The restoration from Babylonian captivity

The northern kingdom was lost. The southern kingdom lasted another 135 years before falling to the Babylonians. They were exiled in Babylon for about 50 years, and although they had been forcibly deported from their homes, they seem to have enjoyed considerable freedom. Jeremiah wrote a letter to the first contingent of exiles, as we see in Jeremiah 29:1-7:

These are the words of the letter that Jeremiah the prophet sent from Jerusalem to the surviving elders of the exiles, and to the priests, the prophets, and all the people, whom Nebuchadnezzar had taken into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon. It said: “Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat their produce. Take wives and have sons and daughters; take wives for your sons, and give your daughters in marriage, that they may bear sons and daughters; multiply there, and do not decrease. But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare.”

Though God was punishing His people by forcing them into exile, He was still preserving them to be later redeemed. In 559 BC Cyrus II became ruler of the nearby Persian kingdom. Nine years later he took over Media as well, uniting Media and Persia. Then another four years later (546) he defeated Croesus King of Lydia and all Asia Minor was added to his empire.

The Jewish exiles must have heard of the conquests of Cyrus, and thus hoped they would soon be delivered from Babylonian captivity. They knew through scriptures and prophets like Ezekiel that God was going to one day redeem them. We find the clearest prophecy in Isaiah 41:2,4:

Who stirred up one from the east whom victory meets at every step?
He gives up nations before him, so that he tramples kings underfoot;
he makes them like dust with his sword, like driven stubble with his bow.
Who has performed and done this, calling the generations from the beginning?
I, the LORD, the first, and with the last; I am he.

And also in Isaiah 44:1-6:

Thus says the LORD to his anointed, to Cyrus, whose right hand I have grasped,
to subdue nations before him and to loose the belts of kings,
to open doors before him that gates may not be closed:
“I will go before you and level the exalted places,
I will break in pieces the doors of bronze and cut through the bars of iron,
I will give you the treasures of darkness and the hoards in secret places,
that you may know that it is I, the LORD, the God of Israel, who call you by your name.
For the sake of my servant Jacob, and Israel my chosen,
I call you by your name, I name you, though you do not know me.
I am the LORD, and there is no other, besides me there is no God;
I equip you, though you do not know me,

that people may know, from the rising of the sun and from the west, that there is none besides me;
I am the LORD, and there is no other.”

So, in 539 BC Belshazzar King of Babylon saw the handwriting on the wall (Daniel), and that very night Babylon fell to Persia. Immediately Cyrus issued two decrees, authorizing the Jewish exiles to return home and to rebuild their temple. The actual text of the second decree is found in Ezra 6:3-5:

In the first year of Cyrus the king, Cyrus the king issued a decree: Concerning the house of God at Jerusalem, let the house be rebuilt, the place where sacrifices were offered, and let its foundations be retained. Its height shall be sixty cubits and its breadth sixty cubits, with three layers of great stones and one layer of timber. Let the cost be paid from the royal treasury. And also let the gold and silver vessels of the house of God, which Nebuchadnezzar took out of the temple that is in Jerusalem and brought to Babylon, be restored and brought back to the temple that is in Jerusalem, each to its place. You shall put them in the house of God.

The Jewish exiles were filled with joy at the news of their deliverance, as we read in Psalms 126:1-3:

When the LORD restored the fortunes of Zion, we were like those who dream.
Then our mouth was filled with laughter, and our tongue with shouts of joy;
then they said among the nations, “The LORD has done great things for them.”
The LORD has done great things for us; we are glad.

(In other translations verse 1 above reads “When the LORD brought back the captives to Zion...”)

As the Israelites reflected on their past history and on the steadfast love of their covenant God, they linked together three outstanding examples of his mercy. In each case God took the initiative in his sovereign grace, and in each case he brought his people to the promised land:

1. Abraham from Mesopotamia

2. The twelve tribes from Egypt

3. The exiles from Babylon

The restoration of the Israelites as a people and nation took place in three stages. First, Zerubbable, grandson of King Jehoiachin, and Joshua the high priest lead the majority of Jews back home in 538 BC and started the rebuilding of the temple. They built the altar of burnt offering and laid the foundation of the temple. But then the Samaritans began to oppose the reconstruction because they had been refused the opportunity to help. So the work on the temple stopped for about 15 years. After encouragements from the prophets Haggai and Zechariah the work resumed and was finished in 515 BC.

The second stage was 75 years later led by Ezra, a priest and a scribe, and a kind of “Secretary of State for Jewish Affairs” in Babylonia. He was sent to Jerusalem by the Persian king Artaxerxes I, with instructions “to inquire about Judah and Jerusalem with regard to the Law of you God” (Ezra 7:14). It was his task to regulate Israel's religious and moral responsibilities in accordance with the law. You can read much more in Ezra 7 about all of the silver and supplies that Artaxerxes provided Ezra for offerings to God and to help with rebuilding Israel's society.

The third stage occurred 13 years later when Nehemiah was sent by Artaxerxes to rebuild the city, especially its walls. In spite of opposition and threats, the task was accomplished in 52 days. Then a great public assembly was held, and Ezra and the Levites read God's law aloud and expounded it to the people. Then there was a public confession of national sin and a renewing of the covenant to keep God's law (which is why they were exiled to begin with).

But, as has happened again and again in Israel's history, the people could not keep God's law. There were failures to pay tithes, keep the Sabbath and avoid intermarriage with the heathen. Nehemiah dealt with these failings according to God's law, but eventually more suffering would come upon God's people because of their disobedience.

