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1. Abstract of Hudon, Biblical Archaeology, Session 22, Archaeology of
the Persian Period, Biblicalelearning.org, Bel

Dr. Jeffrey Hudon's lecture on Biblical Archaeology, Session 22, focuses on the Persian
period following the Babylonian exile. The lecture discusses the return of some Jewish
exiles to Jerusalem, the significance of the synagogue's rise, and the rebuilding of the
temple and city walls under Zerubbabel and Nehemiah. Key archaeological findings are
presented, including those related to the province of Yehud and the work of Ephraim
Stern and Michael Aviona on Jerusalem's walls. The lecture also covers the Persian
Empire's vast reach and administrative system, contrasting the Persian period's relative
leniency towards the Jews with the later challenges posed by Hellenism. Finally, the
lecture showcases significant Persian sites like Persepolis and Susa.

2. 14 - minute Audio Podcast Created on the basis of

Dr. Hudon, Biblical Archaeology, Session 22 — Double click icon
to play in Windows media player or go to the
Biblicalelearning.org [Bel] Site and click the audio podcast link
there (Introduction & Languages = Archaeology).

Hudon_ BibArch_Ses
sionZ22.mp3



3. Briefing Document

Okay, here is a briefing document summarizing the key themes and ideas from the
provided source, "Hudon_BibArch_EN_Ses22.pdf":

Briefing Document: The Persian Period in Biblical Archaeology

Overview: This lecture focuses on the Persian period following the Babylonian exile,
examining the return of some Jews to Jerusalem, the rebuilding of the temple and walls,
the administrative structure of the Persian Empire, and the importance of this period in
Jewish history. The lecture also delves into the archaeological evidence supporting these
historical events.

Key Themes and Ideas:

1.

The Babylonian Exile & Return:

The exile is dated roughly 586-539 BCE, but some deportations occurred earlier
(e.g., Daniel in 597).

The return journey was a significant event for those who had been exiled in their
youth, who returned as adults to see the Jerusalem of their childhood changed.

The Persian conquest of Babylonia allowed for the return of exiles.

The Edict of Cyrus (538 BCE) permitted exiled peoples, including Jews, to return to
their homelands.

Zerubbabel, a member of the Davidic line, led the first group of returnees to
Jerusalem.

The Synagogue:

The synagogue (Beit HaKnesset) played a critical role in maintaining Jewish
identity during and after the exile.

Hudon notes that it was not "an overstatement...to say that certainly, later in
Judaism...the synagogue really saved the faith, saved the identity of the Jewish
people."

It provided a place for community, study, and assembly, especially after the
destruction of the temple.

The synagogue served as a historical prototype for Christian churches, providing
"a pre-existing public platform and aid in Jewish and Gentile evangelism."



The existence of early community centers such as Beit Ha'am, (house of the
people) and Beit Midrash (house of study) prior to the exile may suggest early
forms of the synagogue.

. Rebuilding Jerusalem and the Temple:

The temple was rebuilt on a smaller scale compared to Solomon's temple which
was a source of disappointment for some returnees.

Jerusalem was the capital of the Persian province of Yehud, which was part of the
larger satrapy "beyond the river."

Archaeologically, the rebuilding of Jerusalem's walls, under Nehemiah, was a
crucial undertaking, particularly on the eastern slope of the City of David.

Rebuilding involved the division of labor with each family or clan responsible for
specific sections of the wall.

The reconstruction of the city was challenging, requiring the builders to "build
with one hand and use the other hand to hold a spear."

. Archaeological Insights & the Work of Ephraim Stern:

Dr. Hudon highlights Ephraim Stern, a leading expert on the Persian period in the
Holy Land, and his book Material Culture of the Bible during the Persian Period.

Yehud coins and jar handle stamps are mentioned as significant artifacts.

Dr. Hudon references Michael Aviona's important article on Nehemiah 3, The
Walls of Nehemiah, A Minimalist View, which reconstructed Jerusalem's pre-exilic
city based on Nehemiah’s description.

Aviona's "minimalist" view confined pre-exilic Jerusalem to the City of David, the
Ophel, and Mount Zion, an idea that did not align with later archaeological
evidence that showed the city was larger during the later monarchy.

The "broad wall" mentioned in Nehemiah was actually an expansive wall
encompassing the western hill, not simply a wide section of the wall, debunking
Aviona's minimalized interpretation of it.

The refortified city in Nehemiah's time mostly restored the original City of David,
the Temple Mount, and the Ophel and did not include the Western hill until later (
during the Hasmonean period)



The Persian Empire:

The Persian Empire was a vast and well-organized empire with an effective
administrative and courier system. "They could send messages from one end of
the empire to the other in a very short period."

It included regions from Egypt to the Indus River.
The empire was divided into satrapies and sub-provinces.

Important Persian cities include Persepolis (the royal capital), Susa (a secondary
capital), and Pasargadae (Cyrus the Great's palace and gardens).

Persian rule over the Jewish people was relatively lenient, allowing some
autonomy under Jewish governors (like Nehemiah).

Jewish Life in Exile:

The lecture points out that most Jews chose to stay in exile and never returned to
their homeland.

Some events from the books of Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther took place in Persia.
Transition to Hellenism:

The lecture notes that the period of relative prosperity under Persian rule was
followed by the rise of Hellenism, which presented a serious challenge to Jewish
identity.

Key Quotes:

"“It's, again, not an overstatement...to say that certainly, later in Judaism the
history of Judaism, the synagogue really saved the faith, saved the identity of the
Jewish people."

"They could send messages from one end of the empire to the other in a very
short period..."

"The returnees did not apparently re-fortify the western hill."



Significance:

This lecture emphasizes the importance of the Persian period in Jewish history,
highlighting the return from exile, the rebuilding of Jerusalem, and the institutional
development of the synagogue. It also demonstrates how archaeological evidence
supports and enriches our understanding of these biblical events. The lecture also
demonstrates the complexity of biblical historical interpretation using the example of
Michael Aviona's minimalized view.

Conclusion:

Dr. Hudon's lecture provides a comprehensive overview of the Persian period, combining
biblical accounts with archaeological findings to paint a picture of this crucial era in
Jewish history. The lecture underscores the resilience of the Jewish people during exile
and the role of the Persian empire in shaping the return to and the rebuilding of
Jerusalem.



4. Hudon, Biblical Archaeology, Session 22, Archaeology of the
Persian Period

The Persian Period: A Study Guide

Quiz

1.

What were the dates of the Babylonian exile, and why are these dates not
universally applicable to all those exiled?

Describe the administrative system used by the Persian Empire that allowed for
rapid communication across its vast territory.

What is Beit HaKnesset and what role did it play during the Babylonian exile?

Why was the synagogue so important to Jewish identity after the destruction of
both the First and Second Temples?

What was the Edict of Cyrus and how did it impact the Jewish people?

Describe the state of the Second Temple upon its initial rebuilding under
Zerubbabel and why some returning exiles were disappointed with it.

What was the significance of the province of Yehud within the Persian Empire?

Who was Ephraim Stern, and what was his contribution to the understanding of
the Persian Period in the Holy Land?

Why was the rebuilding of the walls of Jerusalem so important for the returning
exiles, and what challenges did they face?

10. What were some of the key differences between Michael Aviona’s minimalist

view and more recent interpretations of Jerusalem's size during the pre-exilic
period?

Quiz Answer Key

1.

2.

The Babylonian exile is generally dated from 586 to 539 BCE. However, some
deportations occurred earlier, such as in 597 BCE or even earlier with Daniel,
making the experience longer for some while most died in exile.

The Persian Empire employed a system of stations, horses, and riders that
allowed messages to be quickly relayed across the empire, similar to the Pony
Express. This system greatly facilitated communication from one end of the
empire to the other in a short period.



10.

Beit HaKnesset, meaning "house of assembly," refers to community centers that
served as early synagogues. During the exile, these centers kept the Jewish
community together, united, and in contact with one another, preserving their
identity.

After the destruction of the First and Second Temples, the synagogue became
vital because it provided a place of worship when sacrifice was no longer possible.
It became central to the reinvention and maintenance of Jewish faith and identity.

The Edict of Cyrus was a decree issued in 538 BCE that allowed all exiled peoples,
not just the Jews, to return to their homelands. This edict led to the return of
some Jews to Jerusalem under Zerubbabel.

The Second Temple, rebuilt under Zerubbabel, was much more modest than
Solomon's Temple, leading to disappointment among some returning exiles who
remembered the grandeur of the original. It was smaller and less opulent.

The province of Yehud was a sub-province of a larger satrapy in the Persian
Empire, and its capital was Jerusalem. It represented the continuation of the
Jewish presence in their homeland under Persian rule.

Ephraim Stern was a leading expert on the Persian Period in the Holy Land, known
for his work Material Culture of the Bible during the Persian Period, which is still a
very useful resource today for biblical archaeology.

Rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem was crucial for the security and identity of the
returning exiles. They faced constant threats from neighboring peoples and had
to rebuild using one hand to work and the other to hold a weapon.

Michael Aviona had a minimalist view and argued that pre-exilic Jerusalem was
confined to the City of David, the Ophel, and Mount Zion, while later
interpretations and archaeological findings suggest that Jerusalem was much
larger during the last two centuries of the monarchy, including the western hill.



Essay Questions

1. Discuss the socio-religious transformations that occurred among the Jewish
people during the Babylonian exile, focusing on the rise and importance of the
synagogue.

2. Analyze the impact of the Edict of Cyrus on the Jewish population, both those
who returned to Jerusalem and those who remained in exile.

3. Compare and contrast the reconstruction of Jerusalem under Zerubbabel and
Nehemiah, highlighting both the physical and social challenges faced by the
returning exiles.

4. Evaluate the contribution of archaeological findings and scholars like Ephraim
Stern and Michael Aviona to our understanding of the Persian period in the Holy
Land.

5. Explore the broader significance of the Persian Empire in the historical context of
the Jewish people and its role as a period of stability and autonomy before the
rise of Hellenism.

Glossary of Key Terms

Babylonian Exile: The period from 586-539 BCE when many people from the Kingdom of
Judah were deported to Babylon after the conquest of Jerusalem by King
Nebuchadnezzar Il.

Beit HaKnesset: Hebrew for "house of assembly," referring to early community centers
that served as synagogues.

Beit Midrash: Hebrew for "house of study" or "learning," an educational place
associated with the synagogue.

Edict of Cyrus: A decree issued by the Persian King Cyrus in 538 BCE, permitting all exiled
peoples, including the Jews, to return to their native lands.

Ethnarch: A regional ruler or governor, often used in reference to a Jewish leader in the
post-exilic period.

Hellenism: The spread of Greek culture and influence after the conquests of Alexander
the Great.



Jerusalem: An ancient city in the Middle East and capital of the province of Yehud during
the Persian Period, central to Jewish history and faith.

Mitzpah: The capital of an earlier Babylonian province before Jerusalem during the exile.

Nehemiah: A Jewish leader who served as a cupbearer to the Persian king and later
became the governor of Yehud. He played a crucial role in rebuilding the walls of
Jerusalem.

Ophel: An area of ancient Jerusalem located between the City of David and the Temple
Mount.

Persepolis: The royal capital of the Persian Empire, known for its impressive ruins and
architecture.

Persian Period: The period in ancient history from 539-331 BCE when the Persian Empire
controlled much of the Middle East, including the region of Judah/Yehud.

Satrapy: A province or administrative region in the Persian Empire.

Susa: A major city in the Persian Empire and a secondary capital, notable for its
connection to the Book of Esther.

Synagogue: A Jewish house of worship and community center that rose to prominence
during the Babylonian exile and continued after the destruction of the First and Second
Temples.

Yehud: The province of Judah within the Persian Empire. Zerubbabel: A member of the
Davidic line and a leader of the first group of Jewish exiles who returned to Jerusalem.
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5. FAQs on Hudon, Biblical Archaeology, Session 22,
Archaeology of the Persian Period, Biblicalelearning.org (BelL)

FAQ on the Persian Period and its Impact on the Jewish People

1. What was the Babylonian exile and how did it lead to the Persian period? The
Babylonian exile was the forced deportation of the Jewish people from Judah to
Babylon, starting in 586 BCE. This event occurred after the Babylonians
conquered Jerusalem. The exile lasted until 539 BCE, when the Persian Empire,
under Cyrus the Great, conquered Babylon. The Persians, unlike the Babylonians,
adopted a policy of allowing exiled peoples to return to their homelands, leading
to the return of some Jews to Jerusalem. However, many Jews chose to stay in
exile and died there.

2. How did the Persian Empire differ from the Babylonian Empire in its treatment
of conquered peoples? The Babylonian Empire was characterized by forced
deportations and assimilation of conquered peoples into Babylonian culture. The
Persian Empire, in contrast, had a much more lenient approach, allowing exiled
groups to return to their homelands and practice their religions. This is
exemplified by the Edict of Cyrus, which permitted the Jews to return to
Jerusalem and rebuild their temple. The Persians also established a sophisticated
administrative and courier system that allowed for efficient governance across
their vast empire. They allowed some autonomy to local governors, some of
whom were Jewish, like Nehemiah.

3. What role did the synagogue play during and after the Babylonian exile? The
synagogue emerged as a vital institution during the Babylonian exile, serving as a
community center (Beit HaKnesset) for worship, study (Beit Midrash), and
assembly (Beit Ha'am), thereby keeping the Jewish community united and
maintaining their identity. After the destruction of the temple, both by the
Babylonians and later by the Romans, the synagogue became even more crucial,
acting as a replacement for the temple as a place of worship and religious
identity, and eventually being a protoype for the Christian church.
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4. Who were Zerubbabel and Nehemiah, and what were their roles in the return
to Jerusalem? Zerubbabel was a member of the Davidic line who led the first
group of exiles back to Jerusalem. He oversaw the initial rebuilding of the temple,
although it was on a much more modest scale than Solomon's original temple,
which was met with disappointment by some of the returnees. Nehemiah, who
served as a cupbearer to the Persian king, was granted leave to go to Jerusalem
and focused on rebuilding the city walls. He organized the returnees, assigning
each family a section of the wall to reconstruct, and addressed the constant
threat of attacks by Jerusalem's neighbors.

5. What was the province of Yehud, and how was it governed under the Persian
Empire? Yehud was the name of the province of Judah under the Persian Empire,
and it was a part of the larger satrapy "beyond the river". Jerusalem served as its
capital. The province had a degree of autonomy under the Persian Empire, with
local governors, some of whom were Jewish. These governors managed the
affairs of the region while remaining under Persian overlordship, which was a
contrast to direct Babylonian rule.

6. How did the rebuilding of the city walls of Jerusalem by Nehemiah influence our
understanding of the pre-exilic city? Nehemiah's detailed account of his night
circuit around the city walls (found in Nehemiah chapter 3) provides invaluable
insights into the layout and extent of Jerusalem during the pre-exilic period. His
description has helped modern scholars reconstruct the city's pre-exilic size and
fortifications, showing that the city extended beyond just the city of David, the
Ophel, and Mount Zion. Additionally, the archaeological discoveries during the
rebuilding of the walls have offered further confirmation of this information,
while the specific rebuilding of the walls higher on the slope resulted in the
abandonment of some pre-exilic areas.

7. What is the significance of the "broad wall" discussed in Nehemiah's account
and how was it misinterpreted? The "broad wall" was initially thought to be a
wide section of the wall as suggested by minimalist scholar, Michael Aviona.
However, further scholarship corrected this understanding, arguing that the term
"broad wall" actually referred to an "expansive wall" that encompassed the entire
western hill of Jerusalem. This reinterpretation expanded our view of the pre-
exilic city and demonstrated that it had a more substantial presence in history
than the minimalist perspective previously suggested.
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8. What was the overall impact of the Persian period on Jewish history and
identity? The Persian period was a time of reconstruction and consolidation for
the Jewish people. While many remained in exile, those who returned to
Jerusalem rebuilt the temple and city walls, which helped to reestablish a sense
of national identity. Additionally, institutions like the synagogue flourished and
became crucial to the Jewish faith. The period saw the transition from temple-
centric religion to a more community-based form of practice, laying the
groundwork for later Jewish history. Finally, although the Persians were overlords
of the Jews, their relatively lenient treatment allowed the Jewish community to
thrive, which was a contrast to both Babylonian and later Hellenistic rule.



