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ECOVERY FROM CATAS-
TROPHIC EVENTS is always
y difficult. The devastation of war
. W_can be one of the most forbid-
ding to overcome. In the early decades of
the sixth century B.C. Judah endured a
crushing defeat when the tiny nation con-
tested the rising tide of Babylonian ex-
pansion. Nearly a century and a half later
the task of rebuilding the capital city of
Jerusalem remained  unfinished.
Knowledge of these historical circum-
stances provides important insight for un-
derstanding the Book of Nehemiah.
Comprehension of that situation starts
with the events preceding Hanani’s visit
with Nehemiah in Susa (Neh. 1:1-2).
Violent struggles for domination of the
ancient Middle East characterized the
sixth century B.C. As the century began,
Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon was squee

ing the region from Assyria. By January

588 B.C. his army had subdued most
Mesopotamia and was camped outsid
Jerusalem. After an 18-month siege, th
Babylonians breached the city wall
Pouring into the city, Babylonian soldie
exacted a bitter price for the city’s length
resistance. They slaughtered thousand
men, women, and children. Solomo
temple and the city walls were disma
tled. The enraged army burned the oth
buildings. Jewish survivors were marchéd
into exile. Only piles of rubble marked the
site where once a city flourished.

Less than 50 years later
Nebuchadnezzar’s empire fell to the
Persian king, Cyrus the Great. Cyrus unit-

-ed the Medes and Persians under his rule.
He then quickly moved to conquer
Babylon. Disillusioned with their own
monarchy, the people of Babylon hailed
Cyrus as a liberator. He was an enlightened
king. Rather than deporting subject peo-
ples, he attempted to restore those nations
exiled by Assyria and Babylon. Persia re-
tained the political power, but permitted
subjected nations to maintain their cul-
tural identity, to exercise their au-
tonomous religion, and to reside in their
native land. In 538 B.C., the first year of his

reign over Babylon, Cyrus issued a decree
to restore the Jewish community and reli-
gion in Jerusalem. The decree permitted
exiled Jews to return to their homeland.
So, after an absence of 51 years, the Jewish
people returned to Jerusalem under
Sheshbazzar. Only a small number made
the initial journey. They set up an altar
soon after their return. Work on recon-
struction of the temple began in early 536
B.C. The Samaritans offered to assist, but
their overture was rejected. The tension
created by this development and subse-
quent Samaritan threats against the Jews
quickly ended the construction. When

work stopped, only
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Construction on the temple was not re-
sumed until 520 B.C. In that year, the
prophets Haggai and Zechariah delivered
a series of messages exhorting completion
of the structure. Only 24 days after
Haggai’s first sermon, the Jews once more
proceeded with the work. Under the lead-
ership of Zerubbabel and Jeshua the
restoration was completed. On March 12,
515 B.C., the Jewish people dedicated their
new sanctuary. However, they made no ef-
fort to reconstruct the city walls.

The prolonged time in which the tem-
ple did not exist radically changed the na-
ture of the Jewish religion. The study of the
ancient laws handed down from Moses re-
placed the ritual of the temple in impor-
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tance. While worship at the temple re-
mained essential, the Scriptures had be-
come the central focus of Judaism. A class
of scholars known as scribes transmitted
written copies of the Law and interpreted
its meaning for daily life. A priest named
Ezra was one of the most devoted and
skilled individuals from this group.
Ezraled another group of exiles from
Babylon to Jerusalem. They traveled with-
out military escort because Ezra had

Left: Tile lion relief from early éth cent. Babylon.
These tile reliefs appeared at regular intervals
along the Ishtar Gate and its walls, which adjoined
“Procession Street,” the main highway info the city.
Below: Marble Satrap sarcophagus dating from the
second half of the 5th cent. B.C.

Lord that he feared a request for protection
might discredit his God (Ezra 8:22). When
he reached Jerusalem, Ezra immediately
impacted the population. His teaching of
the Law caused the inhabitants of
Jerusalem to make dramatic changes in
their lifestyle, foremost of which was the
removal of foreign wives and children
from Jewish society.

Ezra’s journey occurred in the seventh
year of Artaxerxes (Ezra 7:7-8). Several
Persian monarchs were named Artaxerxes,
but the biblical reference is either to

Lesson Reference:
LWS: Nehemiah 1:1—2:8

1998 « Biblical Illustrator 51






