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new people and new customs would oontront them. How could 

they go on without their JeJtUsalem, the11' Temple, and their 

God? But what at first appeared to be an act of great 

punishment was to also become an Act ot God's meroy 1n whioh 

the people would 'be purified and cleansed and renewed in 

order to becoJDe a new nation. For the people to leam this 

lesson uould take a long time. But, it was a lesson that 

had to be learned. For it was through the seventy years ot 

the exile, that the Je·w1sh nation, by means of various 

instruments, conditions, and ciroumstan~es, returned to the 

true worship of Ye.hweh. From th1s point om.,ard the religion 

of I sr ael depended upon the constancy ot the exiled community 

in Babylon. 



CHAPTER III 

JEWISH RELIGION DURING THE EXILE 

To the historian ot religion the exile is not merely 
a grea t upheaval, a total revolution 1n the external 
ciroumstanoe s of the chosen people. It is ot interest 
ch1etl~ as being the occasion ot an

1
immense change 1n 

the thoughts of men about religion. 

Thi o wa s the purpos e ot God 1n bringing the Exile upon the 

Jewish :9eople. This ,ms a time ot hum111at1on and sorrow 

f or the captives. But, it was also to be a time ot 

s1gn1t1ca nt changes in nearly every area ot their lives. 

Heu experiences in a strange land awaited them. Gone were 

the days of' s plendor and luxury in Judah. But, more 1m­

porta11t, 11 the oonnect1on bet·ween. the se:rvioe ot God and the 

outward forms in which 1t md tor centuries f'ound its em­

bod1mant112 had now been l:roken. But, this little group of 

seemingly crushed and hopeless !)80ple had to go on living. 

'l'hey had to make the best of' a new and different lif'e. They 

had to go on without the sanctuary of' Jewaalem, without the 

Temple of Yahweh, and without their important senioes. 

Thia seemed to be too ~eat a punishment to these people 

as t.hsy caught sight of t.ba great city of Babylon tor the 

first time. But, what they did not understand now wou14 

aoon be revealed to them. 'lhe great Babylonian enp1re 

(Nev Xorkl 



ffh1ch now poss~s~ed EUCh great power would soon fall. The 

P9rs1anB would come imd destroy Babylon even as Babylon .bad 

destroy~d Assyria. But, the Persians. themselves, would flour­

ish for. only a short time and they, too, 't10,Jl.d be destroyed. 

Then thg e,-reat ,10rld powers of Uacedon1a and Rome t-rould come 

upon th~ sce ne, stay for but a moment, and then pnss a~78.y. 

But, the little remnant ot Jew1,5'h !-eople, the ~ople who vere 

n c,11 e nter ing into cap t~.v1ty, l1oulcl. not be destroyed. For 

th9 cm.ptivi ty was r esl.ly a beg1nn1ng for the Jews and tor 

the~.r religious thought. Much or th'! old would be put 

a s,.de. A new tlevelo:9ment 1n their religious experience ,m.a 

soon to begin. 

We know that as ea rl.~" as 60,5 there had b9en a. group 

of Jeus that were talten away ce.ptive to Babylon. This waa 

repeeted in 597 and then the final and greatest deportai1on 

took place 1n the year S86 when Jeruso1emwaa destro,.ad. 

It is d1ft1cult to detel'JD1ne the total number ot Jews taken 

to Bablrlon. Estimates have been given aa low as 30,000 ond 

as high as 200. ooo. _nProbably the moat trequest ast11111ta ot 

so, 000 is not tar wrong. 1 :3 We do know that l'labuohadnezzar 

picked the best of the Jews to be taken to Babylon, those 

whom he believed would benefit h1s countzay. ~hi• wou14 meua 

that the upper classes., those who .bacl been 1ntluen1i1al 1n 

Jerusalem, 1ihoae who bad learned a trade and the •Ill' 

JH. :t,. Hestaza, lbl. .HI.ad. Af. lflJA:1¥ JQp;t;grz: (N1aao111'1: 
The W1111mn Jewell Preaa;-c,;1"~), P• 289. 
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gove:rmnent offlc,.e.lr.1 were led lmay to ~Bl'V-9 s.n Babylon. 

In spite of the1:r deteat a t the hands ot the Babylonians, 

those 1irho rema1ned in Jude.h onoe again rebelled against 

their rulers. Ishr:1ael, a member ot the royal family, 

murdered Gedel1ah nnd soon c1v11 t?a:r brok~ out.4 Beoaus~ 

the l ~aders fee.red the anger or Hebuohadnez~r, they 1"led 

t o Egypt E1nd took Je:rem,.ah ,.,itb th9m. It is poes1ble that 

all the.t r ema1ne.d 1n ,J1.,ds.h was the lolfest class o:r people, 

&nd they ,-,ere aontant to milt ,,•1th the neighboring ])eoples 

who oa me 1n to possess as much o~ the land as possible. 

'!'herefore, we see the P.b111st1nes, ~mmon1tes, MoabitP,S anl 

the Ecl.om1t£-ls coming in and taking advantage of the tmak 

cond1t1cn ot the Je 1s. 'l'hl~our,hout t..'1.is period, and tor na~ 

d~cades to acme Judah remained a broken and defeated coun'tJ:17 

and Jerusalem~ ruined and desolate o1ty. 'l'he~e was little 

bo:9e ot a n8"1 nation, risi ng out of the ashes, to come forth 

with a pur1t1ed Ya.m,eh-centered religion. This new nat1on 

w1 th 1 ts new ?'&ligion w.as to be born ,,1th the exiles in 

Babylon. 

As tor the Jews which i"led to Egypt, we know very little 

about them. ·T~e1 seemed to have been received openly, and 

the7 1f8re able to set up their own oommun11i1es and also able 

to !)!'aot1oe their own religious oustoea. But, again we hear 

Jerem1ah apeak1ng against tha i'a111ng aWQ" or the people. 

He rebukea tb.e people 1n Pat.bros and the women ror thllr 

4 Heater, &• all•• P• 25?• 
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worship of the "queen ot heann.• We bear Ille people ntaalng 

to g1ve up the1r 1dola'b7 aa they an.,,.r Jenmalu 

Then all the men whloh knev that the1r v1vea had 'bllmed 
inoense unto otber gods, and all the vo•n 'that alo04 
by, a great multitude, even all the people t!Jat dnlt 
1n the land of Egpt, 1n Pathl'oa, an-red Jerem1ah . 
saying, Aa tor the word tbal thou baet epoken unto 118 
1n the name. of the Lord, ve will not hearken unto tlute. 
But we will certainly do what soever '111.ng goeth torlh 
out ot oUJ' own mouth, to bUl'D incense unto tll8 que•Ji of 
heaven, and to POUi' out dl'1~ offerings unto her, aa . ve 
have done, we and our fathers, Olll' klnga ancl OUI' 
pr1ncea, 1D the cities ot Ju4ah, and 1D ~ atneta Qt 
Jerusalem:.:> 

Because ot this the destl'llot1on of all the men ot JU4ah 111 

the land ot Egypt 1a prophesied by Jerem1all 1n V81"_88 tvent,­

aevan of the forty-fourth chapter• aa well as the c1.0vnra11 

ot the king of Zgpt in verse 1..b1rtJ of Ille tortp.tourlh 

chapter. We- do know, . .hove'Ver, tblt the Jeva oont1DU4 to 

live 1n Egpt even attar those from Bab,-lon re'WZ'fted to 

J erusalem. At tm tble ot Alexander· t.bl Gl'eal1 a OOftCIWl■I 

ot Es,pt 1n :,:,:,-:,2 B. o •. tmre were mn,- Jeva llTing 1n 

Egypt an4 espeo1aU,. 1D auoh o1t1ea a■ A1aan4fta. 6 Bui, 

no nev nation was to oome tl'Om the Jn■ 1n r.gpt. 1'.blN 

would be no reavalmn1Dg ot tbelr rel1g1ou lite. 1'_,. . 
would oo• no P1U'1f1oat1on ot 1ibe1r faith. Clo41 • p1aJa •• 

that Ille J- 1n Ba-1,on V011ld take up '111. ■ ••• 
1Uaelr prophet■ beao• lbe ll'U people of .... h. JI 1a IO 

the alle■ 1il BabJ'lon that•• aov tura. 

'J•· ,.,.,J-5-1? 
6ir.ater• &• .0,., P• 289. 



The Jews 1n Babylon came upon a completely different 

lite from the one they .bad exper5.enced in Judah. From an 

existence, wh1ch centered around shepherd and sheep, farmer 

and field, fisherman and sea, they came upon a o1v1lizat1on 

t hat was centered around trade and oommerce. The Jews f:nmd 

a n advanced culture, great t·1ealth, and majestic splendor. At 

the center s tood the grea t city ot"Babylon .on the banks at 

the Euphrates river. H. I. Hester gives us a desor1pt1on of 

the o1ty: 

Ancient writers describe it as a city surrounded by 
f'ou:r walls, each fifteen miles in length. Twenty--
tour streets ran north and south and the same number 
ea st and we s t. In th1s 1'1ay each street terminated 
at a gate in the wall (100 ot these) and the city 
t'las thus made up ot more than six hundred s4uare 
blocks. It 1s said that in the center ot each square 
, ,as a garden. The city contained many elaborate and 
expensive buildings such as palaces and temples. To 
relieve the homesickness of his wife tor her native 
hills Nebuchadnezzar oonst1'11otea., at tremendous expense, 
the famous hanging gardens. In reality these were . 
1mmense terraces placed on top ot each other until 
they reached the height ot the city walls. On these 
't1ere planted beautiful shrubs and flowers. Even if 
this ancient description be a bit exaggerated, one 
may be sure that this great oity was one of the most 
beautiful and famous ot ancient t1mes.7 

Along with this splendor and wealth there was also great 

culture and much learning. Astrono~ and astrolog were 

practiced and studied. Libraries were 1n abundance. The 

making of pottery and textile manufacturing were important 

concerns. 

?nto all of this tm· lbd.laa were placed. The7 saw the 

splendor and the wealth. Tbe7 remembered their little 
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Palestine, and, no doubt, many t-1ere tempted to forget their 

homeland and to accept Babylon with all its opportun1t1ea. 

Many of the people did turn to the ways ot the Babylonians 

b ecause of the unique posit ion they held while in the Exile. 

They t·re:re not treated as slaves. It seems they t1ere, tor · 

the most part, unrrDlested and they were able to set up their 

own communities. They were able to become a part ot the 

commerce and trade round about them. It is no doubt tl'a t 

not before too many years had passed many of them had become 

t:1eslthy. John Punnett Peters tells us that: 1 Tha Jeva of 

tl'le Ca.pti vi ty t·1ere not poor men, as is evidenced by the 

t a ct that they early began to play an important role in 

the commercial lite ot Bab:,lonia.n8 \le may safely say that 

many ot them became wealtby merchants while 1n Babylonia 

and that they lost all interest in soma day retum1ng to 

Palestine. This 1s brought out very clearly by the taot 

that, t1hen the Jews were given permission to ret111'n home by 

Cyrus, many ot them remained in Babylonia. It 1s no doubt 

that it was here in Babylonia that the Jeva developed thelr 

special talent tor business and businesa praot1oea. 

The Jev1sh exiles were placed 1n aoattered oommun1t1ea 

throughout the rich plain bes1de the r1ver Chebar.9 Here 

8Jo.bn Punnett Peters, !Al. RelkS:9P J2t. lia. BIT .. 
(Cambridge: Harvard Unlvers11:, Pre••• a.~; P• 2 ~ 

9z&ek. 1c1-,. 

l 
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they enjoyed grea t f'reedom and ,-:ere able to do as they 

pleased as long a s they remained loyal to the Babylonia 

government. H. Wl'leeler Robinson believes that: 

Their position seems to have been that ot recognized . 
foreigners. affiliated to the plebian class of oitizens 
a nd naturally without the privileges ot the Babylonian 
a r1stocraoy,

1
but destinotly higher in status than t.ne 

slave-class.· o-

Th1s t~ougllt 1s also brought by Jeremiah when he writes to 

the exiles and tells them to: 

Build ye houses, and dwell in them; and plant gardens. 
and eat the fruit of them; Take ye wives, and beget 
eons and daughters: and take wives tor your sons. and 
g ive your daughters to husbands, tha.~ they may bear 
eons and daughter3: that ye nay be increased there, and 
not diminished. And seek the peace of the city whither 
I have caused you to be carried awa7 captives. and pray 
unto the Lord fir it: tor 1n the peace thereof shall 
ye have peace. 

This letter ot Jeremiah would seem to imply that the exiles 

had complete freedom within their settlements. It would also 

imply that they had lllllch freedom as tar as their religious 

exercises were concerned. We are told by Ezekiel that 

11 certain of th9 elders ot Israel came unto me, and sat before 

me.012 Evidently eaoh community !Bd its own elders and they 

,,ere able to exercise their rel.igious authority and also 

able to meet together to d1souas the velf'are of' the Jewish 

people. It mat be :remembered, .however. that their 1ea41ng 

10H. Wheeler Rob1nsoq Da. ijf ten 8'. J,n•1 (London: 
Thomas Nelson & sona • 1954 J • P• ~ 

11Jer •. 29:5-7 
12szek. 14:1 
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c11i1zt11s were expected to conform to the religious pract1oes 

of the nation r:·,s t1CiC:1 the c1.1oe ,..,1th Daniel and h1a companions. 

But this seems to be the exception and it must also be 

remembered th.at Ezekiel ,-m.s allol1ed to work among his people 

and to keep their hope alive conc~1•ning ti's future ot th':31r 

nation. 

With a ll this freedom t'1hich they enJoyed, and 11ith all 

the oppor~un1t1o3 which they possessed, it would seem t.bat 

the people '.10uld soon forget about .Jerusalem and theil" past 

lif'e of poverty, and ·would take up tb.e n~., lite in Babylonia 

with zest and interest. It wou1d almost seem that th1s 

uas not really a pu.'11shment but a wond.e~ blessing. Perhaps 

some or the exileo felt this way, but the maJo1"1ty ot the 

people could not and d1d not experience this happiness. As we 

study the Jews 1n Bllbylonia ,1e see .homes1omeas, resentment 

and bitterness especially toward their captors. We see this 

vividly expressed in Psalm 137. 
By the rivers ot Babylon, there we sat dovn, yea, we 
wept, i·1hen we remembered Zion. We hanged our harps 
unon the ,fillowa in the midst thel"eot. For there 
they that carried us away captive required ot us a song: 
and they that wasted us required ot ua mirth, saying, 
Sing us one ot the songs ot Zion. How shall we sing 
the Lord's song 1n a stl"ange,landt It I torget thee, 
o Jerusalem, let my right hand tol"get her cunning. It 
I do not remember thee, let rq tongue cleave to the 
root ot my mouth; it I prater not Jel'Uaalem aboTe my 
chlet Joy. ReMmber, o Lord, tbe all1lc11'en ot Edom 1n 
the day ot Jel'Uaalem; who said, Rase it, raae it, even 
to the toundation there of. o dtlughtel" ot Babylon, who 
art to 'be destroyed; happy shai.l he be that rewal'detil 
thee aa thou hast aePted us. BapJ)J' .aball be be, tlat 
taketli and a.aaheth t~ little ones against the atones. 

1 
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Thus even though the Jews 1-1ere to all outside intents 

exper1enc1ng a lite much .better than the llte th87 ha.cl 

experienced in Pal estine, they were actually llvlng 1n 

disgrace. They had lost thelr freedom, their count17 bad 

been destroyed. They war~ strangers 1n a strange land. 

It 1a no wonder that at t1rat the exiles hoped and believed 

that the per1od ot the Ex1le would be very short. H. Wheeler 

Robinson agrees w1th this when he says:· 

At t1rst, there must have been the expectation of a 
speedy deliverance by the band ot. Xabt1eh, but as the 
years passed and the sq cl1d not lighten, they aald, 
•The days are prolonged and every v1a1on ta1leth•; 
"our bones are dl'ied up and our hope 1a loat.•lJ 

This ·was the thinking ot the first exiles who were taken 

to Babylon 1n 605 and also those taken in 59?. 'fhey took 

comtort in the fact that Jel'Usalem still stood intact 4lftc1 

that the Temple had not been .destr07ed. 'fhe7 belie,,ed tm 
c1t7 would never be taken nor the Temple defiled. Xahveh 

had protected them against Assyria, and He 110uld also oyeraome 

the Babylonians, and they would be able to return to Palestine 

and this return would come soon. 

But •with the destruction ot the '!ample tbelr rellglon 

and their nationality were a'li once ann1hllatec1 and a mw 

altuatlon vaa oreated.•14 !be people mpn to real1se '11.at 

what the prophets had spoken par.a before •• actually omdng 

1'aob1naon, ml• .Q11., P• 137. 

lltpe1;era, &• aa.l•, P• 286. 



true, and tr.hat was even mo:re 1mpo:rtant they began to undez-­

stand that this message of the prophets was actually the 

message of Yahweh Himself. Som saw that the Exile 'tl&B 

actuall7 God I s t1ay or showing the rel1B1ous · and mo:ra1 

responsibility ot the :people. 'We hear them saying: •zt 
our transgressions and om- sine be U!)on us, and 'tie ::91ne 

1:1.way in them, mw s.t-..all 1-,e then 11vet1115 Othe:rs were not 

r eady to nake the1r repentance or to see their guilt and 

were ready to say: •The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and 

the children• s teeth a!'e set on edge.•16 St1l1 there ,,aa 

now a growing eagerness to hear what the prophets .tad to 

say: 11 Come, I p :ray you, and hear what 1s the word that 

cometh to:rth f'ro1u the Lo:rd. 11 17 But again there were those 

t1ho bitterly answeNd: "The way ot the Lord 1a not equa1.■ l8 

Even though there were some who :retused to listen to 

the 110:rds of the prophets, as there always are, 1ibroughout 

the years or the ~1le the people vere drawn closer to the 

t'act that t.be prophets and the message they brought vaa 

true. More espeo1all7 the people learned that it vaa 'Xahlleh 

thei:r God which was speaking through theae prophets. Tm a 

when Jeremiah wrote to them oonoem1ng their lite 1n Bab7lon 

and later as Ezekiel told them o~ tha1r reapona1b111t1ea 

15:a:sek. JJ:10 
16zzek. 18:2 
171:aek. 33::,0 

l.Bgzek. 1812J 

J 
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and duties they began to take heed and to listen. As the 

people thought ot their last ysars in Palestine, their 

lives ot idolatry and wickedness, they also lad to think ot 

Jeremiah the pror,het, the one ma.n who had pleaded that the7 

might repent. 'l'he man they had laughed at and r1d1oule4 waa 

now writing to them, once again giving h1o aid and guidance. 

And the people ~egan to aee their sin, and that the punishment 

they ·were suffering was pun1sl".mAnt for their sin. 'l'hey. 

w·ould soon realize that their past religious 11:f'e wee not 

the life t1h1oh Yahweh desired. 'l'he7 began to see tmt it 

was repentance that 'Xah'\-,-eh was searching fr,r nn<l. the:y- remem­

bered th9 words ot Jeremiah.: 

Return, thou baoka11d1ng Israel1 aa1th the Lord; and I 
t1111 not cause m1ne anger to taJ.l upon you: tor I am 
meroiful, saith the Lord, and I will not keep anger 
forever. · Only acknowledge thine 1n1qu1ty, that thou 
llast transgressed against the Lo:iwl thy God, and hast 
scattered thy vays to the stranger under riery green 
treo,

1
a.nd ye have not obeyed my vo1ce, saith ths 

Lord. 9 

W1th thoughts such as tms, the :people headed t.ba words ot 

Jeremiah, and they resolved never aga1n to forsake Yahweh. 

They were beg1nn1ng to understand tmt the7 mat ral~ 

around God• a propbeta and their maaage 1n orcter to know 

. God I a holy will. 

\f11ih lh1a message ot Jeremlah rlng1ng 1n tbe1r eara 

the people turned to their 11te 1n Bab7lon. Jeremiah 

vould not be there to speak to thfm nor to g1ve them God' a 
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roes sage. In a short t1me he wu1d be taken to Egn,t end 

there t..e would give God1 s message to the Jews who had 

tled ri~om Palast1ne. But wmt was to happen to the exiles 

1n Babylon? God was to senc11. another pro~het. A prophet, 

,-1.ho was also & p:r1es t, ·.-:ould now come torth and direct the 

people. 1.\ P"'Dphe t .,_.,ho 1'm.s e.l:read.y 1n Babylon and wbo l'E.d 

probably been t aken captive in tlw ye at' 597. It '1aa Yahweh's 

purpose tha t Ezekiel 'become the eucaeasor or Jerem1a.h. It 

would ba Ezek1el who would l a y the i"oundat!ons ot :r1ghteau.s­

ness uud hol1,1eas fo1~ t h e ne t-, :kingdom ot Yal1t1eh. !t would 

be through Ezekiel thlitt Ule Je111ah people 'fOUl<l leam that 

the:, were under Yam1e.h1 s guidance and protectS.011, and that 

thei:- Y11hweh wa o tl1.e supl '91!1e God ot all nations. 20 'l'hus 

:!zek1el. ims ·to become the ma,.n instrument ot Yahweh. 1n bring­

ing blok tlle Jewish pgople into a olose rel.at1onah1~ with 

their Ood. 

n. L. Ottley g1ves us a concise pioture ot Ezekiel's 

early lite when he says: 

Ezekiel vas 1n all probab111ty a Temple-priest ot 
Zadok1te desaent, and had doubtless been povel'tully 
intluenoed by the oxample and teaching ot Je:remSah. 
In la1•ge measure he shared the ideas ot. h1s predeoesaor, 
and continued hls work. Be vaa apparently can!ad 
captive to Babylon with klng Jeho1aoh1n 1n 591. and 
tlve 19ars later (592) ha entered on his publ1o 
career aa a prophet at a J)laoe called Tel-Ab1b, vmN21 he had settled down 1n the midst ot a oolony ot Jevs. 

Ezekiel carried VS.th him the message of the seventh 

20zzek. 20 
21ottley, &• .Ql:l., P• 108. 
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