Roman ruins at
Palmyra, or as
it was known in
Hebrew, Tadmor.
Located in the
central Syrian
desert, Tadmor
was an important
stop for travelers and caravans
along the route
from Mesopotamia
westward. David’s
kingdom stretched
northward to this
region. Solomon,
though, built
Tadmor into a city
of significance:
“He built Tadmor
in the wilderness
along with all the
storage cities
that he built in
Hamath” (2 Chron.
8:4, HCSB).
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Panel of glazed
bricks depicts
a lion. These
images decorated
the Processional
Way in Babylon,
connecting the
Temple of Marduk
with the Temple
of Akitu. Dated
to the reign of
Nebuchadnezzar II
(605–562 B.C.).
ILLUSTRATOR PHOTO/G.B. HOWELL/
LOUVRE MUSEUM (35/12/26)

Dated about 650570 B.C., bronze
Corinthian-style
helmet; from a
sanctuary honoring Zeus in northwest Greece.
ILLUSTRATOR PHOTO/ BRITISH
MUSEUM/ LONDON (31/19/23)
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From

Nebuchadnezzar
to

Cyrus II

By Joseph R. Cathey

T

he nation which
was Assyria had ruled the
ancient Near East for centuries. By 640 b.c., this mighty nationstate was at its apex. Thirty years later,
(ca. 610 b.c.) the great empire of Assyria
was no more—collapsing under its own
weight of bloated bureaucracy and constant warfare. The heavy demands of
paying tribute money, the psychology
of terror, and the mass deportations
only encouraged other nation-states
to revolt at the most opportune time.
Assyria’s King Ashurbanipal (reigned
ca. 668‑627 b.c.) suppressed a rebellion
in the ancient city of Arvad (in modern western Syria) as well as submitted Hamath, Phoenicia, and Nariri to
his vassalship.1
For the next half century, Assyria
would effectively lose control of the
western province of Judah. During
Right: The “Cyrus
Cylinder” describes
in Babylonian
cuneiform script
Cyrus II captur‑
ing Babylon (in
539 B.C.), his
restoring a temple
in honor of the
Babylonian god

Marduk, and how
he encouraged pre‑
viously captured
peoples to return
to their homelands
so they could wor‑
ship their gods.
Cyrus’s decree mir‑
rors the details of
Ezra 1:1‑11.

this time period, peoples in the
north (Urartu), south (Babylon),
and west (Syria) would revolt
against Assyria’s reign.2 One could
argue that during this time the people of Judah sowed the seeds that
led to the nation’s downfall.
Rise of an Empire
For Judah the fifth century b.c. was a
tumultuous time in which the nation
witnessed great upheavals politically,
geographically, and theologically. The
Scriptures (2 Kings 25:1‑30; Jer. 39:1–
18; 52:1‑34) are clear in their assessment of Yahweh’s anger against the
nation because of their offering continual homage to foreign gods while
rejecting Him. Both Jeremiah 52:3 and

2 Kings 24:20 state: “It was because of
Yahweh’s anger that all this happened
to Jerusalem and Judah, and in the end
He thrust them from His presence.”3
Clearly the Babylonians were to be the
instrument of Yahweh’s wrath against
the errant nation.
Perhaps the seminal event that
foreshadowed the conquering of Judah
occurred in 605 b.c. Neo-Babylonian
Nebuchadnezzar II had broken the
Assyrian yoke and effectively conquered the Egyptians at Carchemish.
The Babylonians pushed the Egyptians
to the south—back to their homeland and placed the northern territories (such as Syria and the northern
Mediterranean coast) under Babylonian
hegemony. After his father’s death, the
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prince-regent Nebuchadnezzar II took
the throne. During this time of transition and confusion, Egypt as well as
Judah took the opportunity to revolt
against Babylon.4
As early as 601 b.c., Nebuchadnezzar
had reasserted control over Egypt and
effectively pushed the nation back
across the Sinai. As the Babylonian
king pressed southward, he encountered marked resistance from southern
independent city-states. Perhaps the
greatest resistance was that of Judah
and the geopolitical hegemony that
the Babylonians sought to impose on
the nation. Nebuchadnezzar quickly set
his sights on the errant state of Judah.
The Babylonians were quick to implement exile as a form of punishment to
any wayward nation—Judah was not
spared.5 At issue in Judah were three
disparate political factions vying for
kingship. Jeremiah clearly delineates
these three factions—one, pro-Egyptian; the second, Babylonian; and the
Syria, and records
the extension
of Babylonian
power to the
Mediterranean. It
records Ashkelon’s
capture in 604 and
Babylon’s first cap‑
ture of Jerusalem in
597 B.C.

Rebellion of a Nation
Judah’s King Jehoiakim (608–598 b.c.)
gave in to the pro-Egyptian party and
sought favor and military support from
Egypt. As in the days of old when
Assyria had threatened the nation, Judah
once again turned to Egypt for help.
Egypt, though, could not save Judah
this time. Nebuchadnezzar surrounded
Jerusalem and deported the intelligentsia and royalty and took vast treasures
(2 Kings 24:8‑17). Interestingly, Judah’s
King Jehoiakim actually died prior to
the fall of Jerusalem; his son Jehoiachin
came to the throne but reigned for only
three months in 598‑597 b.c.
In the interim period from
597‑587 b.c., Babylon experienced a
rebellion at home—possibly instigated
by their own military officers as well
as false prophets who had proclaimed
a swift release from Babylonian bondage (see Jer. 29:7‑9). Judah took this
opportune time to once again revolt
against their Babylonian overlords and
assert their independence. The nation
of Judah once again allied with Egypt
via Pharaoh Hophra and stood against
the mighty Babylon.

ILLUSTRATOR photo/ british museum/ london (31/9/51)

Below: This
Babylonian
Chronicle covers
the years 605–
594 B.C. It begins
with the Battle of
Carchemish, when
Nebuchadnezzar
routed the
Egyptian forces in

third, Judah itself. Each faction associated with a variety of additional political entities in the ancient Near East.

Throughout this dark time period
in Judah’s history, one cannot help but
notice Yahweh’s resounding voice coming through His prophets (Jeremiah,
Ezekiel, and Daniel). Perhaps better known than any other prophet
at the time was the weeping prophet
Jeremiah. His words of doom were
sure—because Judah had forgotten
Yahweh and turned to other gods, the
Lord would mete out His judgment
via the Babylonians (Jer. 4:5‑8,11‑17;
5:15‑17; 6:22‑26; 11:9‑17). Under
Nebuchadnezzar’s leadership, the
Babylonian army left a path of destruction as it besieged and/or destroyed
most every fortified city in central
Judah—before finally razing Jerusalem
in 586 b.c. The archaeological record
confirms both the total destruction and
the fact that many of the cities were
not rebuilt for several years.6
Restoration of a People
In the interim time period, much of
life in Babylon for the Jews meant
settling down and planting families.
Unlike Assyria of the past, Babylon
openly encouraged the Jews to make
use of their trades. As half a century
passed, Babylon grew weak. According
to the Nabonidus Chronicle,7 Babylon
was ripe for the taking.

WHICH NEBUCHADNEZZAR?
Nebuchadnezzar I ruled Babylon 1126-1105 b.c. He is remembered
historically for his decisive victory over the Elamites.
Nebuchadnezzar II ruled Babylon 605–562 b.c. He consolidated
Babylon’s power and led massive building projects in 12 major
Mesopotamian cities, the remains of which have left behind an
impressive visual record of his accomplishments.
ILLUSTRATOR photo/ bob schatz (9/33/9)
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in peace.”
Right: The
Audience Palace
of Cyrus the Great
had these jambs.
This one has a fig‑
ure of a bull man
and a fish man.
These figures may
represent Cyrus’s
religious toleration.
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Below: Brick with
Babylonian inscrip‑
tion that reads:
“Cyrus, king of
the world, king
of Anshan, son of
Cambyses, king of
Anshan. The great
gods delivered all
the lands into my
hand, and I made
this land to dwell

ILLUSTRATOR photo (23/1/2)

Under
the
direction
of
Cyrus, Gobryas (a Persian general) took Babylon; by the end of
October, 539 b.c., the capital was in
Persian hands. While Cyrus ceded
the title “King of Babylon” to his
son Cambyses II, he took the more
traditional Mesopotamian designation
“King of the Lands” for himself. Cyrus
instituted a policy of tolerance toward
other religions and issued an edict that
released captured peoples, including
the Jews (Ezra 1:2‑4; 6:3‑5).
Left: The hill (or
“tell”) in the back‑
ground was the
site of ancient
Lachish, which was
the last fortress
city to fall before
Jerusalem fell to
the Babylonians in
586 B.C. Lachish
had been a royal
Canaanite city, but
it fell to Joshua
in 1406 B.C.

(Josh. 10:3). It
later became an
Israelite border
fortress in 930 B.C.
under Rehoboam
when the Hebrew
kingdom divided.
Sennacherib cap‑
tured the city
about 701 B.C.
(2 Chron. 32:9).
It again fell to
Nebuchadnezzar
in 586 B.C.

The Persians also differed from the Assyrians
in terms of cultural sensitivities to conquered peoples. While the Assyrians
had been interested in
integrating conquered
peoples into the military
machinery of the state,
the Persians approached
governance differently.
They allowed conquered peoples certain freedoms (worship of
their own gods, religious peculiarities, as well as cultural sensitivities). As long as they continued to
offer tribute and supplied what the
Persians requested, they could stay
in their homelands. If, however,
the conquered peoples did not meet
the Persians’ demands, instead of
freedom, they faced deportation
to Persia. Deportees were always
under strong Persian rule.
Once coming to power, Cyrus
allowed the Jews to return to their
homeland. His motives, though,
may not have been altogether altruistic. He may have wanted the Jews
back in their homeland so they could
serve as a buffer between Persia and
Egypt. In any case Sheshbazzar,
prince of Judah, accompanied the
first Babylonian exiles back to
Judah in 538 b.c. in order to begin

restoration of the temple. Once in
Jerusalem, Sheshbazzar began to lay
the foundations for the temple (5:16).
Sadly, what Sheshbazzar began would
not reach fulfillment until the Spirit
motivated the people through Haggai’s
and Zechariah’s dynamic preaching. Even after the Jerusalem temple
was complete (in 515 b.c.), the nation
would have to wait until the reforms of
Nehemiah and Ezra before they could
glimpse the grand plans Yahweh had
for the repentant nation.
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