
ISRAEL’S EXILE AND RETURN
The period of the Exile (605–539 BC) was a time of great disaster and despair for 
Israel. But after exile came an era of hope as the Jews returned to their land and 
the community of Israel was reborn (538–400 BC). The setting of Israel’s 
experience was not an obscure corner of the world. Rather, Israel lived among the 
superpowers of the ancient Near East: the Neo-Babylonian empire, the Persian 
empire, and Egypt. Israel’s history intersected at vital points with world history, 
for Israel was a real and vital part of the ancient Near East. These points of contact 
and overlap help to illustrate the authenticity, validity, and reliability of the biblical 
writers’ presentation of this time of death and rebirth.

THE BEGINNING OF EXILE 605–586 BC

In 605 BC, Babylon’s king Nebuchadnezzar II (605–562 BC) defeated the remnants of the Assyrian military and 
forced Assyria’s Egyptian allies to flee from the eastern shore of the Mediterranean. These events are clearly recorded 
in the Babylonian Chronicle, a series of cuneiform Babylonian tablets covering roughly the years 745–100 BC (see 
COS 1.137). The Babylonian Chronicle includes reports from the first eleven years of Nebuchadnezzar’s reign and 
military excursions (605–594 BC). These documents illuminate the setting in which the biblical accounts of 
Nebuchadnezzar’s invasions of Judah (605–586 BC) took place (see 2 Kgs 24–25).

The biblical report of skilled Israelites being taken into captivity by the Babylonians (see 2 Kgs 25:8-12; cp. Dan 1:1-
5) reflects a common practice by conquerors. Assyrian kings had redeployed skilled captives into the Assyrian 
military, economic, political, religious, and social structures. Skilled craftsmen were valued highly in the ancient Near 
East. Babylonian ration tablets (records of food distribution) record the capture and use of sailors, leaders, musicians, 
carpenters, monkey keepers, and guards. The Neo-Babylonians were looking for such highly qualified people to 
strengthen their own empire.

Some of the elite who had been taken into exile prospered, such as Daniel (Dan 1:17, 21) and Mordecai (Esth 10:1-3). 
Babylonian documents describe the benefits accorded to Jehoiachin and his sons when he was kindly released by Evil-
merodach (561 BC; cp. 2 Kgs 25:27-30). According to the Murashu Archives, some of the Jewish Murashu family 
became bankers and brokers in Babylon, and they succeeded during the Exile and beyond. But not all Jews in exile 
were at the top of the structures of society; so Daniel prayed for the end of the Exile and for God to restore his people 
again (Dan 9).

THE REMNANT IN JUDAH 586–581 BC

Jeremiah 40–43 describes religious, political, and military confusion in the land of Judah soon after the fall of 
Jerusalem. Some of the people and places mentioned in the biblical record of this era are also mentioned in other 
historical documents and artifacts. Gedaliah, the governor appointed by Nebuchadnezzar, is mentioned on seals 
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and bullae (seal impressions) that have been found and dated to this era. According to the biblical record, Mizpah was 
Gedaliah’s headquarters (2 Kgs 25:23-25), and archaeology provides supporting evidence by indicating that Mizpah 
underwent repairs and expansion at about this time. Gedaliah was assassinated, and his assassin was backed by Baalis, 
king of Ammon (Jer 40:14), who is referred to on a seal from this era. Jeremiah’s scribe, Baruch, also appears 
on bullaefrom this time (see “Baruch” at Jer 45:1-5). These examples of historical confirmation of the details of 
Scripture illuminate our understanding of the Jewish remnant community.

When Gedaliah had been killed, the remnant community in Judah fled to Egypt, taking Jeremiah with them and 
stopping at Tahpanhes in Egypt (see 2 Kgs 25:22-26; Jer 40:7–44:30). The death of Pharaoh Hophra amidst the violent 
rise to power of Amasis II (570 BC) is probably referred to in Jer 44:30. Jeremiah’s assertion that Nebuchadnezzar 
would invade Egypt was perhaps fulfilled in 568 BC, when Amasis II resisted Nebuchadnezzar in the area (ANET 
308).

THE EXILE IN BABYLON 586–538 BC

Israel’s human travail in exile was shared by numerous other ancient Near Eastern peoples conquered by Assyria and 
Babylon. In addition, Herodotus’s history recounts the exile and resettlement of peoples by both Greek and Persian 
authorities (e.g., Herodotus, Histories 5.15, 30; 7.80–81). Exile was not uncommon.

Unfortunately, the period of Judah’s exile is poorly documented. There is no running historical narrative for the period 
586 to 538 BC. The books of Daniel and Ezekiel provide some insight into this period, however, and their records 
harmonize well with what is known from Babylonian sources. For example, we now know about the erratic rule of 
Nabonidus, the last king of Babylon (556–539 BC), who spent the last years of his reign in Teima in Arabia. He had 
become obsessed with worship of the moon god and thereby alienated the powerful priesthood of Marduk (see COS 
2.123A, 2.123B; ANET 560–562). Nabonidus thus failed to administer Babylonia, leaving it in the hand of his son 
Belshazzar, mentioned inDaniel 5 as de facto king (see note on Dan 5:7). His actions helped assure the fall of Babylon 
to Cyrus the Great in 539 BC.

THE RETURN FROM EXILE 538–400 BC

Cyrus’s conquest of Babylon in 539 BC is recorded in the Cyrus Cylinder (COS 2.124; ANET 315). We find there a 
record of the decree that he issued concerning the exiles of Judea, among many other peoples and national groups who 
were permitted to return to their ancestral lands and rebuild their temples. Cyrus was looked upon as “a ruler who 
revives” the dead “corpses” of nations taken to Babylon (cp. Ezek 37). He wisely created goodwill toward his many 
peoples by dealing respectfully and kindly with them by returning their religious artifacts used in worshiping their 
gods (see COS 2.124).

The foreign policy of permitting the Jews to return to Judea and worship the Lord was clearly part of Persia’s overall 
strategy: The Persian kings supported local populations and their worship procedures and in turn expected loyalty 
from them against the enemies of Persia. So it was that Cambyses II (530–522 BC) courted the loyalty of Egyptians 
and their priests (Elephantine Papyri; Cowley, 30.13–14). A later Persian king (Darius II, 424–405 BC) supported 
Jewish celebrations and festivals at Elephantine. He commissioned Hananiah in Egypt to check out the Jewish 
community at Elephantine (Cowley, 38.7), much as Artaxerxes I had sent Ezra to the Jews in Jerusalem (Ezra 7). 
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Similarly, in the territory of Magnesia in Roman times there were records that dated from the time of Darius I granting 
official approval to the temple of Apollo. These official documents were regularly composed in three languages: 
official Aramaic, a national language, and a local dialect if necessary (cp. Ezra 1:2-5; 6:3-12; 7:12-26;Neh 2:7-10). 
The Persian kings regularly helped to establish laws and to rebuild or repair temples and temple worship for the 
restored communities.

The books of 2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi give us a picture of the return of the 
Judean captives to the land in 538 BC under the decree of Cyrus the Great. The author of Ezra–Nehemiah often works 
from actual sources (such as letters and decrees of Persian kings). These official documents that are presented in Ezra–
Nehemiah are considered by most historians to be authentic and valid representations of the original documents.

The book of Esther, meanwhile, provides a glimpse of a Jewish community that had chosen to remain in exile 
(see Esth 1:3; 3:7). Several helpful extrabiblical sources give insights into this postexilic era as well (including the 
Babylonian Chronicles, the Cyrus Cylinder, the Behistun Inscriptions, administrative tablets in Elamite cuneiform, 
other Aramaic documents, ostraca from Elephantine in Egypt, the Wadi Daliyeh papyri from Palestine, and historians 
Ctesias, Herodotus, and Xenophon).

Nehemiah returned to Judea in 445 BC, successfully rebuilt the walls of Jerusalem, and effectively organized the 
community. His status as cup-bearer to the king (Artaxerxes I) has long been recognized as a position of high honor 
(cp. Herodotus, Histories 3.34). The letter of safe conduct granted to Nehemiah (Neh 2:7) is paralleled by a roughly 
contemporary letter from a Persian satrap for his military staff officer who is granted travel protection from Babylonia 
to Damascus and Egypt.

CONCLUSION

The particular context in which Israel’s exile occurred gave the experience a unique and special purpose for Israel and 
for the world. The Exile of 586–538 BC was more than merely a time of great disaster and despair for Israel; it was a 
covenantal and theological lesson, an event driven by the covenant that also included great expectations. In the Exile 
and return, the people of Israel experienced judgment, humiliation, repentance, restoration, and hope.
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