EXILE.  The biblical exilic period begins with the Babylonian deportations of Judahites in the early years of the sixth century BCE.  While Assyria, beginning with Tiglath-pileser III (745-727 BCE) had deported many people from the Northern Kingdom in the eighth century, including 27,290 from Samaria alone, according to the claims of Sargon II (ANET, 284-285), those exiles disappeared from history.  The Judean exile by way of contrast played a profound role in shaping the literature and theology of the Old Testament, and those who returned from exile exerted primary leadership in the post-exilic community.
A. Three deportations

The Bible mentions three Judean deportations:  597 BCE, when Nebuchadnezzar exiled King Jehoiachin, members of his family, other officials, representatives of the upper classes, military personnel, craftsmen and smiths and installed Mattaniah as puppet-king, changing his name to Zedekiah (2 Kgs 24:14-16; cf. The Babylonian Chronicle, COS 1.137, p. 468); 586 BCE, when Nebuzaradan, an official of Nebuchadnezzar, responded to a revolt by Zedekiah by destroying the temple and much of Jerusalem and capturing and deporting King Zedekiah and others while Nebuchadnezzar himself got no closer than Riblah in Syria, some 175 miles away (2 Kgs 25:1-21//Jer 52:4-27); and 582 BCE, when Nebuzaradan again sent Judahites into exile (Jer 52:30).  A fourth deportation dating to the reign of Jehoiakim, antedating the three noted above, is reported in 2 Chr 36:6-7 and Dan 1:1-7, but seems unlikely to modern historians.

The Bible reports inconclusive figures for these deportations.  For the 597 deportation 2 Kings mentions the numbers 10,000 and 8,000 (2 Kgs 25:14-16), but it is not clear whether these round numbers are to be taken as alternate amounts or whether they should be totaled together.  In Jeremiah we find the following figures: in the 597 campaign: 3,023 Judeans; in the 587/586 campaign: 822 Jerusalemites; and in the 582 campaign: 745 Judeans, or 4,600 altogether (Jer 52:28-30).  Blenkinsopp and Albertz, using different methodologies, estimate those exiled from Judah to be about 20,000, of a total population of 200,000 (Blenkinsopp) or of 80,000 (Albertz), thus representing ten percent or twenty-percent respectively of the population of Judah during its final years.  Albertz estimates that an additional twenty-five percent of the population was killed in battle or fled to Egypt so that the population of Judah was halved in the series of Babylonian attacks.  All these numbers are far less than the 200,150 Judeans that Sennacherib claims he exiled in 701 BCE (ANET, 288; COS 2.119B, p. 303). 


The Chronicler suggests that the land of Israel lay empty during the exile, enjoying its Sabbaths (2 Chr 36:20-21), and this interpretation might also be drawn from Jer 13:19 and 2 Kgs 25:21 (cf. 2 Kgs 17:23).  The author of 2 Kings indicates that only the poorest people of the land were left after the first deportation (2 Kgs 24:14).  But the discussion above suggests that fifty to ninety percent of the population remained, and Barstad has argued that the Babylonian conquerors would have wanted to retain the agricultural economy because of their desire for taxes and such products as grapes and olives.  Nebuzaradan left vinedressers and tillers of the soil in 586 (2 Kgs 25:12), and some refugees from Moab, Ammon, and Edom returned after they heard about Gedaliah being appointed as governor (Jer 40:11-12).    

At least three dates have been assigned to the end of the exile:  539 BCE, when Babylon fell to the Persian Cyrus, who gave the Jews permission to return home and build the temple (2 Chr 36:22-23; Ezra 1:1-4); 520 BCE, when a substantial number of exiles, under the leadership of Zerubbabel and Joshua, returned during the reign of Darius I; or 516 BCE, when the rebuilt temple in Jerusalem was dedicated.  For many Jews the exile had no ending since they continued to live in Egypt, Mesopotamia, and other parts of the Diaspora.


After the second deportation, the Babylonians installed Gedaliah son of Ahikam son of Shaphan as governor, with provincial headquarters at Mizpah (2 Kgs 25:22-26; Jer 40:5-41:18).  Two seals inscriptions indicate that he had been a high royal official.  A number of people joined Gedaliah in Mizpah, including the prophet Jeremiah, who had declined an invitation to go to Babylon (Jer 40:1-13), and his secretary Baruch (Jer 43:3, 6).  Gedaliah ignored warnings about Ishmael the son of Nethaniah, a member of the Judean royal family, who had been sent by Baalis king of the Ammonites to assassinate him, and he and a number of other Judeans fell victim to him (Jer 40:14-41:3; 2 Kgs 25:25).  This happened in the seventh month, but no year is specified in the biblical record.  Some scholars conclude that the third Babylonian deportation was in reprisal for this assassination, and this would suggest that Gedaliah may have governed for at least four years.  Ishmael also killed seventy of some eighty pilgrims from Shechem, Shiloh, and Samaria who were coming to present grain offerings and incense at the temple of Yahweh.  This temple may have been at or near Mizpah or the neighboring town of Bethel.  When Ishmael was later confronted by troops led by Johanan at Gibeon, many of his followers deserted him, and he fled to the Ammonites (Jer 41:11-15).

B. Conditions in the land and in exile

The infrastructure of Judah was not completely destroyed by the Babylonian attack and life went on even though Smith-Christopher (=Smith)  has emphasized the traumatic effect of this exile in antiquity and in more modern times.  While archaeology has shown that Jerusalem and a number of towns to the south of it were severely damaged in the Babylonian attack, the towns in Benjamin, north of Jerusalem, such as Gibeah, Gibeon, Mizpah, and Bethel, escaped relatively unscathed.  It is not surprising that a dozen or more towns in Benjamin are listed as settlements for those who returned from the Babylonian exile (Ezra 2:20-35//Neh 7:25-3).  Edomite encroachment in the southern part of Judah in the sixth century suggests that Babylonian control did not extend that far south.  Enough of the civic, religious, and cultural life continued to make it possible that some of the theological literature during the exile was produced in the land.         

The exiles in Babylon were settled on apparently vacant land in the vicinity of Nippur.  The river Chebar, mentioned by Ezekiel, makes a loop through Nippur.  The Judean exiles may have served as tenant farmers, which the Babylonians may have considered a more beneficial way to treat them than to turn them into slaves.  The elders played a major role in the exilic community (Jer 29:1; Ezek 8:1; 14:1; 20:1, 3; Ezra 5:5, 9; 6:7-8) and may have sought Ezekiel's approval for building a temple in Babylon (Ezek 20:1-3, 32).  Ezra recruited cultic personnel (Levites and Nethinim) at a "place" called Casiphia, which may have been the site of a sanctuary of some sort.  Jeremiah was able to communicate with the exiles by letter (29:1-23; cf. 51:59-64), and he was critical of prophets in Babylon, Ahab and Zedekiah, who predicted trouble for Nebuchadnezzar and as a result were roasted in fire by him (Jer 29:21-23; cf. Hananiah, a prophetic opponent of Jeremiah in the land [Jer 28:1-14]), and Shemaiah, who attempted to have Jeremiah imprisoned (29:24-32).  The custom of praying toward Jerusalem may have begun at this time (1 Kgs 8:30, 35; Dan 6:10).  Issues like circumcision, Sabbath-keeping, and many of the dietary laws became marks of Jewish identity during the exile, particularly for those who lived outside the land.  There is frequent reference to water near the settlements of the exiles (Ezek 1:3; Ezra 8:15; Ps 137:4), suggesting that rites of purification may have been practiced by them.  Some seventy Jewish names appear in the archives of the Murashu firm in the vicinity of Nippur  although these documents date about a century after the end of the exilic period.  A cuneiform text mentions a "city of Judah" near Sippar in 498 BCE, demonstrating the continuing presence of Jews in Babylon after the "end" of the exile.

Little is known about Jewish interaction with the Babylonian government.  After the long reign of Nebuchadnezzar (605-562 BCE), there were three rulers in the next six years of the Neo-Babylonian empire (Amel-Marduk [biblical Evil-merodach], 562-60; Neriglissar, 560-556; and Labashi-Marduk 556), a sign of great instability, before Nabonidus (556-539), the last Neo-Babylonian king, came to the throne. The report that Evil Merodach released Jehoiachin from prison in his accession year (2 Kgs 25:27-30//Jer 52:31-34) ends the Deuteronomistic History on a positive note, but this apparently led to no other political changes.  According to the Weidner Tablets (ANET, 308), Jehoiachin had originally lived at the Babylonian court and was well provided for and even given the title "king of Judah."  The reason for his later imprisonment is unknown, but may be related to the murder of Gedaliah by Ishmael, a member of the royal family.  

Another place of exile in the sixth century was Egypt.  A group led by Azariah and Johanan inquired of Yahweh through Jeremiah about whether they should flee to Egypt after the murder of Gedaliah.  Jeremiah received a divine oracle forbidding their flight to Egypt, but Johanan and the rest accused Baruch of conspiring against them, denounced Jeremiah's oracle as a lie, and took him and many others to Egypt (Jer 42:1-43:7).  Through a symbolic action Jeremiah announced Nebuchadnezzar's forthcoming invasion of Egypt (Jer 43:8-13; Nebuchadnezzar did attack in 568-567 BCE).  Jeremiah also announced a judgment oracle against the Judeans in Egypt because of their continuing idolatry (Jer 44:1-14).  The exiles in Egypt refused to listen to Jeremiah and claimed that their troubles started when they stopped making offerings to the queen of heaven (Jer 44:15-19).  Jeremiah then announced an additional judgment oracle and predicted that those who did not die violently would only be a tiny remnant when they returned to Judah (Jer 44:20-30).

Another Jewish group in Egypt in the sixth century was the Jewish military colony at Elephantine, which even erected a temple to Yahweh in Egypt some time before the invasion of Cambyses in 525 BCE.  Exactly when these Jewish families came to Egypt is uncertain, with one scholar dating this to the reign of Manasseh, about 650 BCE.  In any case, these Jews, like those mentioned in the book of Jeremiah, went to this exilic land by choice rather than deportation. The Aramaic documents that have preserved from this site, however, date to the late fifth century (ANET, 222-223, 491-492; 548-549; COS 3.46-3.l53, pp. 116-132).   


C. Literature of the exile

A number of biblical books or writings were composed or edited during the period of the exile.  The prophet Jeremiah prophesied during the last forty years of the Judean kingdom, and he lived for a time in post-monarchical Judah before being taken to Egypt.  Both in words stemming from this prophet himself and from the Deuteronomistic redaction of his book come words accepting the exile as God's will (the good figs were those who had already gone to Babylon while the bad figs referred to the doomed King Zedekiah and the remnant in the land [Jer 24:1-10]), but recognizing that exile is not the final destiny for God's people (purchase of the field of his cousin during the siege of Jerusalem [Jer 32:1-15], the promise of a new covenant [Jer 31:31-34], and the promise of a legitimate "branch" from the house of David [Jer 23:5-6; cf 33:14-26]).  The prophet Ezekiel was taken into exile in 597 BCE and lived out his career in Babylon. Until 586 he was unrelenting in foreseeing the inevitability of the destruction of Jerusalem, but his book also contains sixteen chapters of hope, including his vision of a renewed temple in a renewed land and a stream coming from that temple that would bring life to the Judean desert and even the Dead Sea (chs. 40-48).  Yahweh according to Ezekiel is faithful to his old promises, but free to adapt them to this new situation.  Second Isaiah (chs. 40-55) announced a new Exodus from Babylon to Jerusalem and called Israel to take up the role of servant, trusting in God's promises in spite of suffering.  The prophet Second Isaiah himself may have modeled this vocation in his personal life.  Lending authority to his message in Isa 40:8 and 55:10-13 was the effective power of Yahweh's word.  Yahweh, according to Second Isaiah, was willing and able to save Israel.

The Book of Lamentations and some of the community laments (Psalms 44, 74, 79, and 102; cf. Psalm 137) express Israel's deep sorrow over the severe damages experienced in the Babylonian attack and an appeal for Yahweh to act.  The final form of the Deuteronomistic History (DTR), consisting of part of Deuteronomy and the books of Joshua through 2 Kings, offers a theodicy by attributing the cause of the defeat of the Northern and Southern Kingdoms to the worship of other gods and violation of the principle of one central sanctuary.  It also encourages readers to repent, like Josiah who was unparalleled in his turning to Yahweh, and DTR ends with the release of Jehoiachin from prison and the assurance that the promise to David (2 Samuel 7) is still alive.  The priestly writing in the Pentateuch records the everlasting covenant made with Noah (Genesis 9) and with Abraham (Genesis 17) and assures readers that Yahweh will remember his covenant as he did in Egypt and therefore the everlasting promise of the land will become again a reality.  Yahweh will tabernacle with the people as he did in the desert, and P suggests that the de jure promises will become de facto when an appropriate sanctuary is established, with an Aaronic priesthood, and an elaborate sacrificial system.  The priestly narrative is notoriously difficult to date, but it was likely put together in the sixth or fifth centuries, in Babylon, and therefore is an exilic product.

The exile had the effect of validating the judgmental message of prophets like Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, Micah, Zephaniah, and Jeremiah, and all of these books were updated during the exile, with words of judgment against Babylon, words of hope, or other materials.  Some scholars believe that the matriarchal and patriarchal narratives in Genesis were composed or given a completely new redaction in the exile, when their recurrent theme of the divine promise of the land would have been particularly relevant.  The story world of the book of Daniel is in the exile although there is a critical consensus that the book was composed in the third and second centuries BCE and addresses issues of that time.
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