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Lesson 9: Jeremiah and the Last Days of Judah
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Digging Deeper into Bible and Archaeology – The following material is provided as
reference material or a as deeper discussion and is optional for preparation for the class.
Rarely do Biblical texts and extra-Biblical materials supplement one another so well as those that
describe the last two decades before the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem, which marked the
end of the Judahite state in 586 B.C. We can trace the historical process in time units much more
minute than is generally feasible for the Israelite period—in terms of a specific year, month and,
sometimes, day. The small state of Judah was caught in the middle, located at the particularly
sensitive crossroads linking Asia (first Assyria Empire then the Neo-Babylonian Empire) and Egypt.
Depending on both internal and external decisions, its very existence was at stake. Jeremiah
expresses the idea metaphorically: “And now what do you gain by going to Egypt, to drink the waters
of the Nile? Or what do you gain by going to Assyria, to drink the waters of the Euphrates?”
(Jeremiah 2:18).
In 609 B.C. the newly enthroned, Pharaoh Necho II of the 26th Dynasty was rushing north in support
of his former rival, the Assyrians, in their deteriorating struggle against the newly rising Babylonians.
Necho’s army had to march through Judah if it was to engage the Babylonians. Judah’s King Josiah
(640–609 B.C.) decided to block this—to attack the mighty Egyptian army after it passed through his
land. According to 2 Chronicles 35:21, Necho sent a message to Josiah saying he only wanted to
pass through the land, that he did not intend to attack Judah. In the summer of 605 B.C., Egypt was
utterly defeated by King Nebuchadnezzar, the rising star of Babylon, in the Battle of Carchemish on
the Euphrates, near the present Turkish-Syrian border. This renowned battle was a superb
demonstration of sheer Babylonian military superiority. It determined the outcome of the power
struggle between Babylonia and Egypt for years to come.
In Ezekiel’s words, Egypt resembled “a staff of reed to the house of Israel … When they leaned
upon you, you broke” (Ezekiel 29:6–7). In her threats against Babylonia, Egypt was but a paper
tiger: “Pharaoh with his mighty army and great company will be of no avail in battle” (Ezekiel 17:17).
Jeremiah preached that Nebuchadnezzar was “God’s chosen rod” (of chastisement): Now only
voluntary submission to Babylonia could save Judah; it was a choice between “the way of life and
the way of death” (Jeremiah 21:8–9). Even though Judah had submitted to Babylonia in 603 B.C.E.,
it nevertheless lost no opportunity to throw off the yoke when it saw the chance. That chance came
in the winter of 601/600 B.C.E. when Babylonia attacked Egypt proper, a major historical event
revealed only relatively recently through publication of the Babylonian Chronicle. This official
historical record conceals neither the Babylonian shortcomings during this campaign, which led to
heavy losses on both sides, nor the subsequent empty-handed Babylonian retreat. This Babylonian
defeat apparently encouraged the Judahite leadership to rebel and defect to the Egyptian camp.
For the next two years, the Babylonians were unable to retaliate against Judah as they re-equipped
their forces. In the winter of 598/7 B.C. the Babylonian monarch Nebuchadnezzar struck at Judah, in
a show of strength that no doubt served as a warning to Egypt and her other allies as well. The first
Babylonian siege of Jerusalem is well documented in the Bible (2 Kings 24:10ff.) and in the
Babylonian Chronicle, which even specifies the precise day of Jerusalem’s surrender—2 Adar, or
March 16, 597 B.C. In 594/3 B.C. the last monarch of Judah, Zedekiah (597–586 B.C.), hosted in
Jerusalem a mini-summit of petty states—Edom, Moab and Ammon and the cities of the Phoenician
coast (Jeremiah 27:3). Judah was apparently attempting to set up a league against Babylonia.
When revolt came Nebuchadnezzar employed his finest military commanders and the most
advanced siegecraft of the day: dikes and ramps, upon which were stationed weapons such as
battering rams. It was, however, that veteran of siege warfare, famine, that ultimately turned the tide.
With the fall of Jerusalem in 586 B.C.E. and the total destruction of the palace and the holy Temple,
the Davidic physical dynasty of kingship came to an end.
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Having witnessed the horrors of the siege and subsequent destruction of the city, Jeremiah gives a
graphic description illustrating the exact outworking of the doom both he and Ezekiel had previously
pronounced:
"Look, O LORD, and consider: whom have
you ever treated like this? Should women eat
their offspring, the children they have cared
for? Should priest and prophet be killed in the
sanctuary of the LORD? Young and old lie
together in the dust of the streets; my young
men and maidens have fallen by the sword"
(Lam. 2:20,21, NIV);
"The tongue of the sucking child cleaveth to
the roof of his mouth for thirst: the young
children ask bread and no man breaketh it
unto them... they that were brought up in
scarlet embrace dunghills [ash heaps, NKJV]"
(Lam 4:4,5);
"now [the princes] are blacker than soot...
Their skin has shrivelled on their bones; it has
become as dry as a stick. Those killed by the
sword are better off than those who die of
famine; racked with hunger, they waste away"
(Lam 4:8,9, NIV).
The ostracon (inscribed potsherd) provides poignant testimony to the last days of Lachish.
Excavator Ussishkin believes the sherds are copies of letters sent from Lachish to Jerusalem. The
letters date to the reign of Judah’s last king, Zedekiah, and record Judah’s increasingly desperate
situation in the face of the Babylonian army led by Nebuchadnezzar. In Lachish Letter IV, a soldier
writes to his commander, “We are watching for the beacons of Lachish ... we cannot see [the
beacons from] Azekah.” Jeremiah 34:7 records that Lachish and Azekah were the last Judahite
strongholds to fall to the Babylonians. Nebuchadnezzar razed Lachish and Jerusalem in 586 B.C.E.
Judah’s second most important city never regained its former importance.
Eliashib son of Eshiyahu. Three of his seals were found on the floor of a room on the south side of
the fort in stratum VII (c. 620–597 B.C.) gives us insight into Nebuchadnezzar’s march on
Jerusalem. He was also in command for the 586 B.C. event and while it is not certain some of the
letters to seem to refer to Jeremiah. One of the letters in the Eliashib archive refers to “the Temple of
Yahweh.” It is a cryptic reference addressed to Eliashib from one of his subordinates: “To my lord
Eliashib, May Yahweh seek your welfare. And now: … as to the matter which you commanded me—
it is well; he is in the Temple of Yahweh.” The reference must be to the Temple of Jerusalem.
Apparently, Eliashib sent one of his subordinates on a mission to Jerusalem and this is his report.
From the script, we could tell that it had come from the stratum VI fortress. It was an order to rush
troops from Arad and from neighboring Kinah to strengthen the defenses of Ramat-Negeb (probably
Tel ‘Ira, southwest of Arad on a hill overlooking the entire Beer-Sheba Valley): “To Eliashib … king
… troop … from Arad 50 and from Kin[ah] … and you shall send them to Ramat-Negeb. … ” The
message is stringent—not to say hard-boiled: “The word of the king is incumbent on you for your
very life! Behold I have sent to warn you today.” Ramat-Negeb had to be defended, “lest Edom
should come there.”
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