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CHAPTER IIIX
EWISH RELIGION DURING THE EXILE

To the hlgtorlan of religion the exile is not merely

a great upheaval, a total revolution in the external

onioriy Ba Delng re O00RGI0N GF anLmmsnge Sanseiie

the thoughts of men about religion.l
Thls was the purpose of C(God in bringing the Exile upon the
Jewlah people. This was a time of humililation and sorrow
for the captives. But, it was algo to be a time of
significant changes in nearly every area of their lives.
llaw exnerliences in a strange land awalied them. Gone were
the days of splendor and luxury in Judah, But, more im-
nortant, "the connsction between the service of God and the
outwvard forms 1n which 1t had for centurlies found its em-
bodiment"2 had now been broken. But, this 1ittle group of
seeningly crushed and hopeless people had to go on living,.
They had to make the besst of a new and different life.. They
had to go on wilthout the sanctuary of Jerusalem, wlthout the
Temple of Yshweh, and without thelr important services.
This seemed to he too great a punishment to these neople
as they caught sight of the great city of Babylon for the
first time. But, what they did not understand now would

gsoon be revealed to them., The great Babylonlan empirs

iR, L. Ottley ngllgigg of Israel (New York:
The Macmillan co..'1§§%),'p.( .
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which now posse2szed puch zreat power weuld soon fall, The

Pareians would come and destroy Babylon even ag Babylon had
dagtroy=d Asayrla, Bubt, the Persians, themselveg, would flour-
igh for only a ghort time and they, too, wonld be destroyed.
Then the great worlad powers of Mzcsdoniza and Rome would come
upon the aseene, stay for but a moment, and then pags avay.
But, the 1little remnant of Jewlsh reopls, the people who were
now entering into captivity, would not be destroyed. For
tha captivity was r22lly a beginning for the Jews and for
thelir religious thought. Much of the old would be put
aside. A new develooment in their religious experisnce wag
soon %o begin.

We know that as early as £05 there had been a group
cf Jews that were teken away captive to Babylon. This was
repeated in 597 and then the final and greatest deportation
took ploce in the year 586 when Jerusalem was destroyed.
It ig difficult to determine the total nunber of Jews taken
to Babylen. Estimates have been given as low as 30,000 and
as high as 200,000. "Probebly the most frequest estimate of
50,000 is not far wrong.!” Ve do know that Nebuchadnezzar
picked the best of the Jews %o he taken to Babylon, thoss
whom he believed would benefit his couniry. This would mean
that the upper clagses, those who had been influential in
Jerusalem, those who had learned a trade and the many

3H. 1. Hester, Tha t Higtory (Missouri:
The William szalfi’rsssmzf, rp 9)&1““5, De 289,
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povernmant offlelals, wers led cway to ssrvs 4in Babylon.

In gpite of their defeat at the hands of the Babylonians,
those who remalned in Judesh onoe again rabelled against
thelir rulers. Ishmael, a menmber of the royal family,
nurdered Gzdeliah nnd goon civil war broke out.u Begauss
the lsaders fesared the angsr of MNebuchadnazsar, they {led
to Zgynt and took Jeremisah with th2om. I% 1z possible thet
211 that remeined in Judah wes the lowest class of people,
and they were content to mix with the neighboring nenples

who came in to possess ag much of the land as possible.

-

Therefore, we see the Phillstines, Ammonites, Moabltes anrd
the Edomites coming in and taking advanteage of the weak
conditicn of the Jews., Throughout this nerlod, and for mny

dscades to come Judah remalned a broken and defeated country

]

nd Jerusalem a ruined and degolate oclty, There was little

1Y

hore of a new nation, rising out of the ashes, to come forth
with & purified Yahweh-centersd religion, This new natlon
with 1te new religion was to be born with the exlles in
Babylon.

As for the Jews which fled %o Egynt, we know wery little
about them. Taey seemed to have besn received opanly, &nd
they were abls to set up their own communlties and also able
%0 pnractice their own religious customs. But, again we hear
Jeremiah speaking againat the falling away of the people.

He rebukes the people in Pathros and the women for their

4Hester, op. Qit., P. 257.
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worship of the "queen of heaven." We hear the people refusing
to give up their idolatry as they answer Jeremiah:

Then all the men which knew that their wives had burned
incense unto other gods, and all the women that gtood
by, a great multitude, even all the people that dwelt
in the land of Egypt, in Pathros, answered Jeremiah
saying, As for the word that thou hast spoken unto us
in the name of the Lord, we will not hearken unto thee.
But we will certainly do what soever thing goeth forth
out of our own mouth, to burn incense unto the queen of
heaven, and to pour out drink offerings unto her, as. we
have done, we and our fathers, our kings, and our
princes, 1g the cities of Judah, and in the streets of
Jerusalem:
Because of this the destruction of all the men of Judah in
the land of Egypt 1s prophesied by Jeremiah in verse twenty-
gseven of the forty-fourth chapter, as well as the downfall
of the king of Egypt in verse thirty of the forty-fourth
chapter. We do know, however, that the Jews continued to
live in Egypt even after those from Babylon returned to
Jerusalem. At the time of Alexander the Great's conquest
of Egypt in 333-32 B. C. there were many Jews living in
Egypt and especially in guch cities as Almndrh.s But,
no new nation was to come from the Jews in Egypt. There
would be no reawakening of thelr religlous life. There .
would come no purification of their faith. God's plan was
that the Jews in Babylon would take up this task, and through
their prophets become the true people of Yahweh., It 1s %o
the exiles in Babylon that we now turn,
: : Aol tana i &7 SRY ThA
5;". M'u"l?k 44 'y g2y 3 T pes g rplt Sheo 159 a?«ﬁ
SHester, gn. Sits, P. 289.
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The Jews in Babylon came upon a completely different
life from the one they had experienced in Judsh. From an
existence, which centered around shepherd and sheep, farmer
and field, fisherman and sea, they came upon a eivilization
that was centered around trade and commeres. The Jews found
an advaneced culture, great wealth, and majestic splendor. At
the center stood the great clty of Babylon .on the banks of
the Euphrates river. H. I. Hester glves us a deseription of
the city:

Ancient writers deseribe it as a city surrounded by
four walls, each fifteen miles in length. Twenty-
four streets ran north and south and the same number
eagt and west. In this way each street terminated
at a gate in the wall (100 of these) and the city
was thus made up of more than six hundred squars
blocks. It 1s sald that in the center of each square
was a garden. The city contained many elaborate and
expensive buildings such as palaces and temples. To
relieve the homesgicknesg of higs wife for her natilve
hills Nebuchadnezgzar congtructed, at tremendous expense,
the famousg hanging gardens. In reality these were
immense terraces placed on top of each other until
they resached the height of the city walls. On these
were planted beautiful shrubg and flowers. Even if
this ancient description be a bit exaggerated, one
mey be sure that this great city was 093 of the most
beautiful and famous of ancient times.

Along with this splendor and wealth there was also great
culture and much learning. Astronomy and astrology were
practiced and studied. Libraries were in abundance. The
making of pottery and textile manufacturing were important

ooﬂcarns.
Into all of this the Exiles were placed. They saw the

splendor and the wealth. They remenbered their 1ittle

} 7Ipid., pp. 289-290.
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Palestine, and, no doubt, many were tempted to forget their
homeland and to accept Babylon with all its opportunities.
Many of the people did turn to the ways of ths Babyloniang
becauge of the unique posgition they held while in the Exile.
They were not treated as slaves. It seemz they wers, for'
the most part, unmolested and they were able to set up thelr
own communlties. They werse able to become a part of the
commerce and trade round about them. It is no doubt tint
not before too many years had passed many of them had becoms
wealthy. John Punnett Peters tells us that: "The Jews of
the Captivity were not poor men, as is evidenced by the
fact that they early began %o play an important role in
the commercial life of Babylonia."8 Wie may safely say that
many of them became wealthy merchants while in Babylonia
and that they lost all interest in some day returning to
Palestine. This 1s brought out very clearly by the fact
that, when the Jews were given permission to return home by
Cyrus, many of them remained in Babylonia. It is no doubt
that it was here in Babylonia that the Jews developed their
special talent for business and business vractices.

The Jewlsh exiles were placed in scattered communities
throughout the rich plain beside the river Chebar.’ Here

8
John Punnett Peters Religion of E?ﬁ
(Cambridge: Harvard Unlvo;sity Press, 0.19 s De g?

9Ezek. 1:1-3.
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they enjoyed great freedom and were able %o do as they
pleasged as long as they remained loyal to the Babylonia
government. H. Wheeler Robingon believes that:
Their position seems %o have been that of recognized .
foraigners, affillated to the plsbian class of citizens
and naturally without the privileges of the Babylonlzn
aristocracy, gut destlnetly higher in status than ths
glave-class,.L!
This thought is also brought by Jeremiah when he writes to

the exlles and tells them to:
Bulld ye houses, and dwell in them; and plant gardens,
and eat the frult of them; Take ye wilves, and veget
gong and daughters; and take wives for your song, and
give your daughters to hugbands, that they may bear
gons and daughterz: that ye may be increased there, and
not diminished. And seek the peace of the city whither
I have caused you to be carried away cavtives, and pray
unto the Lord Igr it: for in the peace thareof sghall
ye have psace.
This letter of Jeremiah would seem to imply that the exiles
had complete freedom within their settlements. It would also
imply that they had much freedom as far as their religious
exercisegs were concerned. We are told by Ezekiel that
eartain of the elders of Israel came unto me, and sat before
me."'2 Evidently each community had ite own elders and they
ware able to exercise thelr religious authority and also
able to meet together to discuss the welfare of the Jewlsh

people. It must be remembered, however, that thelr leading

10y, wheeler Robinson
Thomas Nelson & Sons, 19545

1lren. 29:5-7
12Ezek. 14:1

(London:
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citizene vere expected %o conform to the religlous practices
of the natlon as vas the case with Daniel and his companions.
But this seems to be the oxeeption and it must also be
remembared that Ezeklel vwas allowed to work among nls people
and to keep thelr hope alive concerning the futurs of their
nation.,

With all thig freedom which they enjoyed, and with all
the opportunitiss which they possesssd, 1t would seenm that
the paople would soon forget about Jerusalem and their past
1life of poverty, and would take up the new 1life in Babylonia
with zezt and interest. It would almost sesm that this
wvag not really a punishment but a woenderful blessing. Perhaps
some of the exiles felt thils way, but the majority of the
people cculd not and 4id not experience this happineas. is we
study the Jews in Babylonia we see homesickness, resentment
and bitterness especlally toward their captors. We see thils
vividly expressed in Fsalm 137.

By the rivers of Babylon, there we sat down, yea, ve

wept, when we remembered Zion. We hanged our harps

upon the willows in the midst thereof. TFor there

they that carried us away capntive rsquired of us a song:

and they that wasted us required of us mirth, saying,

Sing us one of the songs of Zion. How shall we sing

the Lord's song in a strange-land? If I forget thes,

0 Jerusalenm, let my right hand forget her cunning. IT

I do not remerber thee, let my tongue cleave to the

roof of my mouth; Af I prefer not Jerusalem above my

chief joy. Remember, O Lord, the children of Edom in
the day of Jerusalem; who sald, Rase 1t, rase it, even
to the foundation therecf. 0 daughter cf Babylon, who
art to bs destroyed; happy shall he be that rewardeth

thee as thou hast served us. Happy shall he be, that
taketh and dasheth thy little ones agailnst the stones.
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Thug even though the Jews were to all outside intents
experiencing a life much better than the life they had
experienced in Palestine, they were actually living in
disgrace. They had logt their freedom, thelr country had
been destroyed. They were strangers in a strange land.
It is no wonder that at first the exiles hoped and believed
that the perlod of the Exile would be very short. H. Wheeler
Robinson agrees with this when he sgays:

At first, there must have been the expectation of a

speedy delliverance by the hand of Yahweh, but ss the

106 daye are prolonsd and every visionifetvatidi e

"our bones are dried up and our hope is lost."13
This was the thinking of the first exiles who were taken
to Babylon in 605 and also those taken in 597. They took
comfort in the fact that Jerusalem still stood intact and
that the Temple had not been destroyed. They believed the
city would never be taken nor the Temple defiled. Yahweh
had protected them against Asgyria, and He would also overcome
ths Babylonians, and they would be able to return to Palestine
and this return would coms soon.

But "with the destruction of the Temple thelir rdligion
and their nationality were at once annihilated and a new
sltuation was created.’l¥ The people began to realize that

what the prophets had spoken years before was actually coming

13501)1!150!!. OD. m.. Pe. 137.
%etars. OD. m” P 286.
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true, and vhat was even more important they began to under-
etand that thls measage of the prophets was actually the
messgage of Yahweh Himeself. Some saw that the Exile was
actually God's way of showing the religious and moral
responsibility of the people. We hear them saying: "If
our transgressions and our gins be uvon us, and we nine
away in them, how shall we then 1ive?"1l5 Others were not
ready to make th2lr repentance or to see their gullt and
were ready to say: "The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and
the childrents teeth are set on ede;e."l6 3t111 there vas
now a growing eagerness to hear what the prophsts lmd to
say: "Come, I opray you, and hear what is the word that
cometh forth from the Lord.'17 But again there wers those
who bltterly answered: "The way of the Lord is not eqnal.“la

Even though there were some who rsfuged to listen to
the words of the prophets, as there always are, throughout
the years of the Exile the neople were drawn closer to the
fact that the prophets and the message they brought was
true. More especially the people learned that it was Yahweh
their God which was speaking through these prophets. Thu s
when Jeremiah wrote to them concerning their 1ife in Babylon
and later as Ezeklel told them of thelr responsibilities

158zek, 33:10
16pzex. 1812

17820k, 33:30
18Ezek. 18:25
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and duties they began to teake heed and to listen., As the
veople thought of thelr laat years in Palestine, their
lives of ldolaetry and wickedness, they also mad to think of
Jeremiah the prophet, the one man who had pleaded that they
might revent. The man they had laughed at and ridiculed was
now writing to them, once agaln giving his ald and guidance.
And the veople began tc see thslr ein, and that the punishment
they were suffering was punishment for thelr sin. They.
would soon realize that their nest religious life was not
the life which Yahweh desired. They begen to see that it
was repentance that Yahweh was searching for and they remem—
bered the words of Jeremiah:

Return, thou backslidiag Israel, salth the Lord; and I

will not cause mine anger to fail upon you: for I am

merciful, saith the Lord, and I wlll not keap anger

forever. Only acknowledge thine iniquity, that thou

hast transgressed against the Lord thy God, and hast

scattered thy ways to the stranger under every green

treo,_and ye have not obeyed my volce, salth ths

Lord, 19
With thoughts such as thase the veople heeded the words of
Jeremiah, and they resolved never again to forsake Yahweh.
They were beginning to understand that they must rally
around God's prophets and their message in order to know
God's holy will.

With this message of Jeremiah ringing in thelir ears
the people turned to their 1life in Babylon. Jeremiah

would not be there to speak to them nor to give them God's

195er. 3:12-13
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neseage. In & short time he would be taken to Egypt and
there he would gilve God's meszage to the Jews who had
fled from Palsstine. Buft whnt was to hanpen to the exiles
in Babylon? God was to send another prophet. A prophet,
wio was also & priesi, would now come forth and direct the
peopla, A prophet who was already in Babylon and who led
probably besn taken captive in the year 597. It wag Yahweh's
purpose that Ezekiel bzeonme Ghe successor of Jeremiah, It
would e Ezeklel who would lay the foundations of righteous-
ness and holiness for the new kingdom of Yaiweh. It would
b2 through Ezekisl that the Jewlsh neonle would learn that
they were under Yahwoh's guidance and protectlon, and that

20

their Yahweh was the suvprems God of all nations. Thue

Bzeklal was Lo become the main instrument of ¥ahwah in bring-
ing bagk the Jewish preople into a close relaticnahip with
their Cod.

R, L. Ottley glves us a conclse plcture of Ezekisl's

sarly life when he says:

Ezekiel was in all orobabllity a Temple-priest of
Zadokite descent, and had doubtless been poverfully
influenced by the example and teaching of Jeremlah,

In large measure he shared the ideas of. his predecessor,
and continued hls work., He was apparently carrisd
captive to Babylon with king Jehoiachin in 597, and
five years later (592) he entered on his public

career as a prophet at a vlace called Tel-Ablb, w!nrazl
he had settled down in the midst of a colcny of Jews.

Ezekiel carried with him the message of the seventh

20gzek. 20
21ytt1ey, op. git., P. 108.




