues that secular dates are unreliable, nevertheless it is dependent on them, since the 

Bible never provides dates in terms of our BCE and CE dating systems. 

Summary 

Great care must be taken when endeavouring to understand the intended message of each 
passage of Scripture. It has to be understood in the context of the time it was written. It is 

critically important to recognise the cultures that created the passage. It is probably not as 

possible to do that with those who later edited their writings. 

It is also important to understand the original writer‘s immediate intended audience and 
the reason that the material was written to them, or for them. 
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DEUTERONOMY PROVIDED THE FOUNDATION 

Warnings given from Moses’ time 

Whether the Exiles created a Scripture or whether they impressed their viewpoint on to 

prior documents, the resulting written material states that warnings had repeatedly been 

given to God‘s people in every age from the time of Moses. These warnings constantly told 

the people and their leaders to obey the Lord‘s commands and decrees, else he would have 
his chosen nation and beloved city destroyed, with the people removed from the land he had 

given them. 

Deuteronomy repeatedly states the need to obey God‘s commands, laws and regulations, 
thus setting the foundation for the subsequent books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and 

Kings. These records form the Deuteronomistic History84. The group of Babylonian Exiles 

involved in the formulation of these books is known as the Deuteronomists85. Their 
historical record runs from the covenant at Sinai (Deut. 1:6) to the Babylonian Captivity (2 

Kings 25:21). 

These books promote the view that failure to heed the Lord as expressed through his 

prophets would cause God to punish them most severely. For the Exiles, their plight was 
not solely the outcome of Jeremiah‘s proclamations. 

The Deuteronomists‘ views are also evident at Leviticus (chapter 26), in the Writings (as in 

some Psalms), and in the Prophets, including Zephaniah, Amos, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the 
latter chapters attributed to Isaiah, which are recognised as having been written in his style 

at the time of the Exile. 

Inasmuch as the Exiles defined evil in terms of failure to heed the prophets, any ruler of 
Judah who sided with the religious leaders, such as Josiah, was praised for their actions. 

Deuteronomist Either a single preacher or a group of like-

minded teachers in Judah who imposed a theological view with 
a distinctive oratorical style on the books of the OT especially 

from Deut. to 2 Kgs which are often called ‗the 

Deuteronomistic History‘. The intention was to explain the 

nation‘s fate as due to its apostasy from the true worship of 
God. There was a covenant (Deut. 7: 12) which God for his 

part would keep, but peace and prosperity for the people 

depended on their faithfulness. The prophecies of Jeremiah 
(and some would add many other prophetic collections) seem 

to have been edited to express the Deut. point of view. The 

collapse of Judah in 586 BCE and the Exile are interpreted as 
vindicating Deut.‘s prophecy of punishment if they were 

faithless (Jer. 36: 29).86 

Despite the apologetics of many religious thinkers, modern 
academic criticism completely rejects Moses as [Deuter-

onomy‘s] author. ... 

The style and method of [Deuteronomy], and its peculiarities of 

expression, show that it came from a school of thought 
separate from the rest of the Torah. In fact, Deuteronomy often 

refers to itself as a separate code of law (1:5, 8:26, 27:3, 

31:26), distinct from the four preceding books of the Bible. 
Scholars have also noted differences in language and style, the 

laws themselves, and some anachronisms in the text, such as 

                                              
84 Some include the book of Jeremiah in that listing. 
85 Suggestions include Jeremiah, Ezra or a group of temple exiles, likely under the jurisdiction of 
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86 W. R. F. BROWNING. ―Deuteronomist.‖ A Dictionary of the Bible. 1997. Encyclopedia.com. 25 Sep. 
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the variations in the text of the Ten Commandments, 

compared to the version at Exodus 20. 

The text is most reminiscent of Jeremiah, with whom the style, 

and laws, of Deuteronomy have extreme influence. In fact, the 

style is so strongly similar to Jeremiah, that several scholars 
have posited him, or his scribe, as the real author. Similarly, it 

is extremely notable that neither Amos, nor Hosea, nor the 

undisputed portions of Isaiah, show even the remotest 

familiarity with Deuteronomy. These facts can easily be 
explained if Deuteronomy was written after these three 

prophets, and before Jeremiah, placing its creation squarely in 

the seventh century BC. 

Modern bible scholarship therefore identifies the work as being 

created in the seventh century BC, in, or very close to, the 

reign of Josiah. Further study of the other books of the torah 
has led over 90% of the academic community of biblical 

scholars to support the documentary hypothesis. This 

hypothesis identifies multiple authors for the torah, 
Deuteronomy mostly being considered the work of the 

deuteronomist (―D‖). The Deuteronomists work is believed to 

have also included the editing together of earlier histories into 

the books of Joshua, Judges, Kings, and Samuel.87 

 

 

Figure 4: Moses Sees the Promised Land from Afar, 

as in Numbers 27:12, James Tissot88 
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Figure 5: The Babylonian Exiles‘ Deuteronomistic ―chain‖  
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Figure 6: Outline of Deuteronomy 
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Deuteronomy 

Deuteronomy89 is presented as a series of sermons delivered by Moses to the Israélites on 

the plains of Moab. 

A number of theories have been put forward on the origin and development of 

Deuteronomy, with one authority describing these as a ―cacophony of voices‖90. Regardless 

of these theories on the book‘s origins, general consensus exists that it had a foundational 
role for the nations of Israel and Judah, and that its current content is the outcome of exilic 

and/or post-exilic influences. 

The audience which the Deuteronomist addresses in the final 

redaction seems to be the community of exiles in Babylon; the 
authors ―did not write for everybody in general or nobody in 

particular.‖ (Fretheim, Deuteronomic History, page 44). 91 

Deuteronomy speaks of the promise made to Abraham, which is repeated to his heirs; the 
nation‘s escape from Egypt; and the fulfilment of God‘s promise to give them the land. The 

Babylonian exile reversed that account, for in that experience the people were dispossessed 

of that same land, with some Jews, albeit against God‘s instruction, returning to Egypt. 

Exilic experiences contained in Deuteronomy 

Several structures are identified in Deuteronomy. The structure at Figure 6 demonstrates 

its relationship with the exilic experience. A sample of verses demonstrating this 

relationship is provided at Appendix A: Relation of Deuteronomy to the Babylonian Exiles. 

Deuteronomy tells of the obligations that the Lord set before them. If the nation was fully 

obedient to those obligations, they would be blessed by him. 

If you fully obey the LORD your God and carefully follow all his 

commands I give you today, the LORD your God will set you 
high above all the nations on earth. All these blessings will 

come upon you and accompany you if you obey the LORD your 

God: You will be blessed in the city and blessed in the country. 
… Do not turn aside from any of the commands I give you 

today, to the right or to the left, following other gods and 

serving them.92 

I set before you today life and prosperity, death and 

destruction.  For I command you today to love the LORD your 

God, to walk in his ways, and to keep his commands, decrees 
and laws; then you will live and increase, and the LORD your 

God will bless you in the land you are entering to possess.93 

But if the people were not obedient, the nation would be recipients of God‘s curses and 

punishment. (Deut 28:15-68). This would ultimately result in their being removed from the 
land he was about to give them. But even if they were removed from the land, should they 

return to the Lord, he would listen, restore them and return them to the land, where he 

would make them prosperous. 

When all these blessings and curses I have set before you 

come upon you and you take them to heart wherever the 

LORD your God disperses you among the nations, and when 
you and your children return to the LORD your God and obey 

him with all your heart and with all your soul according to 

                                              
89 Although the book is given the name Deuteronomy, meaning the ―second law‖, the Jews know the 

book as Devarim ( ), literally ―things‖ or ―words‖, specifically spoken words, from the opening 

phrase Eleh ha-devarim, ―These are the words...‖. 
90 Dictionary of the Old Testament: Historical Books, page 228, ―Deuteronomistic History‖ 
91 G Rumney, May 2007, BIBS/X 112, at otagosh.tripod.com/deut.pdf 
92 Deut 28:1-3,14 
93 Deut 30:15-16 
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everything I command you today, then the LORD your God will 

restore your fortunes and have compassion on you and gather 
you again from all the nations where he scattered you. Even if 

you have been banished to the most distant land under the 

heavens, from there the LORD your God will gather you and 
bring you back. He will bring you to the land that belonged to 

your fathers, and you will take possession of it. He will make 

you more prosperous and numerous than your fathers.94 

If they continued to obey the Lord, he would continue to add to their prosperity. 

You will again obey the LORD and follow all his commands I 

am giving you today. Then the LORD your God will make you 

most prosperous in all the work of your hands and in the fruit 
of your womb, the young of your livestock and the crops of 

your land. The LORD will again delight in you and make you 

prosperous, just as he delighted in your fathers, if you obey 
the LORD your God and keep his commands and decrees that 

are written in this Book of the Law and turn to the LORD your 

God with all your heart and with all your soul.95 

Having clearly set out these conditions, the Deuteronomist shows, through the records of 

Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings, that the nation failed to meet its obligations under the 

Covenant. 

Partial obedience or failure was not tolerated by the Deuteronomist, and the ongoing 
disobedience led to the exiles experienced by Israel and by Judah. Even King David was 

marked by the Deuteronomist with sin and failure (1 Samuel). His failures included his 

difficulties with Saul; deadly conflicts with his generals; infidelity; murder; and taking the 
census. 

Throughout the Books of Kings, the Deuteronomist lists as sinful the ongoing worship at 

high places and the worship of other gods. When evaluating a king, the Deuteronomist 
records whether obedience to the Lord was promoted or whether the worship of other 

deities and the sacrifice at the high places was permitted or encouraged. In most cases, 

kings and the nation failed to live up to the requirements of the Sinaitic Covenant, and 
hence were deemed to be evil.  

At Deuteronomy, the condition was set out that disobedience would result in their 

destruction. 

If you ever forget the LORD your God and follow other gods 
and worship and bow down to them, I testify against you today 

that you will surely be destroyed. Like the nations the LORD 

destroyed before you, so you will be destroyed for not obeying 
the LORD your God.96 

The ground was thus set for explaining the situation that the Exiles were experiencing and 

for establishing the need for the people to obey the religious leaders from Jerusalem, 
whether the Exiles were located in Babylon or, should God permit, returned to Jerusalem. 

According to the book of Kings, Israel fell because of its failure to keep to the terms of the 

Covenant.  

All this took place because the Israélites had sinned against 

the LORD their God, … They worshiped other gods and 

followed the practices of the nations. … They built themselves 
high places in all their towns. They set up sacred stones and 

Asherah poles on every high hill and under every spreading 

tree. At every high place they burned incense, as the nations 
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whom the LORD had driven out before them had done. They 

did wicked things that provoked the LORD to anger. They 
worshiped idols, though the LORD had said,  ―You shall not do 

this.‖97 

The Deuteronomist praised Josiah, who championed religious reforms that were aligned 
with the objectives and aspirations of the priestly group at Jerusalem. Josia was compared 

with Moses. (2 Kings 23:25). Yet even the religious reforms by Josiah could not temper the 

Lord‘s resolve, for the Deuteronomist recorded that Judah fell because it too failed to keep 

to the terms of the Covenant. 

The LORD did not turn away from the heat of his fierce anger, 

which burned against Judah because of all that Manasseh had 

done to provoke him to anger. So the LORD said,  ―I will 
remove Judah also from my presence as I removed Israel, and I 

will reject Jerusalem, the city I chose, and this temple, about 

which I said, ‗ There shall my Name be.‘ ―98 

In this way, the Deuteronomist (the writer of Kings) provided the Babylonian Captives with 

the reason for the catastrophe they were experiencing, but also to give hope. The people 

were in captivity, but God would still respond, provided the people repented and returned to 
the Lord. 

See, I set before you today life and prosperity, death and 

destruction. For I command you today to love the LORD your 

God, to walk in his ways, and to keep his commands, decrees 
and laws; then you will live and increase, and the LORD your 

God will bless you in the land you are entering to possess.99 

But if your heart turns away and you are not obedient, and if 
you are drawn away to bow down to other gods and worship 

them, I declare to you this day that you will certainly be 

destroyed. You will not live long in the land you are crossing 
the Jordan to enter and possess. (Deut 30:17-18) 

This day I call heaven and earth as witnesses against you that 

I have set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now 
choose life, so that you and your children may live and that 

you may love the LORD your God, listen to his voice, and hold 

fast to him. For the LORD is your life, and he will give you 

many years in the land he swore to give to your fathers, 
Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. (Deut 30:19-20) 

When he concluded Books of Kings, the Deuteronomist offered the Captives a glimmer of 

hope by telling them that King Jehoiachin had been released from his captivity and was 
receiving honour. 

In the thirty-seventh year of the exile of Jehoiachin king of 

Judah, in the year Evil-Merodach became king of Babylon, he 
released Jehoiachin from prison on the twenty-seventh day of 

the twelfth month. He spoke kindly to him and gave him a seat 

of honor higher than those of the other kings who were with 
him in Babylon. So Jehoiachin put aside his prison clothes 

and for the rest of his life ate regularly at the king‘s table. Day 

by day the king gave Jehoiachin a regular allowance as long as 
he lived.100 

 

                                              
97 2 Kings 17:7-12 
98 2 Kings 23:26-27 
99 Deut. 30:15-16 
100 2 Kings 25:27-30 
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FOR A LONG TIME, THE PROPHETS FORETOLD DESTRUCTION  

In Biblical terminology, a ―prophet‖ is one who speaks to the nation on behalf of God101. 

This might include foretelling the future, but that was not essential. Over the centuries, 

prophets arose who warned God‘s people of the dire judgment that would befall them if they 

continued to disobey the laws, commands and instructions given them by God through his 
prophets. They were thus warning that destruction would come, but that it was conditional. 

Messages given by some prophets are recorded as Scripture. Generally, they were preachers 

who gave their messages orally, with scribes responsible for recording their messages. 

Warnings were given by many prophets 

During the long centuries before Jerusalem and its Temple were destroyed by 

Nebuchadnezzar, the voices of many prophets were raised, warning the nation of the dire 

consequences of disobedience to God. Those prophets whose messages have been preserved 
include Joel, Isaiah, Micah, Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Jeremiah and Ezekiel. Because Micah 

had previously warned Jerusalem of impending destruction, Jeremiah‘s life was spared 

when he uttered his warning message. 

Threats and pleas uttered in the direction of Israel also had meaning for Judah. The fate of 

Israel should have provided clear indication to Judah of the fate that awaited them should 

that nation‘s leaders and people fail to mend their ways. 

Thus, in addition to the long thread of warning given by history as identified by the 
Deuteronomists, repeated warnings were being provided through the prophets. 

It was clearly in the Exile‘s interests to lay the blame for their predicament on the people‘s 

failure to heed the prophets. That would lay the foundation for a religious revival in their 
favour when the Exile was over. 

Joel 

It is not possible to know whether the prophet Joel lived in the 9th century BCE or whether 

he lived following the Exile. He mentions neither Assyria nor Babylon, so it appears they 
were not forces at the time of his writing. 

Regardless of the period when Joel gave his message to Judah, it is clear and powerful. Joel 

made use of a drought and a locust plague to warn the nation of a future invasion. Joel 
promised the nation that should they repent and return to the Lord, he will restore his 

relationship with them and bless them. 

Has anything like this ever happened in your days or in the 

days of your forefathers? … 

What the locust swarm has left the great locusts have eaten; 

what the great locusts have left the young locusts have eaten; 

what the young locusts have left other locusts have eaten. … 

A nation has invaded my land, powerful and without number; 

it has the teeth of a lion, the fangs of a lioness. It has laid 

waste my vines and ruined my fig trees. It has stripped off 
their bark and thrown it away, leaving their branches white. … 

Surely the joy of mankind is withered away. … 

Summon the elders and all who live in the land to the house of 
the LORD your God, and cry out to the LORD. 

Alas for that day! For the day of the LORD is near; it will come 

like destruction from the Almighty. … Blow the trumpet in 

Zion; sound the alarm on my holy hill. Let all who live in the 
land tremble, for the day of the LORD is coming. It is close at 

hand — a day of darkness and gloom, a day of clouds and 

blackness. … 

                                              
101 Daniel did not speak to the nation on behalf of God. 
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Figure 7: Written records warning Judah of its threatened destruction 
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―Even now,‖ declares the LORD, ―return to me with all your 

heart, with fasting and weeping and mourning.‖ Rend your 
heart and not your garments. Return to the LORD your God, 

for he is gracious and compassionate, slow to anger and 

abounding in love, and he relents from sending calamity. … 

Then the LORD will be jealous for his land and take pity on his 

people. The LORD will reply to them: ―I am sending you grain, 

new wine and oil, enough to satisfy you fully; never again will I 

make you an object of scorn to the nations. ―I will drive the 
northern army far from you. … Be glad, O people of Zion, 

rejoice in the LORD your God … 

In those days and at that time, when I restore the fortunes of 
Judah and Jerusalem. … The LORD will be a refuge for his 

people, a stronghold for the people of Israel.102 

Isaiah 

The words from Isaiah at Figure 7, which speak of destruction, are most likely products of 
writers living at the time of the Babylonian Captivity and Exile, or later.103 Isaiah Chapter 

43 is in a group generally attributed to an unknown writer (or writers) of the Exile known as 

Deutero-Isaiah. The passage from Chapter 51 is in a group of chapters attributed by many 

to post-exilic writers known as Trito-Isaiah, seen by many as belonging to a camp opposed 
to Ezra and Nehemiah. 

The Book of Isaiah is the first and longest of the books of the 

Major Prophets in the Old Testament of the Bible. It derives its 
name from the prophet Isaiah, who lived in Jerusalem, 

perhaps of aristocratic origin. His prophetic career spanned 

half a century, from around 742 BC to at least 701. 

The book, however, contains the work of more than one man. 

Scholars now generally agree that chapters 1 to 35, known as 

First Isaiah, can be ascribed either to Isaiah himself or to his 

disciples; chapters 36 to 39 have been taken directly from 2 
Kings 18:13 - 20:18. Chapters 40 to 55, known as Second 

Isaiah, or Deutero - Isaiah, were the work of an anonymous 

prophet - poet during the latter part (c. 545 - 540 BC) of the 
Babylonian exile. Chapters 56 to 66, known as Third Isaiah, or 

Trito - Isaiah, were written by authors unknown in detail but 

working around the end of the 6th century (525 - 500 BC) or 
the beginning of the 5th (500 - 475 BC). Some of the material 

may be derived from a period even later than these times (c. 

375 - 250 BC).104 

If these assertions are correct, by the Exiles placing their words within Isaiah‘s writings, it 

could indicate that they wished it be understood that the events associated with the 

Babylonian Captivity are in harmony with the great prophet‘s warnings given more than 
100 years earlier. If, however, those words were written by the prophet Isaiah, he uttered 

such warnings more than 100 years before Jerusalem was finally destroyed. 

At Isaiah 29:1-3, presumably attributable to Isaiah, where he calls Jerusalem by the name 

Ariel, Isaiah writes of the city being encamped about, under siege, brought low to the dust, 
and almost silenced. 

Woe to you, Ariel, Ariel, the city where David settled! Add year 

to year and let your cycle of festivals go on. Yet I will besiege 
Ariel; she will mourn and lament, she will be to me like an 

                                              
102 Joel 1:2, 4, 6-7, 12, 14-15; 2:1-2, 12-13, 18-20, 23; 3:1, 16 
103 http://www.earlyjewishwritings.com/isaiah.html (for example) 
104 http://www.mb-soft.com/believe/txs/isaiah.htm 
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altar hearth. I will encamp against you all around; I will 

encircle you with towers and set up my siege works against 
you.  

Brought low, you will speak from the ground; your speech will 

mumble out of the dust. Your voice will come ghostlike from 
the earth; out of the dust your speech will whisper.  

But your many enemies will become like fine dust, the ruthless 

hordes like blown chaff. Suddenly, in an instant, the LORD 

Almighty will come with thunder and earthquake and great 
noise, with windstorm and tempest and flames of a devouring 

fire.  

Then the hordes of all the nations that fight against Ariel, that 
attack her and her fortress and besiege her, will be as it is with 

a dream, with a vision in the night—as when a hungry man 

dreams that he is eating, but he awakens, and his hunger 
remains; as when a thirsty man dreams that he is drinking, 

but he awakens faint, with his thirst unquenched. So will it be 

with the hordes of all the nations that fight against Mount 
Zion.105 

Zephaniah 

Zephaniah came after Isaiah and was contemporary with the start of Jeremiah‘s work, 

lending support to him as they sparked Josiah‘s reforms. 

Jerusalem lies at the heart of Zephaniah‘s concern. He indicts 
the city‘s religious degradation and social apathy (1:4-13; 3:1-

7) and predicts its ultimate salvation (3:14-20). ... 

The great day of the LORD is near . . . 
the sound of the day of the LORD is bitter. .. . 

That day will be a day of wrath, 

a day of distress and anguish, 
a day of ruin and devastation, 

a day of darkness and gloom, 

a day of clouds and thick darkness, 
a day of trumpet blast and battle cry.(l:14f.) ... 

 Two themes dominate this brief book: the threat of imminent 

judgment (1:2-3:7) and the hope of ultimate deliverance (3:8-

20). Apart from a brief call to repentance (2:1-3), 1:2-3:7 is 
unrelieved in its stress on God‘s wrath. ... 

I will utterly sweep away everything 

from the face of the earth. . . .  
I will sweep away humans and animals. . . . (l:2f.) 

The prophet first focuses on his own land and city (1:4-2:3), 

whose religious and social sins have made them objects of 
divine ire. They have sold themselves to the worship of Baal, 

the Canaanite fertility god; the sun, moon, and stars; and 

Milcom, king god of their Ammonite neighbors to the east. 
They formed debilitating alliances with pagan nations, 

particularly Assyria. And they aped foreign fashions which 

tended to compromise their identity as God‘s special people. ...  

These sins, coupled with the spiritual and moral apathy of 

Jerusalem‘s citizenry, merit the fiercest kind of judgment, and 
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Zephaniah describes God‘s wrath with a white-hot fury almost 

unparalleled in Scripture. ...  

It is worth remembering that these oracles were intended not 

for a foreign audience but for Judah alone. The people 

frequently needed to be reminded that, though they belonged 
exclusively to God, God did not belong exclusively to them. 

The indictments of Jerusalem (3:1-7) are more specific than 

those of the pagan nations: the city‘s greater privilege carried 

greater responsibility. ... Even the tragic example of the 
northern kingdom could not brake Judah‘s race to self-

destruction. ... 

The prophet makes clear that God‘s judgment is not only 
punitive but corrective. .... A lowly yet faithful remnant will 

survive in Judah to replace the leaders whose pride was their 

snare. Above all, God will dwell among his people and right 
past wrongs‖.106 

Habakkuk 

While the dating of Habakkuk is not absolutely certain, most likely he was a contemporary 

of Zephaniah and Jeremiah. 

Problem: God has not judged Judah‘s wickedness (1:2-4). God, 
not the people, is the first object of Habakkuk‘s censure. 

Judah‘s sin has become so flagrant and heinous that God‘s 

reputation is jeopardized by his reluctance to judge. 
Habakkuk‘s complaint about God‘s righteousness shapes the 

style of his book, a summary of his conversations with God. 

The judgment for which he pleads is twofold: vengeance on the 

wicked and vindication of the righteous. 

The background of the violence, oppression, and lawlessness 

under which the prophet chafes seems to be the reign of the 

wretched Jehoiakim, who so vexed Jeremiah (Jer. 22:13-23). 
Habakkuk, theologian as well as prophet, was battled by the 

seemingly interminable delay in judgment, while whatever 

vitality remained in Judah from Josiah‘s reform was being 
sapped by the corruption of the national leaders. 

God‘s answer: The Babylonians will judge Judah (1:5-11). 

Habakkuk did not have to wait long for God‘s response. The 
plural form of ―you‖ indicates that God‘s words are directed to 

a larger audience than just the prophet. 

The divine response rings with surprise. Ordinarily a 

complaint would be answered by a promise of deliverance, a 
salvation speech, but here ―deliverance‖ comes in the form of 

the Babylonian army (―Chaldeans;‘ [v. 6], ... God was to employ 

this unholy alliance of skill and savagery to impose judgment 
on Judah. 

Problem: Can a righteous God use the wicked to punish those 

more righteous (1:12-17)? ... 

Habakkuk was well aware of Judah‘s faults, but by any 

standards his countrymen, particularly the righteous nucleus, 

were no match for the wickedness of the Babylonians. 
Apparently the fate of Babylon‘s enemies was common 

knowledge, and Habakkuk recoils at the thought that the 

Babylonians would ruthlessly ravage Judah and Jerusalem. ... 
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The first part of God‘s answer, introduced by an 

announcement of a vision (vv. 2f.), allays the prophet‘s fears 
about God‘s judgment: the righteous remnant will be preserved 

(vv. 4f.). ... 

Five woes (―alas,‖ NRSV; w. 6, 9, 12, 15, 19) punctuate this 
direful message: Babylon‘s doom is sealed. Particular stress is 

given to God‘s law of retribution; the Babylonians are to be 

repaid measure for measure (w. 6-8, 15-17). ... 

Babylon‘s cause is doomed not only because it was wicked but 
also because its gods are powerless. In contrast, the Lord of 

Israel rules the earth from the temple (whether heavenly or 

earthly) and bids all to stand in silence before him (v. 20). ... 

Habakkuk‘s response (ch. 3). The revelation of God‘s program 

to save a righteous remnant and to send trouble (―woe‖) to 

wicked oppressors silences the complaints.107 

Jeremiah 

This prophet is considered in detail in the following chapters. 

Ezekiel 

The prophet Ezekiel was taken captive by Nebuchadnezzar and deported to Babylon at the 
time Jehoiachin was removed from the throne of Judah. Ezekiel uttered his prophetic 

visions from Babylon during the earlier years of the exile, aiming them at those who 

remained behind. 

Ezekiel was aligned with the deposed king Jehoiachin and he numbered the years of his 

captivity in terms of the king‘s reign. Ezekiel could not bring himself to mention Zedekiah, 

Babylon‘s puppet king, by name. 

Ezekiel is a prophecy from the Exile. According to the book 

itself, the prophet‘s message came from Yahweh during the 

first part of the Exile, between 593 and 571 BC. Ezekiel 
therefore marks a distinct phase in Israélite prophecy, and its 

form and characteristics differ somewhat from the prophecies 

studied thus far. 

Then he brought me to the gate, the gate facing east. And 
there the glory of the LORD of Israel was coming from the 

east; the sound was like the sound of mighty waters; and 

the earth shone with his glory. The vision I saw was like 
the vision that I had seen when he came to destroy the 

city, and like the vision that I had seen by the river 

Chebar; and I fell on my face. (Ezek. 43:1-3) 

Ezekiel and His Times 

The Prophet. Ezekiel ben Buzi came from a priestly family 

(1:3). He grew up in Palestine, probably in Jerusalem, and was 
taken into exile in 597 (see 33:21; 2 Kgs. 24:11-16). He was 

probably twenty-five years old at the time, for five years later, 

at thirty (see 1:1), he was called to the prophetic office. 

Ezekiel was happily married (24:16), and the sudden death of 

his wife, announced to him in advance by Yahweh, was treated 

as an ominous sign to warn Israel (vv. 15-24). He lived in his 

own house in exile, at Tel Abib near the Chebar Canal (3:15; 
cf. 1:1), which was in the vicinity of Nippur in Babylonia. 

Elders came to Ezekiel‘s home for counsel (8:1), which agrees 

with the statement that he was ―among the exiles‖ (1:1), living 
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in a settlement of Judean prisoners of war. He dates certain 

revelations by the particular year of the exile of King 
Jehoiachin. His prophetic call came in year 5 (593), and the 

last recorded date is year 27 (571), indicating a ministry of at 

least twenty-three years. 

Because of his recorded visions, his strange behavior in acting 

out certain prophecies, the record of being transported from 

Babylon to Jerusalem and back (8:3; 11:24), and other details, 

Ezekiel has sometimes been called psychotic, and 
schizophrenic. Indeed, his manner of prophesying strikes the 

reader as a strange conglomeration of styles but his unique 

exilic context goes a long way toward explaining, or at least 
accounting for, these peculiarities.108 

Some of Ezekiel‘s prophecies were uttered before the final destruction of Jerusalem, while 

some were uttered after it fell. 

Ezekiel‘s prophecies are couched in deep symbolism, and those directly relevant to this 

Study are: 

 Ezekiel 8:1 (6th year of Ezekiel‘s exile): The vision of the temple. 

 

 Ezekiel 20:1 (8th year): Message to the elders. 

 

 Ezekiel 24:1 (9th year): The report of the siege of Jerusalem 

 

 Ezekiel 33:21 (12th year): The report of Jerusalem‘s fall 

 

 Ezekiel 40:1 (25th year) The vision of the restored temple; the promise of return. 

Ezekiel received the report of Jerusalem‘s fall five months after the event. When told, he 
directed his warning to the people who remained in Judah: 

In the twelfth year of our exile, in the tenth month on the fifth 

day, a man who had escaped from Jerusalem came to me and 
said, ―The city has fallen!‖ … 

Then the word of the LORD came to me: … ―Say this to them: 

‗This is what the Sovereign LORD says: As surely as I live, 
those who are left in the ruins will fall by the sword, those out 

in the country I will give to the wild animals to be devoured, 

and those in strongholds and caves will die of a plague. I will 

make the land a desolate waste, and her proud strength will 
come to an end, and the mountains of Israel will become 

desolate so that no one will cross them.  

Then they will know that I am the LORD, when I have made 
the land a desolate waste because of all the detestable things 

they have done.‘‖109 

Judah ignored the lesson of Israel’s fate 

In their Scriptural record, the Judean writers recorded that every monarch of its neighbour 
Israel was evil and disobedient to the Lord. For this reason, they claimed, the nation of 

Israel had been destroyed. The Judean writers had no love for the monarchs of their 

northern neighbour. The writers of Deuteronomy laid restrictions upon any king. 

In their message to their own nation, the Judean writers said that Judah should have 

learned the lesson given to them through Israel‘s experience, but the monarchs and the 
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people of Judah did not learn, and were hence adjudged to be in a condition worse than 

Israel‘s. 

The overwhelming power of the first regional power Assyria and the play of regional politics 

were not taken into account by them as the cause for Israel‘s ultimate destruction. 

Consequence for the GB 

The Governing Body of Jehovah‟s Witnesses (GB) links the Babylonian Exile, and the 

Seventy Years in particular, to the utterances by Jeremiah. As this overview indicates, 
Jeremiah‘s voice was only one of many voices. Only he mentioned ―Seventy Years‖, which 

the GB relates to the period following Jerusalem‘s destruction during Nebuchadnezzar‘s 

19th year. 

Examination of Jeremiah‘s proclamation shows that the 70-year period was allocated as a 

period of supremacy over the nations by Babylon (Nebuchadnezzar). The situation became 

increasingly dire because of Judah‘s continuing intransigence. 

Leviticus 26:3 – 46, NIV 

The 26th chapter of Leviticus provides the rationale for the exiles that were experienced at 

the hands of the Assyrians and the Babylonians. Although the book of Leviticus is set 

before the Hebrews entered the Promised Land, the 26th chapter has these exiles in mind. 

If these words were written at the time of Moses, this would show that the Exile was warned 

of long before Jeremiah spoke.  

This 26th chapter could have been inserted into Leviticus at some stage following 
Babylonian Exile. Although several key words of Jeremiah do appear in this chapter of 

Leviticus, he made no reference to the land keeping its sabbaths. This suggests that the 

Chronicler, who lived at least 200 years after the Babylonian Exile, might have influenced 

these references to the land keeping its sabbaths. 

If you follow my decrees and are careful to obey my 

commands, 

 

I will send you rain in its season, and the ground will yield its 

crops and the trees of the field their fruit. Your threshing will 

continue until grape harvest and the grape harvest will 
continue until planting, and you will eat all the food you want 

and live in safety in your land.  

I will grant peace in the land, and you will lie down and no one 
will make you afraid. 

I will remove savage beasts from the land, and the sword will 

not pass through your country.  

You will pursue your enemies, and they will fall by the sword 
before you. Five of you will chase a hundred, and a hundred of 

you will chase ten thousand, and your enemies will fall by the 

sword before you.  

I will look on you with favor and make you fruitful and 

increase your numbers, and I will keep my covenant with you.  

You will still be eating last year‘s harvest when you will have to 
move it out to make room for the new.  

I will put my dwelling place among you, and I will not abhor 

(G*U^l) you.  

I will walk among you and be your God, and you will be my 
people. 
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I am the LORD your God, who brought you out of Egypt so 

that you would no longer be slaves to the Egyptians; I broke 
the bars of your yoke and enabled you to walk with heads held 

high. 

=============================== 

But if you will not listen to me and carry out all these 

commands, and if you reject (m*A^s) my decrees and abhor  

(G*U^l) my laws and fail to carry out all my commands and so 

violate my covenant, then I will do this to you: 

---------------------------------------------- 

I will bring upon you sudden terror, wasting diseases and fever 

that will destroy (K*l>) your sight and drain away your life. 

You will plant seed in vain, because your enemies will eat it.  

I will set my face against you so that you will be defeated by 

your enemies; those who hate you will rule over you, and you 

will flee even when no one is pursuing you.  

---------------------------------------------- 

If after all this you will not listen to me, 

I will punish you for your sins seven times over.  

I will break down your stubborn pride and make the sky above 
you like iron and the ground beneath you like bronze. 

Your strength will be spent in vain, because your soil will not 

yield its crops, nor will the trees of the land yield their fruit. 

---------------------------------------------- 

If you remain hostile toward me and refuse to listen to me, 

I will multiply your afflictions seven times over, as your sins 
deserve.  

I will send wild animals against you, and they will rob you of 

your children, destroy (K*r~T) your cattle and make you so few 

in number that your roads will be deserted (v*m@m). 

---------------------------------------------- 

If in spite of these things you do not accept my correction but 

continue to be hostile toward me, 

I myself will be hostile toward you and will afflict you for your 
sins seven times over.  

And I will bring the sword upon you to avenge the breaking of 

the covenant. 

When you withdraw into your cities, I will send a plague 

among you, and you will be given into enemy hands.  

When I cut off your supply of bread, ten women will be able to 
bake your bread in one oven, and they will dole out the bread 

by weight. You will eat, but you will not be satisfied.  

---------------------------------------------- 

If in spite of this you still do not listen to me but continue to 

be hostile toward me, 

then in my anger I will be hostile toward you, and I myself will 

punish you for your sins seven times over. 
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You will eat the flesh of your sons and the flesh of your 

daughters. 

I will destroy (v*m~D) your high places, cut down your incense 

altars and pile your dead bodies on the lifeless forms of your 

idols, and I will abhor (G*U^l) you.  

I will turn your cities into ruins (j"rB>) and lay waste (v*m@m) 

your sanctuaries, and I will take no delight in the pleasing 
aroma of your offerings. 

I will lay waste (v*m@m) the land, so that your enemies who live 

there will be appalled (v*m@m).  

I will scatter you among the nations and will draw out my 
sword and pursue you.  

Your land will be laid waste (v+m*m>), and your cities will lie in 

ruins (j"rB>). Then the land will enjoy its sabbath (v^BB*T) [“not 

in Hebrew”] years all the time that it lies desolate 
(v*m@m) and you are in the country of your enemies; then the 

land will rest (v*B~T) and enjoy its sabbaths (v^BB*T). All the 

time that it lies desolate (v*m@m), the land will have the rest 

(v*B~T) it did not have during the sabbaths (v^BB*T) you lived in 

it. 

 

As for those of you who are left, 

I will make their hearts so fearful in the lands of their enemies 

that the sound of a windblown leaf will put them to flight. 

They will run as though fleeing from the sword, and they will 

fall, even though no one is pursuing them.  

They will stumble over one another as though fleeing from the 
sword, even though no one is pursuing them. So you will not 

be able to stand before your enemies.  

You will perish among the nations; the land of your enemies 
will devour you.  

Those of you who are left will waste away in the lands of their 

enemies because of their sins; also because of their fathers‘ 
sins they will waste away.  

=============================== 

But if they will confess their sins and the sins of their 

fathers—their treachery against me and their hostility toward 
me, which made me hostile toward them so that I sent them 

into the land of their enemies— 

then when their uncircumcised hearts are humbled and they 
pay for their sin, I will remember my covenant with Jacob and 

my covenant with Isaac and my covenant with Abraham, and I 

will remember the land.  

For the land will be deserted ( U*Z^B) by them and will enjoy its 

sabbaths (v^BB*T) while it lies desolate (v*m@m)without them. 

They will pay for their sins because they rejected  

(m*A^s) my laws and abhorred (G*U^l) my decrees.  

=============================== 

Yet in spite of this, when they are in the land of their enemies, 

I will not reject (m*A^s) them or abhor (G*U^l) them so as to 
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destroy (K*l>) them completely, breaking my covenant with 

them. 

I am the LORD their God. 

But for their sake I will remember the covenant with their 

ancestors whom I brought out of Egypt in the sight of the 

nations to be their God. 

I am the LORD. 

=============================== 

These are the decrees, the laws and the regulations that the 
LORD established on Mount Sinai between himself and the 

Israelites through Moses. 

Similarity at Deuteronomy 

The sentiments expressed in the 26th chapter of Leviticus also appear at Chapters 28 
through 30 of Deuteronomy, which book is basically a product of the Babylonian Exiles. 

These chapters at Leviticus and Deuteronomy are so similar in structure and intent, with 

clear references to Jerusalem‘s experiences at the hands of Nebuchadnezzar. 

Until you are destroyed (v*m~D) and come to sudden ruin  
( A*B~D) … 

Until he has destroyed (K*l>) you from the land you are 

entering to possess. … 

Until you perish ( A*B~D) … 

You will become a thing of horror (Z~Uw>) … 

The LORD will drive you and the king you set over you to a 

nation unknown to you or your fathers. … 

You will become a thing of horror (v~mm>) and an object of 

scorn and ridicule to all the nations where the LORD will drive 
you. … 

You will have sons and daughters but you will not keep them, 

because they will go into captivity. …  

Until you are destroyed (v*m~D), because you did not obey the 

LORD your God and observe the commands and decrees he 

gave you. … 

Because you did not serve the LORD your God. ...  

He will put an iron yoke on your neck. … 

The LORD will bring a nation against you from far away, from 

the ends of the earth, like an eagle swooping down, a nation 
whose language you will not understand, a fierce-looking 

nation without respect for the old or pity for the young. They 

will devour the young of your livestock and the crops of your 
land until you are destroyed (v*m~D). They will leave you no 

grain, new wine or oil, nor any calves of your herds or lambs of 

your flocks until you are ruined ( A*B~D). They will lay siege to 

all the cities throughout your land until the high fortified 
walls in which you trust fall down. They will besiege all the 

cities throughout the land the LORD your God is giving you. 

… 

The suffering that your enemy will inflict on you during the 
siege. … 
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The siege and in the distress that your enemy will inflict on 

you in your cities. … 

You who were as numerous as the stars in the sky will be left 

but few in number, because you did not obey the LORD your 

God. … 

It will please him to ruin ( A*B~D) and destroy (v*m~D) you. You 

will be uprooted (/*s~j) from the land you are entering to 

possess. Then the LORD will scatter you among all nations. … 

All the nations will ask: ―Why has the LORD done this to this 

land? Why this fierce, burning anger?‖ And the answer will be: 
―It is because this people abandoned the covenant of the 

LORD, the God of their fathers, the covenant he made with 

them when he brought them out of Egypt. They went off and 
worshiped other gods and bowed down to them, gods they did 

not know, gods he had not given them. Therefore the LORD‘S 

anger burned against this land, so that he brought on it all the 
curses written in this book. In furious anger and in great 

wrath the LORD uprooted them from their land and thrust 

them into another land, as it is now.‖ … 

When all these blessings and curses I have set before you 

come upon you and you take them to heart wherever the 

LORD your God disperses you among the nations, and when 

you and your children return to the LORD your God and obey 
him with all your heart and with all your soul according to 

everything I command you today, then the LORD your God 

will restore your fortunes and have compassion on you and 
gather you again from all the nations where he scattered you. 

Even if you have been banished to the most distant land under 

the heavens, from there the LORD your God will gather you 
and bring you back. He will bring you to the land that 

belonged to your fathers, and you will take possession of it. He 

will make you more prosperous and numerous than your 
fathers. The LORD your God will circumcise your hearts and 

the hearts of your descendants, so that you may love him with 

all your heart and with all your soul, and live. … 

For I command you today to love the LORD your God, to walk 

in his ways, and to keep his commands, decrees and laws; 

then you will live and increase, and the LORD your God will 

bless you in the land you are entering to possess. … 

If you are drawn away to bow down to other gods and worship 

them, I declare to you this day that you will certainly be 

destroyed ( A*B~D A*B~D). You will not live long in the land you 
are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess. This day I call 

heaven and earth as witnesses against you that I have set 

before you life and death, blessings and curses. Now choose 

life, so that you and your children may live and that you may 
love the LORD your God, listen to his voice, and hold fast to 

him. For the LORD is your life, and he will give you many years 

in the land he swore to give to your fathers, Abraham, Isaac 
and Jacob.110 

 

                                              
110 Deut. 28:20, 21, 22, 25, 27, 36, 37, 41, 45, 48, 49-52, 53, 57, 62, 63-64; 29:24-28; 30:1-6, 16, 

17-20 
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JEREMIAH CONTINUED THE WARNINGS OF THE PROPHETS 

The prophet Jeremiah was born in Anathoth, about three miles north of Jerusalem. He 

ministered for more than forty years, beginning in the thirteenth year of Judah‘s king 

Josiah and ending in the eleventh year of Zedekiah111. Jeremiah was one of several Biblical 

prophets of the time, including Zephaniah, Habakkuk and Ezekiel, while Obadiah might 
also have been a contemporary. 

The beginning of Jeremiah’s ministry 

Following the discovery of a scroll containing the Law, king Josiah instituted religious 

reforms that undid much of the harm created by his grandfather Manasseh during his long 
reign. Jeremiah‘s ministry thus started when the priestly class of Jerusalem enjoyed 

unrivalled power and influence; but this ended abruptly when Josiah was tragically killed 

by the Egyptians at Carchemish. 

The battle at Carchemish signalled the emergence of Babylon as the region‘s unassailable 

major power. The death of Jeremiah‘s champion Josiah brought an end to the religious 

reformation sought by the priests at Jerusalem. The reformation had not been a complete 
success and the nation continued its evil ways. Continuously, Jeremiah fearlessly 

denounced the faithlessness of God‘s professed people, taking no account of the position 

that a person held. 

This is what the LORD says: ―Let not the wise man boast of his 
wisdom or the strong man boast of his strength, or the rich 

man boast of his riches, but let him who boasts boast about 

this: that he understands and knows me, that I am the LORD, 
who exercises kindness, justice and righteousness on earth, 

for in these I delight,‖ declares the LORD.112 

A massive book, containing mysteries 

The Biblical book that bears the name of the Prophet Jeremiah is massive in every respect. 

In terms of length, Jeremiah is notable for being the second 

longest biblical book, preceded only by the massive book of 

Psalms. According to Lundbom, Jeremiah has 21,835 words, 
followed in length by Ezekiel with 18,730 words and then 

Isaiah with 16,932 words.113 

Despite intensive study, the book conceals mysteries. The purpose of its structure; the fact 

that it is not presented chronologically; the differences between the Hebrew (MT) and Greek 
(LXX) versions; its relation to the Deuteronomists; all add to the mystery.114 

Much of the book was composed by his scribe, Baruch. Although Jeremiah began his 

prophetic utterances during the time of Josiah, his messages were not recorded for a long 
time, with Baruch at times prepared to add his own words. 

At the beginning of [Jeremiah chapter 36], God tells Jeremiah 

to get a scroll and write down ―all the words I have spoken to 
you concerning Israel, Judah and all the other nations from 

the time I began speaking to you in the reign of Josiah till 

now‖ (36:2). The verse reveals that these prophetic oracles 
were not written down for years, even decades, after they were 

spoken on the streets by the prophet. 

Jeremiah did not write these words down himself. He was 

assisted by Baruch, son of Neriah, who functioned as his 
scribe, though we must not imagine him to be a mere lackey of 

the prophet. Once the text was completed it was taken to the 

                                              
111 Jer 1:1-3 
112 Jer 9:23-24 
113 Jeremiah, Longman, p. 3 
114 Jeremiah, Longman, p. 4 
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temple area and read to the people, but eventually came to the 

attention of the king. The king reacted strongly against the 
message of the scroll and burned it. Even so, the concluding 

verse of the chapter (v. 32) informs us that Jeremiah simply 

had Baruch rewrite the scroll. Notable for our present subject, 
however, is the fact that on this new scroll Baruch added 

―many similar words.‖ Thus, we get a glimpse at the growth of 

a biblical book. We know that these are only the beginning 

stages of a long process, because many oracles and stories 
about Jeremiah are dated well after 605 B.C.115 

Sequence of the chapters 

From the description of the history of composition, we might 

anticipate that the book does not have a crisp structure, and 
this intuition would be correct. ...  

While this observation is correct when applied to Jeremiah, we 

may still make some general observations about the flow of the 
book and its large sections, even though we cannot always 

account for why one oracle follows another or why, when they 

are given chronological indicators, they are not arranged 
sequentially. 

There are reasons to think that chapter 25 plays a pivotal 

role in the book. ... Jeremiah 25:1-14 summarizes the 

message of chapters 2-24 and then Jer. 25:15-38 
announces judgment against the nations. 

Chapter 1 then is an introduction to the book with its account 

of the prophet‘s commissioning and chapter 52 an epilogue 
describing the fall of Jerusalem. 

Within these two large sections we can recognize blocks of 

material. 

Jeremiah 1 introduces the prophet, recounts his call, and 

presents two undated oracles that serve to introduce 

important themes of the book. 

Jeremiah 2-24 is a collection of sermons, poetic and prose 

oracles, prophetic sign acts that are undated. ...  

After Jeremiah 25 summarizes the first part of the book and 

turns attention to the judgment against the nations, we see a 
block of prose material that consists of stories about Jeremiah 

as well as reports of oracles (chs. 26-29). 

Jeremiah 30-33 is a collection of salvation oracles, a break 
from the heavy barrage of judgment in the book up to this 

point.  ...  

Jeremiah 34-38 returns to prose stories about Jeremiah and 
oracles of judgment. It culminates with the first account of the 

fall of Jerusalem. 

The next section, chapters 39-44, gives the distressing 
account of the exile and the continuing failures on the part of 

those who stay in the land with Jeremiah. They end up in 

Egypt because of their lack of confidence in God‘s ability to 
take care of them. Chapter 45 is an oracle directed toward 

Baruch, Jeremiah‘s associate. 

                                              
115 Jeremiah, Longman, p. 4 
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The book ends with a collection of oracles against foreign 

nations (chs. 46-51), culminating with a lengthy prophetic 
statement directed toward Babylon. The book then culminates 

with a second account of the fall of Jerusalem (ch. 52).116 

The order of Hebrew (MT) and Greek (LXX) texts is largely the 
same until chapter 25.117 

Logical arrangement 

As Jeremiah compiled his subsequent collections of his 

prophecies, he arranged them in a logical pattern. The 

arrangement developed his theme of God‘s judgment. Chapters 
2-45 focused on God‘s judgment on Judah and chapters 46-

51 focused on God‘s judgment on the Gentile nations. 

The various literary materials provide additional keys for 
dividing Jeremiah‘s book. Thus chapters 2-25 (mixture of 

poetic and prose discourse) contain Jeremiah‘s 13 messages of 

judgment on Judah. These were followed by chapters 26-29 
(mixture of prose discourse and narrative) which indicated how 

the people responded to Jeremiah and his message. The Jews‘ 

rejection assured this judgment. 

However, before the judgment began, Jeremiah pointed ahead 

to Judah‘s future hope (chaps 30-31, poetic discourse; and 

chaps 32-33, prose discourse). 

Chapters 34-36 (mixture of prose discourse and narrative) 
continue the theme of rejection from chapters 26-29. Judah‘s 

destruction was inevitable because she had rejected the Word 

of God. 

Jeremiah sketched the events that occurred before, during, 

and after the fall of Jerusalem in chapters 37-45 (narrative in 

chronological order). God accomplished His judgment on the 
nation because of her sin. 

And yet if God‘s Chosen People were judged for their sin, how 

could the rest of the world hope to escape? In chapters 46-51 
(poetic discourse) Jeremiah turned to these other nations and 

foretold their judgment. 

The different literary materials were used by Jeremiah to mold 

and shape his message.118 

The pivotal chapter of Jeremiah 

The first 24 chapters of Jeremiah, which are largely identical in the Hebrew (MT) and Greek 

(LXX) versions, are brought to a fitting summary by the first 14 verses of chapter 25. 

[Jeremiah] chapter 25 plays a pivotal role in the book. ... 
Jeremiah 25:1-14 summarizes the message of chapters 2-

24.119 

Jeremiah‘s 13 messages of judgment (chaps. 2-25) were 
arranged topically. Chapter 25 was placed last because it 

served as the capstone for all Jeremiah‘s previous messages.120 

                                              
116 Jeremiah, Longman, pp. 15-16 
117 Schniedewind, Book, p. 154 
118 Walvoord, Zuck, page 1128 
119 Jeremiah, Longman, p. 15 
120 Walvoord, Zuck, page 1160 
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Figure 8: The Dating of Jeremiah‘s Prophecies121 

  

                                              
121 Walvoord, Zuck, p. 1126 
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Jeremiah 25 poses some of the most difficult exegetical 

challenges of the entire book of Jeremiah, largely 
because the form of the text differs widely between the 

LXX and the MT, and there are additional tensions within 
the passage that suggest several layers of redactional 

activity. ... 

In both the LXX and the MT, Jer 25 occupies an 

important position structurally within the book – it 
functions as a hinge, summarizing and concluding the 

first half of the book (chs. 1 – 25) and leading into the 

second half (chs. 26 – 52). Jer 25:1-14 (MT) and 25:1-12 
(LXX) serve as a paraphrase of the early part of 

Jeremiah's prophetic ministry, up to the accession of 
Nebuchadnezzar (c. 605 BCE.). 

The LXX version of Jer 25:1-12 probably preserves an 
older formulation of the prophet's words.122 

Warnings long ignored 

In the first verses of pivotal chapter 25 of Jeremiah, the prophet reminds all the people that 

a series of prophets had warned them to mend their evil ways and turn to the Lord, but 
they had not listened.  

Jeremiah the prophet said to all the people of Judah and to all 

those living in Jerusalem:  

For twenty-three years … the word of the LORD has come to 

me and I have spoken to you again and again, but you have 

not listened. 

And though the LORD has sent all his servants the prophets to 

you again and again, you have not listened or paid any 

attention.  

The [prophets] said, ―Turn now, each of you, from your evil 
ways and your evil practices, and you can stay in the land the 

LORD gave to you and your fathers for ever and ever. 

Do not follow other gods to serve and worship them; do not 
provoke me to anger with what your hands have made. Then I 

will not harm you.‖  

―But you did not listen to me,‖ declares the LORD, ―and you 
have provoked me with what your hands have made, and you 

have brought harm to yourselves.‖123 

―Listening‖ involves more than simply hearing. It requires heeding the words, repenting of 
sin and living a life in harmony with the Lord. As the context shows, the consequences on 

Judah for failing to listen were destined to be catastrophic. 

Jeremiah reminded the people that his message was not new. The prophets had long been 

warning that the Lord would totally destroy the cities, towns, land and nation he had called 
into existence. Their actions of deliberate disobedience and their idolatry were the reasons 

they would suffer an ignominious end. 

Judah remained headstrong in its evil ways 

Although Judah saw the consequence of disobedience that wasexperienced by its northern 
neighbour Israel, the people of Judah continued their evil ways. They did not want to listen. 

                                              
122 Bergsma, p. 171 
123 Jer 25:2-7 
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A few of Judah‘s kings walked somewhat in obedience to God, but the remainder were evil 

to the core. As a result, God had long determined to wipe out Judah and his city, 
Jerusalem. This was decided by the Lord long before Babylon became the dominant world 

power. 

Manasseh king of Judah has committed these detestable sins. 
...  

Therefore this is what the LORD, the God of Israel, says: I am 

going to bring such disaster on Jerusalem and Judah that the 

ears of everyone who hears of it will tingle. I will stretch out 
over Jerusalem the measuring line used against Samaria and 

the plumb line used against the house of Ahab. I will wipe out 

Jerusalem as one wipes a dish, wiping it and turning it upside 
down. 

I will forsake the remnant of my inheritance and hand them 

over to their enemies. They will be looted and plundered by all 
their foes, because they have done evil in my eyes and have 

provoked me to anger from the day their forefathers came out 

of Egypt until this day.‖124 

Conditional and unconditional elements 

The pivotal moment in the pivotal 25th chapter of Jeremiah is reached when he uttered: 

This whole country will become a desolate wasteland, 

and these nations will serve the king of Babylon seventy 

years.125 

The first part of Jeremiah‘s declaration (―deolate wasteland‖) was conditional; the second 

part (―serve Babylon‖) was unconditional. 

The conditional prophecy 

The first part: 

―this whole country will become a desolate wasteland‖ 

was a conditional prophecy. 

God‘s warnings of destruction were always conditional. From the time of Moses onwards, 
the Lord warned that his people would be destroyed if they failed to listen to him. The long-

suffering Lord was patient with his people. 

Repeatedly, the people had been told that God‘s promises and warnings were conditional. It 
was no different this time. 

If at any time I announce that a nation or kingdom is to be 

uprooted, torn down and destroyed, 

and if that nation I warned repents of its evil, 
then I will relent and not inflict on it the disaster I had 

planned. 

And if at another time I announce that a nation or kingdom is 
to be built up and planted, 

and if it does evil in my sight and does not obey me, 

then I will reconsider the good I had intended to do for it. 

―Now therefore say to the people of Judah and those living in 

Jerusalem, ‗This is what the LORD says: Look! I am preparing 

a disaster for you and devising a plan against you. So turn 

                                              
124 2 Kings 21: 11 – 15 
125 Jer. 25:11 
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from your evil ways, each one of you, and reform your ways 

and your actions.‘‖126 

The idea of ―listening‖ carries with it the intent of heeding what is being told. The outcome 

was in the hands of the people. 

The context of this message from Jeremiah shows that if Judah changed its ways, even this 
late in the reign of Jehoiakim, the Lord would relent and not carry out his plan. If they 

listened, their desolation would be averted. 

Early in the reign of Jehoiakim son of Josiah king of Judah, 

this word came from the LORD: … ―Perhaps they will listen and 
each will turn from his evil way. Then I will relent and not 

bring on them the disaster I was planning because of the 

evil they have done. Say to them, ‗This is what the LORD says: 

IF you do not listen to me and follow my law, which I have 

set before you, and 

IF you do not listen to the words of my servants the prophets 
…  

then I will make this HOUSE like Shiloh and this CITY an 

object of cursing among all the nations of the earth.‘ ― … 

The priests, the prophets and all the people seized him and 

said, ―You must die! Why do you prophesy in the LORD‘S name 

that this house will be like Shiloh and this city will be desolate 

and deserted?‖ …  

Then Jeremiah said to all the officials and all the people: … 

―Reform your ways and your actions and obey the LORD your 

God. Then the LORD will relent and not bring the disaster he 
has PRONOUNCED against you.127 

God‘s promises and warnings are always conditional. 

The unconditional pronouncement 

Jeremiah‘s pronouncement, 

“these nations will serve the king of Babylon seventy years”128 

was unconditional. 

The nations could not evade this; they would be serving Babylon for seventy years. The 
nations included Judah, Edom, Moab, Ammon, Tyre and Sidon.129 Their response to this 

edict determined the severity, that part was conditional. The fact that they would be serving 

Babylon for 70 years was unconditional. 

Babylon was being used by the Lord as his servant130, his instrument to test the 
disobedient nation of Judah and its neighbours. Babylon had been recognised by at least 

one other prophet131 as the Lord‘s instrument of punishment. 

                                              
126 Jer 18:7-11 
127 Jer 26:1, 3-6, 8-9, 12-13 
128 Jer 25:9, 11 
129 The Greek (LXX) of Jeremiah 25 is quite different from the Hebrew (MT). The LXX has fewer verses; 

it incorporates verses that appear much later in the MT version; and the MT and LXX give a 

different sense to the seventy years of servitude. The MT presents Judah as one of several nations 

that had to serve their Babylon overlord, whereas in the LXX, Judah is the lone servant of 

Babylon. 
130 Jer 25:9; 27:6; 43:10 
131 Habbakuk 1:5-11 
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When the Seventy Years commenced 

The Seventy Years of servitude to Babylon began when the Lord summoned Babylon to 

invade all the nations. There is no need to seek for any moment outside the context of the 
immediate Scripture. 

―Because you have not listened to my words, I will summon all 

the peoples of the north and my servant Nebuchadnezzar king 
of Babylon,‖ declares the LORD, ―and I will bring them against 

this land and its inhabitants and against all the surrounding 

nations.‖132 

According to Jeremiah 25, the seventy years of servitude to Babylon started at the same 
time for all nations, because it happened when the Lord summoned Nebuchadnezzar. The 

―seventy years‖ ended at the same moment for all, at the moment Persia took over from 

Babylon. 

All nations were going to suffer  

The Lord was going to summon ―all the peoples of the north‖ along with Nebuchadnezzar 

against Judah and all of its surrounding nations. 

I will summon all the peoples of the north AND my servant 
Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon,‖ declares the LORD, ―and I 

will bring them against this land [Judah] and its inhabitants 

AND against all the surrounding nations. 

I will completely destroy THEM and make THEM an object of 

horror and scorn, and an everlasting ruin.133 

The Lord was going to ―completely destroy THEM‖ – not just Judah, but all those nations 

– and they were ALL to become an ―everlasting ruin‖, wiped out. This is expanded in the 
verses that immediately follow this edict. 

This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, said to me: ―Take 

from my hand this cup filled with the wine of my wrath and 
make ALL THE NATIONS TO WHOM I SEND YOU drink it.134 

… All the kings of the north, near and far, one after the other—

ALL THE KINGDOMS ON THE FACE OF THE EARTH. And 
after all of them, the king of Sheshach [Babylon] will drink it 

too. 

―Then tell THEM, ‗This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of 
Israel, says: Drink, get drunk and vomit, and FALL TO RISE 

NO MORE because of the sword I will send among you.‘ But IF 

THEY REFUSE TO TAKE THE CUP from your hand and drink , 
tell them, ‗This is what the LORD Almighty says: YOU MUST 

DRINK IT! 

―See, I am beginning to bring disaster on the city that bears 

my Name, and will you indeed go unpunished? You will not go 
unpunished, for I am calling down A SWORD UPON ALL WHO 

LIVE ON THE EARTH, declares the LORD Almighty.‘‖135 

All nations were to be given the cup filled with the wrath of the Lord. Not just Judah. 

                                              
132 Jer 25:8-9 
133 Jer 25:9 
134 ―Jerusalem, … Egypt; … all the kings of Uz; … the Philistines (those of Ashkelon, Gaza, Ekron, and 

the people left at Ashdod); Edom, Moab and Ammon; all the kings of Tyre and Sidon; the kings of the 

coastlands across the sea; Dedan, Tema, Buz and all who are in distant places; all the kings of Arabia 

and all the kings of the foreign people who live in the desert; all the kings of Zimri, Elam and Media; 

and all the kings of the north, near and far, one after the other—all the kingdoms on the face of the 
earth. And after all of them, the king of Sheshach (Babylon) will drink it too.‖ (Jer 25:18-26) 

135 Jer 25:15, 26-29 
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Jeremiah 25 in the LXX 

The LXX is considered to represent an earlier version of the Hebrew represented by the MT. 

They are different in several respects, including the verses that each includes and that in 
the LXX, Judah alone is destined to serve Babylon for 70 years, not all the nations. The 

following is an English translation of the relevant verses at Jeremiah 25. 

The word that came to Ieremias regarding all the people of 
Iouda, in the fourth year of King Ioakim son of Iosias of Iouda, 
2which he spoke to all the people of Iouda and to the 

inhabitants of Ierousalem, saying:  

3In the thirteenth year of King losias son of Amos of louda, and 
until this day for twenty-three years, and 1 spoke to you, being 

early and speaking, 4and I would send to you my slaves the 

prophets, sending them at dawn, but you have not listened 
and have not paid heed to your ears 5when I was saying, ―Do 

turn, everyone from his evil way and from your evil doings, and 

dwell upon the land that I have given to you and your fathers 
from of old and forever; 6do not go after foreign gods to be 

slaves to them and to do obeisance to them in order that you 

may not provoke me to anger with the works of your hands so 
as to do you harm.‖ 7And you did not hear me. 

8 Therefore this is what the Lord says: Because you have not 

believed my words, 9 behold, I am sending for and I will take a 

paternal family from the north, and I will bring them against 
this land and against its inhabitants and against all nations 

around it, and I will utterly devastate them and render them 

into an annihilation and into a hissing and into an everlasting 
disgrace, 10And I will banish from them a sound of mirth and a 

sound of gladness, a voice of bridegroom and a voice of bride, a 

fragrance of perfume and light of a lamp, 11 And the whole land 
shall become an annihilation, and they shall be slaves 

amongst the nations seventy years. 12And when seventy years 

are completed, I will punish that nation, and I will make them 
an everlasting waste. 13And I will bring upon that land all my 

words that I have spoken against it, everything written in this 

book.136 

LXX and MT variants circulated at an early date 

The disparity between the LXX and the MT at ch. 25 is very 

strong evidence that the book circulated in different editions 

from a rather early date. We can see, for instance, that in the 

MT, 25:13b (= 25:14 LXX), ―that which Jeremiah prophesied 
against all nations‖ originally was probably the heading to the 

oracle against the nations presently at v. 15-38, and possibly 

inclusive of the block of material presently at ch. 46-51. The 
LXX has this verse as a header but omits v. 15-38 while 

having the material in ch. 46-51 follow the header. The MT 

works the header into the previous sentence and inserts v. 14 
(not found in the LXX), which breaks the connection between 

v. 13b and v. 15-38, for in v. 14 the many nations are not the 

object of God‘s wrath but his agents in carrying out his will 
against ―that nation‖.137 

                                              
136 Ier. 25:1-13, NETS 
137 Personal email from ―Leolaia‖, 10 December 2009 



Jeremiah continued the warnings of the prophets 

59 

Jeremiah saved by the “Elders of the Land” 

When Jeremiah was seized and his life threatened, he was saved from death because the 

very same message had been given by earlier prophets, including Micah of Moresheth and 
Uriah son of Shemaiah from Kiriath Jearim138. 

Jeremiah‘s messages were thus consistent with those of his predecessors and his 

contemporaries. His message was part of the continual stream of warnings given by many 
prophets, some of whose utterances were written down. The ―Elders of the Land‖ convinced 

the members of the Temple, the officials of the Royal household and the people that the 

message given by Jeremiah to them was not new. It had repeatedly been given to earlier 

kings of Judah. 

Some of the elders of the land stepped forward and said to 

the entire assembly of people, ―Micah of Moresheth prophesied 

in the days of Hezekiah king of Judah. He told all the people of 
Judah, ‗This is what the LORD Almighty says: ― ‗Zion will be 

plowed like a field, Jerusalem will become a heap of rubble, 

the temple hill a mound overgrown with thickets.‘.‖139 

Continually, Judah had been threatened with the punishment that had been experienced 

by its northern neighbour of Israel. Judah had seen with its own eyes the punishment 

meted out to Israel, yet Judah would not repent its ways. Jeremiah‘s warning was nothing 
new for Judah, it had been warned of annihilation, and Jeremiah‘s voice was just one more. 

When the conditional and the unconditional met 

The only condition that the Judah could control was to obey the Lord, or not. That 

prophecy was conditional, as it determined the severity of their servitude. The fact that they 

had to serve Babylon was unconditional. 

These conditional and unconditional prophecies came together when Jeremiah confronted 

Zedekiah while Babylon was attacking Jerusalem. Jeremiah pleaded with Zedekiah to 

willingly go forward in surrender, as Jehoiachin had wisely done years earlier. 

Zedekiah would thus be showing his preparedness to serve Babylon, and in this way 

prevent the Lord‘s threat against Jerusalem coming to pass. 

Jeremiah said to Zedekiah, ―This is what the LORD God 
Almighty, the God of Israel, says: ‗If you surrender to the 

officers of the king of Babylon, … this city will not be burned 

down. …  

But if you will not surrender to the officers of the king of 

Babylon, this city will be handed over to the Babylonians and 

they will burn it down.‘‖ … 

But if you refuse to surrender, this is what the LORD has 

revealed to me: … this city will be burned down.‖140 

Serve ( U`B^D) the king of Babylon, and you will live (j`y>). Why 

should this city become a ruin (j”rB>)?141 

The unconditional Seventy Years of servitude to Babylon could be completed without 
Jerusalem and the towns of Judah being destroyed and the nation devastated. 

Even as late as the reign of Zedekiah, after centuries of warnings, time still remained for 

God to relent, should the people heed his word. God‘s action was conditional upon the 
nation‘s response. However, the commanded to serve Babylon willingly for the full seventy 

years of its allocated supremacy was unconditional. These conditional and unconditional 

themes are presented in successive chapters of Jeremiah: 

                                              
138 Jer 26:1-20 
139 Jer 26:18 
140 Jer. 38:17-18, 21, 23 
141 Jer 27:17 
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 Chapter 25 shows that the destruction of Jerusalem was conditional, but 

servitude to Babylon was unconditional. 

 Chapter 26 addresses the destruction of Jerusalem, repeating that it was 
conditional and that the warning had previously been given by other prophets; 

 Chapter 27 shows that the nations of Judah, Edom, Moab, Ammon, Tyre and 

Sidon would unconditionally serve Babylon. Further, if any nation decided it 

would not obey this edict, that it would suffer death and destruction. 

 Chapter 28 shows that the seventy-year yoke of bondage was already in place, 

that there would be no early release from it, and opposition to the existing 

servitude would only see its intensity increase. 

 At chapter 29, Jeremiah provided written instruction to the exiles in Babylon 
that the seventy years of servitude to Babylon was unconditional, that it would 

continue and run its course. For this reason, the exiles were to settle into normal 

domestic life, with the knowledge that God would honour his promise to allow 
their descendants to return to their true homeland. 

Jeremiah thus gave the same message within the temple at Jerusalem; to the envoys of the 

several nations; to Judah‘s royal household; to the false prophets at Jerusalem and at 

Babylon; and to the populace exiled at Babylon. 
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UNCONDITIONAL SERVITUDE TO BABYLON 

The unconditional pronouncement by Jeremiah stated the nations would be serving 

Babylon. 

These nations will serve (ābad) the king of Babylon seventy 

years.142 

The word ―serve‖ appears 21 times in the NIV of Jeremiah as the translation of the word 

ābad. 

Gedaliah son of Ahikam, the son of Shaphan, took an oath to 
reassure them and their men. ―Do not be afraid to serve (ābad) 

the Babylonians,‖ he said. ―Settle down in the land [of Judah] 

and serve (ābad) the king of Babylon, and it will go well with 

you.‖143 

Servitude symbolised with a yoke 

A yoke was worn by a subservient beast of labour, and Jeremiah wore a yoke to symbolise 

that the nations were commanded by the Lord to serve Babylon. This divine decision could 

not be averted and would not be averted. 

Early in the reign of Zedekiah … The LORD said to (Jeremiah): 

―MAKE A YOKE out of straps and crossbars and PUT IT ON 

YOUR NECK. 

Then send word to the kings of Edom, Moab, Ammon, Tyre 

and Sidon … Now I will hand all your countries over to my 

servant Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon. … 

All nations will SERVE him and his son and his grandson until 
the time for his land comes. … 

If, however, any nation or kingdom will not SERVE Nebuchad-

nezzar king of Babylon or bow its neck under his yoke, I will 
punish that nation with the sword, famine and plague, 

declares the LORD, until I destroy it by (Nebuchadnezzar‘s) 

hand. 

So do not listen to your prophets, your diviners, your 

interpreters of dreams, your mediums or your sorcerers who 

tell you, ―You will not SERVE the king of Babylon.‖ 

They prophesy lies to you that will only serve to remove you 

far from your lands; I will banish you and you will perish. 

BUT if any nation will bow its neck under the yoke of the king 
of Babylon and SERVE him, I will let that nation remain in its 

own land to till it and to live (yāšab) there, declares the LORD. 

I [Jeremiah] gave the same message to Zedekiah king of 

Judah. I said, ―Bow your neck under the yoke of the king of 
Babylon; SERVE him and his people, and you will live. 

Why will you and your people die by the sword, famine and 

plague with which the LORD has threatened any nation that 
will not SERVE the king of Babylon? 

Do not listen to the words of the prophets who say to you, ―You 

will not SERVE the king of Babylon‖, for they are prophesying 
lies to you.144 

                                              
142 Jer. 25:11 
143 Jer. 40:9 
144 Jer. 27:1-3, 6-14 
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Figure 9: Jeremiah wore a yoke to symbolise the decreed servitude to Babylon 

Hananiah said the yoke shortly would be broken 

In the following chapter 28, the false prophet Hananiah broke the yoke of straps and 

crossbars worn by Jeremiah, saying that the Lord would likewise break the yoke of bondage 

to Babylon within two years. In doing this, Hananiah acknowledged that the yoke of 
servitude to Babylon was in place. 

Early in the reign of Zedekiah king of Judah, the prophet 

Hananiah … (said) ―This is what the LORD Almighty, the God 
of Israel, says: ‗I will break the yoke of the king of Babylon. 

Within two years I will bring back to this place all the articles 

of the LORD‘S house that Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon 
removed from here and took to Babylon. I will also bring back 

to this place Jehoiachin son of Jehoiakim king of Judah and 

all the other exiles from Judah who went to Babylon,‘ 

declares the LORD, ‗for I will break the yoke of the king of 
Babylon.‘ ‖ … 

Then the prophet Hananiah took the yoke off the neck of the 

prophet Jeremiah and broke it, and he said before all the 
people, ―This is what the LORD says: ‗In the same way will I 

break the yoke of Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon off the neck 

of all the nations within two years.‘ ‖  … 

Jeremiah returned with a stronger yoke made of iron, thereby signifying that they would 

definitely serve Babylon, but that the servitude would worsen. 

Shortly after the prophet Hananiah had broken the yoke off 
the neck of the prophet Jeremiah, the word of the LORD came 

to Jeremiah: ―Go and tell Hananiah, ‗This is what the LORD 

says: You have broken a wooden yoke, but in its place you will 

get a yoke of iron. This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of 
Israel, says: I will put an iron yoke on the necks of all these 

nations to make them serve Nebuchadnezzar king of 

Babylon, and they will serve him.‘ ‖ 145 

                                              
145 Jer 28:1-4, 10-14 
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No swift release, the seventy year yoke of service would continue 

The succeeding chapter 29 continues the flow of thought that commenced at Jer 25:11 and 

continued and with Jeremiah countering false prophets in Babylon.146 

Jeremiah wrote to the Jewish exiles in Babylon that they were not to listen to the false 

prophets there who were promising swift release. Settle down in Babylon, he instructed 

them, because her allocated 70 years of domination had been pronounced and the Lord‘s 
decree would be fulfilled. 

This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, says to all 

those I carried into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: ―Do not 

let the prophets and diviners among you deceive you. Do not 
listen to the dreams you encourage them to have. They are 

prophesying lies to you in my name. I have not sent them,‖ 

declares the LORD.147 

Here was a command that the previously decreed Seventy Years would continue until its 

predetermined end. The Lord was speaking to the exiles in Babylon. He was not speaking of 

the destruction to be experienced by Judah and Jerusalem. His declaration focused on one 
thing – that the Lord would permit his people to return after Babylon‘s seventy years had 

been completed. 

The succeeding passages in Jeremiah through to the end of chapter 33 expand on this 
promise by the Lord that he would allow exiles from both Israel and Judah to return. 

The people in Babylon read the letter that Jeremiah had sent. 

―Jeremiah from Anathoth … has sent this message to us in 

Babylon: ‗It will be a long time. Therefore build houses and 
settle down; plant gardens and eat what they produce.‘ ―148 

The people in Babylon understood that the balance of the ―seventy years‖ meant their plight 

would continue for a ―long time‖. There was no way of avoiding the Lord‘s decree, which was 
in operation before the city was destroyed or the land destroyed. The only controllable factor 

that lay in the nations‘ hand was the degree of their servitude, which depended on their 

willing acceptance of the Lord‘s decree. 

In the letter Jeremiah relates an oracle of the Lord to the effect 

that the exiles should settle down, marry, procreate, and live 

in peace wherever they find themselves (vv. 5-8). Jeremiah 
warns against the false prophets who predict a quick return 

from the exile (vv. 8-9). The return will not be soon; rather, 

―only when Babylon‘s seventy years are completed shall I deal 

with you and perform my words to bring you back to this 
place‖ (v. 10 LXX). The ―seventy years‖ here, as in Jer 25:11, 

are a round number, approximately three generations (cf. Jer 

27:7) or one complete lifetime.149 Although it would be easy to 
assume that the "seventy years" commence with the writing of 

the letter, the text does not specify when the time period 

began, and the fact that Jeremiah has spoken of a seventy-
year period almost a decade previously (25:11) leaves open the 

possibility that the "seventy years for Babylon" are already in 

progress. Regardless the message to the exiles is clear: the 
present generation will not live to see the return from the exile. 

Thus the emphasis on marriage and procreation (v. 6). The 

                                              
146 Jer. 27:9-18; 28:15 
147 Jer. 29:8-9 
148 Jer. 29:27-28 
149 Cf. Ps. 90:10; Judg 1:7; 1 Sam 6:19; 2 Sam 24:15 
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hope for continued survival of Judah rests with the second or 

(more likely) the third generation.150 

Summary 

For a long time, the Lord‘s prophets had warned of his judgment that the cities and towns 

of Judah would be destroyed and the land desolated. So there was nothing new when, early 

in the reign of Jehoiakim, Jeremiah declared: 

This whole country will become a desolate wasteland.151 

But when Jeremiah said this, he introduced an additional element – servitude to Babylon 

for 70 years – which was also to be practised by the surrounding nations.  

While Jeremiah said: 

This whole country will become a desolate wasteland, and 

These nations will serve the king of Babylon seventy years. 

the desolation could be averted (conditional) but the 70 years of servitude to Babylon could 
not be averted (unconditional). 

The degree of the servitude experienced by a nation during those seventy years depended on 

the way it responded to the Lord‘s judicial decree, his ―pronouncement‖. When a nation 
accepted the Lord‘s command, it would remain in its own land during that seventy year 

period. 

Scripture indicates that the Seventy Year servitude began when the Lord appointed 

Nebuchadnezzar as his servant. The precise moment of its commencement was of no 
consequence to them and is thus not expressly located by Scripture. What did matter was 

Judah‘s response to the Lord‘s command and the ending of that period, so that the exiles 

could return to their homeland. 

Babylon‘s dominance took hold while Assyria‘s power waned, so the servitude to Babylon 

started at the same time by all nations during the ascendancy to power by Nebuchadnezzar. 

Jeremiah pleaded with Zedekiah to willingly serve Babylon but when he refused, the Lord‘s 
conditional judgment of desolation was carried out. Long after Jeremiah already had 

proclaimed Babylon would experience 70 years of supremacy, he pleaded with Zedekiah to 

yield to Babylon, so the city would be saved. 

Then Jeremiah said to Zedekiah, ―This is what the LORD God 
Almighty, the God of Israel, says: ‗If you surrender to the 

officers of the king of Babylon, your life will be spared and this 

city will not be burned down; you and your family will live. But 
if you will not surrender to the officers of the king of Babylon, 

this city will be handed over to the Babylonians and they will 

burn it down; you yourself will not escape from their 
hands.‘‖152 

“Serve” ( u`b^D) Babylon and “Live” (y`v^b) in your own land 

The Lord declared that any nation prepared to serve ( u`b^D) Babylon would remain settled 

(y`v^b) in their own land during that time. 

If any nation will bow its neck under the yoke of the king of 

Babylon and serve (  from u`b^D) him, I will let that nation 

remain in its own land to till it and to live (  y`v^b) there, 

declares the LORD. 153 
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Unconditional servitude to Babylon 

65 

The Lord thus promised that any nation which bowed to Babylon‘s yoke and served Babylon 

would remain on its own territory in a settled operational state (y`v^b). This was to be a 

further test of Judah‘s preparedness to listen to the Lord. If Judah served Babylon for the 
seventy years of domination allotted by the Lord, Judah would live on her own land. The 

Hebrew word for ―live‖ in this verse (y`v^b), is elsewhere rendered ―inhabitant‖, which is 

considered shortly. 

Early in the reign of Zedekiah, Jeremiah had to remind the nations of the divine imperative 

to serve Babylon. Jeremiah repeated the same message to Zedekiah, king of Judah. 

Early in the reign of Zedekiah son of Josiah king of Judah, this 

word came to Jeremiah from the LORD: … 

All nations will serve (  from u`b^D) (Nebuchadnezzar) and 

his son and his grandson until the time for his land comes; 

then many nations and great kings will subjugate him.  

If, however, any nation or kingdom will not serve (  from 
u`b^D) Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon or bow its neck under 

his yoke, I will punish that nation with the sword, famine and 

plague, declares the LORD, until I destroy it by 
(Nebuchadnezzar‘s) hand. 

So do not listen to your prophets, your diviners, your 

interpreters of dreams, your mediums or your sorcerers who 
tell you, ―You will not serve (  from u`b^D) the king of 

Babylon.‖ They prophesy lies to you that will only serve to 

remove you far from your lands; I will banish you and you will 

perish. 

But if any nation will bow its neck under the yoke of the king 

of Babylon and serve (  from u`b^D) him, I will let that nation 

remain in its own land to till it and to live (  w=y`v^b) there, 

declares the LORD.‖ 

I gave the same message to Zedekiah king of Judah. I said, 

―Bow your neck under the yoke of the king of Babylon; serve 

him and his people, and you will live (  from j`y`H).. 

Why will you and your people die by the sword, famine and 
plague with which the LORD has threatened any nation that 

will not serve (  from u`b^D) the king of Babylon? 

Do not listen to the words of the prophets who say to you, ‗You 

will not serve (  from u`b^D) the king of Babylon,‘ for they 
are prophesying lies to you. ‗I have not sent them,‘ declares the 

LORD. ‗They are prophesying lies in my name. … Do not listen 

to them. Serve the king of Babylon, and you will live (  from 
j`y`H). Why should this city become a ruin?‖154 

“Serve” ( u`b^D) from Mounce 

The verb ābad means ‗to serve‘ and is used in both secular and 
religious contexts. In popular contexts, ābad refers to work 

done in the service of something or someone. Examples are 

Esau‘s servitude to Jacob (Gen. 25:23) and the assertion in 

Eccl. that the sleep of one who works is sweet (Eccl. 5:12; cf. 
also Gen. 14:4; Exod. 1:13; Lev. 25:6; Deut. 20:11). The act of 

serving takes on theological significance in the cult of Israel, 

where ābad often means ―to worship.‖155 

 

                                              
154 Jer 27:1, 7 – 15, 17 
155 Mounce, art. ―Serve‖, page 633 
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“WITHOUT INHABITANT” BUT NOT “WITHOUT PEOPLE” 

When Isaiah and Jeremiah warned Judah of the calamity that was to befall them at the 

hands of the Babylonians, the prophets said that the cities, towns and land of Judah would 

be ―without inhabitant‖. The people said that the land was ―without men‖. 

In making these statements, the prophets and the populace could have used a common 
Hebrew word for people ( u^<) and thus say that the land was ―without people‖, but they 

never did. 

The Hebrew for the word ―inhabitant‖ is y{v}b from y`v^b, whereas the Hebrew words for 

―men‖ ( a`D`<) and for ―people‖ ( u^<) are quite different from the meaning of y`v^b. 

 y`v^B  means ―settled‖, ―dwell‖, ―remain‖, and ―stay‖ 

 a`D`<156 means ―man‖, ―human being‖, ―humankind‖, and ―people‖ 

 u^< means ―a people‖, ―an assembly‖, ―troops‖, and ―a nation‖. 

“Without inhabitant” ” (m}a}yn y{v}b) 

Isaiah and Jeremiah said that the cities, towns and land would be without inhabitant. 

Then I said, ―For how long, O Lord?‖ And he answered: ―Until 

the cities lie ruined and without inhabitant (  m}a}yn 

y{v}b from y`v^b).‖157 

Your towns will lie in ruins without inhabitant (  m}a}yn 

y{v}b from y`v^b).158 

Your land became an object of cursing and a desolate waste 

without inhabitants (  m}a}yn y{v}b from y`v^b), as it is 

today.159 

Jeremiah said the same about Memphis in Egypt: 

Memphis will be laid waste and lie in ruins without inhabitant 

(  m}a}yn y{v}b from y`v^b).160 

y`v^B from Concordances 

yashab, a prim. root; prop. to sit down; by impl. to dwell, to 

remain; causat. to settle, to marry.161 

yāšab, [Q] to live, inhabit, stay; [N] to be settled, be inhabited; 

[P] to set up, to cause to settle, make dwell, to cause to sit, by 
extension: to marry, with a focus that the spouses live 

together.162 

Hebrew words derived from y`v^B confirm these meanings. 

moshab, from [yashab]; a seat; fig. a site; abstr. a session; by 
extension an abode; by impl. population. ... toshab, from 

[yashab]; a dweller, resident alien.163 

mosab, dwelling, settlement, place to live. ... sebet, place of 
sitting or settling. ... tosab, temporary resident, stranger, 

alien.164 

                                              
156 a`D`< is masculine singular and has no inherent plural form; instead we find 'ish / 'anashim 

(man/men, people) and b'nei 'adam (sons of Adam).] 
157 Isa 6:11 
158 Jer 4:7 
159 Jer 44:22 
160 Jer 46:19 
161 Strong‟s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible. 
162 G., K., Concordance 
163 Strong‟s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible. 
164 G., K., Concordance 
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y`v^B from Mounce 

The general meaning of y`v^B is to ―sit, sit down‖, with the 

connotations of ―live, dwell, remain, settle”. 

(l) A person may sit on a chair, on a throne (2 Ki. 11:19; Neh. 

2:6; Jer. 33:17), in the entrance to a tent (Gen. 18:1), in the 
dust (Isa. 47:1), or in a community of people (Ps. 1:1). 

(2) y`v^B can also mean ‗to live‘ in a house (Gen.38:11; Jos. 

2:15; cf. Prov. 21: 19) as the place of one‘s residence. 

(3) But this verb is also used for a person who stays in a 
locality for a longer period of time. In such cases it means ―to 

settle, dwell.‖ For example, Lot ―settles‖ among the cities of the 

plain (Gen. 13:12), but after the destruction of Sodom and 
Gomorrah, he goes to ―live‖ in mountains around Zoar (l9:30). 

When the Israélites cross over the Jordan and take over the 

promised land, Moses promises that they ―will live [there] in 
safety‖ (Deut. 12:10; cf. 11:31). After the exile and the return 

to Canaan, the people once again ―live‖ there (Neh. 7:73; 11:1). 

Sometimes Bible translators use the word ―residents‖ for 

―those who live in‖ a particular locality. 

(4) God, too, has a place of residence. Usually the OT speaks of 

God as ―enthroned‖ (Ps. 2:4; 22:3) or dwelling in heaven (2 

Chr. 6:21, 30). But God does have an earthly dwelling of sorts, 
for even though he is transcendent, he is said to be enthroned 

―between the cherubim‖ above the ark of the covenant (1 Sam. 

4:4, 2 Sam. 6:2; Isa. 37:16).165 

“Without Men” ( a`D`<) 

When passages in Jeremiah record that the land was ―without men‖, the Hebrew word is 
a`D`<. 

a`D`<  from Concordances 

a`D`<, from ruddy, i.e. a human being (an individual or a 

species, mankind, etc.).166 

a`D`<: man, human being; humankind, people, often in 

contrast to animals; ―son of man‖ means a human being.167 

a`D`<  from Mounce 

The basic meaning and most common translation of a`D`< is 

―man‖. Unlike (the Hebrew word) a’v, which carries not only the 

sense of ―man‖ but also of ―male‖, a`D`< may be used by the 

OT writers to describe humanity as a whole – men, women, 
and children. When used in this generic sense it is commonly 

translated ―men‖, ―people‖, or ―mankind‖. ... (The Hebrew 

word) a`D`< is typically used when the biblical writer wants to 

indicate humanity as a whole, while (the Hebrew word) a’v is 

used to refer to an individual man or a group of individuals.168 

“adham” from Theological Dictionary of the Old Testament 

adham, meaning ―man‖ or the proper name ―Adam‖ ... usually 

appears in prose texts with the article, and in poetic texts 

without the article. Predominantly, this word occurs as a 

                                              
165 Mounce, art. ―Live‖, pages 413 – 414. (See also articles on ―Dwell”; ―Remain”; ―Settle”; ―Sit”.) 
166 Strong‟s Exhaustive Concordance of the Bible. 
167 G., K., Concordance 
168 Mounce, art. ―Man‖, page 435. (See also articles on ―Adam‖, ―Humanity‖, ―Man‖, ―People‖.) 
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collective singular designating a class (as ―man‖ in English), 

and therefore can be translated by ―mankind‖ or as a plural 
―men‖. At the same time, it is often used of individuals ... and 

functions adjectivally (―human‖) or indefinitely (―someone‖), 

but never appears in the plural or in the construct. ... 

The use of the word adham in the OT presents one of the 

strongest evidences for ancient Israélite universalism. In most 

passages using adham, including the earliest texts, it is clear 

that this word is not intended to refer particularly to Israélites, 
but to all men.‖169 

“Without men” (m}a}yn a`d`m) before Zedekiah was dethroned 

Speaking before Jerusalem fell, the people were saying that the land was already desolate 

and ―without men‖ (m}a}yn a`d`m), because Babylon controlled the country. 

This is what the LORD says: … ―Once more fields will be 

bought in this land of which you say, ‗It is a desolate waste, 

without men (  m}a}yn a`d`m) or animals, for it has 

been handed over to the Babylonians.‘‖170 

Even before Jerusalem fell, the people said that the place was already ―without men‖: 

This is what the LORD says: ―You say about this place, ‗It is a 

desolate waste, without men (  m}a}yn a`d`m) or 

animals.‘ Yet in the towns of Judah and the streets of 

Jerusalem that are deserted, inhabited by neither men (  

m}a}yn a`d`m) nor animals, there will be heard once more the 

sounds of joy and gladness.‖ …  

This is what the LORD Almighty says: ―In this place, desolate 

and without men (  m}a}yn-a`d`m) or animals —in all 

its towns there will again be pastures for shepherds to rest 

their flocks.‖171 

After the people said this, further deportations were made, while people were left to work 
the vineyards and tend the land. 

(The king of Babylon) put out Zedekiah‘s eyes, bound him with 

bronze shackles and took him to Babylon. … Nebuzaradan the 
commander of the (Babylonian) 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. (Jer 52:11, 15 – 16) 

The phrase ―without men‖ appears at two other instances: Jer 36:29 speaks of a time that 
would come at a non-specified time after Jehoiakim, while Jer 50:3 refers to a future that 

awaited Babylon. 

“No people” ( a}yn h`a`D`<) 

The expression ―without people‖ does not occur in the NIV. The closest to the phrase is in 

the vision at Jer 4:25, which the NIV renders as ―no people‖. The Hebrew phrase at this 

place is a}yn h`a`D`<. 

I looked, and there were no people (  a}yn h`a`D`<); every 

bird in the sky had flown away.172 
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(Footnote) – there were no people. The Hebrew underlying this 

phrase occurs elsewhere only in Gen 2:5, where it is translated 
―there was no man.‖ … Uncreation has replaced creation.173 

This reversion to the primal condition of creation had just been made in the vision. 

I looked at the earth, and it was formless and empty; and at 

the heavens, and their light was gone.174 

(Footnote) – formless and empty. The phrase occurs elsewhere 

only in Gen 1:2. In Jeremiah‘s vision, the primeval chaos has 

returned. Light was gone. Contrast Gen 1:3.175 

The context of these verses shows that the expression ―no people‖ here is figurative and 

does not describe the literal state within Judah following her destruction. Otherwise the 

other statements in this context (formless and void, light was gone) would also need to be 

understood as referring literally to the destroyed Judah reverting to the pre-Creation state 
of ―formless‖, ―empty‖, and ―without light‖. 

Summary on a m}a}yn a`d`m 

When the people of Judah said that the land was already ―without men‖ (m}a}yn-a`d`m), 
they were speaking of the situation before Jerusalem fell to the Babylonians in 

Nebuchadnezzar‘s 19th year. Because Babylon controlled the country, the people of Judah 

considered that the land already had no ―men or animals‖. 

“People” ( u^<) 

Neither the prophets nor the populace said that the cities, towns or lands of Judah would 
be ―without people‖. The Hebrew word for ―people‖ is u^<. 

u^< in Concordances 

u^<, a people (as a congregated unit); spec. a tribe (as those of 

Israel); hence (collect.) troops or attendants; fig, a flock – folk, 

men, nation, people.176 

u^<, people, nation, countrymen, army, troop.177 

u^< from Mounce 

u^< can refer to military troops (Num. 20:20; Jos: 8: 1) or a 
general assembly of people (Ruth 4:9; 1 Sam, 10:17). 

Especially in the plural, this word is often used to refer to the 

―nations‖ of the world (Ps. 18:47; 45:5; Isa.12:4; 63:3). But 

most frequently (the Hebrew word) u^< denotes a large group of 
people united by a familial relationship. The relationship 

referred to by u^< is always the result of some kind of family 

tie: In the ancient Near East, identity was shaped primarily by 

family connection. Through kin and clan one had status and 
was protected; one was always loyal to one‘s people. To be cast 

out from one‘s u^< was accordingly a severe (and potentially 

lethal) punishment (Gen. 17:14; Lev. 7:20-27; Ezek 14:7-9). 

The Israélites were considered the u^< of God (Num 11:29; 
Deut. 7:6; Jdg. 20:2). They were God‘s chosen people; they 

were part of his family.‖178 

It is therefore not surprising that the Jews would not be prepared or willing to say there 
would be no u^<. 
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Summary and Conclusions on “without inhabitant” 

 The expressions ―without inhabitant‖ and ―without men‖ must be recognised as 

idiomatic, requiring an understanding of what they meant to the people at the time 

they were being used. 

 The Hebrew word for ―inhabitant‖ (y{v@b from y`v^b) speaks of long-term settled 

residence. Thus while people may be living in a region, the land could still be 

considered as being without ―inhabitant‖ because it was under the total control of a 

foreign power. For those people of Judah, they had lost their men of power and 
influence, the fighting men, political, religious and palace officials, as well as their 

artisans and craftsmen. When Babylon gradually removed these groups from Judah 

and set up their own controls, the country was already considered as ―without 

inhabitant‖. 

 As soon as the land had been taken by the Babylonians – before the destruction of 

Jerusalem – the populace said the land was already ―without men‖ (m}a}yn a`d`m). 
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THE UNNECESSARY DESTRUCTION OF JERUSALEM 

The greatest deportation of Judeans took place at the time Jehoiachin, his royal household, 

along with the powerful and influential, including Ezekiel the prophet, were taken into exile. 

In the eighth year of the reign of the king of Babylon, he took 

Jehoiachin prisoner. …  

He carried into exile all Jerusalem: all the officers and fighting 

men, and all the craftsmen and artisans—a 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‘s mother, his wives, 

his officials and the leading menof 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.179 

When Babylon destroyed Jerusalem eleven years later, Babylon exiled more such people, 

leaving behind only the poorest of the People of the Land, to whom were given property. 

The Babylonians set fire to the royal palace and the houses of 

the people and broke down the walls of Jerusalem. 

Nebuzaradan commander of the imperial guard carried into 

exile to Babylon the people who remained in the city, along 

with those who had gone over to him, and the rest of the 
people. But Nebuzaradan the commander of the guard left 

behind in the land of Judah some of the poor people, who 

owned nothing; and at that time he gave them vineyards and 
fields.180 

No “inhabitants”, with only the poorest People of the Land left 

When Judeans spoke of the land being without ―men‖ ( a`D`<) or without ―inhabitant‖ 

(y`v^B), they did not intend that there were no ―people‖ ( u^<). This can be better 

comprehended when it is recognised that y`v^B may also be rendered ―live‖. 

The Babylonian exile is a watershed in the history of the 
Jewish people. The Davidic kingdom had come to an end. The 

Jerusalem temple was in ruins; the people, exiled. Although 

many remained in the land, life could not continue as normal. 
The social institutions of monarchy and temple that had 

dominated Judaean life for four centuries had vanished. A new 

imperial world order replaced them. Key religious, commercial 
and administrative leaders were either killed, exiled, or fled to 

Egypt. Life could not continue as it had before. 

The Babylonian exile precipitated a crisis that affected the 

sense of meaning and order. Not the least of the crisis was the 
failure of the Promise to David as it had come to be read. The 

Promise was a focal point for the institutional structure of 

Judah by the late monarchy, and consequently the need to 
make sense of the Promise during this crisis was acute. ... 

The disappearance of the social structures of ancient Israel 

forced a radical and mysterious re-reading of the Promise.181 
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Babylon installed a regional Governor 

Zedekiah had been defeated, Jerusalem destroyed and the land devastated. But people were 

still left and the Babylonians set up the Hebrew Gedaliah as governor at Mizpeh. There was 
every intention that people would be left in Judah to be governed. Hearing this news, Jews 

returned from other places and joined them. They tended the land and harvested an 

abundance of wine and fruit. 

When all the army officers and their men who were still in the 

open country heard that the king of Babylon had appointed 

Gedaliah son of Ahikam as governor over the land and had put 

him in charge of the men, women and children who were the 
poorest in the land and who had not been carried into exile to 

Babylon, they came to Gedaliah at Mizpah. …  

(Gedaliah ) took an oath to reassure them and their men. ―Do 
not be afraid to SERVE the Babylonians, ― he said. ―Settle 

down in the land and serve the king of Babylon, and it will go 

well with you.  

I myself will stay at Mizpah to represent you before the 

Babylonians who come to us, but you are to harvest the wine, 

summer fruit and oil, and put them in your storage jars, and 
live in the towns you have taken over.‖  

When all the Jews in Moab, Ammon, Edom and all the other 

countries heard that the king of Babylon had left a remnant in 

Judah and had appointed Gedaliah son of Ahikam, the son of 
Shaphan, as governor over them, they all came back to the 

land of Judah, to Gedaliah at Mizpah, from all the countries 

where they had been scattered. And they harvested an 
abundance of wine and summer fruit.182 

This resulted in Judah being directly administered by Babylon. 

A governor was appointed, and Judah was incorporated into 
the administrative structure of the Babylonian empire (2 Kgs. 

25:22-41).With the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 the state 

of Judah ceased to exist as an independent political entity, and 
a new and important phase in Jewish history began.183 

The Babylonian governor murdered at Mizpah 

Regional Governor Gedaliah was murdered at Mizpah, along with his fellow Jews and 

bodyguards.184 The perpetrators were fearful of the consequences, since Nebuchadnezzar 
had appointed Gedaliah as his representative. 

When Nebuchadnezzar captured Jerusalem and made 

Gedaliah, the son of Ahikam, governor of the remnant of the 

people left in the land of Judah, the governor‘s residence was 
fixed at Mizpah (2 Kings 25:23). Here he was joined by 

Jeremiah, whom Nebuzaradan, captain of the Babylonian 

guard, had set free. 

At Mizpah, Ishmael, son of Nathaiah, treacherously slew 

Gedaliah and many who were with him. Two days later he 

murdered a company of pilgrims, throwing their dead bodies 
into the great cistern which Asa had made when strengthening 

the place against possible attack by Baasha of Samaria. He 

then made prisoners of the people, including the king‘s 
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daughters, and attempted to convey them away to the 

Ammonites, an attempt that was frustrated by Johanan, son of 
Kareah.185 

Mizpah was located close to Jerusalem, and was one of the towns that had survived the 

destructions meted out to Jerusalem and other towns. 

Two locations have been identified as the site of Mizpah. One is 

present day Nebi Samwil, five miles north of Jerusalem. It is 

the highest hill in northern Judea at 2,942 feet. The other is 

the site of Tell en-Nasbeh, about eight miles north of 
Jerusalem. Evidence for each of these sites is credible and 

their heights would be compatible with the name Mizpah, 

which means ―watchtower.‖186 

The Lord commanded them to remain 

Following the assassination of Gedaliah and the attempt to flee to the Ammonites, survivors 

from Mizpah asked Jeremiah to find out whether the Lord wanted them to stay in Judah. 

Jeremiah returned to the group and told them that the Lord commanded them to remain 
in Judah. Even though the prophets, including Jeremiah, had prophesied total devastation, 

the Lord still commanded people to stay in Judah. 

But in keeping with their long history of disobedience, these people would not listen, and 
they disobeyed the Lord‘s explicit command to remain in Judah. 

Then all the army officers, including Johanan son of Kareah 

and Jezaniah son of Hoshaiah, and all the people from the 

least to the greatest approached Jeremiah the prophet and 
said to him, ― … Pray that the LORD your God will tell us 

where we should go and what we should do.‖ 

―I have heard you,‖ replied Jeremiah the prophet. ―I will 
certainly pray to the LORD your God as you have requested; I 

will tell you everything the LORD says and will keep nothing 

back from you.‖ 

Then they said to Jeremiah, ―May the LORD be a true and 

faithful witness against us if we do not act in accordance with 

everything the LORD your God sends you to tell us. Whether it 
is favorable or unfavorable, we will obey the LORD our God, to 

whom we are sending you, so that it will go well with us, for we 

will obey the LORD our God.‖ 

Ten days later the word of the LORD came to Jeremiah. So he 
called together Johanan son of Kareah and all the army 

officers who were with him and all the people from the least to 

the greatest. 

He said to them, ―This is what the LORD, the God of Israel, to 

whom you sent me to present your petition, says: ‗If you stay 

in this land, I will build you up and not tear you down; I will 
plant you and not uproot you, for I am grieved over the 

disaster I have inflicted on you. Do not be afraid of the king of 

Babylon, whom you now fear. Do not be afraid of him, declares 
the LORD, for I am with you and will save you and deliver you 

from his hands. I will show you compassion so that he will 

have compassion on you and restore you to your land.‘ 

―However, if you say, ‗We will not stay in this land,‘ and so 

disobey the LORD your God, and if you say, ‗No, we will go and 
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live in Egypt, where we will not see war or hear the trumpet or 

be hungry for bread,‘ then hear the word of the LORD, O 
remnant of Judah. This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of 

Israel, says: ‗If you are determined to go to Egypt and you do 

go to settle there, then the sword you fear will overtake you 
there, and the famine you dread will follow you into Egypt, and 

there you will die. …  

O remnant of Judah, the LORD has told you, ‗Do not go to 

Egypt.‘ … 

The arrogant men said to Jeremiah, ―You are lying! The LORD 

our God has not sent you ...‖ 

So Johanan son of Kareah and all the army officers and all the 
people disobeyed the LORD‘S command to stay in the land of 

Judah. … 

So they entered Egypt in disobedience to the LORD and went 
as far as Tahpanhes. (Jer 42: 1 – 16, 19, 43: 1 – 4, 7) 

Jehovah thus instructed the people to remain on the land, working in roles such as 

vinedressers. 

The Jews who went into Egypt still “would not listen” 

Jerusalem and towns of Judah lay in ruins and Jews who remained had gone into Egypt in 

defiance of the Lord‘s instruction. Jeremiah told them this had only happened because they 

had provoked the Lord‘s anger by burning incense to other gods. Even after this evidence, 

the people continued in Egypt the practices of their fathers, kings and officials. 

The message given to God‘s people throughout the centuries was still not heeded, despite 

the evidence provided by the devastation wrought on Jerusalem and on the cities of Judah. 

This word came to Jeremiah concerning all the Jews living in 
Lower Egypt —… ―You saw the great disaster I brought on 

Jerusalem and on all the towns of Judah. Today they lie 

deserted and in ruins because of the evil they have done. They 
provoked me to anger by burning incense and by worshiping 

other gods that neither they nor you nor your fathers ever 

knew. Again and again I sent my servants the prophets, who 
said, ‗Do not do this detestable thing that I hate!‘ 

―But they did not listen or pay attention; they did not turn 

from their wickedness or stop burning incense to other gods. 

Therefore, my fierce anger was poured out; it raged against 
the towns of Judah and the streets of Jerusalem and made 

them the desolate ruins they are today. … 

―Why bring such great disaster on yourselves by cutting off 
from Judah the men and women, the children and infants, 

and so leave yourselves without a remnant? Why provoke me 

to anger with what your hands have made, burning incense to 
other gods … Have you forgotten the wickedness committed 

by your fathers and by the kings and queens of Judah and the 

wickedness committed by you and your wives in the land of 
Judah and the streets of Jerusalem? To this day they have not 

humbled themselves or shown reverence, nor have they 

followed my law and the decrees I set before you and your 
fathers.‖ … 

―Therefore, this is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, 

says: I am determined to bring disaster on you and to destroy 

all Judah. I will take away the remnant of Judah who were 
determined to go to Egypt to settle there. … 
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I will punish those who live in Egypt with the sword, famine 

and plague, as I punished Jerusalem. None of the remnant of 
Judah who have gone to live in Egypt will escape or survive to 

return to the land of Judah, to which they long to return and 

live; none will return except a few fugitives.‖ 

Then all the men who knew that their wives were burning 

incense to other gods, … said to Jeremiah, ―We will not listen 

to the message you have spoken to us in the name of the 

LORD! … 

―We will burn incense to the Queen of Heaven and will pour 

out drink offerings to her just as we and our fathers, our 

kings and our officials did in the towns of Judah and in the 
streets of Jerusalem. …‖ 

The women added, ―When we burned incense to the Queen of 

Heaven and poured out drink offerings to her, did not our 
husbands know that we were making cakes like her image 

and pouring out drink offerings to her?‖  

Then Jeremiah said … ―When the LORD could no longer 
endure your wicked actions and the detestable things you did, 

your land became an object of cursing and a desolate waste 

without inhabitants, as it is today. Because you have burned 

incense and have sinned against the LORD and have not 
obeyed him or followed his law or his decrees or his 

stipulations, this disaster has come upon you, as you now 

see.‖187 

Ezekiel’s message to the people still living in the ruins 

Five months after Jerusalem fell, the prophet Ezekiel uttered a warning to the people who 

were still living in the ruins. They believed they deserved to inherit the land, but he 

responded that the current state of ruination would be followed by a ―desolate waste‖. 

A man who had escaped from Jerusalem came to me and said, 

―The city has fallen!‖ … 

Then the word of the LORD came to me: ―Son of man, the 
people living in those ruins (j"rB>) in the land of Israel are 

saying, ‗Abraham was only one man, yet he possessed the 

land. But we are many; surely the land has been given to us as 

our possession.‘ … 

―Say this to them: ‗This is what the Sovereign LORD says: As 

surely as I live, those who are left in the ruins (j"rB>) will fall 

by the sword, those out in the country I will give to the wild 

animals to be devoured, and those in strongholds and caves 
will die of a plague. 

‗I will make the land a desolate (v=<*<>) waste (<=v~<<>), and 

her proud strength will come to an end (v*B~T), and the 

mountains of Israel will become desolate (v*<@<) so that no 
one will cross them. Then they will know that I am the LORD, 

when I have made the land a desolate (v=<*<>) waste 

(<=v~<<>) because of all the detestable things they have 

done.‘ ‖188 
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The land was to become a waste because of all the detestable things they had done for a 

long time. Zedekiah‘s decision not to serve Babylon for the time that had been allocated to 
Babylon brought on the destruction of Jerusalem and the desolation of the land. 

Ezekiel‘s message would have taken a further four or five months to reach those who were 

still in living in the ruins, which would have been some 9 or 10 months after Jerusalem and 
some other cities fell during Nebuchadnezzar‘s 19th year. 

People removed four years after Jerusalem’s destruction 

Jerusalem was destroyed in Nebuchadnezzar‘s 19th year, but the Babylonians had to return 

four years later, during Nebuchadnezzar‘s 23rd years, to remove more people from the land, 

because of continuing disobedience. 

In [Nebuchadnezzar‘s] twenty-third year, 745 Jews taken into 

exile by Nebuzaradan the commander of the imperial guard.189 

Evidence provided through archaeology 

The most that can reasonably be said is that we are dealing 
with a total number of exiles ranging between a few thousand 

and perhaps fifteen or twenty thousand at most. When we 

compare this number to the total population of Judah in the 
late seventh century, before the destruction of Jerusalem, we 

can gain an idea of the scale of the deportations. 

Judah‘s population can be quite accurately estimated from 

data collected during intensive surveys and excavations at 
about seventy-five thousand (with Jerusalem comprising at 

least 20 percent of this number—fifteen thousand—with 

another fifteen thousand probably inhabiting its nearby 
agricultural hinterland). Thus even if we accept the highest 

possible figures for exiles (twenty thousand), it would seem 

that they comprised at most a quarter of the population of the 
Judahite state. That would mean that at least seventy five 

percent of the population remained on the land. ... 

Intensive excavations throughout Jerusalem have shown that 
the city was indeed systematically destroyed by the 

Babylonians. The conflagration seems to have been general. ... 

Yet there is evidence of continued occupation both to the north 

and to the south of Jerusalem. Some measure of self-
government seems to have continued at Mizpah on the plateau 

of Benjamin, about eight miles to the north of Jerusalem. ...  

There are several indications (Jeremiah 37:12-13; 38:19) that 
the area to the north of Jerusalem surrendered to the 

Babylonians without a fight, and archaeological evidence 

supports this hypothesis. 

The most thorough research on the settlement of Judah in the 

Babylonian period, conducted by Oded Lipschits of Tel Aviv 

University, has shown that the site of Tell en-Nasbeh near 
modern Ramallah—identified as the location of biblical 

Mizpah—was not destroyed in the Babylonian campaign, and 

that it was indeed the most important settlement in the region 

in the sixth century BCE. 

Other sites north of Jerusalem such as Bethel and Gibeon 

continued to be inhabited in the same era. In the area to the 

south of Jerusalem, around Bethlehem, there seems to have 
been significant continuity from the late monarchic to the 
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Babylonian period. Thus, to both the north and south of 

Jerusalem, life continued almost uninterrupted. 

Both text and archaeology contradict the idea that between the 

destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCE and the return of the 

exiles after the proclamation of Cyrus in 538 BCE Judah was 
in total ruin and uninhabited. ...  

Survey data from all the settlements in Yehud in the fifth-

fourth centuries BCE yields a population of approximately 

thirty thousand people. This small number constituted the 
post-exilic community of the time of Ezra and Nehemiah so 

formative in shaping later Judaism.190  

The above view represents a moderate observation. Views of the impact of the destruction 
wrought by Babylon upon Judah range from those who hold there was no impact to those 

who see an enormous impact on the whole of the society that remained, not only in Judah 

but of the nations of the whole region. The universal understanding among archaeologists 
and others, based on the archaeology as well as on the Hebrew Scriptures, is that people 

did remain on the land of Judah during the whole of the Babylonian domination. 

The following view holds that Babylon had a major influence on the lives of those who 
remained in Judah following the destruction of Jerusalem. 

Recent archaeological investigations have increasingly laid 

bare the fury of the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem, 

Judah, and the entire Levant191. ... Despite recent tendencies 
to dismiss or down-play the exile, the scope and ferocity of the 

Babylonian conquest are becoming clearer with each new 

archaeological investigation. 

There was some continuity after the Babylonian exiles. ... 

Mizpah apparently functioned throughout the short period of 

Babylonian rule. ... 

The demographic changes in Judah were quite profound, 

reflecting a massive depopulation. The land was not emptied, 

but it was depopulated. Moreover, every cultural institution of 
Judean life changed. ...  

To be sure, the everyday life of the peasant in Yehud was 

perhaps not much different under the Babylonians or Persians 

than it had been under the Davidic kings. ... 

The trauma of the Babylonian conquest and exile was 

profound in Judah. Although the material culture definitely 

continued after 586 BCE, the end of the Davidic monarchy and 
the destruction and pillaging of the Jerusalem Temple alone 

suggest that basic social organizations did not remain the 

same. Government and religious institutions were trans-
formed. ... 

The land was much emptier by the end of the Babylonian 

period than recent critics of the exile have realized. As a result, 
it is difficult to imagine that there were the social conditions in 
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antiquity that would encourage a great literary flourishing. The 

Babylonian invasions were savage and ruthless. The 
Babylonians then largely abandoned the ravaged land, in 

contrast to the Assyrians, who re-populated exiled regions. It 

took centuries to recover. ... 

Archaeologists have done extensive surveys of settlement 

patterns for this period. ... Eighty percent of the cities, towns, 

and villages were either abandoned or destroyed in the sixth 

century. ... Not only was Jerusalem burned, but most large 
cities disappear from Judah proper. In general, there is a 

population shift from the cities to villages. 

Excavations of cities such as Jerusalem, Lachish, Gezer, and 
Megiddo testify to great conflagrations set by the Babylonians 

in Palestine. And the depopulation trend continued throughout 

the Babylonian period. ... 

Only a few sites north of Jerusalem show significant 

continuity, particularly Mizpah, the center of the Babylonian 

provincial government. In short, by the end of the Babylonian 
period few people lived in Judah. Those who remained were 

―the poorest of the land‖ and lived in small towns and villages. 

The economy was essentially one of subsistence farming and 

pastoralism. 

The Babylonian policy in their campaigns to the west was 

brutal. Rather than attempt to implement a policy that would 

exploit the region as a province, the Babylonians 
systematically pillaged the land. Evidence of Babylonian 

destruction in Judah and the surrounding area is 

overwhelming. 

In the last days of its monarchy, Judah was a relatively 

densely populated, economically prosperous, urban state. 

Everything changed in the Babylonian period. The region had 
little to make it economically viable outside of pastoralism and 

marginal agriculture. Nor could the region sustain its seventh-

century population so the deportations were compounded by 

economic flight, mostly to Egypt where large Jewish 
communities suddenly appear.192 

After the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple by the 

Babylonians in 586 BC, the city continued to be the focal point 
of the national aspirations of the exiles and those who had 

remained in Eretz-Israel. Pilgrimages to the Temple mount 

continued, not only from Judah, but also from Samaria. [Jer 

41:5]
193

 

The following is provided by archaeologist Hans M. Barstad. 

Whereas the archaeological evidence from such sites as 

Jerusalem, Tell Beit Mirsim, Beth-shemesh, Lachish, and 
Ramat Rahel shows clear evidence of the destructions 

following Nebuchadnezzar‘s campaigns into the west, dwelling-

places in the northern part of Judah and Benjamin were not 
affected. Several cities lying north of Jerusalem, in the 

Benjamin area, were not destroyed at all. In contrast to sites 

excavated south of Jerusalem, some of these places even 

prospered in the late sixth century. Thus, it was mainly the 
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hill country of Judah that suffered destructions under 

Nebuchadnezzar. The rest of the country was left more or less 
intact. 

At Tell el-Fûl, after Nebuchadnezzar had destroyed the fortress, 

the site apparently continued to be occupied, and the 
population even seems to have increased. The 1964 campaign 

confirmed an extensive post-586 occupation, which had been 

assumed earlier. The excavator even suggested the possibility 

that refugees from the capital fled to nearby villages such as 
Tell el-Fûl, in order to wait for better times when they could 

return to Jerusalem. 

Among other sites close to Jerusalem that show continued 
occupation after 586 is also Tell en-Nasbeh, traditionally 

identified with biblical Mizpah. The later phase of Stratum 1 at 

Tell en-Nasbeh has been dated to approximately 575-450. 
What is of particular interest to us, of course, is that the 

archaeological evidence for occupation at Mizpah in this period 

supports the Mizpah account found in 2 Kgs 25:22-25 (and in a 
varied and more extensive version in Jer 40:7-41:18). These 

stories reflect historical events, and we may assume that the 

Babylonians established an administrative center at Mizpah. 

... One particular problem concerns the question of what 
happened to the inhabitants of Jerusalem. ... It would have 

been possible for some of those who escaped Nebuchadnezzar‘s 

armies and fled into the countryside, to return, at least to some 
extent, to Jerusalem at a later point. Apparently, the reference 

to those ―who are living in these ruins‖ in Ezek 33:24 is a 

reflection of this situation. 

Evidence in support of this assumption has come from recent 

excavations in the Ketef Hinnom, a site particularly rich in 

burial caves. Apparently, some of these caves continued to be 
in use after the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCE. Thus, for 

the first time we have evidence in support of a continuation of 

settlement in Jerusalem itself during the ―exilic‖ period. 

However, not all who had to move as a result of the 
destructions in Jerusalem (or elsewhere in Judah) could return 

to their original homes, at least not right away. The question of 

what happened to these people has now apparently been solved 
through surveys undertaken by Kallai for the Israel Department 

of Antiquities from 1967 to 1968 and by Finkelstein and Magen 

in the 1980s. During the surveys a large number of sites with 
material remains from the sixth century, many of them new, 

were discovered in Judah. There can be but little doubt that 

these small towns and villages give us direct access to places 
where large proportions of the Judeans who survived 

Nebuchadnezzar‘s campaigns were living. ...  

Of relevance to our topic is also the survey of the Judean highlands, directed by Avi Ofer. 
Ofer points to significant changes in the distribution of settlements during the transition 

period and up to the Persian era. The settlements in the south almost disappeared; those 

in the central part decreased, whereas, in the northern parts, settlements increased by as 

much as 65% (!). It is also of importance that these changes continued well into the 
following period, thus indicating a long-term process rather than a single event. This 
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change in the settlement pattern clearly indicates that people from Jerusalem fled to the 

neighboring areas following the fall of the city in 586 BCE.194 

Impact on the GB 

The GB is determined that the Seventy Years could not commence until every human and 

domestic animal was taken from the land of Judah. 

 Even after his judgment on Jerusalem and Judah was carried out, the Lord 

commanded people to remain on the land. But one group would not listen and they 
deliberately disobeyed the Lord. This group murdered the Hebrew Gedaliah, whom 

the Babylonians had provided to be a governor over the people who remained. 

 When Ezekiel heard the news of Jerusalem‘s destruction, five months after the 
event, he sent a message to the people who were still living in the ruins, out in the 

country and in the strongholds and caves. This message took several months to 

reach them all. 

 Quite apparently the people who were left in Judah still did not heed the Lord‘s 
command to serve Babylon, because four years after Nebchaudnezzar had destroyed 

the cities, towns and land, he came back and took more people from the land. There 

is thus no Biblical evidence that Judah was ever completely depopulated. According 
to Scripture, people remained, tending the land and the vineyards. 
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THE END OF THE “70 YEARS” 

The Seventy Years were set to end as soon as Babylon‘s dominance ended; it could not end 

before. The nations‘ servitude would run its unconditional course, despite the claims of 

false prophets at Jerusalem and Babylon who predicted an early release. 

Judah and its neighbours were to willingly serve Babylon until its power was removed, with 
the promise that when the Seventy Years had ended (fulfilled), Babylon would receive its 

punishment. 

―When the seventy years are fulfilled (Heb:   from <`l@a ), 

I will punish the king of Babylon and his nation, the land of 

the Babylonians, for their guilt,‖ declares the LORD, ―and will 
make it desolate forever. 

―I will bring upon that land [Babylon] all the things I have 

spoken against it, all that are written in this book and 
prophesied by Jeremiah against all the nations. They 

themselves [Babylon] will be enslaved by many nations and 

great kings; I will repay them [Babylon] according to their 
deeds and the work of their hands.‖195 

The Hebrew word <`l@a, its form rendered here as ―fulfilled‖, means ―completed‖. <`l@a 
broadly means ―to fill, be full, be fulfilled‖ and can carry either a spatial or temporal [time] 

sense. 

(1)  Spatially, the term depicts the filling of things with certain 

objects. ... 

(2)  Temporally, this verb refers to the completion of a 
particular period of time. ... Most importantly, the Lord has 

fulfilled and will fulfill all that he has promised (1 Ki. 8:15; Ps. 

20:5).196 

Babylon was thus to receive its punishment once its ―seventy years‖ of regional dominance 

met its end. When the kingdom of Persia took control, that is the moment when the Seventy 

Years were completed (<`l@a ), ended. 

Fulfillment. State, process, or act by which a situation comes 
to a complete end, whether ultimately good or bad. …  

The Old Testament. The concept of fulfillment is expressed 

chiefly by the Hebrew words mala “fulfill, accomplish, 

terminate‖, and kala, ―be finished. completed.‖ … (<`l@a ) is 
often used of God bringing to fruition something that he has 

promised, and is thus important in the context of prophetic 

utterances.197 

The Lord would fulfil his promise 

The ending of the Seventy Years also meant that the Lord would ―fulfil (  from qW<)‖ 

his promise to bring them back to their homelands. 

This is what the LORD says: ―When seventy years are 

completed (  from <`l@a ) for Babylon, I will come to you 

and fulfill (  from qW<) my gracious promise to bring you 

back to this place.198 

The word ―fulfil‖ translates the Hebrew word qW<. 
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The general range of meanings for qW< includes ―to stand up, 

arise, get up (in the morning).‖ It can also mean ―to raise up, 

confirm, establish something.‖ 

(1) One particularly apt illustration of qW< is Ps. 139:2: God 

knows ―when I sit down (or lie down to sleep) and when I 

rise up?” qW< can also refer to an initiative to action. God‘s 

passion for justice is seen in the situations that galvanize 
him to action. For example. God arises to help the needy 

(35:2; 44:26-27), to save from evil oppressors (3:7-8), and 

to deliver from the schemes of the wicked against the 
righteous (17:13). God promises that he will rise up and 

cut off the house of the evildoers (Isa. 14:22, 31:2). God 

arises to judge (Ps. 76:8-9; 82:8); he promises to arise and 
stand as a witness to testify against the injustice of all 

nations (Zeph. 3:8). Frequently the psalmists call on God to 

―arise‖ and deliver them from their troubles (Ps. 3:7; 7:6; 

10:12). 
(2) qW< connotes arising in the sense of military encounters. 

God instructs Joshua to ―go up‖ to Ai, because he has 

given the king and city over to the Israelites (cf. Jos. 8:1-3, 
24:9). In Jdg. 4, Deborah commands Barak. “Get up! For 

this is the day on which the LORD has given Sisera into 

your hand‖ (4:14, this use of qW< appears in Deborah‘s 

song in 5:12 as well). When God arises to battle on behalf 
of his people, his enemies are scattered (Num.10:35); there 

is no foe that can threaten him or his power. God arises to 

terrify the earth in his coming judgment (Isa. 2:19. 21). 
(3) qW< functions in common legal matters as well. When 

Abraham purchases a field with a cave in which to bury his 

wife, Sarah, the qW< indicates that the sale is ―established‖ 

or ―made sure‖ (Gen. 23:17). In a similar vein, when God 

makes a covenant with human beings, he ―establishes‖ 
that covenant (e.g., Gen. 9:6; 17:7, 19). A prophet‘s word 

may fall to the ground, as in 1 Sam. 3:19, but God‘s word 

―stands‖ forever (Isa. 40:8). 
(4) qW< can also mean ―to survive, continue.‖ The unrighteous 

and wicked will not ―stand‖ in the judgment; that is, they 

will not survive or continue with the righteous (Ps. 1:5). 
Similarly, Nahum asks in the context of the earth and the 

heavens trembling violently before God, ―Who can stand 
before [the Lord‘s] indignation? Who can endure the heat of 

his anger?‖ (1:6). When Amos sees a vision of how God 
intends to bring judgment against Jacob, he intercedes 

crying, ―O LORD God, forgive, I beg you! How can Jacob 

stand? He is so small!‖ (7:2). 
(5) There are two occurrences of qW< that have strong, 

eschatological implications. First, in Balaam‘s oracle, a 

scepter ―will arise‖ out of Israel and secure its victory over 

the nations (Num. 24:17). Second, Job 19:25 triumphantly 
hopes in this fact: ―I know my Redeemer lives, and that at 

the last he will stand upon the earth; and after my skin 

has been thus destroyed, then in my flesh I shall see God.‖ 
This last use of qW< is the language of resurrection in the 

OT.199 

Here qW< carries the sense that when the seventy years had come to their end, then the 

Lord would stand up and confirm his promise to return them to the Promised Land. 
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Throughout his denunciations, Jeremiah offered encouragement and hope, promising 

restoration that would ultimately come to the captives held by Babylon. He stated that 
Babylon‘s power and dominance would remain unchallenged until the seventy years ended, 

at which time its kingdom would be taken by another. 

All nations will serve [Nebuchadnezzar] and his son and his 
grandson until the time for his land comes; then many nations 

and great kings will subjugate him.200 

Sharpen the arrows, take up the shields! The LORD has stirred 

up the kings of the Medes, because his purpose is to destroy 
Babylon. The LORD will take vengeance, vengeance for his 

temple. Lift up a banner against the walls of Babylon! 

Reinforce the guard, station the watchmen, prepare an 
ambush! The LORD will carry out his purpose, his decree 

against the people of Babylon.201 

Jeremiah 29:10 parallel readings 

New American Standard Bible (©1995) 
―For thus says the LORD, ‗When seventy years have been completed for Babylon, I will visit 

you and fulfill My good word to you, to bring you back to this place. 

GOD‘S WORD® Translation (©1995) 
This is what the LORD says: When Babylon‘s 70 years are over, I will come to you. I will 

keep my promise to you and bring you back to this place. 

King James Bible 

For thus saith the LORD, That after seventy years be accomplished at Babylon I will visit 
you, and perform my good word toward you, in causing you to return to this place. 

American King James Version 

For thus said the LORD, That after seventy years be accomplished at Babylon I will visit 
you, and perform my good word toward you, in causing you to return to this place. 

American Standard Version 

For thus saith Jehovah, After seventy years are accomplished for Babylon, I will visit you, 
and perform my good word toward you, in causing you to return to this place. 

Bible in Basic English 

For this is what the Lord has said: When seventy years are ended for Babylon, I will have 
pity on you and give effect to my good purpose for you, causing you to come back to this 

place. 

Darby Bible Translation 

For thus saith Jehovah: When seventy years shall be accomplished for Babylon I will visit 
you, and perform my good word toward you, in bringing you back to this place. 

English Revised Version 

For thus saith the LORD, After seventy years be accomplished for Babylon, I will visit you, 
and perform my good word toward you, in causing you to return to this place. 

Webster‘s Bible Translation 

For thus saith the LORD, That after seventy years shall be accomplished at Babylon I will 
visit you, and perform my good word towards you, in causing you to return to this place. 

World English Bible 

For thus says Yahweh, After seventy years are accomplished for Babylon, I will visit you, 
and perform my good word toward you, in causing you to return to this place. 

Young‘s Literal Translation 

‗For thus said Jehovah, Surely at the fulness of Babylon – seventy years -- I inspect you, 
and have established towards you My good word, to bring you back unto this place. 
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Geneva Study Bible 

For thus saith the LORD, That after seventy years be accomplished at Babylon I will visit 
you, and perform my good word toward you, in causing you to return to this place. 

Babylon’s time was “numbered” to finish at the end of the “seventy years” 

The superiority of Babylon‘s kingdom came to its numbered end when the city fell to the 

Medes and Persians, and Babylon ruled no longer. 

―God has numbered the days of your reign and brought it to an 
end. … Your kingdom is divided and given to the Medes and 

Persians.‖ … That very night Belshazzar, king of the 

Babylonians, was slain, and Darius the Mede took over the 
kingdom, at the age of sixty-two.202 

This is what Cyrus king of Persia says: ―The LORD, the God of 

heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth‖.203 

Thus, in accordance with the Lord‘s promise, Babylon‘s dominating kingdom ended. Its 

allotted seventy years of unchallenged supremacy was gone. The power of its kingdom 

passed to another kingdom. 

Seeking precise events misses the point 

Quite reasonably it could be argued that Babylon‘s time ceased when Cyrus commenced the 

first year of his rule there on 1 Nisan (April) 538 BCE. In accord with the accession-year 

system of reckoning, from the time of Nabonidus‘ defeat until Cyrus commenced his first 

year, Cyrus was completing the final year of Nabonidus‘ reign. On this reasoning, Babylon‘s 
power ended on Nisan 1, 538 BCE. 

To seek a physical event precisely 70 years before that date as marking the commencement 

of the said peiod is to completly miss the point. The ancients were more concerned at 
symbolism, with the spiritual meaning of numbers, and in this instance they had a number 

that combined the mysticisms associated with the numbers 7 and 10. 

As shown elsewhere in this Study, the Seventy Years could with reason be understood to 
have started when the Lord declared that Nebuchadnezzar was his chosen instrument for 

punishing Judah. Any date for the moment of that decision is indeterminate, and irrelevant. 

The Ancients were using their interpretations of history along with the mystical meanings 
they associated with numbers to effect their desired changes in their own community. This 

is clearly indicated with the number and variety of applications that their imprecision 

permits. 

It can be seen that Jeremiah's "seventy years" has a slightly 
different meaning in each context in which it appears. In Jer 

25:11 LXX it is the time of Judah's subjugation to the nations; 

in 25:12 the time until "that nation" (Babylon in MT) is 
punished. In Jer 25:11 MT it becomes the time of service of all 

the nations of the Levant to the King of Babylon; in Jer 29:10 

it is a period of Babylonian hegemony. Of course, all these 
meanings are inter-related. 

There has been no lack of proposals for the historical 

fulfillment of the "seventy years." The fall of Babylon (c. 539 
BCE) or the actual return of the exiles some years later is 

usually proposed for the end of the period, but suggestions for 

its beginning include the fall of Nineva (c. 612 BCE), yielding 

73 years; the conquest of the last Assyrian resistance (c. 609 
BCE), yielding 70 years; or the assertion of Babylonian power 

over the Levant (c. 605 BCE, the date given in Jer 25:1-3), 

which gives 66 years, or nearly 70 if a few years are allowed for 
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the return from exile. Other scholars dispute the fall of 

Babylon as the terminal date, and calculate the "seventy years‖ 
from the destruction of the first temple; (c. 586 BCE) to the 

dedication of the second (c. 516 BCE). ... 

In no passage of Jeremiah in any extant version can the 
"seventy years" be made to correspond with period of the 

temple's destruction. 

Following Holladay, the prophecy of "seventy years" should be 

regarded as Jeremianic, based on the following evidence: (1) 
there are no obvious exact matches for dates corresponding to 

the "seventy years" as described in any passage of Jeremiah, 

which speaks for authenticity, (2) external evidence suggests 
Jeremiah was widely remembered for having made this 

prophecy, (3) "seventy years" seems to be a prophetic trope for 

the length of a god's punishment of a land or city, as indicated 
by its occurrence in other biblical and ancient Near Eastern 

texts.204 

Even a modern person employs approximations when describing everyday measurements of 
time, distance, weight and so on. The Ancients were no different in that respect. Most likely 

these ancient dates are of interest only to those who wish to calculate a contemporary date 

that for them has an eschatological significance. 
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DANIEL’S CONCERN OVER THE CONDITION OF JERUSALEM 

 

I, Daniel, understood from the Scriptures (  from s}[\r), 

according to the word (  from D`b`r) of the LORD given to 

Jeremiah the prophet, that the desolation (  from j"rB>h) 

of Jerusalem would last (  from <`l}A ) seventy years.205 

 

Jeremiah declared that Judah‘s servitude to Babylon would end when Babylon received its 

own punishing death blow. But when that ultimately came to pass, Daniel still saw no relief 
being provided to the Lord‘s people. 

Down the centuries, whenever the Lord condemned his people to destruction, he promised 

them they would return as his chosen people on the condition there was national 
confession of their sins and a genuine turn to religious purity. The people would return 

physically if they turned spiritually to the Lord. When Daniel discerned this in Jeremiah, he 

faced towards Jerusalem and poured out his confessional prayer on the nation‘s behalf. 

When Daniel chapter 9 opens, Babylon had fallen to the Medes and Persians206, so the 

seventy years of Babylonian dominance and the nations‘ servitude to Babylon had ended. 

However, although Babylon‘s power and the nations‘ servitude had ended, the Lord‘s 
sanctuary was still devastated and the people were still being held in exile. So Daniel went 

back to read what Jeremiah had told them. 

Daniel 9:1 is the only place in the NIV OT that the word ―Scriptures‖ appears. It translates 

the Hebrew word s@P#r. The word s@P#r is used 186 times in the OT, and in the NIV the word 
seper is most commonly translated as book (104 times), scroll (23) letter (12), and letters 

(10). 

s@P#r. book (as a scroll or tablet), scroll, letter, certificate, deed, 

dispatch.207 

The word seper thus broadly means ―a written document‖, and in this context most likely 
relates to a letter written to the Exiles at Babylon through Jeremiah. D`B`r is most 

commonly translated as ―word‖. 

There are two passages in Jeremiah to which Daniel may be 
referring. The first, Jer 25:1–13, provides the earlier occasion 

for the ―word (rb*D D`B`r) to Jeremiah,‖ which comes during 

the first year of Nebuchadnezzar (605 BC). It predicts that the 

―words‖ of his ―letter‖ (25:13) will be fulfilled in the destruction 

of Babylon after seventy years are completed. The second 

possible reference is Jer 29:1–14. Here one finds the historical 

context for the sending out of the word in a ―letter‖ (jl̂v* … rp#S@h^ 

yr@b=D!) to the captives in Babylon around 594 BC, shortly after 

Jeconiah‘s deportation in 597 BC.208 

From reading the words of Jeremiah, Daniel recognised that their release and the 
restoration of the sanctuary at Jerusalem required a full and genuine confession of 

corporate guilt, an admission of national waywardness. To be able to return to their 

homeland and restore the devastated sanctuary, the people had to call upon the Lord, 
confess their sinfulness, repent their evil ways, and seek his forgiveness. 
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Daniel is throughout concerned with the Temple, not the city 

in general. The seventy heptads is a period for ―anointing the 
Holy of Holies‖, it is periodized with reference to sacerdotal 

figures (the two different ―anointed‖ ones who represent the 

priesthood), and the conclusion of the 70 heptads pertains to 
the defilement of the sanctuary by the appalling horror (= 

―abomination of desolation‖ in Greek).209 

Throughout his long life at Babylon, it had been Daniel‘s practice to pray three times a day, 

facing Jerusalem. He was a man of prayer. 

[Daniel] went home to his upstairs room where the windows 

opened toward Jerusalem. Three times a day he got down on 

his knees and prayed, giving thanks to his God.210 

So Daniel poured out his heart in fervent prayer on behalf of the people. Rather than 

involve the people of Judah in that confession, Daniel turned personally in the direction of 

Jerusalem and uttered his own prayer to God on behalf of the nation. 

There is no indication that Daniel was officially qualified to 

take upon himself this ministry of intercession. He did not 

belong to a priestly family, nor was he in the ordinary sense a 
prophet.211 

Daniel prayed over the devastated state of the temple and its city. He did not pray for the 

seventy years to end. There was no need. Jeremiah had said the seventy years would end 

when Babylon‘s kingdom came to its end – that is only natural – and Daniel had recorded 
the end of Babylon‘s kingdom (ch 5). So Daniel prayed over the state of the temple and its 

city. 

So I turned to the LORD God and pleaded with him in prayer 
and petition, in fasting, and in sackcloth and ashes. I prayed 

to the LORD my God and confessed: 

―O Lord, the great and awesome God, who keeps his covenant 
of love with all who love him and obey his commands, we have 

sinned and done wrong. We have been wicked and have 

rebelled; we have turned away from your commands and laws. 
We have not listened to your servants the prophets, who spoke 

in your name to our kings, our princes and our fathers, and to 

all the people of the land. 

―Lord, you are righteous, but this day we are covered with 
shame —the men of Judah and people of Jerusalem and all 

Israel, both near and far, in all the countries where you have 

scattered us because of our unfaithfulness to you. O LORD, we 
and our kings, our princes and our fathers are covered with 

shame because we have sinned against you. The Lord our God 

is merciful and forgiving, even though we have rebelled against 
him; we have not obeyed the LORD our God or kept the laws 

he gave us through his servants the prophets. All Israel has 

transgressed your law and turned away, refusing to obey you. 

―Therefore the curses and sworn judgments written in the Law 

of Moses, the servant of God, have been poured out on us, 

because we have sinned against you. You have fulfilled the 
words spoken against us and against our rulers by bringing 

upon us great disaster. Under the whole heaven nothing has 

ever been done like what has been done to Jerusalem. Just as 

it is written in the Law of Moses, all this disaster has come 
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upon us, yet we have not sought the favor of the LORD our 

God by turning from our sins and giving attention to your 
truth. The LORD did not hesitate to bring the disaster upon 

us, for the LORD our God is righteous in everything he does; 

yet we have not obeyed him. 

―Now, O Lord our God, who brought your people out of Egypt 

with a mighty hand and who made for yourself a name that 

endures to this day, we have sinned, we have done wrong. O 

Lord, in keeping with all your righteous acts, turn away your 
anger and your wrath from Jerusalem, your city, your holy 

hill. Our sins and the iniquities of our fathers have made 

Jerusalem and your people an object of scorn to all those 
around us.  

―Now, our God, hear the prayers and petitions of your servant. 

For your sake, O Lord, look with favor on your desolate 
sanctuary. Give ear, O God, and hear; open your eyes and see 

the desolation of the city that bears your Name. We do not 

make requests of you because we are righteous, but because of 
your great mercy. O Lord, listen! O Lord, forgive! O Lord, hear 

and act! For your sake, O my God, do not delay, because your 

city and your people bear your Name.212 

Daniel‘s complete focus was on seeking God‘s restitution of Jerusalem and of the 
sanctuary. Some twenty years later, while Ezra reinstated the festival of Booths at 

Jerusalem, a similar declaration was made by the people‘s religious representatives. 

Following their declaration, the leaders, priests, and people put their binding commitment 
to it in writing, and placed their seals on it.213 

Judah found its salvation because Daniel sought the Lord with all of his heart as he 

confessed the nation‘s sins, which he expressed in his heartfelt prayer. Judah was blessed 
through Daniel‘s prayer and confession, which he gave on behalf of Judah and its northern 

neighbour, Israel. His plea was the reason the Lord permitted the exiles to return. 

The end (<`l@a  ) of the Seventy Years 

I, Daniel, understood from the Scriptures, according to the 

word of the LORD given to Jeremiah the prophet, that the 

desolation of Jerusalem would last (  from <`l@a ) seventy 

years.214 

Thus when Daniel studied Jeremiah, he saw there that twice Jeremiah said God would 

redeem his people after Babylon‘s seventy years of supremacy had ended (<`l@a ). 

But when the seventy years are fulfilled (  from <`l@a ), I 

will punish the king of Babylon and his nation, the land of the 

Babylonians, for their guilt,‖ declares the LORD.215 

This is what the LORD says: ―When seventy years are 

completed (  from <`l@a ) for Babylon, I will come to you 

and fulfill (  from qW<) my gracious promise to bring you 

back to this place [Jerusalem].216 

Naturally, Daniel‘s focus was on the ending (<`l@a ) of the period according to Jeremiah, not 

on its commencement. 
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[When it relates to time], (<`l@a] refers to the completion of a 

particular period of time.217 

The expression  from <`l@a at Daniel 9:2 is concerned with its sense of ―time‖. Daniel 

used forms of the Hebrew word <`l@a twice. On each occasion, at Daniel 9:2 and at 10:3, he 

used <`l@a in its time-related meaning of ―the completion of a particular period of time‖. 

I ate no choice food; no meat or wine touched my lips; and I 

used no lotions at all until the three weeks were over (  

from <`l@a ).218 

In his third use of <`l@a, Jeremiah said the leaders of the flock will be slaughtered when 

their allotted day arrived. Once more the word refers to the ending of a set period, not to 

their length. 

Weep and wail, you shepherds; roll in the dust, you leaders of 

the flock. For your time (  from yom) to be slaughtered has 

come (  from <`l@a ); you will fall and be shattered like 

fine pottery.219 

The expression ―time for his land comes‖ in the following verse from Jeremiah carries the 

sense of ―has arrived‖. 

All nations will serve [Nebuchadnezzar] and his son and his 
grandson until the time for his land comes; then many nations 

and great kings will subjugate him.220 

Daniel prayed after the Seventy Years had ended (<`l@a  ) 

Jerusalem by no accounts was desolate for seventy years. … 

The RSV translates the verse so that the seventy years ―must 
pass before the end of the desolations of Jerusalem.‖ This 

translation at least leaves open the possibility that the seventy 

years were completed before the end of Jerusalem‘s desolation 

(i.e., that the end of the desolation of Jerusalem was 
understood to be contingent upon the end of the seventy 

years). 

And again there is the question as to the text to which Daniel 
was referring: Was it Jer 25:11-12 or 29:10? It would seem 

that Jer 29:10 was the source, since this text was part of a 

letter sent to the exiles (29:1), whereas Jer 25:11-12 was not. 
… 

Neither Jer 25:1 1-12 nor 29:10 specifically mentions the 

desolation of Jerusalem, although both 25:11 (referring to the 

land) and Dan 9:2 contain forms of the root jrB (―to 
desolate/desolation‖). 

An even more crucial question (and one which is easier to 

answer) is whether the end of the seventy years – from the 
standpoint of Dan 9 – is still future or not. The evidence 

supports the view that it is past and not future.221 For one 

thing, ―the number‖ (LXX: ton arithmon) of years in 9:2 alludes 
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to Dan 5, where vs. 26 of the LXX states that the time of 

Belshazzar‘s kingdom has been numbered (@r]TH<@T^] 

H chronos sou t@s basileias)222. The Aramaic223 of this verse — 
<+/@a <+/*H a\l^a <^liWt`i (―MENE, God has numbered the 

days of your kingdom‖) —means virtually the same. This fact 

plus the fact that arithme{ and arithmos occur only in Dan 5 

and 9 becomes more significant when one realizes that: (1) the 

seventy years in Jeremiah—especially in 29:10—refer 
specifically to the end of Babylon; (2) Dan 5 refers to the end of 

the Babylonian empire; and (3) Dan 9 occurs shortly after its 

end. 

Also, the urgent confessional nature of Daniel‘s prayer in 9:3-

19 makes more sense when one understands the seventy years 

to be in the past. With the fact that Jer 29:10 explicitly relates 
the seventy years to Babylon (and Dan 5 implicitly supports 

this view), it is no wonder that Daniel, in the first year of 

Darius the Mede, prayed a prayer of confession on behalf of all 
the exiles. The reason for this is clear: although the seventy 

years for Babylon were past, the exiles were still in Babylon. 

Thus, Daniel understood the return of the exiles to be 

contingent upon the end of Babylon as an independent nation. 
But the sins of all Israel (vss. 4-15) had delayed the fulfillment 

of this part of the prophecy. Daniel was thus attempting to 

remove the last impediment to the return of the exiles by his 
prayer on behalf of Israel.224  

This understanding—that the seventy years were over—

clarifies several things in Dan 9. First, whatever Daniel 
considered the relation between the seventy years and the 

desolation of Jerusalem to have been in Jeremiah,225 the fact 

remained that though the seventy years were over, the 
desolation continued. In other words, whatever should have 

been the case had not been the case, and thus Daniel‘s prayer 

received its impetus from this fact. Second, the repetition of 

the phrase ―in the first year‖ (9:2), referring to Darius‘ reign, 
becomes understandable when one realizes that Daniel was 

stunned by the fact that the exiles were still in Babylon after 
the overthrow of Babylon. And third, the reason for Daniel‘s 
plea for God to ―delay not‖ (vs. 19) becomes apparent when one 

adopts a terminated framework for the seventy years, whereas 

the alternative—the seventy years as about to end—would, in 
the light of this plea, appear to portray Daniel as impatient, 

demanding, and distrustful of God‘s promises. 

From the preceding discussion, one can see that Dan 9:2 does 

not demand the seventy years to be related to the desolation of 
Jerusalem historically.226 
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The exiles’ return was conditional 

The ending of their seventy years of servitude to Babylon made it possible for exiles to 

return home, but their return was conditional. The Lord advised the people of Judah that 
he would permit them to return when they called on him in genuine prayer with all of their 

heart227. 

Then you will call upon me and come and pray to me, and I 
will listen to you. 

You will seek me and find me when you seek me with all your 

heart.  

I will be found by you,‖ declares the LORD, ―and will bring 
you back from captivity. I will gather you from all the nations 

and places where I have banished you,‖ declares the LORD, 

―and will bring you back to the place from which I carried you 
into exile.‖228 

―Call upon me‖, ―come and pray to me‖, ―seek me with all your heart‖, and ―I will listen to 

you‖. The Lord would be found by the supplicant, not the other way around. Then and only 
then, will he bring them back from captivity, back from exile. 

These conditions to Judah were also given to its northern neighbour, Israel. Because of 

Israel‘s evil and debauched ways, the Lord used Assyria to destroy Judah‘s northern 
neighbour. Despite this, God promised the Israelites they would be permitted to return if 

they repented and sought his forgiveness229. The Lord told Israel how to confess the nation‘s 

waywardness and how seek his forgiveness.230 

―If you will return, O Israel, return to me,‖ declares the LORD. 
―If you put your detestable idols out of my sight and no longer 

go astray, and if in a truthful, just and righteous way you 

swear, ‗As surely as the LORD lives,‘ then the nations will be 
blessed by him and in him they will glory.‖231 

Thus when Daniel prayed, he included ―Israel‖ in his petition. Many of those who remained 

on the land during the Exile came to Judah when Israel fell to the Assyrians. 

Divine decree or no, the Scriptures never support the idea that 

God‘s purpose will be accomplished irrespective of the prayers 

of His people.232 

Daniel “understood” (Hebrew: B'/) 

The answer Daniel received regarding the sanctuary appalled and devastated him. It was 
beyond his understanding (B'/). 

I, Daniel, was exhausted and lay ill for several days. Then I got 

up and went about the king‘s business. I was appalled (  

from v`m}m) by the vision; it was beyond understanding (

 from B'/).233 

Years later, Daniel achieved his ―understanding‖ of the seventy years. 

In the first year of Darius son of Xerxes …— in the first year of 

his reign, I, Daniel, understood (  from B'/) from the 

Scriptures, according to the word of the LORD given to 
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Jeremiah the prophet, that the desolation (  from j"rB`h) 

of Jerusalem would last (  from <`l@a ) seventy years.234 

Daniel repeated that this was the first year of the conquering Medes and Persians. The 

dominance of the Babylonian kingdom had ended, and Daniel was concerned at the ongoing 

state of Jerusalem. 

To ―understand‖ (B'/) what was happening, Daniel studied the writings of Jeremiah. The 
Hebrew word B’/ has meaning that goes beyond simple understanding. 

B'/ is most commonly found in the wisdom literature, 

especially Job and Proverbs. ... It describes a depth of 

knowledge beyond mere awareness. ... Alternate translations 
such as ―perceive,‖ ―discern,‖ or ―gain insight‖ may more 

readily capture the nuance of the term.235 

Daniel, an interpreter of visions and dreams 

Daniel‘s deeper spiritual ability to B'/ (―understand‖) is shown at the start of the book 

attributed to him. All four men mentioned had intellectual ―knowledge‖ and ―understanding 
(c`:^l)‖, whereas Daniel had the ability to ―understand (B’/)‖ visions and dreams. B’/ is 

suggestive of spiritual reinterpretation and visioning, such as that provided by a seer. 

This spiritualisation in the book of Daniel leaves open the possibility he reinterpreted 

Jeremiah‘s original intent in order to give it his own meaning. This is certainly what Angel 
Gabriel did with regards to the Seventy Years when he answered Daniel‘s prayer. 

To these four young men236 God gave knowledge and 

understanding of all kinds of literature and learning. And 

Daniel could understand (  from B'/) visions and dreams 

of all kinds. In every matter of wisdom and understanding 
about which the king questioned them, he found them ten 

times better than all the magicians and enchanters in his 

whole kingdom.237 

Interpreted the dream of Nebuchadnezzar 

At this, Daniel went in to the king and asked for time, so that 
he might interpret the dream for him. … During the night 

the mystery was revealed to Daniel in a vision. … 

I thank and praise you, O God of my fathers: You have given 
me wisdom and power, you have made known to me what we 

asked of you, you have made known to us the dream of the 

king. … ―This was the dream, and now we will interpret it to 
the king.‖ … Then the king placed Daniel in a high position 

and lavished many gifts on him. He made him ruler over the 

entire province of Babylon and placed him in charge of all its 

wise men.238 

Interpreted the writing for Belshazzar 

There is a man in your kingdom who has the spirit of the holy 

gods in him. In the time of your father he was found to have 

insight and intelligence and wisdom like that of the gods. King 

Nebuchadnezzar your father—your father the king, I say—

                                              
234 Dan. 9:1-2 
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appointed him chief of the magicians, enchanters, 

astrologers and diviners. This man Daniel, whom the king 
called Belteshazzar, was found to have a keen mind and 

knowledge and understanding, and also the ability to 

interpret dreams, explain riddles and solve difficult 
problems. Call for Daniel, and he will tell you what the 

writing means.239 

Daniel experienced visions in his mind, where he needed help 

In the first year of Belshazzar, king of Babylon, Daniel had a 

dream, and visions passed through his mind as he was lying 
on his bed. He wrote down the substance of his dream. Daniel 

said: ―In my vision at night I looked. … I, Daniel, was troubled 

in spirit, and the visions that passed through my mind 
disturbed me. I approached one of those standing there and 

asked him the true meaning of all this.‖240 

In the third year of King Belshazzar‘s reign, I, Daniel, had a 
vision. … While I, Daniel, was watching the vision and trying 

to understand (  B'/>H) it, there before me stood one who 

looked like a man. And I heard a man‘s voice from the Ulai 

calling, ―Gabriel, tell this man the meaning of the vision.‖ … I 

was appalled by the vision; it was beyond understanding (

 from B'/).241 

In the third year of Cyrus king of Persia, a revelation was given 

to Daniel. … I, Daniel, was the only one who saw the vision; 

the men with me did not see it, but such terror overwhelmed 
them that they fled and hid themselves. So I was left alone, 

gazing at this great vision. … Then he continued, ―Do not be 

afraid, Daniel. Since the first day that you set your mind to 

gain understanding (  from B'/).‖242 

Examples of magic 

A blazing furnace left no mark on the faithful. 

So these men, wearing their robes, trousers, turbans and other 

clothes, were bound and thrown into the blazing furnace.  

The king‘s command was so urgent and the furnace so hot 
that the flames of the fire killed the soldiers who took up 

Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, and these three men, 

firmly tied, fell into the blazing furnace.  

Then King Nebuchadnezzar leaped to his feet in amazement 

and asked his advisers, ―Weren‘t there three men that we tied 

up and threw into the fire?‖ 

They replied, ―Certainly, O king.‖ 

He said, ―Look! I see four men walking around in the fire, 

unbound and unharmed, and the fourth looks like a son of the 

gods.‖ … Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego came out of the 
fire, and … they saw that the fire had not harmed their bodies, 

nor was a hair of their heads singed; their robes were not 

scorched, and there was no smell of fire on them.243 
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Starving lions did not kill the faithful. 

Daniel answered, ―… My God sent his angel, and he shut the 
mouths of the lions.‖ … When Daniel was lifted from the den, 

no wound was found on him, because he had trusted in his 

God. … The men who had falsely accused Daniel were brought 
in and thrown into the lions‘ den, along with their wives and 

children. And before they reached the floor of the den, the 

lions overpowered them and crushed all their bones.244 

What lessons were being taught with these stories by the writers of the book of Daniel? 

A rational explanation of Daniel 9:2 

Daniel 9:2 reads as: 

According to the word of the LORD given to Jeremiah the 

prophet, that the desolation of Jerusalem would last seventy 
years.245 

Nowhere does Jeremiah state that Jerusalem was to be devastated for 70 years. Jeremiah 

says there would be ―servitude‖ to Babylon (25:11) for 70 years and that the Lord would 
allow them to return when The Seventy Years had ended (―were completed‖: 29:10). An 

alternative and probably more reasonable resolution relates to the authorship of Daniel. 

If Daniel claims that Jeremiah said Jerusalem would be devastated for 70 years, then the 
writers of the book of Daniel got it wrong. The mistake could have been accidental or it 

could have been deliberate. This would be understandable if the generally accepted date of 

authorship of 167-164 BCE for the book of Daniel is correct. 

There really is not much doubt that the book [of Daniel] dates 
to the Hellenistic era. There is no other book in the OT where 

the evidence bearing on dating is as clear and 

overwhelming.246 

The writers of Daniel either misread Jeremiah or they wished to misrepresent it in order to 

influence their contemporary audience. The manipulation of history to suit a contemporary 

need was not uncommon at that time. 

The agrarian community was not literate. Written communication was employed by the 

urban elite, who naturally had the scribes. So there was probably little likelihood of the 

farmers and their ilk checking on the veracity of what the priests told them. 

The book of Daniel is mystical in nature, with dreams being interpreted, unnatural 

occurrences (fire not burning, lions not eating), and Daniel is not a typical prophet, in that 

he did not speak to the people of God. The word ―understand‖ (B'n) at Daniel 2 implies a 

spiritual comprehension, which is borne out shortly afterwards when the 70 years are 
reinterpreted to contain a spiritual meaning of 70 heptads. 

One could reason that the writers of Daniel reinterpreted Jeremiah‘s 70 years to make them 

run down to their own time by drawing in (conflating) the ―seven times‖ from Leviticus 
26:18, 21, 24, 28. This action of conflation was also taken by the writer of the books of 2 

Chronicles 36:21 when he pulled in Leviticus 26:31-44 because Jeremiah did not say what 

he wanted Jeremiah to say. The Chronicler lived at least 200 years after Babylon fell. 

It is not beyond possibility that these later writers wrote the 26th chapter of Leviticus at the 

same time. 

Maybe the people who wrote the book of Daniel "took" the word that Jeremiah used for 

"fulfilled" and "completed" (<`l@a ) and then reapplied it to suit their own ends. Just the way 
they got Gabriel to reapply the 70 years to become 70 heptads. 
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DECREE OR NOT? 

 

From the issuing of the decree (margin: word; Hebrew: D`B`r) 

to restore (Hebrew: vWB) and rebuild (Hebrew: B*/>) Jerusalem 

until the Anointed One, (margin: an anointed one; Hebrew: 

<`v’~j) the ruler, comes, there will be seven ‗sevens,‘ and 
sixty-two ‗sevens.‘ It will be rebuilt with streets and a trench, 

but in times of trouble.247 

Three key words are: 

 D`B`r (the decree) 
 

 vWB (to restore) 

 

 B*/> (to rebuild). 

Each word relates to ―Jerusalem‖. Since it ―will be rebuilt with streets and a trench‖, this 
shows that these three words are referring to the City. 

D`B`r 

D`B~r (verb) and D`B`r (noun) together appear some 2500 times in the Hebrew Scripture. Of 

these appearances, they are translated as: word (339 times); words (226); said (197), speak 
(170); spoken (99); spoke (85); say (76); and so on. D`B`r is rendered as ―decree‖ on two 

occasions248, while D`B~r is so rendered just once249. 

The verb D`B~r (―say, speak‖) and the noun D`B`r (―word‖) are 

both used hundreds of times for the human and the divine 

activity of speaking. The verb occurs in speaking in dialog 
within a narrative. It is also used in the formula found 

numerous times in the prophets, ―The Lord has spoken‖.250 

When Scripture says, ―the word (D`B`r) of the Lord‖, this brings with it the sense of 

supreme and unassailable authority of the highest degree. When the Lord speaks, whatever 
he declares, it is his command, his decree, his proclamation. The words, commands, 

declarations, decrees, and proclamations of man are subservient to and consequential to 

anything that comes from the Lord. 

Not only is Daniel‘s prayer interrupted by an angelic ―word‖ 

which ―goes forth‖ (axy rbD y*x*a D`b*r) at the same time 

Daniel responds to his reading of the ―word‖ of Jeremiah 

(9:22–23), but more importantly, the starting point of the 

“seventy weeks” is identified similarly, as “the going 

forth of a word (dbD axm mox*a D*b*r) to restore and to 

build Jerusalem” (9:25). 

Inasmuch as the term used in each of these references is 

the common dbD (D`B`r ―word‖) and not hwxm (m!x=w*h 

―command‖), as many English versions imply, there is no need 

to read into the passage the meaning of a ―royal decree‖ issued 

by a Persian ruler.251 
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The Lord would “restore” (vWB) the land and his people 

“Restore” (vWB) at Daniel 9:25 

From the issuing of the decree (word) to restore (Hebrew: vWB) 

... Jerusalem. 

The Lord’s decree to “restore” (vWB) as given through Jeremiah 

Therefore this is what the LORD says: ―If you repent, I will 

restore (vWB) you that you may serve me.252 

For I will restore (vWB) them to the land I gave their fore-

fathers.253 

―They will be taken to Babylon and there they will remain until 

the day I come for them,‖ declares the LORD. ―Then I will bring 

them back and restore (vWB) them to this place.‖254 

‗The days are coming,‘ declares the LORD, ‗when I will bring 
my people Israel and Judah back from captivity and restore 

(vWB) them to the land I gave their forefathers to possess,‘ says 

the LORD.‖255 

This is what the LORD says: ―I will restore (vWB) the fortunes of 

Jacob‘s tents and have compassion on his dwellings; the city 

will be rebuilt (B*/>) on her ruins (T@l), and the palace will 

stand in its proper place.‖256 

I have surely heard Ephraim‘s moaning: ―You disciplined me 
like an unruly calf, and I have been disciplined. Restore (vWB) 

me, and I will return, because you are the LORD my God.‖257 

Fields will be bought for silver, and deeds will be signed, sealed 
and witnessed in the territory of Benjamin, in the villages 

around Jerusalem, in the towns of Judah and in the towns of 

the hill country, of the western foothills and of the Negev, 

because I will restore (vWB) their fortunes, declares the 
LORD.‖258 

This is what the LORD says: ―You say about this place, ‗It is a 

desolate (j*r@B) waste, without men or animals.‘ ― Yet in the 

towns of Judah and the streets of Jerusalem that are deserted 
(v*m@m), inhabited (y*v~B) by neither men nor animals, there 

will be heard once more the sounds of joy and gladness, the 

voices of bride and bridegroom, and the voices of those who 
bring thank offerings to the house of the LORD, saying, ―Give 

thanks to the LORD Almighty, for the LORD is good; his love 

endures forever. For I will restore (vWB) the fortunes of the land 

as they were before,‖ says the LORD.259 

Have you not noticed that these people are saying, ―The LORD 

has rejected the two kingdoms he chose‖? … This is what the 

LORD says: ―… I will restore (vWB) their fortunes and have 

compassion on them.‖260 
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The Lord would “rebuild” (B*/>) 

“Rebuild (B*/>) Jerusalem” at Daniel 9:25 

From the issuing of the decree (margin: word; Hebrew: D`B`r) 

to ... rebuild (B*/>) Jerusalem. 

The Lord’s decree to “rebuild” (B*/>) as given through Isaiah 

I will raise up Cyrus261 in my righteousness: I will make all his 

ways straight. He will rebuild (B*/>) my city and set my exiles 
free, but not for a price or reward, says the LORD Almighty.‖262 

Your people will rebuild (B*/>) the ancient ruins and will raise 

up the age-old foundations; you will be called Repairer of 

Broken Walls, Restorer of Streets with Dwellings.263 

Foreigners will rebuild (B*/>) your walls, and their kings will 

serve you. Though in anger I struck you, in favor I will show 

you compassion.264 

They will rebuild (B*/>) the ancient ruins and restore (qWm) the 
places long devastated (v*m@m); they will renew (j*D~v) the 

ruined cities that have been devastated (v*m@m) for 

generations.265 

The Lord’s decree to “rebuild” (B*/>) as given through Jeremiah 

I will bring Judah and Israel back from captivity and will 

rebuild (B*/>) them as they were before.266 

The Lord’s decree to “rebuild” (B*/>) as given at Psalms 

Let heaven and earth praise him, the seas and all that move in 

them, for God will save Zion and rebuild (B*/>) the cities of 

Judah. Then people will settle there and possess it; the 
children of his servants will inherit it, and those who love his 

name will dwell there.267 

For the LORD will rebuild (B*/>) Zion and appear in his glory. 

He will respond to the prayer of the destitute; he will not 
despise their plea.268 

Translation affected by desired association 

The common translation as ―decree‖ is a (non-literal) over-

translation motivated by the interpretation that seeks to 
associate it with the decree of Artaxerxes. 

Contextually, we can see that the author most likely has a 

divine oracle from Yahweh in view. The phrase ―going forth of 
the word‖ (mtsh dbr) in v. 25 is preceded in v. 23 by an 

identical expression ―a word went forth‖ (ytsh dbr) which refers 

to the interpretation of Jeremiah‘s 70 years given in v. 25-27, 

which the angel Gabriel delivers to Daniel. This is a divine 
―word‖ that the angel brings down from heaven. 

It is also primarily an oral rather than a written word (as in a 

written proclamation), as the expression in its fuller form is 
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―going forth of a word from my/one‟s mouth‖ (cf. Isaiah 45:23, 

55:11; cf. 48:3). The reference of the word of Yahweh ―going 
forth‖ (ytsh) also occurs in Isaiah 2:3, Ezekiel 33:30, etc.  

The original oracle in Jeremiah concerning the seventy years 

is similarly designated as a divine ―word‖ in v. 2, ―the word of 

Yahweh that came to Jeremiah (dbr yhwh „shr hyh „l-yrmyhw)‖, 
a phrase that is directly taken from Jeremiah (cf. Jeremiah 

1:2, 4, 11, 13, 2:1, 13:3, 8, 14:1, 16:1, 18:5, 24:4, 25:3, 

28:12, 29:30, 32:6, 26, 33:1, 19, 23, 34:12, etc.). This is 
probably the ―word to restore and rebuild‖ referred to in v. 25. 

Notice the wording in Jeremiah 29:10: ―When seventy years 

are completed for Babylon, I will come to you and graciously 
fulfill my word to restore (dbry l-hshyb) you back to this place‖. 

The ―word to restore and rebuild‖ (dbr l-hshyb wl-bnwt) in 

Daniel 9:25 is thus allusive of the seventy years prophecy in 

Jeremiah, the very oracle that ch. 9 of Daniel is concerned 
with. 

The following chapter of Jeremiah continues the theme; v. 1 

introduces ―the word that came to Jeremiah from Yahweh‖, v. 
2 promises that Yahweh will ―restore‖ (hshbtym) his people to 

their land, v. 18 repeats the promise that Yahweh ―will restore‖ 

(shb) the fortunes of Judah and ―the city will be rebuilt‖ (nbnth 
`yr). Again in 31:38-40, the ―word of Yahweh‖ promises that 
―the city will be rebuilt‖ (nbnth h-`yr). And finally in ch. 32, 

dated to the tenth year of Zedekiah when Nebuchadnezzar was 

besieging Jerusalem, the ―word that came to Jeremiah from 
Yahweh‖ promises that ―I will restore them (hshbytm) back to 

this place and let them live in safety‖ (v. 1, 28-29, 37).269 

Cyrus’ “proclamation” (qol) 

In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to fulfill the 

word (D`B`r) of the LORD spoken by Jeremiah, the LORD 

moved the heart of Cyrus king of Persia to make a 

proclamation (qol270) throughout his realm and to put it in 

writing. This is what Cyrus king of Persia says: ―The LORD, the 
God of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and 

he has appointed me to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in 

Judah.‖271 

The Hebrew writers thus state that Cyrus was the instrument used by the Lord to carry out 

the command that originated from him. 

This ―proclamation‖ (qol) by Cyrus is to a Hebrew naturally subservient to and 
consequential on the ―word (D`B`r) of the LORD‖. And it is clearly stated that the ―word of 

the LORD‖ that Cyrus was carrying out is to be found at Jeremiah. 

Some consider that these words were obtained from the building inscription placed in the 

temple at Jerusalem by the Hebrew people. That would explain why this passage says 
―temple‖ whereas at Daniel 9:25, Gabriel says ―Jerusalem ... street ... trench‖. 

Consistent with a building inscription for a temple of YHWH in 

Jerusalem, it was written by and for Jews. The language is 
Hebrew, the reference to Jeremiah is relevant only to Jews, 

and the phrase ―to stir up the spirit‖ is a Hebraism.272 
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At the time, those kings were not known with the title ―king of Persia‖, which strongly 

supports the contention of a composition from a later time, probably during the reign of 
Artaxerxes. 

The title (―king of Persia‖) is never used in any of Cyrus‘s 

inscriptions and is not used for Achaemenid kings before 
Darius I. ... This is precisely when the inscription must have 

been written – the 6th year of Darius I, at the time of the 

temple‘s dedication (Ezra 6:15).273 

On the cylinder that bears his name, Cyrus actually wrote (in part): 

When I entered Babilani as a friend and when I established the 

seat of the government in the palace of the ruler under 

jubilation and rejoicing, Marduk, the great lord, induced the 
magnanimous inhabitants of Babilani to love me, and I was 

daily endeavoring to worship him. ... 

As to the region from as far as Assura and Susa, Akkade, 
Eshnunna, the towns Zamban, Me-turnu, Der as well as the 

region of the Gutians, I returned to these sacred cities on the 

other side of the Tigris the sanctuaries of which have been 
ruins for a long time, the images which used to live therein 

and established for them permanent sanctuaries. I also 

gathered all their former inhabitants and returned them to 

their habitations. Furthermore, I resettled upon the command 
of Marduk, the great lord, all the gods of Kiengir and Akkade 

whom Nabonidus had brought into Babilani to the anger of the 

lord of the gods, unharmed, in their former temples, the places 
which make them happy. 

Some consider the Cylinder to be a temple building inscription for Cyrus‘s god, Marduk. 

Kuhrt and others have shown that the famous Cyrus Cylinder 
is a foundation document for the restoration of the Esagil, the 

temple of Marduk in Babylon.274 

With his theological intention clearly to the fore, the writer of Ezra places the f+U@m 

(―command‖) of God paramount in importance and thus in time, which makes the f+U@m 
(―decrees‖) of the Persian kings consequential to God‘s initiating command. 

They finished building the temple according to the command 

(Aramaic: f+U@m275) of the God of Israel and the decrees 

(Aramaic: f+U@m) of Cyrus, Darius and Artaxerxes, kings of 
Persia.276 

Darius’ (522-486 BCE) “order” 

The work on the house of God in Jerusalem came to a 

standstill [during the reign of Artaxerxes] until the second year 

of the reign of Darius king of Persia. …  

Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel and Jeshua son of Jozadak set to 

work to rebuild the house of God in Jerusalem. And the 

prophets of God were with them, helping them.  

At that time Tattenai, governor of Trans-Euphrates, and 

Shethar-Bozenai and their associates went to them and asked, 

―Who authorized you to rebuild this temple and restore this 
structure?‖ … But the eye of their God was watching over the 
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elders of the Jews, and they were not stopped until a report 

could go to Darius and his written reply be received.  

This is a copy of the letter that Tattenai, governor of Trans-

Euphrates, and Shethar-Bozenai and their associates, the 

officials of Trans-Euphrates, sent to King Darius.  

The report they sent him read as follows:  

To King Darius:  

Cordial greetings.  

The king should know that we went to the district of Judah, to 
the temple of the great God. The people are building it with 

large stones and placing the timbers in the walls. The work is 

being carried on with diligence and is making rapid progress 
under their direction.  

We questioned the elders and asked them, ―Who authorized 

you to rebuild this temple and restore this structure?‖ … This 
is the answer they gave us: … 

―In the first year of Cyrus king of Babylon, King Cyrus issued a 

decree (Aramaic: f+U@m)  to rebuild this house of God. He even 

removed from the temple of Babylon the gold and silver articles 
of the house of God, which Nebuchadnezzar had taken from 

the temple in Jerusalem and brought to the temple in Babylon. 

Then King Cyrus gave them to a man named Sheshbazzar, 
whom he had appointed governor, and he told him, ‗Take these 

articles and go and deposit them in the temple in Jerusalem. 

And rebuild (Aramaic: B+/> 277) the house of God on its site.‘ So 

this Sheshbazzar came and laid the foundations of the house 
of God in Jerusalem. From that day to the present it has been 

under construction but is not yet finished. 

Now if it pleases the king, let a search be made in the royal 
archives of Babylon to see if King Cyrus did in fact issue a 

decree to rebuild this house of God in Jerusalem. Then let the 

king send us his decision in this matter.‖ 

King Darius then issued an order (Aramaic: f+U@m), and they 

searched in the archives stored in the treasury at Babylon. A 

scroll was found in the citadel of Ecbatana in the province of 

Media, and this was written on it:  

Memorandum (Aramaic: D!Kro/) 

In the first year of King Cyrus, the king issued a decree 

(Aramaic: f+U@m) concerning the temple of God in Jerusalem:  

Let the temple be rebuilt as a place to present sacrifices, and 
let its foundations be laid. It is to be ninety feet high and 

ninety feet wide, with three courses of large stones and one of 

timbers. The costs are to be paid by the royal treasury. 

Also, the gold and silver articles of the house of God, which 

Nebuchadnezzar took from the temple in Jerusalem and 

brought to Babylon, are to be returned to their places in the 

temple in Jerusalem; they are to be deposited in the house of 
God. 
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Now then, Tattenai, governor of Trans-Euphrates, and 

Shethar-Bozenai and you, their fellow officials of that province, 
stay away from there. Do not interfere with the work on this 

temple of God. Let the governor of the Jews and the Jewish 

elders rebuild this house of God on its site. 

Moreover, I hereby decree (Aramaic: f+U@m + c’m (to place, 
issue)) what you are to do for these elders of the Jews in the 

construction of this house of God: 

The expenses of these men are to be fully paid out of the royal 
treasury, from the revenues of Trans-Euphrates, so that the 

work will not stop. Whatever is needed—young bulls, rams, 

male lambs for burnt offerings to the God of heaven, and 
wheat, salt, wine and oil, as requested by the priests in 

Jerusalem—must be given them daily without fail, so that they 

may offer sacrifices pleasing to the God of heaven and pray for 

the well-being of the king and his sons. 

Furthermore, I decree (Aramaic: f+U@m + c’m)) that if anyone 

changes this edict (Aramaic: P!TG*<278), a beam is to be pulled 

from his house and he is to be lifted up and impaled on it. And 

for this crime his house is to be made a pile of rubble.  

May God, who has caused his Name to dwell there, overthrow 

any king or people who lifts a hand to change this decree279 or 

to destroy this temple in Jerusalem.  

I Darius have decreed it (Aramaic: f+U@m + c’m)). Let it be 

carried out with diligence.280 

This ―decree‖ of Darius to Ezra is thus subsequent to and a result of a letter from Cyrus to 

a personal letter to a governor, Sheshbazzar. 

According to Ezra 1:1, 2, a herald announced the decision to 

rebuild the Temple throughout the kingdom and there was 

also a written document; this last remark stated almost as an 
afterthought (Ezra 1:1). A written document disseminated 

throughout the kingdom is not likely. Had there been one, the 

Jews would have been able to present it to Tattenai when he 
requested it [At that time Tattenai, governor of Trans-Euphrates, 
and Shethar-Bozenai and their associates went to them and 
asked, “Who authorized you to rebuild this temple and restore 
this structure?” (Ezra 5:3)] 

It was lack of a written edict that necessitated Tattenai‘s letter 

to Darius. ... More likely, the situation was as described in 

Tattenai‘s letter to Darius: Cyrus gave an order to 
Sheshbazzar, whom he had appointed governor, to take 

YHWH‘s vessels from the Esagil to Jerusalem, to rebuild the 

Temple there, and to install the vessels in it. Presumably 
Sheshbazzar did not go alone but brought with him a 

contingent of Jews. The phrase µaf µç in Tattenai‘s letter is 

used throughout Arsames‘ letters to indicate a simple 

command to a subordinate. There is no mention in either 

Tattenai‘s letter to Darius or in Darius‘s response of an order 

to anyone but Sheshbazzar. Had there been a general edict, 
the Jews certainly would have retained a copy of it. 
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The language of these two verses fits the language of a building 

inscription; it does not fit the language or idioms of an 
official Persian edict.281 

Artaxerxes’ (465-424 BCE) in 7th year, letter to Ezra 

[Ezra] came up to Jerusalem in the seventh year of King 

Artaxerxes. … This is a copy of the letter King Artaxerxes had 
given to Ezra ...:  

Artaxerxes, king of kings, 

To Ezra the priest, a teacher of the Law of the God of heaven:  

Greetings.  

Now I decree (Aramaic: f+U@m + c’m) that any of the Israelites in 

my kingdom, including priests and Levites, who wish to go to 

Jerusalem with you, may go. 

You are sent by the king and his seven advisers to inquire 

about Judah and Jerusalem with regard to the Law of your 

God, which is in your hand.   

Moreover, you are to take with you the silver and gold that the 
king and his advisers have freely given to the God of Israel, 

whose dwelling is in Jerusalem, together with all the silver and 

gold you may obtain from the province of Babylon, as well as 
the freewill offerings of the people and priests for the temple of 

their God in Jerusalem. 

With this money be sure to buy bulls, rams and male lambs, 
together with their grain offerings and drink offerings, and 

sacrifice them on the altar of the temple of your God in 

Jerusalem.  

You and your brother Jews may then do whatever seems best 

with the rest of the silver and gold, in accordance with the will 

of your God. Deliver to the God of Jerusalem all the articles 

entrusted to you for worship in the temple of your God. And 
anything else needed for the temple of your God that you may 

have occasion to supply, you may provide from the royal 

treasury. 

Now I, King Artaxerxes, order (Aramaic: f+U@m + c’m) all the 

treasurers of Trans-Euphrates to provide with diligence 

whatever Ezra the priest, a teacher of the Law of the God of 
heaven, may ask of you—up to a hundred talents of silver, a 

hundred cors of wheat, a hundred baths of wine, a hundred 

baths of olive oil, and salt without limit. 

Whatever the God of heaven has prescribed282 AAramaic: f+U@m 
+ m]n), let it be done with diligence for the temple of the God of 

heaven. Why should there be wrath against the realm of the 

king and of his sons? 

You are also to know that you have no authority to impose 
taxes, tribute or duty on any of the priests, Levites, singers, 

gatekeepers, temple servants or other workers at this house of 

God. And you, Ezra, in accordance with the wisdom of your 
God, which you possess, appoint magistrates and judges to 

administer justice to all the people of Trans-Euphrates—all 
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who know the laws of your God. And you are to teach any who 

do not know them.  

Whoever does not obey the law of your God and the law of the 

king must surely be punished by death, banishment, 

confiscation of property, or imprisonment.283 

Artaxerexes’ (465-424 BCE) in 20th year, decree to Nehemiah 

In the month of Nisan in the twentieth year of King Artaxerxes, 

when wine was brought for him, I took the wine and gave it to 

the king. I had not been sad in his presence before; so the king 

asked me, ―Why does your face look so sad when you are not 
ill? This can be nothing but sadness of heart.‖ I was very much 

afraid, but I said to the king, ―May the king live forever! Why 

should my face not look sad when the city where my fathers 
are buried lies in ruins, and its gates have been destroyed by 

fire?‖  

The king said to me, ―What is it you want?‖ Then I prayed to 
the God of heaven, and I answered the king, ―If it pleases the 

king and if your servant has found favor in his sight, let him 

send me to the city in Judah where my fathers are buried so 
that I can rebuild it.‖  

Then the king, with the queen sitting beside him, asked me, 

―How long will your journey take, and when will you get back?‖ 

It pleased the king to send me; so I set a time.  

I also said to him, ―If it pleases the king, may I have letters 

(Hebrew: ‘!GG\r\T) to the governors of Trans-Euphrates, so that 

they will provide me safe-conduct until I arrive in Judah? And 
may I have a letter (Hebrew: ‘!GG\r\T) to Asaph, keeper of the 

king‘s forest, so he will give me timber to make beams for the 

gates of the citadel by the temple and for the city wall and for 

the residence I will occupy?‖ And because the gracious hand of 
my God was upon me, the king granted my requests. 

So I went to the governors of Trans-Euphrates and gave them 

the king‘s letters (Hebrew: ‘!GG\r\T). The king had also sent 

army officers and cavalry with me. When Sanballat the 
Horonite and Tobiah the Ammonite official heard about this, 

they were very much disturbed that someone had come to 

promote the welfare of the Israelites. 

I went to Jerusalem, and after staying there three days I set 

out during the night with a few men. I had not told anyone 

what my God had put in my heart to do for Jerusalem. There 
were no mounts with me except the one I was riding on.  

By night I went out through the Valley Gate toward the Jackal 

Well and the Dung Gate, examining the walls of Jerusalem, 
which had been broken down, and its gates, which had been 

destroyed by fire. Then I moved on toward the Fountain Gate 

and the King‘s Pool, but there was not enough room for my 

mount to get through; so I went up the valley by night, 
examining the wall. Finally, I turned back and reentered 

through the Valley Gate. 

The officials did not know where I had gone or what I was 
doing, because as yet I had said nothing to the Jews or the 
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priests or nobles or officials or any others who would be doing 

the work.  

Then I said to them, ―You see the trouble we are in: Jerusalem 

lies in ruins (Hebrew: j*r@B284) and its gates have been burned 

with fire. Come, let us rebuild the wall of Jerusalem, and we 

will no longer be in disgrace.‖ 

I also told them about the gracious hand of my God upon me 

and what the king had said to me. They replied, ―Let us start 

rebuilding.‖ So they began this good work.285 

This shows that although Jerusalem was in ruins, people were living there. 

The declarations to rebuild 

The words on the Cyrus Cylinder show that Cyrus did not specifically mention rebuilding 

Jerusalem, and there is no mention of it in the letter of Artaxerxes.286 It is highly unlikely 
that a heathen king would be given such an authority, as so much is conveyed with the 

―restoration‖ and ―rebuilding‖ of a people as well as of a city. 

It is thus most likely that the D`B`r (―word‖) at Daniel 9:25 refers to the utterance of God 

through Jeremiah, in which God said he would restore the city, the land and the people. 
That is where Daniel would have read of the word being given to rebuild. 

The days are coming,‘ declares the LORD, ‗when I will bring my 

people Israel and Judah back from captivity and restore them 
to the land I gave their forefathers to possess,‘ says the LORD.‖  

These are the words the LORD spoke concerning Israel and 

Judah: ―This is what the LORD says: 

― ‗In that day,‘ declares the LORD Almighty, ‗I will break the 

yoke off their necks and will tear off their bonds; no longer will 

foreigners enslave them … I will restore you to health and heal 

your wounds,‘ declares the LORD, ‗because you are called an 
outcast, Zion for whom no one cares.‘ ―This is what the LORD 

says: ― ‗I will restore the fortunes of Jacob‘s tents and have 

compassion on his dwellings; the city will be rebuilt on her 
ruins, and the palace will stand in its proper place.‖ … 

―You will be my people, and I will be your God. … I will build 

you up again and you will be rebuilt … ―They will return from 
the land of the enemy. So there is hope for your future,‖ 

declares the LORD. ―Your children will return to their own 

land.‖ … 

―Return, O Virgin Israel, return to your towns.‖ … 

―This is what the LORD Almighty, the God of Israel, says: 

―When I bring them back from captivity, the people in the land 

of Judah and in its towns will once again use these words: 
‗The LORD bless you, O righteous dwelling, O sacred 

mountain.‘  

People will live together in Judah and all its towns—farmers 
and those who move about with their flocks. I will refresh the 

weary and satisfy the faint.‖287 
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The lengths of the decreed periods 

 

―Seventy ‗sevens‘ are decreed for your people and your holy city to 

 finish transgression, 

 

 put an end to sin, 

 

 atone for wickedness, 

 

 bring in everlasting righteousness, 

 

 seal up vision and prophecy and 

 

 anoint the most holy.  

―Know and understand this: 

 From the issuing of the decree to restore and rebuild Jerusalem until the Anointed 

One, the ruler, comes, there will be seven ‗sevens,‘ and sixty-two ‗sevens.‘ It will be 

rebuilt with streets and a trench, but in times of trouble. 

 

 After the sixty-two ‗sevens,‘ the Anointed One will be cut off and will have nothing. 

 

 The people of the ruler who will come will destroy the city and the sanctuary. The 

end will come like a flood: War will continue until the end, and desolations have 
been decreed. 

o He will confirm a covenant with many for one ‗seven.‘ 

o In the middle of the ‗seven‘ he will put an end to sacrifice and offering. 

o And on a wing of the temple he will set up an abomination that causes 
desolation, 

o until the end that is decreed is poured out on him.288 

The last four verses present the most difficult text in the book, 
as commentators agree, but they most certainly do not agree 

as to the right way to understand the figures given. Where 

others have failed it would be presumptuous to assume that 

one more commentator will succeed. All one can do is to 
continue to apply agreed criteria as consistently as possible, 

weigh carefully the conclusions of others, and make 

suggestions as to the most likely solution to a difficult 
problem.289 

Daniel’s prayer answered 

While Daniel was still praying, confessing the nation‘s sin and requesting God‘s good favour 

upon his ―holy hill‖, Gabriel came to him with the answer. 

While I was speaking and praying, confessing my sin and the 

sin of my people Israel and making my request to the LORD 

my God for his holy hill — while I was still in prayer, Gabriel, 
the man I had seen in the earlier vision, came to me in swift 

flight about the time of the evening sacrifice. 

He instructed me and said to me, ―Daniel, I have now come to 

give you insight and understanding (   B'n>H 290). As soon as 

you began to pray, an answer was given, which I have come to 

                                              
288 Dan. 9:24-27 
289 Baldwin, Daniel, p. 163 
290 The same word is used at Dan. 1:20 



Decree or not? 

106 

tell you, for you are highly esteemed. Therefore, consider the 

message and understand (  from B'n) the vision‖.291 

Actions demanded of God’s people 

The answer came that, although Daniel‘s prayer had been heard, the people and the holy 

city had not yet put an end to their sinful ways. For this reason, their punishment would 
continue.  

Although the people were now permitted to return, Judah would continue to experience 

subservience, this time for a longer period, and no longer to an earthly nation but to the 
Lord himself. While Daniel‘s confessional prayer had achieved one objective, the rest of the 

nation had not learned its lesson and hence was deserving of further testing and punishing. 

They had still failed to change their ways, and now the nation would be required to serve for 
a period seven times longer (as per Leviticus 26) – 7 times 70 – but this time their servitude 

was to God. During this greater period of punishment, the nation was to demonstrate that 

it had truly changed its relationship towards him. 

―Seventy ‗sevens‘ are decreed for your people and your holy 
city to finish transgression, to put an end to sin, to atone for 

wickedness, to bring in everlasting righteousness, to seal up 

vision and prophecy and to anoint the most holy.292 

Although Daniel had sought and obtained the permission for God‘s people to return, this 

was not a national act of contrition, it was not made by the temple‘s priesthood. God 

responded that the nation and the temple would need to demonstrate genuine repentance 
and religious functioning. For this, God decreed that the people and the holy city were 

commanded to: 

 finish transgression, 

 put an end to sin, 

 atone for wickedness, 

 bring in everlasting righteousness, 

 seal up293 vision and prophecy and 

 anoint the most holy.294 

―Know and understand (c*:~l295) this: From the issuing (  
from <oJ`a ) of the decree (D*B*r) to restore and rebuild 

Jerusalem until the Anointed One, the ruler, comes, there will 

be seven ‗sevens,‘ (v*BW~) and sixty-two ‗sevens.‘.296 

If the going forth of God‘s word through Jeremiah was given at the start of Babylon‘s 

regional dominance (changeover from Nabopolassar to Nebuchadnezzar), then the end of 
the seven ‗sevens‘, which presumably means 49 years, is aligned to the time when Cyrus 

was enthroned as king of Persia. 

If, however, that 49 year period began when Jerusalem was destroyed, then it ended when 
Cyrus entered victoriously into Babylon. He was the Anointed One, according to (trito-) 

Isaiah297 and he took over the throne of Babylon in Nisan (April) 538 BCE. During the 

period from the Fall of Babylon until his inauguration as its monarch, in accordance with 
the practice of Accession-year reckoning, Cyrus completed the final year of its previous 

monarch, Nabonidus. Jerusalem was destroyed 49 years previously, in 587 BCE. 
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The 62 ‗sevens‘, namely the 434 years that followed these 49 years, terminated at the time 

of the difficulties experienced by God‘s people during the second century BCE, the details of 
which are beyond the scope of this Study. Suffice to say, this latter Anointed One of the 2nd 

century BCE would bring destruction, a cessation of Jewish sacrificial ceremonies and 

religious offerings, and would place an abomination at a wing of the temple until he would 
be brought to the end he deserved. 

―After the sixty-two ‗sevens,‘ the Anointed One will be cut off 

and will have nothing. The people of the ruler who will come 

will destroy the city and the sanctuary. The end will come like 
a flood: War will continue until the end, and desolations have 

been decreed.  

―He will confirm a covenant with many for one ‗seven.‘ In the 
middle of the ‗seven‘ he will put an end to sacrifice and 

offering. And on a wing of the temple he will set up an 

abomination that causes desolation, until the end that is 
decreed is poured out on him.‘ ― 298 

Whatever interpretation is given to these verses of Daniel, that interpretation needs to 

comply with the criteria of this decree from God as delivered by Gabriel. 

In reality, Gabriel‘s information is sufficiently loose to permit a range of solutions. Such 

uncertainties with Daniel illustrate the need for caution with the book. To have one‘s faith 

depend on one particular interpretation of Daniel is fraught with difficulty. 

It is possible to be so preoccupied with numbers as to miss the 
essential truth which those numbers declare.299 

This emphasises the great danger of basing one‘s faith on dates and chronologies, and on 

relying on the interpretation of vague, obscure and problematic passages. 

Reinterpretation and Creative Philology 

Referring to much earlier oracles represents a shift in the 

evolution of ideas about prophecy. As the Jews who inherited 

old prophecies came to believe that they could be studied in 
order to understand the divine will in the present, new 

prophecies seemed to be less and less necessary. 

The apocalypse of Daniel 9 records an important stage in this 
development. There, Daniel ―consulted the books concerning 

the number of years that, according to the word of the LORD 

that had come to Jeremiah the prophet, were to be the term of 

Jerusalem‘s desolation—shiv‟im ( ‗seventy‘ ) years‖ (9:2). This is 
quite a strange verse, especially since the initial verb 

(―consulted‖) really means ―looked at and investigated 

carefully.‖ Few prophetic texts are more straightforward than 
Jeremiah‘s seventy-year oracle, which promised seventy years 

of Babylonian world domination beginning in 605, followed by 

punishment of the Babylonians and a restoration of Israel (Jer. 
25). At first glance, this would seem like the last prophecy that 

one who lived centuries later would ―consult‖ for contemporary 

insights. 

However, an author who was writing between 167 and 164 

would have had good reason to study that passage carefully. 

For Jeremiah had promised an ultimate, permanent 

restoration of Israel after seventy years; yet people were now— 
under Antiochus IV—unable to worship in Jerusalem, and 

under pain of death for observing basic Jewish practices. 

                                              
298 Daniel 9:24-27 
299 Baldwin, Daniel, p. 164 
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Thus, either Jeremiah‘s prophecy was false, or else what he 

said must have a hidden meaning—one that only close study 
could reveal. The author of Daniel chose the latter approach, 

revealing this esoteric meaning later in the chapter: 

(21) While I was uttering my prayer, the man Gabriel, 
whom I had previously seen in the vision, was sent forth 

in flight and reached me about the time of the evening 

offering. (22) He made me understand by speaking to me 

and saying, ―Daniel, I have just come forth to give you 
understanding. . . . (24) Seventy weeks have been decreed 

for your people and your holy city until the measure of 

transgression is filled and that of sin complete, until 
iniquity is expiated, and eternal righteousness ushered in; 

and prophetic vision ratified, and the Holy of Holies 

anointed ...‖ 

The author here reinterprets the prophecy of Jeremiah as if the 

word shiv‟im in the phrase ―seventy years‖ were tacitly 

repeated and revocalized: shavu‟im shiv‟im, ―seventy weeks‖ of 

years, namely 70 x 7 = 490 years. Thus, the author grants this 
central prophecy of Jeremiah a 420-year extension! This 

reading enables Jeremiah‘s oracle to remain a true prophecy, 

and Jeremiah a prophet of truth. 

Certainly, the reading in Daniel is not what Jeremiah meant. 

Several factors that would typify later postbiblical 

interpretation are already visible here, particularly ―creative 
philology,‖ where words need not have their usual meaning, 

especially if they are divine words, which are treated as 

special. Thus, no clear line divides rabbinic types of 
interpretation from those found in the biblical period itself. 

Stated differently, in some ways, we should view the late 

biblical period as proto-rabbinic. 

Continuity holds across the periods not only for interpretation 
of earlier prophecy, but also for evolving theological ideas. For 

example, the notion of resurrection of the dead is hardly a 

central biblical notion, though a few biblical texts may hint at 
it. In the Bible, resurrection is unambiguously mentioned only 

in Daniel: ―Many of those that sleep in the dust of the earth 

will awake, some to eternal life, others to reproaches, to 
everlasting abhorrence‖ (12:2). For the rabbis, however, the 

future resurrection becomes a central doctrine.300 

 

 

                                              
300 Brettler, pp. 214-215 
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JEWS RETURN TO YEHUD 

Cyrus’ Decree 

The Cyrus301 Cylinder, held at the British Museum in London, is said to contain the first 

leaglly binding constitution. It is most likely a building inscription for the temple of Cyrus‘s 

main god, Marduk, in which Cyrus commends his actions to his divine ruler. 

There were three main premises in the decrees of the Cyrus 
Cylinder: the political formulization of racial, linguistic, and 

religious equality, slaves and all deported peoples were to be 

allowed to return to home; and all destroyed temples were to 
be restored.302 

 

Figure 10: The Cyrus Cylinder is the world‘s first charter of rights of nations 

On the cylinder that bears his name, Cyrus wrote in part: 

I am Cyrus, king of the universe, the great king, the powerful 

king, king of Babylon, king of Sumer and Akkad, king of the 

four quarters of the world, son of Cambyses, the great king, 
king of the city of Anshan, grandson of Cyrus, the great king, 

ki[ng of the ci]ty of Anshan, descendant of Teispes, the great 

king, king of the city of Anshan, the perpetual seed of 
kingship, whose reign Bel (Marduk) and Nabu love, and with 

whose kingship, to their joy, they concern themselves. 

When I went as harbinger of peace i[nt]o Babylon I founded my 
sovereign residence within the palace amid celebration and 

rejoicing. Marduk, the great lord, bestowed on me as my 

destiny the great magnanimity of one who loves Babylon, and I 

every day sought him out in awe. 

My vast troops were marching peaceably in Babylon, and the 

whole of [Sumer] and Akkad had nothing to fear. I sought the 

safety of the city of Babylon and all its sanctuaries. As for the 
population of Babylon […, w]ho as if without div[ine intention] 

had endured a yoke not decreed for them, I soothed their 

weariness; I freed them from their bonds(?). 

Marduk, the great lord, rejoiced at [my good] deeds, and he 

pronounced a sweet blessing over me, Cyrus, the king who 

fears him, and over Cambyses, the son [my] issue, [and over] 
my all my troops, that we might live happily in his presence, in 

well-being. At his exalted command, all kings who sit on 

thrones, from every quarter, from the Upper Sea to the Lower 

Sea, those who inhabit [remote distric]ts (and) the kings of the 
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land of Amurru who live in tents, all of them, brought their 

weighty tribute into Shuanna, and kissed my feet. 

From [Shuanna] I sent back to their places to the city of Ashur 

and Susa, Akkad, the land of Eshnunna, the city of Zamban, 

the city of Meturnu, Der, as far as the border of the land of 
Guti - the sanctuaries across the river Tigris - whose shrines 

had earlier become dilapidated, the gods who lived therein, 

and made permanent sanctuaries for them. I collected together 

all of their people and returned them to their settlements, and 
the gods of the land of Sumer and Akkad which Nabonidus – 

to the fury of the lord of the gods – had brought into Shuanna, 

at the command of Marduk, the great lord, I returned them 
unharmed to their cells, in the sanctuaries that make them 

happy. May all the gods that I returned to their sanctuaries, 

every day before Bel and Nabu, ask for a long life for me, and 
mention my good deeds, and say to Marduk, my lord, this: 

―Cyrus, the king who fears you, and Cambyses his son, may 

their … […......................................................…….].‖ The 
population of Babylon call blessings on my kingship, and I 

have enabled all the lands to live in peace.303 

The words at the opening to the book of Ezra do not replicate the Decree of the Cyrus 

Cylinder. The Hebrew record added reference to Jeremiah and Cyrus is named ―king of 
Persia‖, rather than the title Cyrus gave to himself, ―king of the universe ... king of the four 

quarters of the earth‖. 

In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to fulfill the 
word of the LORD spoken by Jeremiah, the LORD moved the 

heart of Cyrus king of Persia to make a proclamation (qol304) 

throughout his realm and to put it in writing: 

―This is what Cyrus king of Persia says: ―‗The LORD, the God 
of heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and he 

has appointed me to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in 

Judah. Anyone of his people among you—may his God be with 
him, and let him go up to Jerusalem in Judah and build the 

temple of the LORD, the God of Israel, the God who is in 

Jerusalem. And the people of any place where survivors may 
now be living are to provide him with silver and gold, with 

goods and livestock, and with freewill offerings for the temple 

of God in Jerusalem.‘ ‖305 

The writer of Chronicles followed the version at Ezra, after adding a reference to Leviticus. 

In the Decree as preserved on the Cyrus Cylinder, the motivation for the Decree came from 

Cyrus, and he praised himself before his God Marduk for his own magnanimous action. 
According to the Biblical writers, the motivation for the Decree found its source in the Lord 

of the Hebrews. It had to be this way for the Hebrew writers; otherwise the fate of their God 

would have been in the hands of a heathen ruler. 

A temple-building inscription 

It is believed by some that the words at Ezra and Chronicles representing Cyrus‘ Decree 
reproduce the temple-building inscription written at the time of the temple‘s dedication in 

the 6th year of Darius I (Ezra 6:15). 

                                              
303 http://www.britishmuseum.org/explore/highlights/article_index/c/cyrus_cylinder_-

_translation.aspx. Translation by Irving Finkel, Assistant Keeper, Department of the Middle East, 

The British Museum 
304 ―qol [506 times] Sound, voice, noise: - voice (101 times), sound (62), obey (36), obeyed (18), voices 

(17),  … proclamation (5)‖. (G.K., p. 7712) 
305 Ezra 1:1-4 
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These statements [at Ezra 1:1, 2] contain the requisite 

ingredients for the beginning of a temple-building inscription. 
They name the king, they state his year in office (the 

appropriate first year), they state the god whose temple it is, 

and most importantly they state that the impetus for the 
temple-building came by a divine command from the god to 

the king. 

Consistent with a building inscription for a Temple of YHWH in 

Jerusalem, it is written by and for Jews. The language is 
Hebrew, the reference to Jeremiah is relevant only to Jews, 

and the phrase ―to stir up the spirit‖ is a Hebrew idiom. These 

are strange if interpreted as a genuine edict of Cyrus (or even if 
interpreted as Cyrus‘s response to an official Jewish request). 

However, they are entirely appropriate in a building inscription 

for a Jerusalem Temple. There is no need for building 
inscriptions of local temples to use the language or idioms of 

the Achaemenid bureaucracy. ... 

Kuhrt and others have shown that the famous Cyrus Cylinder 
is a foundation document for the restoration of the Esagil, the 

temple of Marduk in Babylon. That too employs the language 

and idioms of the Babylonian priesthood, not the 

Achaemenids. ...  

In the ideology of temple-building, it is not the exiles who 

decide to build. The decision to build comes from the god to 

the king who has the power to build it. ...  

It has been argued that Cyrus‘s title ―King of Persia‖ is 

anachronistic. The title is never used in any of Cyrus‘s 

inscriptions and is not used for Achaemenid kings before 
Darius I. However, this is precisely when this building 

inscription must have been written—the 6th year of Darius I, 

at the time of the building‘s dedication (Ezra 6:15). 

Bedford argues that the term ―God of heaven‖ is anachronistic. 

... The phrase is anachronistic if the text is offered as a 

genuine edict of Cyrus but not if it is a building inscription 

from the 6th year of Darius. 

It has also been thought odd that Cyrus, the Persian emperor, 

would use the term ―God of Israel‖ when the Achaemenid 

bureaucracy customarily referred to the area as Yehud. Yehud 
and Shomron are the terms used on official seals, never Israel. 

The term Israel seems to have been used only by the Judean 

exiles in Babylon. ...  

None of these supposed anachronisms is a problem if these 

verses are understood to stem from a building inscription 

written in the 6th year of Darius I by a Jewish returnee from 
Babylon. ... 

The language of these two verses fits the language of a building 

inscription; it does not fit the language or idioms of an official 

Persian edict.306 

Jews returned to the Persian province of Yehud 

The Judeans, descendants of those taken into exile, returned home under a leadership that 

included Zerubbabel, a descendant of king Jehoiachin, still recognised by the upper 

echelon. 
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When they returned to the place that had become the Persian province of Yehud, the 

Returnees settled into their respective towns. In the following listing of the people who 
settled, the focus remains on people associated with the temple. 

The priests, the Levites, the singers, the gatekeepers and the 

temple servants settled in their own towns, along with some of 
the other people, and the rest of the Israelites settled in their 

towns.307 

The exiles taken to Babylon had been drawn from the respective power groups, including 

the religious. Another reason for this focus was the objective of the writers (and of the 
Returnees) to re-establish their positions of influence in the communities where they had 

returned. 

Some of the Returnees were excluded from the priesthood because they could not prove 
their ancestry. 

These searched for their family records, but they could not find 

them and so were excluded from the priesthood as unclean.308 

After the Returnees had sufficient time to be settled, at a seventh month309 (Tishri, 

(September/October), the Returnees gathered at the ruins of the temple site, where the 

priests, along with a select few, started to prepare the altar. 

When the seventh month came and the Israelites had settled 

in their towns, the people assembled as one man in Jerusalem. 

Then Jeshua son of Jozadak and his fellow priests and 

Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel and his associates began to build 
the altar of the God of Israel to sacrifice burnt offerings on it, 

in accordance with what is written in the Law of Moses the 

man of God.310 

All the time, the Returnees were in fear for their lives. The People of the Land who had 

remained in Judah during the Exile were upset at the turn of events. These Returnees 

represented the urban populace, the upper echelon, and these power brokers had made 
living difficult for the People of the Land and had vehemently opposed their religious 

expression. The appearance of these Returnees at the site of the temple was most 

unwelcome. 

Despite their fear of the peoples around them, they built the 

altar on its foundation and sacrificed burnt offerings on it to 

the LORD, both the morning and evening sacrifices.311 

Ezra claims that when they started to rebuild the temple, those who had remained behind 
(derogatorally characterised by him as ―the enemies of Judah and Benjamin‖) wanted to 

help. But the Returnees maintained their fundamentalist aloofness, and refused their offer. 

When the enemies of Judah and Benjamin heard that the 
exiles were building a temple for the LORD, the God of Israel, 

they came to Zerubbabel and to the heads of the families and 

said, ―Let us help you build because, like you, we seek your 
God and have been sacrificing to him since the time of 

Esarhaddon king of Assyria, who brought us here.‖ 

But Zerubbabel, Jeshua and the rest of the heads of the 
families of Israel answered, ―You have no part with us in 

building a temple to our God. We alone will build it for the 

                                              
307 Ezra 2:70 
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309 The writer might have used this month because of its religious significance. 

310 Ezra 3:1-2 
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LORD, the God of Israel, as King Cyrus, the king of Persia, 

commanded us.‖ 

Then the peoples around them set out to discourage the people 

of Judah and make them afraid to go on building. 312 

Tensions that had long existed between the urban Judeans and the agrarian populace 
remained. The Returnees, spurred on by their experiences and by the stories they had been 

told by the Judean community in Babylon, focused on their task of assuming centralised 

control, including the region‘s religion, at Jerusalem. 

Jews celebrated at the altar 

The Returnees used the altar for the celebration of their religious feasts. The Feast of 
Tabernacles was held in the middle of Tishri (the seventh month), while the New Moon 

(Rosh Hodesh) was celebrated at the start of each month, when the first sliver of moon was 

confirmed by the Sanhedrin. 

Then in accordance with what is written, they celebrated the 

Feast of Tabernacles. … They presented the regular burnt 

offerings, the New Moon sacrifices and the sacrifices for all the 
appointed sacred feasts of the LORD, as well as those brought 

as freewill offerings to the LORD.313  

The sacrifices of the first day of Tishri marked the start of each month. This followed the 
approval by the priests of the first sighting of the first sliver of a new moon. 

On the first day of the seventh month they began to offer burnt 

offerings to the LORD, though the foundation of the LORD‘S 

temple had not yet been laid.314 

According to this, they set about laying the foundation of the Temple. The temple remained 

incomplete for a further twenty years. 

Then they gave money to the masons and carpenters, and gave 
food and drink and oil to the people of Sidon and Tyre, so that 

they would bring cedar logs by sea from Lebanon to Joppa, as 

authorized by Cyrus king of Persia.  

In the second month of the second year after their arrival at 

the house of God in Jerusalem, Zerubbabel … and the rest of 

their brothers (the priests and the Levites and all who had 
returned from the captivity to Jerusalem) began the work, 

appointing Levites twenty years of age and older to supervise 

the building of the house of the LORD. …  

When the builders laid the foundation of the temple of the 
LORD, the priests in their vestments and with trumpets, and 

the Levites (the sons of Asaph) with cymbals, took their places 

to praise the LORD, as prescribed by David king of Israel. 

With praise and thanksgiving they sang to the LORD: ―He is 

good; his love to Israel endures forever.‖ 

And all the people gave a great shout of praise to the LORD, 
because the foundation of the house of the LORD was laid.315 

The dedication of the altar 

Lisbeth Fried provides compelling evidence that the description of the dedication of the altar 

is not located correctly in the sequence of events. 
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The following is provided because the Governing Body of Jehovah‟s Witnesses (GB) teach, 

without Scriptural justification, that the Seventy Years ended when the altar was dedicated; 
the GB date the dedication (Ezra 3:1) to the first year of the Jews‘ return to Yehud. 

These initial chapters in Ezra (1-6) are a hodgepodge: they are 

in both Hebrew and Aramaic, they include letters to and from 

a series of different Persian Kings, as well as a narrative 
segment about squabbles between various groups of residents. 

Williamson has suggested that the historian who compiled 

Ezra 1-6 wrote his narrative long after the events described 
based on a set of independent sources that he had at his 

disposal. ... 

Following the list of returnees, the text jumps to ―the seventh 
month when the people Israel are in their cities‖ (3:1). ... This 

chapter fits uneasily in its context, so it is difficult to know the 

statement‘s origin. 

Here, in Ezra 3:1, the verse is followed by a reference to 

Zerubbabel, the governor of Judah, and Yeshua, the high 

priest, implying the seventh month of a year in the reign of 
Darius. The text continues to describe the erection and the 

dedication of the altar (3:2, 3) and adds that all the traditional 

holidays were celebrated—the Feast of Sukkot, as well as the 

daily and monthly offerings (3:3b-6a). Compared to traditional 
building accounts, the dedication of the altar here is out of 

order. 

Later, the text states that the foundations were not yet laid 
(3:6b), a resumptive clause. The historian rearranged the order 

traditional to building accounts (laying the foundations, 

building the temple, building the altar, dedicating the temple) 
to convey the zealousness of the returnees and to imply that 

all the offerings were performed according to the prescribed 

law from the first arrival in Jerusalem. The erection of the altar 
actually belongs to one of the last stages of Temple 

construction. The altar will be discussed below in the context 

of its likely original position in the Second Temple‘s building 

account. ...  

Ceremonies Are Held during Later Stages of Building, for 

example, the dedication of the altar or the anointing of 

doors and sockets. 

In the seventh month ... Yeshua, son of Yozadak, and his 

brothers, the priests, and Zerubbabel, son of Shealtiel, 

and his brothers arose and built the altar of the God of 
Israel and sacrificed burnt offerings upon it, as is 

prescribed. ... And they erected the altar on its place. ... 

And they offered burnt offerings upon it to YHWH morning 
and evening. (Ezra 3:1-3) 

The reference to Yeshua, the priest, and to Zerubbabel suggest 

that this took place during the reign of Darius; the writings of 

Haggai and Zechariah place these men securely in this period. 
Although the location of these verses in the book of Ezra 

implies the altar was dedicated prior to laying the foundations, 

this is not likely. As stated above, altars are routinely built 
during later stages of construction, not before the foundations 

are laid. It is impossible to know when this occurred. The 

reference to ―the seventh month‖ is not reliable; such an 
auspicious month may have been inserted to suit the 
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theological goals of the historian. Halpern suggests that the 

four horns that symbolize the four enemies of Judah and 
Israel, mentioned in Zech 1:18ff., are the four horns of the 

altar. If so, the altar dedication would have occurred on the 

24th day of the 11th month of Darius‘s 2d year (Zech 1:7). 

Placing the building-story components according to their order 

in typical building accounts may provide the historical order of 

the Second Temple‘s construction: the foundations were laid 

under Sheshbazzar; the altar much later, during the reign of 
Darius. At the foundation ceremony under Sheshbazzar and 

Cyrus, one designated ―the builder‖ removed the ―former-

times‖ stone from the ruins of the old Temple. Later, during 
the reign of Darius, Zerubbabel installed it in the walls of the 

new Temple (Zech 4:7). No date is given in Zechariah, but 

Haggai refers to a foundation ceremony in the 24th day of the 
9th month of Darius‘s 2d year. It is likely that this is the date 

when the a\B\/ r!av~h, the ―former-times‖ stone, was brought 

out and incorporated into the new building (Zechariah 4; Hag 

2:18). 

After the statement of the dedication of the altar, the usual 

building account in the ancient Near East would have a 

description of the building and its furnishings. Instead, there 
is an account of a struggle between two groups (4:1-5), some 

letters to and from Kings Artaxerxes (4:7-22) and Darius (5:6-

6:12), and an aborted letter to Xerxes (4:6). These were added 
by the historian to the original building account.316 

Zechariah 

Zechariah317 mentioned ―seventy years‖. He was one of the exiles who travelled to Jerusalem 

following Cyrus‘s Decree. His account starts about twenty years later, with the 

reconstruction not completed. His objective was to reinvigorate and restart the rebuilding 
program. Zechariah opened with a recounting of the conditions that brought Jerusalem‘s 

destruction at the hand of Nebuchadnezzar. 

In the eighth month of the second year of Darius, the word of 
the LORD came to the prophet Zechariah son of Berekiah, the 

son of Iddo:  

―The LORD was very angry with your forefathers. Therefore tell 
the people: This is what the LORD Almighty says: ‗Return to 

me,‘ declares the LORD Almighty, ‗and I will return to you,‘ 

says the LORD Almighty.  

Do not be like your forefathers, to whom the earlier prophets 

proclaimed: This is what the LORD Almighty says: ‗Turn from 

your evil ways and your evil practices.‘ But they would not 
listen or pay attention to me, declares the LORD.  

Where are your forefathers now? And the prophets, do they live 

forever? But did not my words and my decrees, which I 

commanded my servants the prophets, overtake your 
forefathers? 

―Then they repented and said, ‗The LORD Almighty has done to 

us what our ways and practices deserve, just as he determined 
to do.‘ ‖  (Zech 1:1-6) 
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Zechariah received his vision some twenty years after the first exiles had returned, meaning 

seventy years had passed since the city and its temple had been destroyed. The people had 
been remembering that event for the past seventy years with fasts318. How much longer 

would this go on for? When will the city finally be rebuilt? 

During the night I had a vision—and there before me was a 
man riding a red horse! He was standing among the myrtle 

trees in a ravine. Behind him were red, brown and white 

horses. … ―They are the ones the LORD has sent to go 

throughout the earth.‖ And they reported … ―We have gone 
throughout the earth and found the whole world at rest and in 

peace.‖ 

Then the angel of the LORD said, ―LORD Almighty, how long 
will you withhold mercy from Jerusalem and from the towns of 

Judah, which you have been angry with these seventy years?‖ 

(Zech 1:8, 9, 10-12) 

The Lord answered, saying he was very angry with the nations that felt secure. Therefore 

the Lord said he would show mercy on Jerusalem, his house would be rebuilt and the Lord 

would once more comfort his people. 

So the LORD spoke kind and comforting words to the angel 

who talked with me. Then the angel who was speaking to me 

said, ―Proclaim this word: This is what the LORD Almighty 

says: ‗I am very jealous for Jerusalem and Zion, but I am very 
angry with the nations that feel secure. I was only a little 

angry, but they added to the calamity.‘  

―Therefore, this is what the LORD says: ‗I will return to 
Jerusalem with mercy, and there my house will be rebuilt. And 

the measuring line will be stretched out over Jerusalem,‘ 

declares the LORD Almighty. 

―Proclaim further: This is what the LORD Almighty says: ‗My 

towns will again overflow with prosperity, and the LORD will 

again comfort Zion and choose Jerusalem.‘ ‖  (Zech 1:13-17) 

Ezra’s attitude to those left behind 

Ezar considered those left behind were not ―pure‖, that they had defiled themselves through 

alliances with their neighbours. 

When the Israelites returned home however, they found a 

mixture of peoples practicing a religion very similar to their 
own, but not identical to it. Hostility grew up between the 

returning Jews and the Samaritans, the mixed-blood people of 

the region, which has continued to the present day. 

According to the Bible, the Samaritans were foreign peoples, 

settled into the area by the kings of Assyria, who had partially 

adopted the Israelite religion; in reality, most of them were 
probably simply Israelites who had remained behind, and thus 

had had no part in the sweeping changes of the Israelite 

religion brought about among the captives. Or perhaps, 
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alternatively; the fierce purity of the Jewish religion and 

cultural identity of the Babylonian Jews returning from exile, 
seventy years after their deportation, completely eclipsed the 

partial faith of the mixed group of Israelite survivors, who had 

practised paganism for hundreds of years in Israel (including 
the worship of a golden bull), and who had inter-married with 

the peoples sent into the territory by the Assyrians (and which 

was strictly forbidden by Mosaic Torah ‗law‘, and punished by 

Nehemiah). 

The hatred and disgust of the Hebrew Judeans for the 

Samaritans prompted Jesus of Nazareth to later propound the 

parable of the ―good Samaritan‖. (The above section 
incorporates text from the public domain 1911 Encyclopaedia 
Britannica, and may be adapted from the original.)319 

Trito-Isaiah 

The date and author of the final chapters of Isaiah are 
unknown. There is a great variety of material here, threats of 

judgment contrasting with the vision of a glorious future for 

Jerusalem. Trito-Isaiah used the oracles of Deutero-Isaiah as 

the basis for his polemic, either as a critical contemporary (just 
as Haggai and Zechariah were contemporaries but did not 

agree) or speaking for a disillusioned later generation. Those 

for whom he spoke also knew the oracles of Deutero-Isaiah 
and the teachings of the Deuteronomists. What has to be 

explained is how the considerable bitterness in these chapters 

came to be part of the Isaiah scroll. 

Trito-Isaiah illuminates the gap between the first return or the 

exiles under Joshua and Zerubbabel and the subsequent 

returns under Ezra and Nehemiah. Ezra-Nehemiah is silent 
about this period, but it must have been a time of deteriorating 

relationships in Judah. Ezra 4:2-4 says that ―the people of the 

land‖ offered to help rebuild the temple, but their help was 

rejected. In contrast, Haggai, a contemporary, implies that it 
was accepted (Hag 2:4). Ezra 6:22 shows how the returned 

exiles separated themselves from the people of Judah, the 

worshipers of the LORD who had not been taken to Babylon. 
Trito-Isaiah says much about the enemies of the LORD, but he 

does not mention the people of the land. He was their 
spokesman, and the enemies of the LORD were the returned 
exiles. 

The people left in the land had not accepted the Deuteronomic 

reform, but kept the ancient ways. We have to imagine the 

impact of the newly returned exiles, with their new form of 
religion, regarding themselves as the chosen ones, thanks to 

Jeremiah‘s vision of the baskets of figs (Jer 24:1-10) and 

despite their own earlier teaching that possession of the land 
was a sign of the LORD‘S favor. They had more stringent laws 

and emphasized racial purity. 

There were also troubles in the priesthood. Zech 3:1-5 declares 
Joshua, the Jerusalem high priest, to be pure; someone 

presumably had questioned this! Ezra the great reformer, is 

presented as the true high priest in his time (Ezra 7:1-6), but 1 

Enoch 89:73 thought otherwise. Some priests kept to the 
older, more inclusive view of Israel, but even the high priests 
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found themselves excluded under the new marriage rules. The 

contemporary Elephantine letters show that the families 
excluded by Nehemiah (Neh 2:20; 13:28) were worshipers of 

the LORD, but apparently no longer acceptable (Barker 1987: 

184-200). 

The situation was exacerbated by economic problems. There 

had been bad harvests (Hag 1:6), and the people of the land 

were cheated by the returned exiles (Neh 5:1-5). Most 

significant of all was the Persian money used to rebuild the 
temple (Ezra 6:3-5). 

In order to understand Trito-Isaiah it is necessary to put aside 

all attempts to harmonize the evidence from this period. The 
Jerusalem group made accusations of impurity, and the Enoch 

group accused them of impurity and apostasy. Those for whom 

Trito-Isaiah spoke questioned the legitimacy of the new temple, 
the new priesthood, and the new ways of the reformed religion. 

Ezra was remembered by the Jews as the founder of their 

tradition, the first of the men of the Great Synagogue, but he 
was remembered by the Samaritans as the one who destroyed 

the old ways. Some reconstructions of the troubles of the 

restoration conclude that they were over by the time of the 

Chronicler (Hanson 1975:269-79). Evidence from the 
nonbiblical sources, however, shows that the troubles and 

divisions continued into NT times.320 

Summary and conclusions 

When the patience of the long-suffering Lord drew to its end, he used Babylon to execute 
his judgment on his city and on its sanctuary. As the Lord did this, he promised that the 

servitude to Babylon would cease with its overthrow. Accordingly, when the end of 

Babylon‘s numbered days came, its kingdom was taken.  

Following the end of Babylon‘s kingdom, Daniel studied the writings from Jeremiah to 

understand the situation. From his reading, he understood that the sanctuary at Jerusalem 

would remain desolate until the seventy years had ended. 

The Lord also promised that the exiles would be permitted to return, but on condition that 

they called on him, confessed their sin, sought forgiveness, and turned from evil. 

Daniel was preoccupied with the desolated state of the sanctuary. He discerned the 

conditions needed that would enable the people to return and for the Lord‘s sanctuary to be 
restored. Rather than speak to God‘s people, Daniel sought the Lord in personal, earnest 

prayer, confessing the nation‘s sin and beseeching him to look favourably on Jerusalem and 

on his sanctuary. He did not pray for the seventy years to end but for the promised return. 
The answer to Daniel‘s prayer was delivered by Angel Gabriel, who told Daniel that from the 

decree to rebuild, that the nation would be given a testing period of 70 heptads, in which to 

put and end to sin and to seal the sanctuary. Was this another attempt by the religious elite 
to secure power and influence? 

In Zechariah, the angel of the Lord wanted to know how much longer the Lord would 

withhold mercy from Jerusalem and the towns of Judah, which he had been angry with for 
the past seventy years. This enquiry was made some twenty years after Babylon fell to the 

Medes and the Persians, at which time Jerusalem and its temple had laid destroyed for fifty 

years. 

In making their plea to the Lord, the people made a declaration that admitted their sins and 

sought his forgiveness. The Lord answered, saying he would show mercy on Jerusalem, his 

house would be rebuilt and the Lord would once more comfort his people. 
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CHRONICLES: THE LAND ENJOYED 
SEVENTY YEARS OF SABBATH REST 

 “Seventy Years” at 2 Chronicles 36:21 

The final chapter of Chronicles finishes with: 

 The reason for the destruction of Jerusalem. 
 

 The employment of Nebuchadnezzar to carry out that judgment. 

 

 The Seventy Year rest of the land. 

 

 The decree by Cyrus permitting the Jerusalem temple to be rebuilt. 

Nebuchadnezzar carried into exile to Babylon the remnant, 

who escaped from the sword, and they became servants to him 
and his sons until the kingdom of Persia came to power. 

The land enjoyed its sabbath rests; all the time of its 

desolation it rested, until the seventy years were completed in 
fulfillment of the word of the LORD spoken by Jeremiah. 

In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to fulfill the 

word of the LORD spoken by Jeremiah, the LORD moved the 

heart of Cyrus king of Persia to make a proclamation 
throughout his realm and to put it in writing: 

―This is what Cyrus king of Persia says: ‗The LORD, the God of 

heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth and he has 
appointed me to build a temple for him at Jerusalem in Judah. 

Anyone of his people among you—may the LORD his God be 

with him, and let him go up.‘ ―321 

The structure of Chronicles 

The Books of 1-2 Chronicles may be divided into five sections: 

1. 1 Chr. 1-9 introduces the history of Israel from Adam to Saul, in the form of lists 

and genealogies. Some genealogies mention the names of people living in postexilic 
Judah. 

2. 1 Chr. 10-29 presents the history of David‘s kingdom, including the preparation he 

made for the building of the temple and the organization of the Levites. 

3. 2 Chr. 1-9 focuses on the history of Solomon‘s kingdom. The central point of the 
history of Solomon‘s reign is the building of the Temple. 

4. 2 Chr. 10-36:21 focuses on the history of Judah. The kings of the Northern Kingdom 

are largely ignored. 
5. 2 Chr. 36:22-23 introduces Cyrus‘ Decree for the rebuilding of the Temple at 

Jerusalem. 

Two blocks of history 

The modern canon contains two sweeps of history: the books of Kings and the books of 
Chronicles. The former is recognised as the product of the Exiles now identified with the 

term Deuteronomists. They were largely responsible for the history that includes Joshua, 

Judges, Samuel, and Kings, using their Deuteronomy as the foundation. 

Following their return from Exile, the people of Israel set about re-establishing their identity 

and their religious life. The Chronicles were written much later during the Persian Period, 

which lasted about 200 years from 538 BCE. Scholars provide a range of dates throughout 

that period for its composition. A precise date is difficult, if not impossible because of the 
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continual amendments and updates that took place during that time. It is now recognised 

that Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah were produced by different authors. 

The OT contains two major blocks of historical narrative that 

both rehearse much of the same period of history. Both works 

were formed, however, from different perspectives, for different 
audiences and highlight different lessons of the past. 

The first block of narrative is referred to as the Former 

Prophets in the Hebrew Bible, but it is designated as the 

Deuteronomistic History by contemporary scholars. It consists 
of Joshua, Judges, 1-2 Samuel and 1-2 Kings. 

The second block is the Chronicler‘s History, which consists of 

Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah.322 

Chronicles was the product of a later generation, having different concerns; the temple had 

been rebuilt and the priesthood was endeavouring to assert its authority. Chronicles was 

produced in that context and with that purpose in mind. This is important in helping to 
understand Chronicles‘ assertions regarding the Seventy Years. 

The Chronicler was not living in a vacuum—his norms were 

the norms of his community, for whom he was writing. The 
authoritative and ―standard‖ history of [the Deuteronomistic 

Historian] no longer spoke to that community. It did not reflect 

their theology, nor did it fully accord with their authoritative 

text, which now included P.323 

The books of Chronicles were intended to provide the nation with a positive view of the past 

and hope for the future. 

The books of Chronicles are a historical narrative that tells the 
story of Israel to the community of faith that was reconstituted 

after the Babylonian exile and living under Persian control in 

the province of Judea (Yehud). The author(s), in a prophet-like 
manner, represents the community‘s past story from a 

postexilic perspective with a focus on the role of David and the 

Davidic kings, the establishment of the proper temple cultus, 
and the need for kings and people to seek God. The author(s) 

apparently sought to establish for the postexilic community an 

identity of continuity with the past and to encourage them to 

actualize the traditions and lessons from their past in their 
current lives.324 

Focuses evident in Chronicles 

The differences between the histories as documented by the Deuteronomist and by the 

Chronicler show that each history needs to be read with the contemporary objectives ever in 
mind. 

Chronicles is neither merely a supplement nor a chronicle of 

events; it retells Israelite history from a unique perspective 
with its own themes and emphases.325 

Chronicles gives prominence to the temple and the Levites. In various ways, the Levitical 

role is elevated by the Chronicler. Comparison of Chronicles with the Deuteronomist history 
(Samuel to Kings) reveals the Chronicler‘s intense focus on the temple and its services. 
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Central themes that emphasise the Chronicler‘s message are: 

 Centrality of the Temple and worship in the life of the nation. 

 Centrality of the Davidic monarchy. 

 David‘s preparation for the building of the Temple. 

 The doctrine of retribution.  

The Chronicler‘s history from David‘s time, unlike the Deuteronomist‘s, is restricted to the 

Davidic line and the house of Judah. And, unlike the book of Kings, the account of David is 
complimentary throughout. 

Removed by more than a century from even the latest events 

that he records, the author singles out those episodes whose 
significance he finds of lasting value, particularly with regard 

to his contemporary circumstances. The Chronicler is keenly 

sensitive to the way the past illustrates the present. He seeks 
to teach his fellow Jews the weighty lessons of grace and 

judgment in Israel‘s history.326 

The view of history held by the Ancients 

In common with other ancient historians, the Chronicler employed history in order to 

influence his own community, making amendments to stories from the past wherever 
necessary. In doing so, the Chronicler followed the normal practices that the ancients 

followed when they recorded their history.  

The Chronicler is not a historian in the strict western sense. 
To him Israel‘s history was pregnant with spiritual and moral 

lessons, which he brought to birth through a kind of historical 

midwifery. He is not concerned so much with the bare facts of 
Israel‘s history as with their meaning.327 

It was more important to the biblical writers to be relevant 

than to be true. ... For all of them, their greatest concern was 
not getting the past ―correct.‖ Rather, it was to collect, revise, 

and compose traditions in order to produce texts about the 

past that would be meaningful to their communities.328 

The recollection of historical traditions in this period was 
different than it is now. There was little or no interest in 

history for its own sake; that is, for what it taught about the 

real past. History mattered because of what it taught about the 
present, including the legitimacy of the main priestly clan. 

Moreover, ancient historians may not have realized that they 

were manipulating ―facts.‖ ... 

Just as the Chronicler adds material when it suits his 

purposes, he also leaves material out. Sometimes material is 

left out simply because it is no longer relevant. ...  

According to Chronicles, the transition from David to Solomon 

was smooth and uncomplicated. When in doubt, leave it out! 

... Comparison of Chronicles and its sources reveals hundreds 

of cases where the Chronicler changed his sources in various 
ways—not only minor updating of language and spelling ... but 

also significant ideological changes. 

According to the Book of Kings, the Judean King Manasseh 
was the worst of all kings. ... Yet, according to the regnal 

formula in 1 Kings 21:55, he reigned for 55 years. It seems not 
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to have disturbed the final editor of Kings that the worst king 

of Judah was also the longest reigning—longer even than 
David or Solomon, who each reigned forty years! But it did 

bother the Chronicler, ... To the Chronicler, Manasseh could 

be ―explained‖ in two ways—either he reigned for a much 
shorter period, or Kings left out material that would account 

for such a long reign despite a period of wickedness. The 

Chronicler chose the latter option, depicting Manasseh as a 

model penitent: ... Thus Manasseh deserved to be blessed with 
the longest reign of all. But these events never happened—in 

fact, they could not have happened. Manasseh was a vassal 

not of Babylon but of Assyria; thus he would not have been 
brought to Babylon. Only a writer working centuries later 

could say this—a writer who wished to teach that even if you 

are as bad as Manasseh and have been punished for your 
grievous sins, if you repent, all will be forgiven and restored. 

This story was made up for such a purpose. Ultimately, stories 

about the past are more instructive than the past itself; history 
is too important to leave to chance.329 

Cyrus’ decree 

The Chronicler follows much of the wording of Cyrus‘ Decree as given at the commencement 

of the book of Ezra. Living at least 200 years after the event, the Chronicler might have 

obtained his wording from the same source as the writer of Ezra, or the Chronicler might 
have copied from Ezra, or he might have been responsible for the creation of both books. 

Discussion on Cyrus‘ Decree is provided in the previous Chapter of this Study, Jews Return 
to Yehud. 

The Chronicler reworked references from the Torah 

Because of his theological bias, when the Chronicler cited the Torah330, he was prepared to 

amend that record to suit a local need. 

A simple case concerns Solomon and his dedication of the 
Temple on the fall festival of Sukkot. According to 

Deuteronomy 16:13, ―you shall hold the Feast of Booths for 

seven days.‖ This seven-day festival is indeed fulfilled when the 

Temple is dedicated in 1 Kings 8:65. However, Leviticus adds 
an eighth day to this Sukkot festival, during which the people 

are to hold ―a solemn gathering‖ (23:36, 39). Unlike the 

Deuteronomistic version, Chronicles knows this law, and so it 
revises its source (1 Kings 8:65) to say: (2 Chron. 7:8 cited)331 

In another example, Professor Brettler shows332 that 2 Chronicles 35:13 conflates 

(―combining two irreconcilable traditions‖333) Deuteronomy 16:7 with Exodus 12:8-9. It will 
shortly be shown that this practice of conflation was employed at 2 Chronicles 36:21, the 

verse that relates the Seventy Years. 

Chronicles’ use of footnotes 

It is noteworthy that when referring to the Seventy Years‖, the Chronicler seeks to place the 
seal of authenticity with the footnote ―the word of God spoken by Jeremiah‖. The Chronicler 

consistently employed this referencing process throughout. 
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The Chronicler did a wonderful job of ―footnoting‖ his history, 

giving it greater authority. Chronicles refers to fifteen books 
that supposedly served as sources, as in this example: ―The 

other events of Manasseh‘s reign, and his prayer to his God, 

and the words of the seers who spoke to him in the name of 
the lord God of Israel are found in the chronicles of the kings 

of Israel‖ (2 Chron. 33:18). Some scholars believe that these 

were real sources of one sort or another. Others suggest, more 

plausibly to my mind, that these sources never existed, and 
they are a type of fake footnote, through which the Chronicler 

asserts the authority and veracity of his composed 

traditions.334 

The end-point of the Seventy Years 

The servitude to Babylon came to its end when Babylon‘s kingdom ended. 

[Nebuchadnezzar] carried into exile to Babylon the remnant, 

who escaped from the sword, and they became servants to him 
and his sons until the kingdom of Persia came to power. (2 

Chr 36:20) 

The Chronicler then said that the rest enjoyed by the land came to its end when seventy 
years ended. 

The land enjoyed its sabbath rests; all the time of its 

desolation (v^<<>) it rested, until the seventy years were 

completed (<`l}a) in fulfillment (<`l}a ) of the word of the 
LORD spoken by JEREMIAH.335 

The rendering of this verse in the NIV text does not say that the land rested for seventy 

years; it says that the resting ended when the Seventy Years ended. 

Biblical translations of the text of 2 Chr 36:20b-21 itself are 
not unambiguous. … The translators [of the NIV] have 

radically shifted the reference to Jeremiah‘s prophecy from the 

beginning to the end of vs. 21, thereby relating it explicitly to 
―the‖ seventy years. Thus, the seventy years do not necessarily 

refer to the period of time that the land rested; instead, the 

translation appears to state that the land rested until 
Jeremiah‘s prophecy of the seventy years ended. There is some 

evidence, however, which indicates that the intent of the latter 

translation is correct.336 

The only thing that changed to the land was the end of its domination by Babylon. Nothing 
changed physically to the land with that event, but the seventy years had been completed. 

Babylon no longer dominated the land, so its rest had ended. 

The Torah’s “Sabbath of the land” 

The Chronicler said that the land enjoyed its Sabbath rest, but he did not say that the land 
had to be devoid of people during that period. 

The Torah declared that every seventh year was the Lord‘s year, a designated Sabbath year 

of rest for the land. During that year, they were not to harvest but were to be supported 
only by whatever grew spontaneously, this shows that the land remained populated during 

a Sabbath Year. 

The Torah‘s Sabbath Year never required the land to be vacated.337 
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For six years sow your fields, and for six years prune your 

vineyards and gather their crops. But in the seventh year the 
land is to have a sabbath of rest, a sabbath to the LORD. Do 

not sow your fields or prune your vineyards. Do not reap what 

grows of itself or harvest the grapes of your untended vines.  
The land is to have a year of rest.  

Whatever the land yields during the sabbath year will be food 

for you—for yourself, your manservant and maidservant, and 

the hired worker and temporary resident who live among you, 
as well as for your livestock and the wild animals in your land. 

Whatever the land produces may be eaten.338 

The Chronicler thus appears to suggest that during the Seventy Years, the people relied on 
food that grew spontaneously. And people expected were to remain on the land to tend the 

crops and vines.339 

Arguments which attempt to connect the seventy years to the 
sabbath rest as compensation for 490 years of neglect of the 

sabbath rest, while attractive, cannot be supported from 

historical data and are hypothetical at best.340 

Jeremiah spoke of “people”; the Chronicler of “land” 

Jeremiah spoke of seventy years of servitude to Babylon by nations. The servitude to 

Babylon could be observed while they remained on their own land. Judah was exiled 

because the leaders would not willingly observe the judgment of servitude that the Lord had 

decreed. 

Jeremiah was thus speaking about people, not about the land. However, the Chronicler 

asserted that Jeremiah was speaking about the land, which provides another example of 

the Chronicler‘s creative history-making, of reinventing the past to suit his own 
contemporary need. The Chronicler thus added a dimension to the Seventy Years that was 

not covered by Jeremiah. 

Chronicles contains a new element relating to the 
interpretation of the seventy-year prophecy of Jeremiah, and 

this element is the reference to the land enjoying its sabbaths 

while it lay desolate.341 

The Chronicler said, v^<<> 

The word rendered ―desolation‖ (v^<<>) at 2 Chronicles 36:21 can be understood to relate 

to the feeling of horror experienced by the onlooker or of something laid waste. 

The land enjoyed its sabbath rests; all the time of its 
desolation (v^<<>) it rested, until the seventy years were 

completed (<`l}a) in fulfillment (<`l}a) of the word of the 

LORD spoken by JEREMIAH.342 

The word (v^<<>) come from Jer 25:9, 11, where it carries each sense. v^<<> is not used 

at Jer 29:10, nor would its use be relevant there. 

I will completely destroy them and make them an object of 

horror (v^<<>) and scorn, and an everlasting ruin. … This 

whole country will become a desolate (j”rB`h) wasteland 

(v^<<>), and these nations will serve the king of Babylon 

seventy years. 
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Chronicler recognised two statements of Jeremiah 

The Chronicler wrote: 

They became servants to him and his sons until the kingdom 
of Persia came to power. 

This is based on Jeremiah 27:7: 

All nations will serve him and his son and his grandson until 
the time for his land comes; then many nations and great 

kings will subjugate him. 

The Chronicler then made two references to Jeremiah: 

Firstly: 

The land enjoyed its sabbath rests; all the time of its 

desolation it rested, until the seventy years were completed in 

fulfillment of the word of the LORD spoken by Jeremiah. 

Secondly: 

In the first year of Cyrus king of Persia, in order to fulfill the 

word of the LORD spoken by Jeremiah, the LORD moved the 
heart of Cyrus king of Persia to make a proclamation 

throughout his realm and to put it in writing. 

Jeremiah was thus called on by the Chronicler firstly regards the completion of the seventy 

years and then regards the decree by Cyrus.  

Jer 29:10 seems to be the clearest source for the Chronicler 

(as opposed to 25:11-12) because it differentiates between the 

end of the seventy years and the return of the exiles 
afterwards. … Only Jer 29:10 refers to the return of the Jews 

from exile 343 

Jer. 29:10: 

This is what the LORD says: ―When seventy years are 

completed for Babylon, I will come to you and fulfill my 

gracious promise to bring you back to this place.‖ 

Jer 25:11-12, 14 do not appear to be the Chronicler‘s sources for these two aspects. 

On the one hand, both the MT and the LXX of 25:11-12 refer 

to the end of Babylon at the end of the seventy years (although 

this is not explicit in the LXX), but only the LXX specifically 
mentions the exile as lasting seventy years. 

On the other hand, Jer 29:10 refers to the end of Babylon (MT 

and LXX), but it does not specifically underscore servitude for 
seventy years (although this seems to be implied). Only the MT 

of Jer 25:14 refers to other nations enslaving Babylon.344 

This shows the separation of the ending of the Seventy Years from the Decree that 
permitted the return of the Exiles and the rebuilding of the Temple  

Jer 29:10 … differentiates between the end of the seventy 

years and the return of the exiles afterwards. This the 
Chronicler picks up in 36:22-23, where he records that Cyrus 

issued a decree for the return of the exiles ―that the word of 

the LORD by the mouth of Jeremiah might be accomplished‖ 

(vs. 22). The Hebrew of this phrase is exactly the same as in 
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36:21, except for the use of l]ilot (―to complete, finish, end‖) in 

vs. 22 instead of l=<^llot (―to fulfill‖) in vs. 21. 

This implies that the Chronicler realized that Jeremiah‘s 
prophecy contained two distinct parts: the seventy years 

(which pertained to Babylon) and the return from exile (which 

was contingent on the end of the seventy years). 

Thus, while the overthrow of Babylon fulfilled (<`l}a ) 

Jeremiah‘s prophecy of the seventy years, Cyrus‘ decree 

completed or accomplished (:`l`h) this prophecy by 

allowing for the return of the exiles.345 
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SIGNIFICANCE OF THE SEVENTY YEARS 
FOR THE GOVERNING BODY 

The purpose of this Study is to bring humanity and life into the story of the Babylonian 

Exile, to help us understand as much as is possible about their times, the people, the 
colour, the intrigue. This, in turn, helps us to better understand and apply their writings, 

the Hebrew Scriptures. 

At the same time, this Study exposed the incorrect interpretation given by the Governing 
Body of Jehovah‟s Witnesses (GB) to that period. The key element of the period, which is the 

source of their claimed authority, is their teaching that the city of Jerusalem and its temple 

were razed 70 years before Jews were permitted to return from their exile in Babylon. 

Further, they incorrectly teach that the land of Judah, including its capital Jerusalem and 
its razed Temple, were left totally devoid of any human presence. This Study has shown 

that their assertions are untrue. 

The Governing Body of Jehovah’s Witnesses 

The GB is a group of older men who meet in USA. The group authorises every teaching that 
a Jehovah‘s Witness (JW) is compelled to believe and every practice that a JW has to 

observe. Their authority is absolute and is not open to question by a JW. 

 
Figure 11: The Governing Body of Jehovah’s Witnesses (2009)346 

The GB exercises this authority because these men claim to be the only voice that Jehovah 

God uses to speak to people on Earth. They say that to disobey the GB is to disobey the 
instructions that come directly from God. They claim to be the sole visible representative on 

Earth of God‘s government in heaven. 

The GB‘s authority relies on their currently held date for the secret arrival (parousia) of 
Jesus Christ in 1914 CE.347 This date is calculated with the use of their 6th century BCE 

neo-Babylonian chronology, along with the significance they apply to events of that period. 

The GB claim that the destruction of Jerusalem and subsequent removal of all people from 

Judah marked the start of a 2520-year period in which Jehovah‘s Kingdom government 
would not be operating towards humankind. That period  ended in 1914 CE with the 

―parousia‖ of Jesus Christ and the setting up of his heavenly government. 

The GB claims that in 1918 CE, Jehovah God inspected the earth and that he found only 
the predecessors of the GB to be his true believers.348 Thus in 1919, Jehovah God anointed 

                                              
346 “Bearing Thorough Witness” About God’s Kingdom, (2009), page 110 
347 Until the 1930s, the organisation taught that Christ‘s parousia had taken place in 1874. 
348 None of the significant truths held by Rutherford at that time is agreed to by today‘s GB. 
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their predecessors to be the sole voice of his kingdom government upon earth. This 

anointing has passed on as a form of apostolic succession, down to the current religious 
leadership. Millions of faithful Jehovah‘s Witnesses have to believe this as a fundamental 

article of faith. 

 
Figure 12: Chart from The Watchtower December 15, 1971, page 749 

The “Seventy Years” according to the GB 

The GB says the ―Seventy Year‖ period began shortly after the destruction of Jerusalem 
when the land was denuded of people. The GB claim Jerusalem was destroyed by 

Nebuchadnezzar in 607 BCE349, and that Daniel 4 shows there would be a 2520 year gap 

from that event until the parousia of Jesus Christ in 1914 CE. The following diagram shows 

the method used by the GB to arrive at its date of 607 BCE for Jerusalem‘s destruction. 

 

Figure 13: GB‘s ―Bible Chronology‖ to derive the date of Jerusalem‘s destruction 

                                              
349 A date that is not accepted by any Biblical or secular authority. 
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Figure 14: Criticisms of the GB‘s ―Bible Chronology‖ 

Lack of symmetry 

These diagrams outline the GB‘s so-called ―Bible Chronology‖; they show the GB‘s 
inconsistencies and lack of symmetry. 

While much is said about the destruction of Jerusalem, the GB do not commence its 

―Seventy Years‖ until Gedaliah‘s murderers went to Egypt in the 7th month (Sept/Oct - 
Tishri). The GB say this took place in the same year that Jerusalem was destroyed. The GB 

wait for that moment because it claims the land needed to be devoid of humans before the 

Seventy Years could commence. 

However, the GB do not end the Seventy Years when people returned from Exile, nor when 
they repopulated the land, nor when they were settled in their respective towns. Rather, the 

GB wait until later, when they bring the Seventy Years to an end arbitrarily when the 

Returnees gathered at the Temple site to build and dedicate the altar. This event is recorded 
in the book of Ezra350, but he never mentions the word ―seventy‖. 

The GB thus start their ―Seventy Years‖ at the time that they claim all people were removed 

from the land, but they do not end the period at the time Jews returned to the land. Hence 
the arrow for their ―Seventy Years‖ is not horizontal, for they lack symmetry. 

The GB wait until Ezra 3:1 for the ending of the Seventy Years so that it can match the 

month when Gedaliah‘s murderers left for Egypt. But in doing so, the GB lack the 
symmetry of people returning in the same month that people left. Ezra 3:1 tells that the 

Returnees had already settled down before the 7th month. 

The GB do not explain why their focus is on the Temple altar. Especially since neither the 

destruction of Jerusalem nor the destruction of the Temple play any part in their starting 
point of the Seventy Years. 

The comment at the top of the second illustration shows that the GB do not start the 

Seventy Years with the destruction of Jerusalem and that it is not concerned at the timing 
of its rebuilding. It‘s only about people leaving and returning, with dates that no one can be 

certain about. According to their reckoning, the Temple was not rebuilt for over 90 years. 

The second caption down indicates that the GB has no Scripture that says the rebuilding of 
the altar marked the end point of the 70 years. 

                                              
350 Ezra 3:1 
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Some points of contention 

The GB confuses the ―Seventy Years‖ with the desolation of Jerusalem and its temple. The 

Seventy Year period relates to the regional dominance of Babylon; this was an unconditional 
decree by the Lord. The desolation of Jerusalem took place because the people were not 

willing to obey the Lord‘s commands as given by his prophets; this was a conditional decree. 

The GB stakes its authority on its date of 607 BCE for the destruction of Jerusalem and 

also for the removal of every man and beast from Judah. Others assign a date for 
Jerusalem‘s destruction 19 years later, and they do not believe that the land was ever 

absolutely depopulated or that every beast was removed from the land. 

Others do not assign the symbolism of the destruction of Jerusalem that is given to it by 
the GB. If the destruction of Jerusalem did not indicate the removal of an earthly 

representative of Jehovah God‘s kingdom, this shatters the GB‘s foundation. 

Although Scripture says that the 70 years of Babylon‘s supremacy ended when Babylon 
was taken over by the Medo-Persians under Cyrus, the GB says the 70 years ended when 

some exiled Jews celebrated at the temple site at Jerusalem. 

Scriptures state that Nebuchadnezzar removed the men of power and influence, leaving the 
poor of the People of the Land to tend it, even providing them with a Jew in Gedaliah as the 

province‘s Governor. There was clear intent to manage the population that remained. 

A revolt arose four years after Jerusalem was destroyed, likely associated with Gedaliah‘s 

murder, as Nebuchadnezzar was forced to return and once more remove people from 
Judah. The GB however, demands the land was completely devoid of people from a time 

shortly after Jerusalem was destroyed by Babylon. 

The GB claim the Seventy Years could not commence until Judah was without a living soul 
or domestic animal. Neither Scripture nor archaeology supports the GB‘s requirement that 

the land was utterly devoid of people during the Babylonian Exile. The Judeans spoke of the 

land being without ―inhabitant‖ (y`v^B) and without ―men‖ ( a`D`<), but they never said it 

would be without ―people‖ ( u^<). 

Two major political alignments in Judah were the urban populace and the pastoral. The 

former were typically the royal household and the priests and prophets of Jerusalem. The 

pastoral group was known as the ―People of The Land‖ ( u^m h^-a^r\x). With each 

deportation, Babylon exiled the elite, the power players, the upper echelon of Judean 
society. They finally left behind the poorest of the People of the Land. 

When the first exiles returned to the temple site, they were met with hostility from the 

people who had remained on the land during the exile. 

When the ideologue Ezra returned with his fundamentalist views, he too was confronted by 

the People of the Land, whom he accused of religious impurity. His extreme behaviour 

shows the antagonism between the Exiles and the People of the Land who had remained in 
Judah during the exile. 

While in exile, the elite wrote that these traumatic events had happened to Judah because 

the people had not listened to the prophets during the previous centuries. The written 
records are the biased views of the religious elite. 

Subjects not canvassed 

The GB‘s 2520-year hiaitus in the activity of the Kingdom of God towards mankind relies on 

other suspect eisegesis, including their application of Nebuchadnezzar‘s dream at Daniel 4. 

Discussion on that topic is beyond the scope of this Study. 

If the GB‘s date for the destruction of Jerusalem is wrong, the GB‘s foundation lies in 

tatters. Much has been written and spoken on the errors of the GB‘s dates and chronology; 

these are not the subject of this Study. 
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THE GB CANNOT DETERMINE WHEN THE JEWS RETURNED 

 

While Scripture says that servitude to Babylon ended when Babylon fell to the Medes and 

Persians, The Governing Body of Jehovah‟s Witnesses (GB) incorrectly believe the servitude 

ended when the Jews returned to the site of the temple in Jerusalem. 

The GB say this occurred in 537 BCE, and then uses that date to derive its incorrect date of 

607 BCE for the destruction of Jerusalem. But it cannot show that the Jews returned in 

537 BCE. 

The significance for the Governing Body 

The date of the destruction of Jerusalem is crucial to the existence of the GB. They use the 

date of Jerusalem‘s destruction to provide the timing of Christ‘s Parousia, which they claim 

took place in 1914 CE. 

To calculate the date of Jerusalem‘s destruction, the GB wait until the first Jews returned 

to their homeland, following their release from Babylon, courtesy of the decree by Cyrus, 

the conqueror of Babylon. 

The date of the Jews‘ return to Jerusalem following their captivity in Babylon is thus 
absolutely crucial to the GB. As they say: 

This date (537 for the return of the Jews to their homeland) plays a very 

important role for all Bible students (JWs), for by it we can fix the time of 
the beginning of the desolation of the land of Judah and the beginning of 

the ―times of the Gentiles,‖ or, ―the appointed times of the nations.‖ 
351

 

The GB says that the first Jews returned to their homeland and were settled by Tishri 1, 

537 BCE (October 5). The GB then counts back 70 full years to provide them with their 

(incorrect) date of 607 BCE for Jerusalem‘s destruction. The GB then employs the year 607 
BCE to arrive at 1914 CE for Christ‘s Parousia. 

A long journey undertaken by thousands 

The four month journey was undertaken by many thousands, a journey that would have 

required much preparation. The GB lives in hope that the Jews were sufficiently prepared to 
start the long journey immediately Cyrus issued his decree. In hope, the GB says: 

The Jews, of course, left Babylon as quickly as possible after Cyrus‘ 

decree, for, by reason of their knowledge of Jehovah‘s prophecies by 

Jeremiah and Isaiah, they had prepared in advance for departure. 
352

 

The reason for the GB‘s hope is clear. Thousands of Jewish families journeyed for four 
months, arriving in sufficient time for them to be settled by the seventh month (Tishri). 

There is nothing to say that Cyrus made his decree early enough in his first year to suit the 

GB‘s requirements. He might have. But living in hope is thin ice to build a foundation on. 

If the first group of Jews did not return to their homeland in 537 BCE, then the GB‘s dating 

structure and the source of its authority (1914 CE) have been extinguished. This would 

spell deep trouble for them. 

Daniel used Tishri reckoning 

The ancients used a calendar beginning with Nisan (March/April) or with Tishri 
(September/October). 

At the time of their servitude to the Babylonian, the Jews used the Nisan calendar whereas 

the Babylonians used the Tishri calendar. The Jewish writers at Jerusalem (such as 
Jeremiah) used the Jewish Nisan calendar, whereas the Jewish writers at Babylon (such as 

Daniel and Ezra) used the Babylonian Tishri calendar. Analysis provides this diagram: 

                                              
351 The Watchtower, September 15 1965, page 567, ―A Pivotal Date in History‖ 
352 The Watchtower, September 15 1965, page 567, ―A Pivotal Date in History‖ 
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Figure 15: Cyrus‘ First Year if Daniel used Tishri reckoning 

Accession-year reckoning 

The Jews and the Babylonians used the accession-year system, in which the period 

following a king‘s accession to the following New Year‘s Day is reckoned as his ―Accession 

Year‖. The ―first year‖ of his reign began on that New Year‘s Day. In effect, he completed the 
last year of the previous monarch‘s reign. 

This means that when Daniel described the reign of Cyrus, he followed the Babylonian 

system. Since Babylon Fell a couple of weeks after Tishri 1 in 539 BCE, the incoming king‘s 
first year did not commence until Tishri 1 in 538 BCE. 

Cyrus’s Decree 

During his first year, Cyrus issued the Decree that permitted the Jews to return to their 

homeland. It was thus issued between October 538 BCE and September/October 537 BCE. 
Since the start of his reign lead into Autumn and Winter, the Jews might not have had 

sufficient time to prepare for the long journey by thousands of men, women, children, 

animals and their belongings (sacred and profane). The Decree might not have been issued 
until Winter or even Spring of 537 BCE, giving no time for the Jews to return in 537 BCE. 

Hence many believe they returned in 536 BCE. 

But the GB makes things very difficult for itself, saying that Darius the Mede ruled over 

Babylon before Cyrus became king of Babylon. This would push the first year of Cyrus 
further on in time, and make it impossible for his Decree to be issued in time for the Jews 

to reach Jerusalem and settle in by Tishi 1, 537 BCE. 

GB hope Cyrus issued his Decree in time 

Quite incorrectly, and without any reasons, the GB says that Cyrus‘ first year began in 
Nisan (March/April) The following diagram assumes Nisan reckoning. 

The diagram shows why the GB hopes Cyrus issued his decree very early in his first year. If, 

however, he issued it after summer, the Jews would have had difficulty preparing during 
the ensuing Autumn and Winter months for the long journey. 

 
Figure 16: The GB needs the Jews to return on October 1, 537 BCE 
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The GB does not know if Cyrus made his Decree sufficiently early during his first year for 

the Jews to return by that October 537 BCE. Consider the following statements, where the 
GB can offer nothing more than guesses, such as ―probable‖, ―if‖, or similar: 

The decree of Cyrus MUST HAVE BEEN MADE toward the close of winter 

and the beginning of spring of 537 BCE. 
353

 

LIKELY (the decree) was issued in the early spring of 537 BCE. 
354

 

This decree was EVIDENTLY issued late in 538 BCE or early in 537 BCE. 
355

 

It is very PROBABLE that the decree was made by the winter of 538 BCE. 

or toward the spring of 537 BCE. 
356

 

IF Cyrus‘ decree came late in his first regnal year. 
357

 

GB insist Darius ruled alone at the start 

The following discussions are based on the GB‘s incorrect assumption that the New Year 

began on Nisan 1. This moves the timing in the GB‘s favor by six months. But, using this 

start for the New Year and the GB‘s interpretation of Scripture, it is still not possible to 
guarantee that the Jews returned in time to fit the GB‘s requirements. 

Babylon fell in Tishri (October), 539 BCE. The balance of the final year of the reign of the 

final king of Babylon, until Nisan (March) 538 BCE, was completed by the incoming king. 

According to the GB‘s explanation, the first year of the new king commenced in Nisan 
(March/April) 538 BCE. 

Based on its ability to interpret Scripture, the GB INSISTS that immediately following the 

Fall of Babylon, Darius the Mede ruled Babylon solely by himself, and that he had a ―first 
year‖. 

Daniel, at Babylon, speaks of the ―first year of Darius the son of 

Ahasuerus of the seed of the Medes‖ … The liberation decree was not 

made in this year. 
358

 

The GB say that Cyrus came to the throne after Darius reached his first year. This would 
mean that, at the earliest, by their reckoning, Cyrus‘ earliest ―first year‖ commenced in 

March 537. This would mean the Decree could not be made before Nisan (March) 537 BCE, 

far too late for the Jews to return and be set up in Jerusalem by Tishri (October) of the 
same year. 

 

                                              
353 The Watchtower, September 15 1965, page 567, ―A Pivotal Date in History‖ 
354 Insight on the Scriptures, vol. 1, page 800, ―Ezra, Book of‖ 
355 All Scripture is Inspired of God and Beneficial [1990], page 85, ―Bible Book Number 15—Ezra‖ 
356 Insight on the Scriptures, vol. page 458, ―Chronology‖ 
357 Let Your Kingdom Come, page 189, Appendix to Chapter 14 
358 The Watchtower, September 15 1965, page 567, ―A Pivotal Date in History‖ 
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Figure 17: The GB insists Darius ruled by himself for at least a year 

Impossible and conflicting scenarios 

The GB presents impossible and conflicting scenarios: 

The reign of Darius I was brief; mention of ―the first year‖ of his reign 

infers he was king FOR AT LEAST A FULL YEAR. (Dan. 9:1; 11:1) Cyrus 

followed him on the throne by late 538. 
359

 

So with at least one year and possibly a part of a second year for Darius 

the Mede, the first year of King Cyrus the Persian may not have begun 

until the year 538 BCE to extend into the following year, 537 BCE. 
360

 

 

Figure 18: The GB‘s dates means that Jews did not return in 537 BCE 

As the above diagram shows, if Darius had ―possibly a part of a second year‖, as is stated 

by the GB, then Cyrus did not commence his ―first year‖ until Nisan (March) 536 BCE. This 
would mean that, using the GB‘s reasoning, the Jews returned in possibly 536 BCE or more 

likely in 535 BCE. 

The GB write, more in hope than with reason: 

The Bible record at Daniel 9:1 refers to ―the first year of Darius,‖ and this 

MAY HAVE INTERVENED between the fall of Babylon and ―the first year of 

Cyrus‖ over Babylon. IF it did, this would mean that the writer was 
PERHAPS viewing Cyrus‘ first year as having begun late in the year 538 

BCE. However, IF Darius‘ rule over Babylon were to be viewed as that of a 

viceroy, so that his reign ran concurrent with that of Cyrus, Babylonian 
custom would place Cyrus‘ first regnal year as running from Nisan of 538 

to Nisan of 537 BCE. 
361

 

They can always live in hope, but this is a shaky foundation for the GB‘s authority. 

Ending the servitude to Babylon 

Why should the return of the Jews to Jerusalem mark the end of the ―70 years‖ of 

servitude? Did not the servitude to Babylon, and it had to be served by several nations, 
finish as soon as the Babylonians were defeated in 539 BCE? (Jer 25:12 says: ―When the 

seventy years are fulfilled, I will PUNISH the king of Babylon‖.) Does this not indicate that 

the 70-year servitude finished as soon as Babylon was no longer the master? 

So, unfortunately for the GB, it cannot identify which year that the first group of Jews 
returned. 

 

                                              
359 The Watchtower August 15, 1968, page 493 ―The Book of Truthful Historical Dates‖ 
360 The Watchtower, September 15 1965, page 567, ―A Pivotal Date in History‖ 
361 Insight on the Scriptures Vol 1, page 568, ―Cyrus‖ 
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THE ENDING OF THE “70 YEARS” ACCORDING TO THE 

“BABYLON” BOOK 

In the 1963 book, ―Babylon the Great has Fallen! God‘s Kingdom Rules‖ (BF), Fred Franz 

provided explanations of several aspects related to the neo-Babylonian Exile. Analysis of 
these pages shows how the GB ends the ―70 years‖. 

1.    Jerusalem was destroyed in the fifth month of a year. 

2.    Two months later, Judah was left without a single inhabitant, following the 
departure to Egypt of Gedaliah‘s assailants and their cohorts. This moment marked 

the start of the 70 years. 

3.    The land was repopulated a few months less than 70 years later, when the 

people settled into their respective towns. This repopulating and settling into their 
towns did not mark the end of the 70 years. 

4.    In the seventh month, the people worshiped at the site of the Temple. It was at 

this event that the end of the ―70 years‖ was formally declared. 

This means that the ―70 Years‖ could not commence until the land was cleared of people 

and domestic animals, yet the period did not finish when people returned and resettled in 

their towns. Quiet some inconsistency there. 

The returning exiles travelled to their respective towns with sufficient time to unpack and 

be settled in before they went to Jerusalem to meet in the 7th month (Tishri/October) at the 

temple site. 

Apart from lacking symmetry, Franz‘s arrangement meant that residents and their animals 

were absent from Judah for a few months short of 70 years. So Franz had to make the 70 

Years end at the meeting in Jerusalem. That meeting of course is not the counter to its 

destruction, since the city and the temple were still in ruins, desolated. 

Franz addressed his problem by saying the period ended when its end was officially 

declared when they met at the temple site: 

Since the desolation had begun in the seventh month [with the departure of 
Gedaliah‟s murderers and cohorts into Egypt], the desolation of the landought 

to end officially in that same month; and Ezra 3:1 officially declares that it 

ended in that month. (Babylon, page 372, emphases mine) 

So let‘s read the record of the ―official declaration‖ in Ezra. 

When the seventh month came and the Israélites had settled in their towns, 

the people assembled as one man in Jerusalem. (Ezra 3:1, NIV) 

The record at Ezra 3:1 does not sound like an official declaration. The expression ―when the 
seventh month came‖ shows that some time had passed since they had arrived and settled 

down. Besides, the word ―seventy‖ never appears in Ezra. 

What did they do after they assembled? Let‘s read on. 

Then Jeshua son of Jozadak and his fellow priests and Zerubbabel son of 

Shealtiel and his associates began to build the altar of the God of Israel to 

sacrifice burnt offerings on it, in accordance with what is written in the Law 
of Moses the man of God. Despite their fear of the peoples around them, they 

built the altar on its foundation and sacrificed burnt offerings on it to the 

LORD, both the morning and evening sacrifices. Then in accordance with 
what is written, they celebrated the Feast of Tabernacles with the required 

number of burnt offerings prescribed for each day. (Ezra 3:2-4, NIV) 

No mention of an official declaration that this month marked the end point of the 70 years. 

Rather, they had a busy bee building an altar and then sacrificing the offerings required in 
the Law of Moses. Then they celebrated Tabernacles (Booths) which commences in the 

middle of the month and runs for several days. 
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How can it be said that the desolations of Jerusalem‘s sanctuary were declared to have 

ended when there was no declaration? Or that people assembling at a ruin is an official 
declaration? 

This meeting at the ruined temple was not the answer to Daniel‘s prayer (Dan 9:2). 

The returnees were in fear of the residents of Judah who had not been sent into exile. 

In these pages of the ―Babylon‖ book, Franz resorted to selective quotations; it‘s a pity for 

him that the 11th edition of the Britannica, which he claimed to cite, is freely available on 

the www, so we can see that not only did he quote just part of an article, he also quoted 

part of a sentence. 

It‘s also interesting to see his reliance on Parker and Dubberstein for his dates, and his total 

dependence on secular sources for the date 539 BCE. And to once more see his complete 

incompetence at trying to work out the first year of Cyrus. 
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APPENDIX A: RELATION OF DEUTERONOMY TO THE BABYLONIAN 

EXILES 

The following provides a sample of passages from Deuteronomy that display its direct link 

with the people of the Babylonian Exile. The section in Deuteronomy dealing with the role of 
a king underlines the political intent on behalf of the group editing the material. 

God made an oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob 

See, I have given you this land. Go in and take possession of 

the land that the LORD swore he would give to your fathers—
to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob—and to their descendants after 

them.‖ (1:8) 

When the LORD your God brings you into the land he swore to 

your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, to give you—a land 
with large, flourishing cities you did not build, (6:10) 

But he brought us out from there to bring us in and give us 

the land that he promised on oath to our forefathers. (6:23) 

Take possession of the land 

Then I said to you, ―You have reached the hill country of the 

Amorites, which the LORD our God is giving us. See, the LORD 

your God has given you the land. Go up and take possession of 
it as the LORD, the God of your fathers, told you. Do not be 

afraid; do not be discouraged.‖ (1:20-21) 

I [Moses] will die in this land; I will not cross the Jordan; but 
you are about to cross over and take possession of that good 

land. (4:22) 

Be careful to follow every command I am giving you today, so 
that you may live and increase and may enter and possess the 

land that the LORD promised on oath to your forefathers. (8:1) 

The LORD your God himself will cross over ahead of you. He 

will destroy these nations before you, and you will take 
possession of their land. (31:3) 

The LORD showed [Moses] the whole land—from Gilead to 

Dan, all of Naphtali, the territory of Ephraim and Manasseh, 
all the land of Judah as far as the western sea, the Negev and 

the whole region from the Valley of Jericho, the City of Palms, 

as far as Zoar. Then the LORD said to him, ―This is the land I 
promised on oath to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob when I said, ‗I 

will give it to your descendants‘ ―. (34:1-4) 

God loved you 

For the LORD your God is a merciful God; he will not abandon 

or destroy you or forget the covenant with your forefathers, 
which he confirmed to them by oath. (4:31) 

But it was because the LORD loved you and kept the oath he 

swore to your forefathers that he brought you out with a 
mighty hand and redeemed you from the land of slavery, from 

the power of Pharaoh king of Egypt. Know therefore that the 

LORD your God is God; he is the faithful God, keeping his 

covenant of love to a thousand generations of those who love 
him and keep his commands. (7:8-9) 
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His chosen people 

But as for you, the LORD took you and brought you out of the 

iron-smelting furnace, out of Egypt, to be the people of his 

inheritance, as you now are. (4:20) 

Be careful that you do not forget the LORD, who brought you 

out of Egypt, out of the land of slavery. (6:12) 

Obey God’s laws and commands 

Hear now, O Israel, the decrees and laws I am about to teach 
you. Follow them so that you may live and may go in and take 

possession of the land that the LORD, the God of your fathers, 

is giving you. (4:1) 

See, I have taught you decrees and laws as the LORD my God 

commanded me, so that you may follow them in the land you 

are entering to take possession of it. Observe them carefully, 

for this will show your wisdom and understanding to the 
nations, who will hear about all these decrees and say, ―Surely 

this great nation is a wise and understanding people.‖ (4:5 – 6) 

And the LORD directed me at that time to teach you the 
decrees and laws you are to follow in the land that you are 

crossing the Jordan to possess.  (4:14) 

Keep his decrees and commands, which I am giving you today, 
so that it may go well with you and your children after you and 

that you may live long in the land the LORD your God gives 

you for all time. (4:40) 

This is the law Moses set before the Israélites. These are the 

stipulations, decrees and laws Moses gave them when they 

came out of Egypt. (4:44 - -45) 

Moses summoned all Israel and said: Hear, O Israel, the 
decrees and laws I declare in your hearing today. Learn them 

and be sure to follow them. (5:1) 

But you stay here with me so that I may give you all the 
commands, decrees and laws you are to teach them to follow 

in the land I am giving them to possess.‖ So be careful to do 

what the LORD your God has commanded you; do not turn 
aside to the right or to the left. Walk in all the way that the 

LORD your God has commanded you, so that you may live and 

prosper and prolong your days in the land that you will 
possess. (5:31 – 33) 

These are the commands, decrees and laws the LORD your 

God directed me to teach you to observe in the land that you 

are crossing the Jordan to possess, so that you, your children 
and their children after them may fear the LORD your God as 

long as you live by keeping all his decrees and commands that 

I give you, and so that you may enjoy long life. (6:1) 

Be careful to follow every command I am giving you today, so 

that you may live and increase and may enter and possess the 

land that the LORD promised on oath to your forefathers. (8:1) 

The LORD gave [Moses] two stone tablets inscribed by the 

finger of God. On them were all the commandments the LORD 

proclaimed to you on the mountain out of the fire, on the day 
of the assembly.  At the end of the forty days and forty nights, 
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the LORD gave me the two stone tablets, the tablets of the 

covenant. (9:10, 11) 

You must be blameless before the LORD your God. (18:13) 

Circumcise your hearts, therefore, and do not be stiff-necked 

any longer. (10:16) 

Fix these words of mine in your hearts and minds; tie them as 

symbols on your hands and bind them on your foreheads. 

Teach them to your children, talking about them when you sit 

at home and when you walk along the road, when you lie down 
and when you get up. Write them on the doorframes of your 

houses and on your gates, so that your days and the days of 

your children may be many in the land that the LORD swore to 
give your forefathers, as many as the days that the heavens 

are above the earth. … Carefully observe all these commands I 

am giving you to follow—to love the LORD your God, to walk in 
all his ways and to hold fast to him—  (11:18-22) 

Be careful to obey all these regulations I am giving you, so that 

it may always go well with you and your children after you. … 
See that you do all I command you; do not add to it or take 

away from it. (12:28, 32) 

Moses and the elders of Israel commanded the people: ―Keep 

all these commands that I give you today.  Set up some large 
stones and coat them with plaster. Write on them all the words 

of this law when you have crossed over to enter the land the 

LORD your God is giving you. (27:1-3) 

Obey the LORD your God and follow his commands and 

decrees that I give you today.‖ (27:10) 

If you fully obey the LORD your God and carefully follow all his 
commands I give you today, the LORD your God will set you 

high above all the nations on earth. All these blessings will 

come upon you and accompany you if you obey the LORD your 
God: You will be blessed in the city and blessed in the country. 

(28:1-3) 

Do not turn aside from any of the commands I give you today, 

to the right or to the left, following other gods and serving 
them. (28:14) 

I set before you today life and prosperity, death and 

destruction.  For I command you today to love the LORD your 
God, to walk in his ways, and to keep his commands, decrees 

and laws; then you will live and increase, and the LORD your 

God will bless you in the land you are entering to possess. 
(30:15-16) 

Instructions for a King 

When you enter the land the LORD your God is giving you and 

have taken possession of it and settled in it, and you say, ―Let 

us set a king over us like all the nations around us,‖ be sure to 
appoint over you the king the LORD your God chooses. He 

must be from among your own brothers. Do not place a 

foreigner over you, one who is not a brother Israélite. The king, 
moreover, must not acquire great numbers of horses for 

himself or make the people return to Egypt to get more of 

them, for the LORD has told you, ―You are not to go back that 

way again.‖ He must not take many wives, or his heart will be 
led astray. He must not accumulate large amounts of silver 



Appendix A: Relation of Deuteronomy to the Babylonian Exiles 

140 

and gold. When he takes the throne of his kingdom, he is to 

write for himself on a scroll a copy of this law, taken from that 
of the priests, who are Levites. It is to be with him, and he is to 

read it all the days of his life so that he may learn to revere the 

LORD his God and follow carefully all the words of this law and 
these decrees and not consider himself better than his 

brothers and turn from the law to the right or to the left. Then 

he and his descendants will reign a long time over his kingdom 

in Israel. (17:14 – 20) 

But you are a stiff-necked people 

You would not listen. You rebelled against the LORD‘S 

command and in your arrogance you marched up into the hill 

country. (1:43) 

It is not because of your righteousness or your integrity that 

you are going in to take possession of their land;  … but on 

account of the wickedness of these nations, the LORD your 
God will drive them out before you, to accomplish what he 

swore to your fathers, to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

Understand, then, that it is not because of your righteousness 
that the LORD your God is giving you this good land to 

possess, for you are a stiff-necked people. (9:5 – 6) 

Then the LORD told [Moses], ―Go down from here at once, 

because your people whom you brought out of Egypt have 
become corrupt. They have turned away quickly from what I 

commanded them and have made a cast idol for themselves.‖ 

And the LORD said to [Moses], ―I have seen this people, and 
they are a stiff-necked people indeed!‖ (9:12 – 13) 

So I took the two tablets and threw them out of my hands, 

breaking them to pieces before your eyes. Then once again I 
fell prostrate before the LORD for forty days and forty nights; I 

ate no bread and drank no water, because of all the sin you 

had committed, doing what was evil in the LORD‘S sight and 
so provoking him to anger. I feared the anger and wrath of the 

LORD, for he was angry enough with you to destroy you. … 

But again the LORD listened to me. … You also made the 

LORD angry at Taberah, at Massah and at Kibroth Hattaavah. 
(9:17 - 19, 22) 

And when the LORD sent you out from Kadesh Barnea, he 

said, ―Go up and take possession of the land I have given you.‖ 
But you rebelled against the command of the LORD your God. 

You did not trust him or obey him. You have been rebellious 

against the LORD ever since I have known you. (Deut 9:23, 24) 

When I have brought them into the land flowing with milk and 

honey, the land I promised on oath to their forefathers, and 

when they eat their fill and thrive, they will turn to other gods 
and worship them, rejecting me and breaking my covenant. 

(31:20) 

For I [Moses] know that after my death you are sure to become 
utterly corrupt and to turn from the way I have commanded 

you. (31:29) 

Moses pleaded on their behalf 

I [Moses] lay prostrate before the LORD those forty days and 

forty nights because the LORD had said he would destroy you. 

I prayed to the LORD and said, ―O Sovereign LORD, do not 
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destroy your people, your own inheritance that you redeemed 

by your great power and brought out of Egypt with a mighty 
hand. Remember your servants Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. 

Overlook the stubbornness  of this people, their wickedness 

and their sin. (9:25 – 27) 

Do not follow the Gods of the other nations 

If you ever forget the LORD your God and follow other gods 

and worship and bow down to them, I testify against you today 

that you will surely be destroyed. Like the nations the LORD 

destroyed before you, so you will be destroyed for not obeying 
the LORD your God. (8:19 – 20) 

Do not follow other gods, the gods of the peoples around you; 

for the LORD your God, who is among you, is a jealous God 
and his anger will burn against you, and he will destroy you 

from the face of the land. (6:14 – 15) 

Be careful, or you will be enticed to turn away and worship 
other gods and bow down to them. Then the LORD‘S anger will 

burn against you, and he will shut the heavens so that it will 

not rain and the ground will yield no produce, and you will 
soon perish from the good land the LORD is giving you. (11:16-

17) 

Destroy completely all the places on the high mountains and 

on the hills and under every spreading tree where the nations 
you are dispossessing worship their gods. Break down their 

altars, smash their sacred stones and burn their Asherah 

poles in the fire; cut down the idols of their gods and wipe out 
their names from those places. You must not worship the 

LORD your God in their way. (12:2-4) 

You must not worship the LORD your God in their way, 
because in worshiping their gods, they do all kinds of 

detestable things the LORD hates. They even burn their sons 

and daughters in the fire as sacrifices to their gods. (12:31) 

When you enter the land the LORD your God is giving you, do 

not learn to imitate the detestable ways of the nations there. 

Let no one be found among you who sacrifices his son or 

daughter in the fire, who practices divination or sorcery, 
interprets omens, engages in witchcraft, or casts spells, or who 

is a medium or spiritist or who consults the dead. Anyone who 

does these things is detestable to the LORD, and because of 
these detestable practices the LORD your God will drive out 

those nations before you. (18:9-12) 

Totally destroy the nations and do not intermarry 

When the LORD your God brings you into the land you are 

entering to possess and drives out before you many nations —
the Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites, 

Hivites and Jebusites, seven nations larger and stronger than 

you— and when the LORD your God has delivered them over 
to you and you have defeated them, then you must destroy 

them totally. Make no treaty with them, and show them no 

mercy. Do not intermarry with them. Do not give your 
daughters to their sons or take their daughters for your sons, 

for they will turn your sons away from following me to serve 

other gods, and the LORD‘S anger will burn against you and 

will quickly destroy you. This is what you are to do to them: 
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Break down their altars, smash their sacred stones, cut down 

their Asherah poles and burn their idols in the fire.  (7:1-5) 

If you are disobedient, God will destroy you 

But those who hate him he will repay to their face by 

destruction; he will not be slow to repay to their face those who 

hate him. (7:10) 

All these curses will come upon you. They will pursue you and 

overtake you until you are destroyed, because you did not obey 

the LORD your God and observe the commands and decrees 

he gave you. … Because you did not serve the LORD your God 
joyfully and gladly in the time of prosperity, therefore in 

hunger and thirst, in nakedness and dire poverty, you will 

serve the enemies the LORD sends against you. He will put an 
iron yoke on your neck until he has destroyed you. The LORD 

will bring a nation against you from far away, from the ends of 

the earth, like an eagle swooping down, a nation whose 
language you will not understand, a fierce-looking nation 

without respect for the old or pity for the young. They will 

devour the young of your livestock and the crops of your land 
until you are destroyed. They will leave you no grain, new wine 

or oil, nor any calves of your herds or lambs of your flocks 

until you are ruined. They will lay siege to all the cities 

throughout your land until the high fortified walls in which 
you trust fall down. They will besiege all the cities throughout 

the land the LORD your God is giving you … during the siege 

of all your cities. (28:45-52, 55) 

The whole land will be a burning waste of salt and sulfur—

nothing planted, nothing sprouting, no vegetation growing on 

it. It will be like the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah, 
Admah and Zeboiim, which the LORD overthrew in fierce 

anger. All the nations will ask: ―Why has the LORD done this 

to this land? Why this fierce, burning anger?‖ And the answer 
will be: ―It is because this people abandoned the covenant of 

the LORD, the God of their fathers, … They went off and 

worshiped other gods  … Therefore the LORD‘S anger burned 

against this land, so that he brought on it all the curses 
written in this book. In furious anger and in great wrath the 

LORD uprooted them from their land and thrust them into 

another land, as it is now.‖ (29:23-28) 

If you do not carefully follow all the words of this law, which 

are written in this book, and do not revere this glorious and 

awesome name —the LORD your God— the LORD will send 
fearful plagues on you and your descendants, harsh and 

prolonged disasters, and severe and lingering illnesses. He will 

bring upon you all the diseases of Egypt that you dreaded, and 
they will cling to you. The LORD will also bring on you every 

kind of sickness and disaster not recorded in this Book of the 

Law, until you are destroyed. You who were as numerous as 
the stars in the sky will be left but few362 in number, because 

you did not obey the LORD your God. Just as it pleased the 

LORD to make you prosper and increase in number, so it will 

please him to ruin and destroy you.363 You will be uprooted 
from the land you are entering to possess. Then the LORD will 

                                              
362 ―destroyed‖ but still people were left (―few in number‖) 
363 ―prosper and increase‖ is opposed to ―ruin and destroy‖ 



Appendix A: Relation of Deuteronomy to the Babylonian Exiles 

143 

scatter you among all nations, from one end of the earth to the 

other. There you will worship other gods—gods of wood and 
stone, which neither you nor your fathers have known. (28:58-

64) 

But if your heart turns away and you are not obedient, and if 
you are drawn away to bow down to other gods and worship 

them, I declare to you this day that you will certainly be 

destroyed. You will not live long in the land you are crossing 

the Jordan to enter and possess. (30:17-18) 

These people will soon prostitute themselves to the foreign 

gods of the land they are entering. They will forsake me and 

break the covenant I made with them. On that day I will 
become angry with them and forsake them; I will hide my face 

from them, and they will be destroyed. On that day I will 

become angry with them and forsake them; I will hide my face 
from them, and they will be destroyed. … I will certainly hide 

my face on that day because of all their wickedness in turning 

to other gods. (31:16-18) 

In days to come, disaster will fall upon you because you will do 

evil in the sight of the LORD and provoke him to anger by what 

your hands have made.‖ (31:29) 

Do not provoke God’s anger 

Be careful not to forget the covenant of the LORD your God 
that he made with you; do not make for yourselves an idol in 

the form of anything the LORD your God has forbidden. For 

the LORD your God is a consuming fire, a jealous God. (4:23 – 

24) 

After you have had children and grandchildren and have lived 

in the land a long time—if you then become corrupt  and make 

any kind of idol, doing evil in the eyes of the LORD your God 
and provoking him to anger, I call heaven and earth as 

witnesses against you this day that you will quickly perish 

from the land that you are crossing the Jordan to possess. You 
will not live there long but will certainly be destroyed.  (4:25 – 

26) 

Seek God with all your heart and he will bless and restore you 

The LORD will scatter you among the peoples, and only a few 
of you will survive among the nations to which the LORD will 

drive you. There you will worship man-made gods of wood and 

stone, which cannot see or hear or eat or smell. But if from 

there you seek the LORD your God, you will find him if you 
look for him with all your heart and with all your soul. (4:27 – 

29) 

When you are in distress and all these things have happened 
to you, then in later days you will return to the LORD your 

God and obey him. (4:30) 

Look down from heaven, your holy dwelling place, and bless 
your people Israel and the land you have given us as you 

promised on oath to our forefathers, a land flowing with milk 

and honey.‖ (26:15) 

When all these blessings and curses I have set before you 

come upon you and you take them to heart wherever the 

LORD your God disperses you among the nations, and when 
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you and your children return to the LORD your God and obey 

him with all your heart and with all your soul according to 
everything I command you today, then the LORD your God will 

restore your fortunes and have compassion on you and gather 

you again from all the nations where he scattered you. Even if 
you have been banished to the most distant land under the 

heavens, from there the LORD your God will gather you and 

bring you back. He will bring you to the land that belonged to 

your fathers, and you will take possession of it. He will make 
you more prosperous and numerous than your fathers. The 

LORD your God will circumcise your hearts and the hearts of 

your descendants, so that you may love him with all your 
heart and with all your soul, and live. (30:1-6) 
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APPENDIX B: ADDITIONAL MATERIAL ON THE BOOK OF DANIEL 

Linguistic structure of Daniel 

The MT of chapters 1-2:4a and 8-12 are in Hebrew, while 2:4b to 7 are in Aramaic, the 

lingua franca of the Near East. 

The Aramaic chapters form a chiastic364 (mirror-image) structure: 

 
Chiastic structure of the Aramaic section of Daniel 

High positions held in Babylon 

In the Aramaic section of Daniel, the Babylonians kept rewarding Daniel and his friends 
with high positions in the management of the nation. This could be in keeping with the 

thought that some have that the Aramaic section of Daniel pertains to the gentile nations. 

Then the king placed Daniel in a high position and lavished 

many gifts on him. He made him ruler over the entire province 
of Babylon and placed him in charge of all its wise men.365 

Then the king promoted Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego in 

the province of Babylon.366 

Then at Belshazzar‘s command, Daniel was clothed in purple, 

a gold chain was placed around his neck, and he was 

proclaimed the third highest ruler in the kingdom.367 

So Daniel prospered during the reign of Darius and the reign 

of Cyrus the Persian.368 

Kingdom theme throughout the Aramaic section of Daniel 

Using dreams, visions and stories, the book of Daniel speaks of the impermanence of 
mankind‘s successive kingdoms, and contrasts this with the infinite superiority of God‘s 

kingdom. 

Chapter 2 (man’s passing kingdoms) 
After you [Nebuchadnezzar], another kingdom will rise, inferior 

to yours. Next, a third kingdom, one of bronze, will rule over 

the whole earth. Finally, there will be a fourth kingdom (Dan 
2:39-40) 

Chapter 2 (God’s eternal kingdom) 

The God of heaven will set up a kingdom that will never be 
destroyed, nor will it be left to another people. It will crush all 

those kingdoms and bring them to an end, but it will itself 

endure forever. (Dan 2:44) 

Chapter 4 (God’s eternal kingdom) 

How great are his signs, how mighty his wonders! His kingdom 

is an eternal kingdom; his dominion endures from generation 
to generation.‖ (Dan 4:3) 

                                              
364 When the relationships are drawn as shown, the Greek letter ― ‖ (chi) is formed, hence chiastic. 

This structure is employed throughout Scripture, including the Greek (―Revelation‖, for example). 
365 Dan. 2:48 
366 Dan. 3:30 
367 Dan. 5:29 
368 Dan. 6:28 

Chiastic structure of the Aramaic section of Daniel

2:4b-49: Prophecy of four world empires

3:1-30: God‟s deliverance (from the fiery furnace)

4:1-37: God‟s judgment on a proud ruler (Nebuchadnezzar)

5:1-31: God‟s judgment on a proud ruler (Belshazzar)

6:1-28: God‟s deliverance (from the lion‟s den)

7:1-28: Prophecy of four world empires.
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Chapter 5 
―Your kingdom is divided and given to the Medes and 

Persians.‖ … That very night Belshazzar, king of the 

Babylonians, was slain, and Darius the Mede took over the 

kingdom. (Dan 5:28, 30) 

Chapter 6 

The God of Daniel ... is the living God and he endures forever; 
his kingdom will not be destroyed, his dominion will never end. 

(Dan 6:26) 

Chapter 7 
In my vision at night I looked, and there before me was one 

like a son of man, coming with the clouds of heaven. He 

approached the Ancient of Days and was led into his presence. 
He was given authority, glory and sovereign power; all peoples, 

nations and men of every language worshiped him. His 

dominion is an everlasting dominion that will not pass away, 
and his kingdom is one that will never be destroyed. … 

The saints of the Most High will receive the kingdom and will 

possess it forever—yes, for ever and ever. … 

The sovereignty, power and greatness of the kingdoms under 
the whole heaven will be handed over to the saints, the people 

of the Most High. His kingdom will be an everlasting kingdom, 

and all rulers will worship and obey him. (Dan 7:13-14, 18, 27) 

Chapters 8 to 12 form a poetic a-b, a-b structure 

Chapters 8 to 12 form a poetic a-b structure: 

 

Shamem (“desolation”) in Daniel 

Daniel uses chorbah at 9:2 to describe the ―desolated‖ state of Jerusalem.  

There is no doubt that care needs to be exercised in drawing finite conclusions, since it 
would first need to be determined whether the version we now have has not been influenced 

by later uninformed editors (redactors), or whether if it was written some 400 years later by 

a group with a now unknown agenda. The biblical writers‘ views on history do not go amiss 
here either, when they were more intent on moralising a contemporary situation rather 

than being concerned with the niceties of factual precision. 

Daniel obtained the word chorbah from Jeremiah, since in every other occurrence of 

―desolation‖ in Daniel renders the Hebrew word shamem. While chorbah may be used to 
describe the physical destruction of a city, the word shamem describes the sense of horror 

and shock experienced by a person. 

Da 8:13 Then I heard a holy one speaking, and another holy one 
said to him, ―How long will it take for the vision to be fulfilled—

the vision concerning the daily sacrifice, the rebellion that 

causes desolation (shamem), and the surrender of the 

sanctuary and of the host that will be trampled underfoot?‖ 

Da 8:27 I, Daniel, was exhausted and lay ill for several days. 

Then I got up and went about the king‘s business. I was 

appalled (shamem) by the vision; it was beyond understanding. 

8:1-27: Third year of Belshazzar; vision of ram and goat representing gentile nations

10:1-11:45: Third year of Darius; the vision concerning the gentile nations

9:1-27: End-time fate of the Jews

12:1-13: End-time fate of the Jews
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Da 9:18 Give ear, O God, and hear; open your eyes and see the 

desolation (shamem) of the city that bears your Name. We do 
not make requests of you because we are righteous, but 

because of your great mercy. 

Da 9:26 After the sixty-two ‗sevens,‘ the Anointed One will be cut 

off and will have nothing. The people of the ruler who will come 
will destroy (shahat) the city and the sanctuary. The end will 

come like a flood: War will continue until the end, and 

desolations (shamem) have been decreed. 

Da 9:27 He will confirm a covenant with many for one ‗seven.‘ In 

the middle of the ‗seven‘ he will put an end to sacrifice and 

offering. And on a wing of the temple he will set up an 
abomination that causes desolation (shamem), until the end 

(kala) that is decreed is poured out on him. 

Da 11:31 His armed forces will rise up to desecrate the temple 

fortress and will abolish the daily sacrifice. Then they will set 
up the abomination that causes desolation (shamem). 

Da 12:11 From the time that the daily sacrifice is abolished and 

the abomination that causes desolation (shamem) is set up, 
there will be 1,290 days. 
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APPENDIX C: JER. 29:10 IN THE SWEDISH NWT 
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The Swedish NWT says “FOR Babylon at Jer. 29:10 
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APPENDIX D: JER. 29:10 IN THE DANISH NWT 
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The Danish NWT says “FOR Babylon at Jer. 29:10 
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READING 1: EVIDENCE PROVIDED BY ARCHAEOLOGY: 
“THOSE WHO REMAINED” 

From The Bible Unearthed: Archaeology‟s New Vision of Ancient Israel and the Origin of Its 
Sacred Texts, by Israel Finkelstein and Neil Asher Silberman, pp. 305-310, published by 
TOUCHSTONE. Paperback ISBN 978-0-684-86913-1 and 0-684-86913-6. 

In the early days of archaeological research there was a notion that the Babylonian exile 

was nearly total and that much of the population of Judah was carried away. It was 

thought that Judah was emptied of its population and the countryside was left devastated. 
Many scholars accepted the biblical report that the entire aristocracy of Judah-the royal 

family, Temple priests, ministers, and prominent merchants-was carried away, and that the 

people who remained in Judah were only the poorest peasantry. 

Now that we know more about Judah‘s population, this historical reconstruction has 

proved to be mistaken. Let us first consider the numbers involved. Second Kings 24:14 

gives the number of exiles in the first Babylonian campaign (in 597 BCE in the days of 
Jehoiachin) at ten thousand, while verse 16 in the same chapter counts eight thousand 

exiles. Although the account in Kings does not provide a precise number of exiles taken 

away from Judah at the time of the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 BCE, it does state that 
after the murder of Gedaliah and the massacre of the Babylonian garrison at Mizpah ―all 

the people‖ fled to Egypt (2 Kings 25:26), presumably leaving the countryside of Judah 

virtually deserted. 

A sharply different estimate of the number of exiles is ascribed to the prophet Jeremiah—
who reportedly remained with Gedaliah in Mizpah until fleeing to Egypt and would therefore 

have been an eyewitness to the event. The book of Jeremiah 52:28-30 reports that the total 

of the Babylonian deportations amounted to forty-six hundred. Though this figure is also 
quite round, most scholars believe it to be basically plausible, because its subtotals are 

quite specific and are probably more precise than the rounded numbers in 2 Kings. Yet in 

neither Kings nor Jeremiah do we know whether the figures represent the total number of 
deportees or just male heads of households (a system of counting quite common in the 

ancient world). Given these compounded uncertainties, the most that can reasonably be 

said is that we are dealing with a total number of exiles ranging between a few thousand 
and perhaps fifteen or twenty thousand at most. 

When we compare this number to the total population of Judah in the late seventh century, 

before the destruction of Jerusalem, we can gain an idea of the scale of the deportations. 

Judah‘s population can be quite accurately estimated from data collected during intensive 
surveys and excavations at about seventy-five thousand (with Jerusalem comprising at 

least 20 percent of this number—fifteen thousand—with another fifteen thousand probably 

inhabiting its nearby agricultural hinterland). Thus even if we accept the highest possible 
figures for exiles (twenty thousand), it would seem that they comprised at most a quarter of 

the population of the Judahite state. That would mean that at least seventy five percent of 

the population remained on the land. 

What do we know about this vast majority of the Judahites, who did not go into exile? 
Scattered references in prophetic texts suggest that they continued their agricultural way of 

life much as before. Mizpah, north of Jerusalem, was one of several towns that remained. 

The ruins of the Temple in Jerusalem were also frequented, and some sort of cultic activity 
continued to take place there (Jeremiah 41:5). And it should be noted that this community 

included not only poor villagers but also artisans, scribes, priests, and prophets. An 

important part of the prophetic work of the time, particularly the books of Haggai and 
Zechariah, was compiled in Judah. 

Intensive excavations throughout Jerusalem have shown that the city was indeed 

systematically destroyed by the Babylonians. The conflagration seems to have been general. 
When activity on the ridge of the City of David resumed in the Persian period, the new 

suburbs on the western hill that had flourished since at least the time of Hezekiah were not 

reoccupied. A single sixth-century BCE burial cave found to the west of the city may 
represent a family who moved to a nearby settlement but continued to bury its dead in its 

ancestral tomb. 
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Yet there is evidence of continued occupation both to the north and to the south of 

Jerusalem. Some measure of self-government seems to have continued at Mizpah on the 
plateau of Benjamin, about eight miles to the north of Jerusalem. The soon-to-be-

assassinated governor who served there, Gedaliah, was probably a high official in the 

Judahite administration before the destruction. There are several indications (Jeremiah 
37:12-13; 38:19) that the area to the north of Jerusalem surrendered to the Babylonians 

without a fight, and archaeological evidence supports this hypothesis. 

The most thorough research on the settlement of Judah in the Babylonian period, 

conducted by Oded Lipschits of Tel Aviv University, has shown that the site of Tell en-
Nasbeh near modern Ramallah—identified as the location of biblical Mizpah—was not 

destroyed in the Babylonian campaign, and that it was indeed the most important 

settlement in the region in the sixth century BCE. Other sites north of Jerusalem such as 
Bethel and Gibeon continued to be inhabited in the same era. In the area to the south of 

Jerusalem, around Bethlehem, there seems to have been significant continuity from the late 

monarchic to the Babylonian period. Thus, to both the north and south of Jerusalem, life 
continued almost uninterrupted. 

Both text and archaeology contradict the idea that between the destruction of Jerusalem in 

586 BCE and the return of the exiles after the proclamation of Cyrus in 538 BCE Judah 
was in total ruin and uninhabited. The Persian takeover and the return of a certain number 

of exiles who were supported by the Persian government changed the settlement situation 

there. 

Urban life in Jerusalem began to revive and many returnees settled in the Judean hills. The 
lists of repatriates in Ezra 2 and Nehemiah 7 amount to almost fifty thousand people. It is 

unclear whether this significant number represents the cumulative figure of the successive 

waves of exiles who came back over more than a hundred years, or the total population of 
the province of Yehud, including those who remained. In either case, archaeological 

research has shown that this figure is wildly exaggerated. Survey data from all the 

settlements in Yehud in the fifth-fourth centuries BCE yields a population of approximately 
thirty thousand people (on the boundaries of Yehud, see Appendix G and Figure 29). This 

small number constituted the post-exilic community of the time of Ezra and Nehemiah so 

formative in shaping later Judaism. 

From Kings to Priests 

The edict of Cyrus the Great allowing a group of Judahite exiles to return to Jerusalem 

could hardly have been prompted by sympathy for the people remaining in Judah or for the 

suffering of the exiles. Rather, it should be seen as a well-calculated policy that aimed to 
serve the interests of the Persian empire. The Persians tolerated and even promoted local 

cults as a way to ensure the loyalty of local groups to the wider empire; both Cyrus and his 

son Cambyses supported the building of temples and encouraged the return of displaced 
populations elsewhere in their vast empire. Their policy was to grant autonomy to loyal 

local elites. 

Many scholars agree that the Persian kings encouraged the rise of a loyal elite in Yehud, 
because of the province‘s strategic and sensitive location on the border of Egypt. This loyal 

elite was recruited from the Jewish exile community in Babylonia and was led by dignitaries 

who were closely connected to the Persian administration. They were mainly individuals of 
high social and economic status, families who had resisted assimilation and who were most 

probably close to the Deuteronomistic ideas. Though the returnees were a minority in 

Yehud, their religious, socioeconomic, and political status, and their concentration in and 
around Jerusalem, gave them power far beyond their number. They were probably also 

supported by the local people who were sympathetic to the Deuteronomic law code promul-

gated a century before. With the help of a rich collection of literature—historical 

compositions and prophetic works—and with the popularity of the Temple, which they 
controlled, the returnees were able to establish their authority over the population of the 

province of Yehud. What saved the day for them and made possible the future development 

of Judaism was the fact that (unlike the Assyrians‘ policy in the northern kingdom a 
century before) the Babylonians had not resettled vanquished Judah with foreign deportees. 
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But how is it that the Davidic dynasty suddenly disappeared from the scene? Why wasn‘t 

the monarchy reestablished, with a figure from the royal family as a king? According to the 
book of Ezra, the first two figures who led the repatriates were Sheshbazzar and 

Zerubbabel-both are described as ―governor‖ of Yehud (Ezra 5:14; Haggai 1:1). Sheshbazzar, 

the one who brought back the treasures of the old Temple and who laid the foundations of 
the new Temple, is an enigmatic figure. He is called ―the prince of Judah‖ (Ezra 1:8), hence 

many scholars identified him with Shenazzar of 1 Chronicles 3:18, who was one of the heirs 

to the Davidic throne, maybe even the son of Jehoiachin. Zerubbabel, who completed the 

construction of the Temple in 516 BCE, also apparently came from the Davidic lineage. Yet 
he did not function alone, but together with the priest Jeshua. And it is significant that 

Zerubbabel disappears from the biblical accounts after the completion of the Temple. It is 

possible that his origin from the house of David stirred messianic hopes in Judah (Haggai 
2:20-23), which led the Persian authorities to recall him on political grounds. 

From this point onward, the Davidic family played no role in the history of Yehud. At the 

same time, the priesthood, which rose to a position of leadership in exile, and which also 
played an important role among those who had remained in Yehud, maintained its 

prominence because of its ability to preserve group identity. So in the following decades the 

people of Yehud were led by a dual system: politically, by governors who were appointed by 
the Persian authority and who had no connection to the Davidic royal family; religiously, by 

priests. Lacking the institution of kingship, the Temple now became the center of identify of 

the people of Yehud. This was one of the most crucial turning points in Jewish history. 
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READING 2: EZEKIEL AND THE ETHICS OF THE EXILE, ANDREW MEIN 

Pages 50 – 59, 257 – 259 

From pages publicly available on the Internet 

Historical Background: The Context of Empire 

The deportations to Babylonia have to be seen in the context of Judah‘s history 
over the preceding century and a half; this is, to a large extent, a history of 

relationship with the great regional empires of Assyria, Babylon, and Egypt.‖ From 

the re-emergence of Assyria as a world power under Tiglath- Pileser III (745 – 727 
BCE) to the fall of Jerusalem, Judah was perpetually in a state of vassalage to one 

or other of these, and was constantly caught up in the struggles between them. 
After one hundred years of expansion and strong rule the Assyrian empire began to 

disintegrate during the second half of the seventh century, and as a consequence of 
this decline Josiah, king of Judah, was able briefly to assert the nation‘s 

independence (2 Kgs. 23-3). However, such independence was short-lived, as the 
Egyptians and Babylonians carved up the old Assyrian territories. By the end of the 

sixth century the Babylonians, under their king, Nabopolassar, had effectively 

taken over the whole of Mesopotamia, while Egypt was exerting influence over the 
Assyrians‘ former vassals in the West. These small states of Syria and Palestine 

stood between the two powers, and this region was the area in which the imperial 
showdown took place. The balance of power shifted decisively with the battle of 

Carchemish in 605 BCE, at which the Babylonian crown prince, Nebuchadnezzar, 
routed the Egyptian army and, to all intents, became the master of Syria and 

Palestine. Succeeding his father as king, he consolidated his power in the region 

over the next couple of years, campaigning in order to receive tribute, and receiving 
the homage of the king of Ashkelon and. in all probability, of Jehoiakim, king of 

Judah. However, not long after this Nebuchadnezzar overstretched himself by 
attacking Egypt itself. As the Babylonian Chronicle reports: 

The fourth year [601]: the king of Akkad mustered his army and marched to Hattu. 
He marched about victoriously in Hattu. In Kislev [Nov./Dec. 601] he took his army‟s 
lead and marched to Egypt. When the king of Egypt heard the news he mustered his 
army. They fought and both sides suffered severe losses (lit. they inflicted a major 

defeat upon one another). The king of Akkad and his army turned and went back to 
Babylon. 

For the rulers of the buffer states between the two empires such a defeat posed 

problems: Should they stay with Nebuchadnezzar and risk the danger of an 
Egyptian resurgence, or revolt, believing that the Pharaoh would be a more secure 

overlord? At any rate, it seems to be Nebuchadnezzar‘s defeat in Egypt that 
provoked Jehoiakim to revolt against Babylon (2 Kgs. 24:1), but this rebellion had 

disastrous consequences. After taking some time to reorganize and re-equip his 
troops, Nebuchadnezzar returned to Syria/Palestine to deal with the rebels. Late in 

508 BCE he invaded Judah and besieged Jerusalem, capturing the city on 16 March 

597. The Babylonian Chronicle describes this action briefly: 

The seventh year: in the month Kislev the king of Akkad mustered his army and 
marched to Hattu. He encamped against the city of Judah, and on the second day of 
the month Adar captured the city and seized its king. A king of his own choice he 
appointed in the city and taking the vast tribute he brought it into Babylon. 

Although the Babylonian account gives no names, we learn from 2 Kings Jehoiakim 

had died by the time of the capture of the city, and it was his young son Jehoiachin 

who surrendered himself to Nebuchadnezzar. It was at this point, in the spring of 
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597, that a large proportion of the upper classes of Judah (including Ezekiel] and 

the treasures of the temple were taken into captivity. 

The king that Nebuchadnezzar appointed was a man called Mattianiah, apparently 

another of Josiah‘s sons. He received the throne name Zedekiah from the 
Babylonian king, and promised allegiance (2 Kgs. 24:17). Zedekiah did not fulfil the 

promise, but rebelled in the ninth year of his reign. The Babylonian response was 
another lengthy siege, and the city finally fell in the summer of 587 BCE. At the end 

of the siege, the fleeing Zedekiah was captured and taken to Nebuchadnezzar at 
Riblah, where the rebel king was forced to watch his family slaughtered, before 

himself being blinded and led in chains to Babylon, where he was imprisoned (2 

Kgs. 25:1-7). At this point we lose track of him; we must assume he died in prison. 
This time the Babylonian retribution was more severe: the city and temple were 

thoroughly sacked and another group of people taken into exile (2 Kgs, 25:8-21). A 
governor was appointed, and Judah was incorporated into the administrative 

structure of the Babylonian empire (2 Kgs. 25:22-41).With the destruction of 
Jerusalem in 587 the state of Jiidah erased to exist as an independent political 

entity, and a new and important phase in Jewish history began. 

The Deportations from Judah 

I now turn my attention away from the land of Judah and towards the exiles, 
amongst whom the priest Ezekiel was numbered. The use of deportation as a 

political and economic tool had been common for a long time in the Near East, but 
was put to particular effect by the Neo-Assyrians from the time of Tiglath-Pileser III 

(745-727 BCE), and by their Neo-Babylonian successors. Assyrian deportations had 
already had a significant impact on Israel and Judah. With the fall of the northern 

kingdom, the Assyrian king, Sargon, had taken its leading citizens, bringing in a 
new ruling class from Mesopotamia. Judah had also suffered some instances of 

deportation during Sennacherib‘s campaign of 701. Nebuchadnezzar was 

responsible for two (or three) major deportations: the first, and probably largest, 
followed Jehoiachin‘s surrender in 597; the second came after the sack of 

Jerusalem in 587; and Jeremiah records a third group taken in 582. When 
Jehoiachin surrendered in 597, the Babylonians did not bring in foreign leadership 

to control Judah, but they nevertheless effectively removed the military and 
administrative heart from the Davidic stale. The king‘s palace officials and 

administration, the soldiers, and the craftsmen of Judah were removed, as is 
described in 2 Kings: 

And Nebuchadnezzar king of Babylon came to the city, while his servants were 

besieging it; and Jehoiachin the king of Judah gave himself up to the king of 
Babylon, himself, and his mother, and his servants and his princes, and his palace 

officials. The king of Babylon ... carried off all the treasures of the house of the 
LORD ... He carried away all Jerusalem, and all the princes, and all the mighty men 

of valour, ten thousand captives, and all the craftsmen and the smiths; none 
remained, except the poorest people of the land. And he earned away Jehoiachin to 

Babylon; the king‘s mother, the king‘s wives, his officials, and the chief men of the 

land, he took into captivity from Jerusalem to Babylon. And the king of Babylon 
brought captive to Babylon all the men of valour. seven thousand, and the 

craftsmen and the smiths, one thousand, all of them strong and fit for war. 

The population of Jerusalem and Judah which was taken into exile was largely 

drawn from the upper strata of society, which was in accordance with the normal 
deportation policy of these Mesopotamian empires, 

There is some confusion about how many people were actually deported. The 
10,000 captives of 2 Kings 24:14 is contradicted by the 7,000 men of valour and 
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1,000 craftsmen and smiths of verse 16. Moreover, a considerable discrepancy 

exists between the figures in this account and the 3,023 Judeans of Jeremiah 
52:28. Kings does not give exact figures for the second deportation but implies that 

a large number of people were taken, while Jeremiah describes two more 
deportations and a total number of exiles of 4,600. A number of attempts have 

been made to combine these figures and arrive at a definite conclusion, but it is 
probably more satisfactory to agree with Robert Carroll that: ―Such discrepancies 

arc better not harmonized but accepted as evidence for the lack of definitive 
evidence available to the editors of the biblical stories. 

More problematically, we are not sure how many people in total are implied by the 

figures: we can certainly assume that the men were taken with their families—
Assyrian inscriptions and reliefs suggest that this was the norm—but it is unclear 

whether the figures in Kings and Jeremiah refer to everyone deported or just to the 
male heads of households. There is no real problem in principle with taking a 

higher rather than a lower number; Bustenay Oded estimates that as many as 
4,500,000 people were the victims of forced resettlement from the eighth to the 

sixth centuries, and, for example, the Assyrian Sennacherib claims to have moved 

more than 200,000 at a time. From Kings and Jeremiah we can only draw the 
conclusion that a significant proportion of the elite of Judah, probably numbering 

several thousands, were exiled to Babylonia. It is very difficult to fathom exactly the 
numbers involved, especially in the absence of any corroborating Babylonian 

evidence, and perhaps the final judgement of Daniel Smith is the only possible one: 
―But once it is granted that a body of people were exiled large enough to form large 

‗communities‘ of disaster and exile victims, then the specific numbers become less 
relevant.‖ 

At the beginning of the last [19th] century C. C. Torrey suggested that the exile was 

―in reality a small and insignificant affair‖, and went so far as to claim that ―Hebrew 
Literature contains no ―exilic‖ elements. This kind of scepticism about the exile has 

recently been revived by writers like Robert Carroll and Thomas Thompson. Carroll 
argues that we should treat the exile primarily as myth. The concept need have no 

historical referent and, even if it did, we lack sufficient evidence to provide a 
reconstruction of events. To speak of exile favours a later, Jerusalem-oriented 

viewpoint. Thompson argues in a similar fashion that exile is a metaphor that 
expresses the piety of the biblical writings far more than it connects with any 

historical circumstances. There is a problem of continuity, a gap between stories of 

deportation and stories of return which raises ―the question of whether any such 
historical event of the past is in fact the reference of the traditions we do have‖. For 

Thompson and others, it is not just the exile that comes under suspicion. Their 
scepticism is part of a thorough-going scepticism about the whole history of Israel 

prior to the Persian period, and is combined with the view that more or less the 
whole of the biblical tradition is the invention of a ―post-exilic‖ elite. 

It is certainly true that the notion of exile, along with that of exodus, takes on a 

significant amount of theological or mythological colouring within the biblical 
tradition, and it is also true that it is used with particular rhetorical power by the 

elites of the Persian period. However, this in itself is not enough to deny the exile 
any historical referent. In the first place, we know that communal deportation was 

an important part of Assyrian and Babylonian policy in the region. Secondly, the 
assumption that biblical literature contains no useful historical information is as 

flawed as the opposite assertion that it is wholly reliable. Writing in the same 
volume as Carroll and Thompson, Lester Grabbe provides a balanced treatment of 

the problem. He has demonstrated that it is not unreasonable on the basis of 

comparative evidence to assert that communities of deportees did (if rarely) manage 
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to retain their ethnic identity, and that in a few cases we have parallel accounts of 

exiled communities which returned to their original homeland. The problem of 
continuity may, therefore, be more imagined than real. The biblical account of the 

deportations is at the very least plausible, and. our source in 2 Kings is largely 
confirmed by comparison with contemporary Babylonian sources. Moreover, as we 

have seen in discussing the location of Ezekiel‘s ministry, it is hardly surprising 
that those among the deportees who held on to their Jewish identity retained 

Jerusalem, the city they had left behind, at the centre of their interest. 

What, then, of the relationship between communities in Jerusalem and Babylonia 

after the deportations of 597 and 587? Whilst the biblical material can give the 

impression of almost total depopulation of the land, and the removal of ‗all Israel‘ to 
exile in Babylon, it does seem very unlikely that this was the case. Martin Noth, for 

one, believed that the community in Babylonia was ‗just an outpost‘. Recently Hans 
Barstad has argued along similar lines that the Babylonian invasions left Palestine 

much less devastated than is commonly thought, and that we should think of a 
considerable continuity of population and institutions in Palestine. But, while these 

scholars are right to point out that the vast majority of Judeans did not go into 

exile (perhaps 90 per cent remained), the significant issue for us is the social status 
of those who were deported. More important than the sheer numbers involved are 

the social groups from which the exiles were drawn. An important aspect of 
imperial policy was to deport the upper strata of society—the political, religious, 

and economic leaders—and thus to render the conquered territory more easily 
governed. 

This is indeed the picture that Kings presents. King Jehoiachin and his family were 
deported, and along with them the chief officials of the State, the military leaders, 

and the craftsmen and smiths formed the bulk of the exiles. In our examination of 

social stratification in late pre-exilic Judah, we have seen that these were precisely 
the groups who were involved in the political arena of ancient Judah. Those who 

were left behind may well have been the majority but they were the ―poorest people 
of the land‖ (2 Kgs. 24:14). Those who returned from exile, who are largely respon-

sible 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: ―Actually, 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. Numerically speaking it is absurd to 

think that Babylon could have been the centre of the people of Israel, 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 Judaism 

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. 

The Life of the Exiles in Babylonia 

What did the exiles do in Babylonia? Here we have to admit that the evidence is 
very limited, but we can draw on Assyrian and Babylonian records as well as the 

Hebrew Bible to build up a general outline of the policy of deportation and of the 
conditions of the Jewish exiles. The movement of large populations was, as Smith 

describes it, ―propaganda by the deed‖. The Neo-Assyrians were experts at 
imperialist propaganda; they set up numerous statues and royal inscriptions as 

symbols of power and domination in areas that were conquered or that had 

rebelled against the central authority. The removal of large sections of the 
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community to places far away was the most powerful way to demonstrate the power 

of the empire to its subjects. But deportation had other practical benefits: the 
removal of an entire leadership stratum left whoever the Assyrians or Babylonians 

installed as new leaders with fewer enemies to worry about, and these dangerous 
elements of the conquered populations were usefully redeployed as soldiers, 

construction workers, or farmers, in the service of the empire. We would expect this 
to have been the fate in the aftermath of the surrender of Jerusalem in 597 BCE. 

Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon deported King Jehoiachin of Judah, and alongside him 
a substantial proportion of the most powerful people in ancient Judah, the ruling 

elite and their retainers. For these people deportation meant an immediate and 

dramatic drop in status, since it is likely that many of them were deployed as 
construction workers or farmers in parts of the Babylonian Empire that needed 

redevelopment. 

Part of the reason for the seventy years of relative disarray in Ezekiel studies is the 

obvious dual focus of the book. Ezekiel‘s ministry is ostensibly set in exile; the 
framework makes that clear, along with a few of the oracles of judgement and most 

of the expressed hopes for restoration. At the same time, in much of its content, 

and especially most of its oracles of judgement, the book clearly addresses 
Jerusalem and its inhabitants. ...  

―The hearers of the prophet [Ezekiel] were, in fact, Jerusalemites who identified 
themselves with their fellow citizens in every way. If there is any anomaly in 

Ezekiel‘s addressing Jerusalem from the exile, it is no greater than the anomalous 
contemporaneity of two Jerusalemite communities hundreds of miles apart at this 

juncture of history.‖ [Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 17] 

This idea that there can be Jerusalemites in two different places at once is crucial 

for understanding the moral world of Ezekiel and the exiles. There are in fact two 

distinct sets of social circumstances which are relevant to their moral interests and 
moral formation. The first is the old world of home, with its relative wealth, 

privilege, and status, the second is the new world of exile. As exiles, therefore, 
Ezekiel‘s community could belong to two different realms of moral possibility. The 

first of these is the moral world of the Jerusalem political elite, the second the more 
limited moral world of exile in Babylonia. However, because the exiles were 

themselves drawn from the Jerusalem elite they can be one and the same people, to 
whom both sets of circumstances are appropriate. 

If these exiles were drawn from Judah‘s political classes, then before the disaster of 

exile they would have been in a position to make decisions affecting major 
communal institutions, and thus the Judaean community as a whole. 

On the political side, Ezekiel‘s primary interest is foreign policy. This is most visible 
in the elaborate allegories of chapters 16, 17, 19, and 23, all of which are critical of 

Judah‘s relationships with foreign powers. The condemnation of alliances is 
especially vivid and grotesque in chapters 16 and 23, where Jerusalem is portrayed 

as a woman whose voracious sexual appetite drives her to take lovers from among 

the nations. More explicitly political are chapters 17 and 19, in which Ezekiel 
condemns King Zedekiah for his political faithlessness in rebelling against Babylon. 

The criticism of foreign policy and the prophet‘s attacks on injustice in society are 
directed towards not only the king, but also his advisors and a wider political 

stratum within the society of ancient Jerusalem. 

In ancient agrarian societies like Judah the line between religion and politics is 

very narrow, and throughout the history of Israel and Judah state religion is a 
major concern of the political classes. As one faction is ousted and another takes 

power, a different religious ideology becomes dominant, and alongside any changes 
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in religious ideology come changes in cultic practice. Although Ezekiel‘s criticism is 

often very general, whenever he provides detailed examples of cultic apostasy to 
explain the fall of Jerusalem it is not the ―popular religion‖ of the Judaean peasant 

class that he attacks, but a wilful failure on the part of the elite to keep the state 
cult within the bounds of orthodoxy. The prophet‘s lengthy diatribes against sin in 

the religious sphere show a special concern to promote cult centralization and to 
root out idolatry, and appear to draw heavily on the theological and political 

programme of the Josianic reform. 
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READING 3: RECONSTRUCTING THE SOCIETY OF ANCIENT ISRAEL, 
PAULA MCNUTT 

From pages publicly available on the Internet 

Chapter 6 (part, pages 182 – 184) 

The Babylonian and Persian Periods 

Persian period Judah is the most likely setting for the final construct of much of the 
material in the Hebrew Bible, even though many of the independent traditions originated in 

earlier periods. However, extracting information that may be relevant to the social situation 

during this time is like, to use Leach‘s metaphor, trying to unscramble an omelet. Even the 
material that is directly related to the Persian period poses difficulties, particularly because 

much of it appears to be propagandistic in nature. Some of it is possibly a response to the 

Persian imperial strategy of encouraging the development of local religious and ethnic 
identities, and much of it is almost certainly related to the Persian imperial strategy of 

encouraging the development of local religious and ethnic identities, and much of it is 

almost certainly related to the social and ideological tensions that developed in the 

reconstituted community, particularly between indigenous and immigrant, urban and rural 
populations, and those with differing religious orientations. 

The emphases in the Persian period texts include the importance of reconstructing 

Jerusalem and establishing a temple center there, instituting religious law and a ―covenant‖ 
relationship with a single deity, and promoting ethnic consciousness, all features that are 

clearly related to a process of self-definition (or redefinition). 

The literate class of this new society, usually regarded as having been composed of those 
who had returned from Babylonia, appear, then, to have generated a kind of ideological 

superstructure in which they created an identity and heritage that were continuous with 

the Iron Age II kingdoms of Israel and Judah. Written into this ―history‖ was an ―Israel‖ that 
promoted their own self-interests and explained their own situation, over against those of 

others such as the ―people of the land,‖ that is, those who had remained behind, and 

peoples from other regions such as Samaria 

The biblical texts assert, for example, that there was a wholesale removal of all classes of 
―significant‖ people, and that only the poorest ―people of the land‖ remained behind (2 Kings 

24:14; 25:12; Jer. 39:10; 52:15), or that during the period of exile, the land was essentially 

emptied of people (2 Chron. 36:17-21). When the deportees returned, according to this 
construct, they met with opposition from the ―people of the land,‖ who are regarded as 

polluting and as having no legitimate claims in the new community (Ezra 4:1-5; 10:1-17). 

This ―myth of the empty land,‖ it has been suggested, is not supported by the archaeological 
evidence, and is most likely an ideological construct intended to benefit those who had 

returned from exile. 

Many of the social-scientific studies of the Persian period focus on issues relating to the 
traditions recorded in Ezra-Nehemiah. These include the question of what Ezra‘s and 

Nehemiah‘s respective positions were in relation to the Persian authorities, the nature and 

effects of their ―reforms,‖ and issues having to do with Jewish self-definition and conflict 

within the ―community.‖ 

Although they purport to contain records relating to this period and earlier, there are a 

number of problems interpreters face in attempting to reconstruct the history and society of 

fifth-century Judah using these traditions as sources. One has to do with their 
propagandistic orientation. Another relates to the uncertainty regarding whether Ezra went 

to Judah before or after Nehemiah, or whether he was there at all, and which Artaxerxes 

appointed them. One commentator remarks: ―I very much suspect the text of Ezra-
Nehemiah to be a highly fictionalized account with little historical worth.‖ 

Others nevertheless believe it is possible to reconstruct, at least in broad outline, the events 

of the period. Even Philip Davies, who is particularly wary of reconstructing earlier periods 
on the basis of the biblical texts, suggests that for this period the nonbiblical data seem in 
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general to confirm some of the basic processes described in Ezra-Nehemiah, although he is 

careful to point out that this is not an argument for or against their historicity. 

Ezra is said in the text to have been authorized by the Persian authorities to return to 

Judah in order to institute religious reforms, and to have introduced a set of strict laws 

prohibiting intermarriage. He is also said to have presided over a ceremony of covenant 
renewal, during which he read from the ―Book of the Torah of Moses,‖ which some scholars 

believe was the Torah that is now the core of the Jewish canon. 

According to the biblical text, Nehemiah was sent to Jerusalem by the Persian emperor 

Artaxerxes to serve as governor there, and to have been responsible for rebuilding the city 
walls and introducing a number of reforms. These reforms are portrayed as having included 

strict enforcement of a policy of exclusivism, according to which membership in the 

community was determined by birth, support of the Temple, an emphasis on purity and 
strict conformity to the taws of the Torah, and strict prohibition of intermarriage. 

The prophetic traditions, which tend to support the diaspora Jews as the legitimate heirs of 

―Israel,‖ also give some indication of Judah‘s situation under Persian domination. Haggai, 
for example, suggests that the economic and social conditions during the lime of 

Zerubbabel and Joshua were miserable. And the Malachi and Trito-Isaiah traditions reflect 

social and religious tensions and conflict. Malachi makes reference to inferior sacrificial 
offerings and the practice of witholding tithes and offerings, and to Jewish men who are 

divorcing their wives in order to marry ―foreign‖ women. 

The construct of ―Israel‘s‖ ―history‖ in Chronicles reflects the Persian period context 

in that it is strongly biased in favor of Judah, Jerusalem, and the people who 
remained faithful to the Jerusalemite cult as comprising the true ―Israel.‖ 

As has been indicated above, in general the biblical texts relating to the Persian period 

suggest that there were various sorts of conflict within the Persian province of Judah—
conflicts, for example, between the returned exiles and those who had remained behind in 

Palestine (the ―people of the land‘); religious conflict pertaining to what constituted 

―legitimate‖ beliefs and practices; conflict with the Samaritans to the north who had built 
their own temple on Mt. Gerizim and tried to halt construction on the Temple in Jerusalem. 

EXTRABIBLICAL LITERARY INFORMATION 

There are a number of sources that document the history of the Babylonian and Persian 

periods. They are too numerous to list here, but among them are Babylonian and Persian 

documents and inscriptions relating to the reigns of kings, documents from Egypt, and 
from the Greek world the histories of Herodotus, Thucydides, and Xenophon, who were 

near contemporaries of Ezra and Nehemiah (according to the biblical chronology). 

Cuneiform records relating to the Neo-Babylonian and Persian empires include the 
Wiseman chronicles, the Weidner texts, the Nabonidus chronicle, which describes the fall of 

Babylon and the rise of Cyrus, the ―Verse Account of Nabonidus,‖ the Cyrus Cylinder, and 

the Behistun inscription describing the first few years of Darius‘s reign. Many of these are 

very likely propagandistic. Elamite texts from Persepolis provide some insight into the 
economy of the Persian Empire. And a number of Aramaic documents from various Aramaic 

documents from various places, most in Egypt, provide information on both Persian history 

in general and the history of specific Jewish communities. Among the texts from Egypt arc 
Jewish documents from Elephantine. 
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READING 4: HISTORY AND HISTORIOGRAPHY 

DOTHB, Arnold and Williamson 

Narrative art of Israel’s Historians, (pages 714 – 715) 

4. Different Stories About the Same Event or Period. 

The book of Chronicles and the books of Samuel and Kings describe the same period and 
reflect biblical monotheism, yet their histories differ in their depiction of the characters and 

plots and the role of God in the events, as well as in their use of time and space. 

This shows that a monotheistic approach need not produce uniform material, because 
ultimately the time of the composition and the ideological needs dictate the nature of the 

description. 

5. A Purely Original Work, or Rooted in the Surrounding Cultures? 

Biblical literature did not spring into being in empty space, and we may well ask to what 

extent it continued the Canaanite epic. The answer is far from straightforward. 

On the one hand, the biblical narrative contains motifs, phrases, patterns and 
characterizations familiar from Ugaritic and Mesopotamian literature; on the other hand, 

there is no parallel in the literature of the ancient Near East of a written history (as distinct 

from annals) designed to demonstrate the rule of the divine. That was monotheism‘s 
innovation, and it determined the historical character of the biblical narrative. 

6. Who Composed the Biblical Narrative? 

Since the texts in question were put in writing in the course of some six centuries, from the 

end of the eighth century to the second century BCE, we may assume that their authors, 

with their different outlooks, belonged to ideological schools that existed in their days. 

Some of the stories bear the imprint of a priestly origin and convey priestly messages, while 

others reflect Deuteronomistic views and messages. 

Evidently, neither group wrote on behalf of the throne, since their texts often were highly 
critical of its individual occupants and of the monarchy in general. 

Most scholars agree that the Deuteronomistic portion of the sequence (from Deuteronomy 

through Kings) was redacted during the Babylonian exile (sixth century BCE) or a little 
earlier (the end of the seventh century BCE), and the first four books of the Pentateuch 

were placed ahead of it some time later, toward the end of the Babylonian exile and the 

beginning of the Persian period. 

The various hands that left their imprint on the composite work in the stages of writing or 
editing also account for its diversity of views even in the unbroken continuity of unfolding 

history. For example, the book of Genesis allows for a plurality of sacred places of worship 

(Bethel, Shechem, Hebron and others), while the message of Deuteronomy is that only one 
place may be sanctified (see Deuteronomistic History). 

And there are many other differences in matters concerning the religion of the one God. 

We should remember that the events that make up the sequence are meant to express the 
ideological, polemical and various outlooks of the authors, to reflect the questions that 

troubled the editors, even their disagreements and their final compromises. The redactors 

themselves did not hesitate to expose the disputes between the different messages, because 
they shared the common ideology of monotheism and dealt with the need to understand 

history and the complexity of the human spirit, which both acts in history and reads about 

it. 

Above all, they were aware that for historical writing to influence its readers, it must make 

use of the rhetorical effects that shape the historical narrative in the Bible. 

7. Conclusion. 

A study of even a few of the qualities of the biblical narrative reveals that this was historical 

writing intended above all to teach the biblical religion; yet despite its didactic objective, it is 
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not a string of stereotypical sermons lacking the aesthetic principles that characterize fine 

literary work. 

Aesthetic rules, internal and external allusions, model scenes, rich style and more – all 

these are the authors‘ tools in addressing even the experienced and sophisticated 

readership. The result is historical writing that is also fine literature. 

 

Historiography of the Hebrew Scriptures (pages 418 – 420) 

1. The Bible’s Historical Literature as Ancient History Writing. 

1.1. Assumptions and Expectations.  
The designation historical literature for certain biblical books has elicited various 

assumptions about the nature of these books that biblical scholarship recently has called 

into question. The Hebrew Bible does not use the designation historical books. Genesis, 
Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy comprise the Torah, ―law‖ or ―instruction.‖ 

Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings are classed as the Former Prophets. The rest of the 

books named above are in the Writings. None of these books refers to itself as history. 

Indeed, the word history is Greek in origin. Its definition as a literary genre and the extent 
to which its use for biblical material may be anachronistic are questions raised by recent 

scholarship. 

Biblical and archaeological scholarship over the past two hundred years has called into 
question the historical reliability of some of the Bible‘s best-known narratives. In the past 

fifty years especially, historical investigation and scientific analysis have convinced the 

majority of scholars that events such as the flood, the exodus from Egypt, and the conquest 
of Canaan did not occur in the way the Bible describes them (see DOTP, Historical 

Criticism). Yet it has only been in the last two decades that the question of the nature of 

history writing in the Bible has been broached. Recent research into the genre of ancient 

historiography suggests that modern readers often approach the Bible with an incorrect set 
of assumptions and expectations. Thus the problem lies not with the Bible, but with the 

way in which it has been read (see Hermeneutics). A better understanding of biblical history 

writing in its ancient context may help to resolve tensions between the Bible‘s account and 
historical analyses. 

History, for most modern Westerners, is what happened in the past, and history writing as 

a literary genre is an account of what happened in the past. The latter is judged by how 
accurately and objectively it recounts past events. There is some recognition that historians 

have their own biases, that no one is completely objective and that writing history involves 

interpretation. If pressed, most moderns probably will admit that it may be impossible to 
know for certain exactly what happened in the past. Nevertheless, telling exactly what 

happened remains the goal and the essential definition of the genre as it is generally 

envisioned. Thus there is a tendency to apply to history the same standards that apply to 

journalism. This same understanding is typically applied not only to modern history 
writing, but also to ancient history writing, including that found in the Bible. Recent biblical 

scholarship has called into question the assumption that ancient historians, and the 

biblical writers in particular, had the same definition of history and history writing as we 
do. The biblical writers may not have understood their task simply as relating what 

happened in the past. 

1.2 In Search of History. 
The question of the definition of history writing in the Bible remained largely unexplored 

until J. Van Seters‘s 1983 study of historiography in the ancient world, which has had a 

considerable impact on biblical scholarship. Van Seters sought to describe the nature and 
origin of history writing in the Bible by comparison with historiographical works from other 

cultures, notably Greece, Mesopotamia, the Hitlilcs and Egypt. He adopted the definition of 

history coined by the Dutch historian.}. Huizinga: ―History is the intellectual form in which 
a civilization renders account lo itself of its past.‖ This definition has three important parts, 

whose implications were pursued by Van Seters. 
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1.2.1. Historiography Versus History Writing. 

Following Huizinga‘s definition, Van Seters distinguished between historiography as a 
general term for all historical texts and history writing as the genre in which a civilization or 

nation tried to render an account of its collective past. Although historiographical materials 

are preserved from Egypt, Mesopotamia and the Hittites, Van Seters concluded that true 
history writing developed first in Israel and then in Greece, where its closest analogs are 

found. 

1.2.2. Intellectual Form. 
Van Selers discerned a number of features of history writing in ancient Greece, especially in 

the work of Herodotus, who is widely called ―the father of history‖ that illumine the nature 

of the Bible‘s history writing. Two facets of Herodotus‘s work constitute it as an intellectual 
form. First, Herodotus engaged in personal research or investigation. Indeed, the basic 

meaning of the Greek term historia, from which our word history is derived, is 

―investigations‖ or ―researches.‖ Herodotus gathered first-hand information, especially 

about geography and social customs, as well as traditions, legends and even myths of local 
peoples about whom he wrote. 

Second, Herodotus recorded the traditions that he received in writing. Thus history writing 

was the deliberate product of a literate society rather than the result of the gradual 
accumulation of traditions. What sources Herodotus possessed came to him in both oral 

and written forms, but it was his crafting of them into a unified whole that set his work 

apart from that of individual storytellers (or ―logographers‖) who preceded him. Ancient 
history writing was not journalism; it was closer to storytelling than to the objective 

reporting of past events. 

Several features of ancient Greek history writing illustrate the freedom that historians 
exercised in their literary creations. First, Herodotus and his successors organized their 

histories ―paratactically‖ by stringing together different stories and episodes, often with 

their own introductions and conclusions, but with little or no verbal connection between 

them. Some Greek historians used genealogies to frame their works. Ancient Greek 
historians also used speeches arid narrative formulas as structuring devices. Such 

speeches typically were invented by the historian, in both wording and substance, 

according to what was deemed appropriate to the occasion (see Finley 1986, 13). After all, 
the historian usually was not present at the occasions when speeches were delivered, 

especially those in the distant past. These historians also invented stories and sources to 

fill in gaps in their work. 

1.2.3. A Civilization Renders Account to Itself of Its Past. 
Of special significance for our purposes is Van Seters‘s observation that history writing in 

ancient Greece was not primarily concerned with relating past events ―as they really 
happened.‖ Rather, the primary objective of ancient history writing was to ―render an 

account‖ of the past that explained the present. 

―Rendering an account‖ carried two connotations. First, it entailed assessing responsibility 
for and passing judgment on a nation‘s past actions as a way of explaining consequences 

for the present Ancient historians had axes to grind—theological or political points to make. 

Second, a civilization rendering an account of its past also entailed an expression of the 

corporate identity of the nation—what it was and what principles it stood for. Hence, the 
historian‘s primary concern was not detailing exactly what happened in the past as much 

as it was interpreting the meaning of the past for the present, showing how the ―causes‖ of 

the past brought about the ―effects‖ of the present. 

These cause-effect explanations were not scientific in nature, but typically had to do with 

moral and religious matters. Thus Greek historians used myth or legend as causes of the 

past leading to the present, these were the only sources available for the distant past, which 
had not produced written records. Even historians who did not believe the myths were 

compelled to use them because they had no oilier sources. These historians often 

―rationalized‖ the myths they incorporated by offering more ―scientific‖ interpretation for 
them. 
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Applying his observations from Huizhiga‘s definition and from Greek history writing to the 

Bible, Van Seters (4-5) isolated five criteria for identifying history writing in ancient Israel: 

1. History writing was a specific form of tradition in its own right rather than the 

accidental accumulation of traditional material. 

2. History writing considered the reason for recalling the past and the significance of 
past events and was not primarily the accurate reporting of the past 

3. History writing examined the (primarily moral) causes in the past of present 

conditions and circumstances. 

4. History writing was national or corporate in nature. 

5. History writing was literary and an important part of a people‘s corporate tradition. 

1.3. History in the Bible as Etiology and Theology. 
The Bible‘s ―historical literature‖ functions within the genre of ancient history writing in line 
with several of Van Seters‘s criteria. Its authors conducted ―research‖ into traditional 

materials and collected stories and traditions, which they then fashioned into literary 

products whose interests were national in scope. Of particular significance are criteria 2 

and 3. The Greek word for ―cause,‖ aitia, lends itself to the word etiology (also spelled 
―aetiology‖). An etiology is a story that explains the cause or origin of a given phenomenon-

—a cultural practice or social custom, a biological circumstance, even a geological 

formation. It. is not a scientific explanation, not historical in the modern sense of an event 
that actually took place in the past, exactly as described; etiologies can be quite 

imaginative, even if not always constituted of fiction (Millard, 40-42). An etiology is, rather, 

a story that ―renders an account‖—that is, offers some explanation—of present conditions 
and circumstances based on past causes. 

The Bible‘s historical literature is etiological in the sense that it seeks to ―render an 

account‖ of the past—to provide an explanation (aitia) for circumstances or conditions in 
the historian‘s day. Whether the events that the Bible relates as past causes or 

explanations actually took place as described was not the ancient historian‘s primary 

concern. This does not mean that all of thie traditions recorded as part of Israel‘s history 

writing are fictional. Many are no doubt based on actual events of the past. According to 
this view, a proper understanding of ancient history writing allows for the incorporation of 

non-historical and even fictional narratives. Van Seters‘s definition of history writing 

implies that to attempt to read the account of Israel‘s history in the Bible from a modern 
perspective as strictly a record of actual events is to misconstrue its genre and force it to do 

something that it was not intended to do. 

The historical literature in the Bible provides explanations from the past for prime elements 
of Israel‘s self-understanding. Key to that self-understanding is Israel‘s perception of its 

relationship to its God, Yahweh, in whom ancient Israelite historians found the ultimate 

explanation for their people‘s origin and present state. As for ancient Greek historians, so 
also in the Bible, history was written for an ideological purpose. History writing was 

theology. 

2. The Writing of History in the Bible. 

Biblical historiographers used the same techniques that ancient Greek historians used to 

render an account of their national past, including paratactic organization, the use of 
genealogies to frame narratives, the composition of speeches, and the invention of stories 

and sources to fill gaps in the narrative. 
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READING 5: THE TEXT OF THE OLD TESTAMENT 

OTS, pages 611-614 

Standardization of the Text 

A chief problem of biblical scholarship is that none of the original writings (sometimes 

called the autographa) of Scripture has survived. All we possess are copies. For the most 

part scribes were attempting to copy the text accurately. Yet ancient manuscripts of the Old 

Testament in Hebrew and in translation indicate that a certain amount of freedom must 
have prevailed among the scribes who copied the biblical documents in the pre-Christian 

centuries. Moreover, as human beings they were bound to commit errors despite their 

concern and care. Centuries of copying and sometimes even editing have allowed changes, 
or variant readings, to be introduced into the text. 

It is apparent why some mistakes were inevitable. Both the Paleo-Hebrew script and the 

later square alphabet contain letters which can be confused because they look alike. In 
addition, earlier manuscripts lacked vowels or punctuation. They did not have even verse or 

chapter markings. Without these things there are ambiguities which can spawn problems in 

transmission. A scribe might make a subjective judgment about the meaning and then 

supply an explanatory word or phrase, or perhaps rearrange elements to clarify the 
passage. Occasionally a copyist would substitute a more common word for an obscure one. 

Furthermore, as the Hebrew letters yoD, w`w, and h@ gradually were utilized as vowel 

markers, the possibility of errors in spelling increased. In cases where the scroll was read 
aloud to a room of scribes, auditory mistakes could arise. 

The science (and art) of textual criticism is the task of spotting the errors and restoring the 

Hebrew and Aramaic texts to a form as close to the original as possible. Scholars carefully 

compare the available manuscripts to examine and evaluate the variant readings. How can 
a scholar know which reading is an error? Sometimes it is obvious that a scribe has 

unwittingly repeated a letter, word, or phrase. This is known as dittography. The opposite is 

haplography: failing to repeat something in the copy which is found twice in the source 
manuscript.  Brief sections may have been omitted by homoioteleuton (Greek for ―similar 

ending‖), when a scribe‘s eye skipped from one phrase to another with a similar ending, 

omitting the intervening material. When something is left out because of a similar beginning 
the error is called homoioarchton. 

At times, as in the case of Jeremiah‘s book (see Ch. 24), two or more separate editions seem 

to have existed simultaneously. Explanatory notes or other marginal comments by one 
scribe may have been included within the text by another. Again, one scribe‘s textual 

omissions crowded into the margin or between the lines may have been regarded as glosses 

and left out by his successor. Theological prejudice accounts for a few changes, such as the 
substitution of B)v\t (―shame‖) for the element B^U^l (―Baal‖ or ―lord‖) in some proper names 

in the books of Samuel. Another possible source of variation is oral tradition. Sections of 

the text may have been transmitted orally in forms somewhat different from the written 

version. In other cases two or more oral forms may have been preserved in the text when 
reduced to writing. 

After the destruction of Jerusalem in A.D. 70, Judaism was threatened by decentralization 

associated with the loss of the temple and by Christian evangelism throughout the 
Mediterranean world. Rabbis and scribes took definite steps to standardize the text for 

study and worship. Christians began to use the LXX, the Septuagint or Greek Old 

Testament, cherished for years by Jews in the Diaspora. This sparked Jewish opposition to 

the LXX and increased Jewish loyalty to every word of the Hebrew text. A driving force 
behind the movement to standardize the text was Rabbi Akiba (died ca. A.D. 135), a vigorous 

opponent of Christianity and a meticulous scholar of the Hebrew scriptures. The exact 

results of Akiba‘s textual endeavors are shrouded in antiquity, but he likely established a 
text which, with considerable modification in details, has persisted until today. At the same 

time that the consonantal text of the Hebrew Bible was being established in the second 

century A.D., much effort was also being expended to revise and standardize the LXX. 
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While the scribes edited and transmitted the text, the Masoretes ensured its careful 

preservation. Appearing about A.D. 500, they carried on the scribal practice of making 
textual notes in the manuscript margins. The letters, words, and verses of each book were 

counted carefully, and a note was added at the close of each book to summarize the totals 

for the book. This final masora (lit. ―tradition‖) contained mnemonic devices by which each 
new copy of the scroll could be checked for accuracy. 

In printed Hebrew Bibles the basic text is that of ben Asher, who flourished in Tiberias 

during the tenth century. Thanks to the millennium-long process of standardization, the 

variations among the available manuscripts, including the Qumran scrolls, are often minor 
and have little bearing on the theological teachings of the Old Testament. 

The Practice of Textual Criticism 

Few disciplines in Old Testament studies call for as much discernment as textual criticism. 

More than with the New Testament, for which manuscripts are both more abundant and 
closer to the date of origin, the Old Testament presents severe problems to the textual 

scholar. The chief problem is to get behind the attempted standardization which began in 

the early Christian centuries. Such efforts have been frustrated frequently by the scarcity of 
early manuscripts. Before the discovery of the Dead Sea Scrolls the earliest complete 

Hebrew manuscripts dated from the tenth century A.D. Adding to the problems are the 

difficulties which obscure Hebrew words and phrases posed for the early translators into 
Greek, Syriac, and Latin. Although these and other ancient translations offer considerable 

aid in reconstructing the earliest Hebrew text, they sometimes fail just at those points 

where help with an unclear passage is needed most. It seems that the ancient translators 

on occasion were as baffled as their modern counterparts by the Hebrew Bible. 

How then does a textual critic recover the original reading where Hebrew manuscripts or 

ancient translations offer variant readings or where the Masoretic Text (MT) is itself 

puzzling? One must carefully weigh all the evidence to determine which is the earliest and 
best reading. It is important to determine each case on its own merits, for in one verse a 

certain Greek manuscript may be more reliable, while in another the scales may tip in favor 

of a Qumran reading. Other times the MT is superior. It is very tedious and time-consuming 
to compare meticulously all the ancient versions; both church and synagogue owe a great 

debt of gratitude to those who have labored in the field of textual criticism. 

Not all the ancient versions, however, carry the same weight. A version dependent on 
another (sometimes called a ―secondary‖ or ―daughter‖ version) is not of equal authority 

with the primary versions based on the Hebrew text. Furthermore, each version has its own 

textual problems: parts may have been translated more accurately or based on more 

reliable Hebrew manuscripts. When confronted with several reasonably reliable readings, 
one may employ certain rules of thumb. First, the more difficult reading is usually to be 

preferred because scribes and translators tend to smooth out rough passages. Similarly, the 

shorter reading frequently is preferable, since copyists are more apt to add glosses to the 
text than omit authentic phrases or sentences. A third, and extremely important, principle 

is to accept that reading as authentic which best accounts for all the other variants. 

One must assume that what the author of a given passage wrote originally made sense. If 
all attempts to restore the text based on the evidence of variant readings have led to an 

impasse, one may be justified in guessing what the text must have said. But then one must 

readily admit the high degree of tentativeness of such conjectures. Happily, the day is past 
when biblical scholars emended the text on a whim. Caution is more and more the 

watchword. Readings are adopted and emendations suggested only on the basis of careful 

textual and linguistic analyses. 

A word of reassurance: at no point is the basic teaching of the Old Testament in question. 

Readers of the various Hebrew texts and the ancient versions heard and responded to the 

word of God just as we moderns do to our translations. The precise meanings of some 

words are in doubt (several hundred Hebrew words are difficult to define with confidence 
because they occur only once or twice in the Bible), and the exact form of the Hebrew text is 

questionable in many passages. Nevertheless, biblical scholars are able to reconstruct the 

probable meaning in a vast majority of the difficult passages, and the message of virtually 
every section of the Old Testament is clear. The Old Testament, which God has seen fit to 

preserve, can be relied upon as his word in all its truth and authenticity. 
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READING 6: PERIODIZATION: BETWEEN HISTORY AND IDEOLOGY: THE NEO-
BABYLONIAN PERIOD IN BIBLICAL HISTORIOGRAPHY 

SARA JAPHET, Hebrew University of Jerusalem 
in Judah and the Judeans in the neo-Babylonian period, pp. 83-87 

by Oded Lipschitz (Author, Editor), Joseph Blenkinsopp 
From pages publicly available on the Internet 

The picture portrayed by Chronicles also differs from that of Kings. The Chronicler provides 

no data regarding the Babylonian period itself and omits the notes about the settlement of 
the remaining farmers in the land of Judah and the governorship of Gedaliah. The 

elimination of all reference to these matters creates the sense that life in the land of Judah 

after the destruction continued unchanged, a corollary of the Chronicler‘s view that the 

destruction affected Jerusalem alone. The historical understanding thus presented is 
unique: while the period of the Babylonian rule receives for the first time a defined place in 

the periodization system, the time span is not filled by any historical contents. Life in 

Judah continued as before, while for Jerusalem it was a ―sabbath‖. 

As already mentioned, Chronicles concludes his narrative with the opening words of the 

edict of Cyrus, taken from the book of Ezra. Regarding this conclusion, two points should 

be emphasized. (a) The Chronicler‘s decision about how and where to conclude his work, 
just like his decision about where to begin it, is of the utmost significance. While the author 

of Kings seems simply to have concluded his account upon arriving at his own ―present,‖ 

the Chronicler‘s conclusion is an expression of a specific historical outlook. Having written 
his book many generations after the destruction, he could have continued and elaborated 

the story to include much more information regarding later periods. His decision to 

conclude the account at this point and with this specific text was certainly deliberate, (b) 

The Chronicler quotes only the first part of the edict – that is, God‘s charge to Cyrus to 
build the Temple; the concluding words, ―whoever is among you of all his people, may the 

Lord his God be with him. Let him go up,‖ become in this context an expression of general 

blessing and encouragement. 

We may grasp the full meaning of the Chronicler‘s conclusion by the double mention of 

Jeremiah in this section The first reference to Jeremiah (v. 21) is related to the ―land‘s rest‖: 

the 70 years in which the land lies desolate should compensate for its lost sabbaths, 
interpreting the length of the Babylonian rule as the fulfillment of Jeremiah‘s prophecy of 

destruction. The second reference to Jeremiah is related to the prophecy of salvation, for 

the people and the land, but this prophecy has not yet been fulfilled and is still a matter for 
the future. In Chronicles, Cyrus‘s edict is not followed by any account of the period of 

restoration because the realisation of this prophecy—release from servitude, independence 

and restoration—is yet to come. For the Chronicler, ―restoration‖ is not a matter of the past, 

like the history he recounted, but a matter of the future, the realization of which is still to 
be expected. 

In its general philosophy of history, then, the book of Chronicles is more future oriented 

than any other piece of biblical historiography. The past has laid the foundation for the 
future, but this is still to come. ...  

Conclusion 

What, then, is the place of the Neo-Babylonian period in biblical historiography and in 

biblical historical thought? 

As a concrete historical reality, the Neo-Babylonian period exists only in the book of Kings, 
through the few data relating to the people who remained in the land of Israel, the fate of 

Geeliah, and the rehabilitation of Jehoiachin. None of these is found in the other three 

works, Ezra-Nehemiah, Chronicles and 1 Esdras. Yet, in the book of Kings, and later in 
Ezra-Nehemiah, the Babylonian period is not defined as a period in any of the forms that 

such a definition may take. The Neo-Babylonian period exists as a defined time unit in the 

book of Chronicles: it is a period of servitude to the Babylonian kings, spanned between the 
reign of the Davidic kings on the one side and the Persian period on the other, but it has a 

theological rather than a historical significance. It is the period of sabbath; and the 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/search-handle-url/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_1?%5Fencoding=UTF8&sort=relevancerank&search-type=ss&index=books&field-author=Oded%20Lipschitz
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/search-handle-url/ref=ntt_athr_dp_sr_2?%5Fencoding=UTF8&sort=relevancerank&search-type=ss&index=books&field-author=Joseph%20Blenkinsopp
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restoration, the continuation of Judean history, is for the Chronicler still a matter of the 

future. For 1 Esdras, for whom the main object is the manifestation of continuity, the 
restoration is the anticipated continuation of the history of Judah. Although the Babylonian 

period retains its place as a time unit in the historical process (following 2 Chr 36:20-21), it 

has no meaning in its own right 

The examination of four biblical historiographical works has brought to light four different 

views regarding the Neo-Babylonian period. What they all have in common is the almost 

total indifference to the topic of our conference, ―Judah and Judeans in the Neo-Babylonian 

Period.‖ It seems that this period did not attract the attention of biblical historians, and the 
theological burden ascribed to it in Chronicles, a sabbath of the land, served perhaps to 

intensify its historical insignificance. Some data about this period may be found in other 

biblical genres, in particular contemporary prophetic and poetic literature: Jeremiah and 
Ezekiel at the one end; Lamentations, Haggai, and perhaps Zechariah at the other end. The 

period is also reflected to a certain degree in the material embedded in Ezra-Nehemiah and 

to a lesser degree in Chronicles. The modern historian who wishes to know more about the 
Neo-Babylonian period and to assign to it its proper place in the history of Israel cannot be 

satisfied with what the biblical historians have preserved and recorded. Only after having 

used all the available materials from all sources, including extrabiblical and archeological, 
will he be able to justify, or refute, the claim of the Babylonian rule of the land of Judah to 

be defined as a ―period‖ in the history of ancient Israel. 
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READING 7: THE CHRONICLER’S PERSPECTIVE 
OTS, pages 541-545 

When turning in the English Bible from Kings to Chronicles, one senses familiar terrain. It 

may seem curious that the narrative of redemptive history, progressing from Genesis 

through the Exodus, Conquest and Settlement, Monarchy, and Exile, should be sidetracked 
by a return to ―Adam, Seth, Enosh‖ (1 Chr. 1:1) and a repetition of the familiar stories of 

David, Solomon, and their successors. Indeed, about one-half of the material in Chronicles 

is repeated from earlier Old Testament books. 

The viewpoint or perspective of the Chronicler is what sets this work off from that of his 

predecessors and justifies its inclusion in the canon. Far from being Samuel and Kings 

warmed over, Chronicles has a freshness and flavor all its own. When its purposes are 
understood, it furnishes rich nourishment for Christian faith, life, and ministry. 

542 

Continuity and selectivity are twin considerations for a historian. Continuity is necessary 

because of the interrelatedness of history. Each event bears a definite relationship to 
others, like a thread in a fabric, and cannot be understood in isolation. Selectivity is 

mandatory because no one could record (and who would want to read?) everything that 

happened in any given era. The historian, therefore, singles out and highlights what is 
significant. Both considerations involve subjectivity: the historian makes decisions on the 

basis of what seems important, influenced by personal interests, such as economics, 

sociology, politics, religion, or military encounters. 

The Chronicler is not a historian in the strict western sense. To him Israel‘s history was 

pregnant with spiritual and moral lessons, which he brought to birth through a kind of 

historical midwifery. He is not concerned so much with the bare facts of Israel‘s history as 
with their meaning. 

If all valid historical writing is interpretative, the Chronicler‘s is highly interpretative. Above 

all, it is paradigmatic history. As a paradigm tells us how to frame the various tenses of a 

verb, Chronicles tells its readers how and how not to live, by presenting both positive and 
negative role models. 

The Chronicler‘s main sources of information were the books of Samuel and Kings. He 

usually follows them closely. In retelling the story of the coup against Athaliah (2 Kgs. 11) 
in 2 Chr. 23 he has openly and idealistically  
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replaced the secular temple guards of the earlier narrative with Levite gatekeepers. It was 
his way of urging respect for the sanctity of the temple area. 

Sometimes the Chronicler appears to rely on other literary traditions. The account of an 

overwhelming military invasion in Jehoshaphat‘s reign (2 Chr. 20) seems to be a literary 
reworking of an actual incursion on a smaller scale. Behind Manasseh‘s temporary 

deportation to Babylon, to which the Chronicler attaches great theological significance (2 

Chr. 33:11-20), there may lie the king‘s involvement in a western rebellion against Assyria. 

The numbers in Chronicles, particularly regarding the size of combating armies, sometimes 
seem inflated. According to 1 Chr. 21:5 the troops of the whole of Israel numbered 

1,100,000 and of Judah, 470,000. But this is comparable with the numbers given in the 

parallel text in 2 Sam. 24:9, which attributes 800,000 to the northern tribes and 500,000 to 
Judah, a total of 1,300,000, so that the Chronicler is substantially following his source. 

However, in 2 Chr. 13:3, which has no biblical parallel, the 400,000 Judean troops over 

against 800,000 northern troops can hardly be taken literally; the same must be said of 
Jehoshaphat‘s million soldiers in 2 Chr. 14:9 (MT v. 8), another text without parallel. These 

numbers appear to be a deliberate part of the Chronicler‘s homiletical presentation, a resort 

to rhetorical mathematics in order to enhance the glory of the ancient narratives. 

Structure 

Four main parts comprise the historical account of 1 and 2 Chronicles: 
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Genealogies from Adam to post- 

exilic Judah 

1 Chr. 1-9 

The reigns of David and Solomon 1 Chr. 10 – 2 Chr 9 

Judean reigns during the divided 

kingdom 

2 Chr. 10-28 

Judean reigns in the sole kingdom 2 Chr. 29-36 

 

It is clear that the book‘s focus is the reigns of two kings, David and Solomon, to whom no 

less than twenty-nine chapters are devoted. This period is set apart by divine turning points 
at the beginning and end, ―The LORD ... turned the kingdom over to David‖ (1 Chr. 10:14) 

and ―it was a turn of affairs brought about by God‖ (2 Chr. 10:15). Both are endorsed by 

prophetic revelation: David‘s accession fulfilled ―the word of the LORD by Samuel‖ (1 Chr. 
11:3; cf. 12:23), while the division of Solomon‘s kingdom fulfilled the Lord‘s ―word which he 

had spoken by Ahijah‖ (2 Chr. 10:15). 

Throughout the book structural markers create sections that contain  
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encouraging or challenging themes. David‘s coronation and its background (1 Chr. 11-12) 

focus on the help David received from others and from God (12:1, 17, 18, 21, and 22) and 
include names consisting of or compounded with „ēzer ―help‖ (11:12,28; 12:9). In 2 Chr. 13-

16 the theme of faith during crisis is explored in three episodes via a key verb ―rely‖ (13:18; 

14:11; 16:7, 8). The account of Jehoshaphat‘s reign in 2 Chr. 17-20 counterpoints 

fellowship with the Lord or with the ungodly via the keyword ―with‖ (17:3; 18:3; 19:6; 20:17, 
35). Chs. 21-23 celebrate in three episodes the preservation of the threatened Davidic 

dynasty by polarizing the phrases ―house/sons of David‖ and ―house of Ahab‖ (21:6, 7, 13; 

22:3, 4; 23:3, cf. v. 18). 

In chs. 29-32 Hezekiah is presented as a model of moral obedience and ensuing blessing by 

the framework ―he did what was right in the sight of/before the Lord‖ (29:2; 31:20) and ―he 

prospered‖ (31:21; 32:30). In chs. 33-34 the reigns of Manasseh, Amon, and Josiah are 
portrayed in terms of two cases of turning from apostasy (33:1-9, 21-25) to obedient faith 

(33:10-20; 34:1-33). 

Historical Perspective 

The Chronicler could not have compiled his work much before 400 BC, especially if he is 

also responsible for the books of Ezra and Nehemiah. Thus removed by more than a century 

from even the latest events that he records, the author singles out those episodes whose 

significance he finds of lasting value, particularly with regard to his contemporary 
circumstances. The Chronicler is keenly sensitive to the way the past illustrates the 

present. He seeks to teach his fellow Jews the weighty lessons of grace and judgment in 

Israel‘s history. 

Those lessons were crucial to the survival and stability of the Chronicler‘s people. They had 

been battered by the displacement of the Exile and beleaguered by hard times back in the 

land. The Chronicler‘s concern was to recount the history in such a way as to assure the 
people that Yahweh was ruling and to urge their full loyalty to him. He took them back to 

the reigns of David and Solomon, and challenged them to take seriously the present 

significance of God‘s revelation through those kings. He wanted to bring postexilic Judah to 
a proper self-understanding in the light of God‘s purposes. 

545 
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READING 8: TEXT OF ZEPHANIAH  
Zep 1:1 The word of the LORD that came to Zephaniah son of Cushi, the son of Gedaliah, the 

son of Amariah, the son of Hezekiah, during the reign of Josiah son of Amon king of 

Judah:  

Warning of Coming Destruction  

Zep 1:2 ―I will sweep away everything from the face of the earth,‖ declares the LORD. Zep 1:3 ―I 

will sweep away both men and animals; I will sweep away the birds of the air and the fish of 
the sea. The wicked will have only heaps of rubble when I cut off man from the face of the 

earth,‖ declares the LORD. 

Against Judah  

Zep 1:4 ―I will stretch out my hand against Judah and against all who live in Jerusalem. I 

will cut off from this place every remnant of Baal, the names of the pagan and the 

idolatrous priests — Zep 1:5 those who bow down on the roofs to worship the starry 
host, those who bow down and swear by the LORD and who also swear by Molech, Zep 

1:6 those who turn back from following the LORD and neither seek the LORD nor 

inquire of him.  

Zep 1:7 Be silent before the Sovereign LORD, for the day of the LORD is near. The LORD 

has prepared a sacrifice; he has consecrated those he has invited.  

Zep 1:8 On the day of the LORD‘S sacrifice I will punish the princes and the king‘s sons and 

all those clad in foreign clothes. Zep 1:9 On that day I will punish all who avoid stepping on 
the threshold, who fill the temple of their gods with violence and deceit. 

Zep 1:10 ―On that day,‖ declares the LORD, ―a cry will go up from the Fish Gate, wailing from 

the New Quarter, and a loud crash from the hills. Zep 1:11 Wail, you who live in the market 
district; all your merchants will be wiped out, all who trade with silver will be ruined. Zep 1:12 

At that time I will search Jerusalem with lamps and punish those who are complacent, 

who are like wine left on its dregs, who think, ‗The LORD will do nothing, either good 
or bad.‘ Zep 1:13 Their wealth will be plundered, their houses demolished. They will 

build houses but not live in them; they will plant vineyards but not drink the wine. 

The Great Day of the LORD  

Zep 1:14 ―The great day of the LORD is near — near and coming quickly. Listen! The cry on 

the day of the LORD will be bitter, the shouting of the warrior there. Zep 1:15 That day will be 

a day of wrath, a day of distress and anguish, a day of trouble and ruin, a day of darkness 
and gloom, a day of clouds and blackness, Zep 1:16 a day of trumpet and battle cry against 

the fortified cities and against the corner towers.  

Zep 1:17 I will bring distress on the people and they will walk like blind men, because they 
have sinned against the LORD. Their blood will be poured out like dust and their entrails 

like filth. Zep 1:18 Neither their silver nor their gold will be able to save them on the day of the 

LORD‘S wrath. In the fire of his jealousy the whole world will be consumed, for he will make 
a sudden end of all who live in the earth.‖  

Zep 2:1 Gather together, gather together, O shameful nation, Zep 2:2 before the appointed 

time arrives and that day sweeps on like chaff, before the fierce anger of the LORD 

comes upon you, before the day of the LORD‘S wrath comes upon you. Zep 2:3 Seek the 
LORD, all you humble of the land, you who do what he commands. Seek righteousness, 

seek humility; perhaps you will be sheltered on the day of the LORD‘S anger. 

The Future of Jerusalem  

Zep 3:1 Woe to the city of oppressors, rebellious and defiled! Zep 3:2 She obeys no one, she 

accepts no correction. She does not trust in the LORD, she does not draw near to her 

God. Zep 3:3 Her officials are roaring lions, her rulers are evening wolves, who leave 
nothing for the morning. Zep 3:4 Her prophets are arrogant; they are treacherous men. 

Her priests profane the sanctuary and do violence to the law.  
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Zep 3:5 The LORD within her is righteous; he does no wrong. Morning by morning he 

dispenses his justice, and every new day he does not fail, yet the unrighteous know no 
shame.  

Zep 3:6 ―I have cut off nations; their strongholds are demolished. I have left their streets 

deserted, with no one passing through. Their cities are destroyed; no one will be left—no 
one at all.  

Zep 3:7 I said to the city, ‗Surely you will fear me and accept correction!‘ Then her 

dwelling would not be cut off, nor all my punishments come upon her. But they were 

still eager to act corruptly in all they did.  

Zep 3:8 Therefore wait for me,‖ declares the LORD, ―for the day I will stand up to testify. I have 

decided to assemble the nations, to gather the kingdoms and to pour out my wrath on 

them—all my fierce anger. The whole world will be consumed by the fire of my jealous 
anger.  

Zep 3:9 ―Then will I purify the lips of the peoples, that all of them may call on the name of the 

LORD and serve him shoulder to shoulder.  

Zep 3:10 From beyond the rivers of Cush my worshipers, my scattered people, will bring me 

offerings. Zep 3:11 On that day you will not be put to shame for all the wrongs you have done 

to me, because I will remove from this city those who rejoice in their pride. Never 
again will you be haughty on my holy hill. Zep 3:12 But I will leave within you the meek 

and humble, who trust in the name of the LORD. Zep 3:13 The remnant of Israel will do 

no wrong; they will speak no lies, nor will deceit be found in their mouths. They will 

eat and lie down and no one will make them afraid.‖  

Zep 3:14 Sing, O Daughter of Zion; shout aloud, O Israel! Be glad and rejoice with all 

your heart, O Daughter of Jerusalem! Zep 3:15 The LORD has taken away your 

punishment, he has turned back your enemy. The LORD, the King of Israel, is with you; 
never again will you fear any harm.  

Zep 3:16 On that day they will say to Jerusalem, ―Do not fear, O Zion; do not let your hands 

hang limp. Zep 3:17 The LORD your God is with you, he is mighty to save. He will take great 
delight in you, he will quiet you with his love, he will rejoice over you with singing.‖  

Zep 3:18 ―The sorrows for the appointed feasts I will remove from you; they are a burden and a 

reproach to you. Zep 3:19 At that time I will deal with all who oppressed you; I will rescue the 
lame and gather those who have been scattered. I will give them praise and honor in every 

land where they were put to shame.  

Zep 3:20 At that time I will gather you; at that time I will bring you home. I will give you 

honor and praise among all the peoples of the earth when I restore your fortunes before 
your very eyes,‖ says the LORD. 
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