
   

Tuesday Class  November 21, 2023 

Lesson 2 

The Babylonian Period 
Introduction 
In this lesson we will cover a crucial period in the history of the nation of Judah—the Babylonian Period. 
This period was marked by the Babylonian exile and the eventual restoration of the Jewish people. We 
will explore the historical context, key events, and spiritual lessons from this significant era in biblical 
history. 

Historical Background 
The Babylonian Empire was one of the 
most significant and powerful empires of 
the ancient world. It was centered in the 
city of Babylon, located in what is now 
modern-day Iraq. The empire's 
prominence extended from the late 7th 
century BC to the early 6th century BC. 
King Nebuchadnezzar II, often simply 
referred to as Nebuchadnezzar, was one 
of the most famous and influential rulers 
of the Babylonian Empire. He reigned from 605 BC to 562 BC and is particularly well-known for his 
military conquests and ambitious building projects, including the construction of the Hanging Gardens 
of Babylon, which were considered one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. 

Nebuchadnezzar's reign is particularly well-documented in historical records and is of great significance 
in both biblical and secular history. Born in 634 BC, Nebuchadnezzar came to the throne of Babylon 
after the death of his father, King Nabopolassar. His ascension marked the beginning of a period of 
Babylonian resurgence and expansion. He expanded the Babylonian Empire to its greatest territorial 
extent. He conducted successful military campaigns in various parts of the ancient Near East, including 
the conquest of Judah, the subjugation of Egypt, and campaigns against the Assyrian Empire. In 586 BC, 
Nebuchadnezzar's forces conquered Jerusalem, the capital of the southern kingdom of Judah. This event 
is crucial in biblical history as it led to the Babylonian exile of many Judeans and the destruction of 
Solomon's Temple. 

Nebuchadnezzar was also known for his ambitious building projects. He undertook extensive 
renovations and expansions in the city of Babylon, including the construction of the famed Hanging 
Gardens of Babylon. These gardens were considered one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World. 
Nebuchadnezzar plays a significant role in the biblical books of Daniel and Jeremiah. The Book of 
Daniel narrates his interactions with the prophet Daniel and his experiences with dreams and 
prophecies. 
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Nebuchadnezzar is described as a formidable military leader and a shrewd ruler. His reign marked a peak 
in the power and influence of the Babylonian Empire, and it left a lasting impact on the ancient world. 
Nebuchadnezzar's reign came to an end with his death in 562 BC. He was succeeded by his son, Amel-
Marduk (Evil-Merodach), who ruled for a brief period before being succeeded by a series of short-lived 
kings, marking the eventual decline of the Neo-Babylonian Empire. 

Nebuchadnezzar’s legacy is intertwined with the rise and fall of the Babylonian Empire, as well as its 
interactions with neighboring kingdoms, including the nation of Judah. His reign is remembered for its 
military conquests, architectural marvels, and its prominent place in both biblical and secular history. 

Judah’s Decline 
Prior to the Babylonian conquest, the 
kingdom of Judah was characterized 
by a significant moral and spiritual 
decline. The people had strayed from 
the covenant with God, engaging in 
idolatry, social injustices, and 
immorality. This spiritual decline was 
reflected in the leadership and 
conduct of both the rulers and the 
common people. Prophets like 
Jeremiah and Ezekiel played a crucial 

role during this period by delivering messages of warning and divine judgment to the people of Judah. 
They emphasized that if the nation did not turn back to God, they would face the consequences of their 
actions. These prophetic warnings were intended to call the people to repentance and a return to 
obedience to God's commandments. 

The Babylonian Exile 

The Destruction of Jerusalem 

In 586 BC, the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar's army laid siege to Jerusalem, resulting in the city's 
devastating destruction. The most tragic event was the razing of Solomon's Temple, the central place of 
worship for the Jewish people. The destruction of the Temple symbolized the severance of the sacred 
bond between God and His people due to their disobedience. The Babylonian conquest led to a 
significant loss of life and the deportation of many Judeans to Babylon. The exile marked a profound and 
painful turning point in the history of Judah, as the people were forcibly removed from their homeland 
and taken to a foreign land.  

Life in Exile 

The exiles faced numerous challenges while adjusting to life in Babylon. They were uprooted from their 
familiar surroundings, culture, and religious practices, which created a sense of disorientation and 
longing for their homeland. In Babylon, they were exposed to a polytheistic society with different 
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customs and beliefs. Despite the challenges, there were individuals who remained steadfast in their faith 
and commitment to God. Notable figures like Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego demonstrated 
unwavering faith by refusing to compromise their beliefs. They maintained their devotion to the one 
true God, even amid a foreign and often hostile environment. 

The period of Judah's decline and subsequent Babylonian exile represents a pivotal phase in the biblical 
narrative. It highlights the consequences of spiritual disobedience, the importance of prophetic 
warnings, and the resilience of those who remained faithful to God even in challenging circumstances. 
The exile ultimately paved the way for the later return to Judah and the rebuilding of Jerusalem, marking 
a period of spiritual renewal and restoration in the history of the Jewish people. 

Babylon’s Decline 
Following the death of Nebuchadnezzar II in 562 BC, the Babylonian Empire began to experience a 
period of instability and decline. Nebuchadnezzar had been a formidable and capable ruler, and his 
successors struggled to match his leadership. Several short-lived and relatively ineffective kings ascended 
to the Babylonian throne in quick succession, which weakened the empire's stability and cohesion. The 
rapid changes in leadership triggered internal power struggles and political intrigues within the 
Babylonian court. Ambitious individuals vied for control, often resorting to treachery and conspiracy to 
secure their positions. These internal conflicts further weakened Babylon's ability to maintain control 
over its vast empire and led to a lack of unity in the administration. 

External Threats and Economic Strain 

In its final years, the Babylonian Empire faced external threats from rival nations during this period. In 
particular, the growing power of the Persian Empire, under the leadership of Cyrus the Great, posed a 
significant challenge. In 539 BC, Cyrus successfully invaded Babylon, leading to its eventual fall. 
Babylon's inability to defend itself effectively against foreign invaders highlighted its declining military 
strength and strategic vulnerabilities. Babylon's expansive building projects, including the construction 
of monumental structures like the Hanging Gardens, placed a considerable strain on the empire's 
resources. The cost of maintaining such projects, coupled with the expenses of military campaigns and 
tribute payments to vassal states, depleted the treasury. This financial strain weakened Babylon's ability 
to govern effectively and invest in infrastructure and defense. 

As Babylon's internal problems and external pressures mounted, it began to lose control over its outlying 
territories and vassal states. These regions, which had previously been under Babylonian influence, 
started to assert their independence. The weakening grip on these territories further eroded the empire's 
strength and contributed to its eventual downfall. 

The Return to Judah 

Cyrus' Decree and the Conquest of Babylon: 

In 539 BC, Cyrus the Great, the founder of the Persian Empire, achieved a historic victory when he 
conquered the city of Babylon. This conquest marked a significant turning point in the history of the 
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ancient Near East. Cyrus's military campaign was characterized by strategic brilliance and relatively 
bloodless victories. His ability to divert the Euphrates River to enter Babylon is a testament to his 
military ingenuity. 

A New Era of Religious Tolerance 

One of the notable aspects of Cyrus's rule was his policy of religious tolerance. In the aftermath of 
conquering Babylon, he issued a decree that allowed various captive peoples, including the Jewish exiles, 
to return to their ancestral lands and rebuild their temples. This decree is often referred to as the "Cyrus 
Cylinder" and is regarded as an early example of a human rights charter, emphasizing religious freedom 
and the restoration of cultural heritage. Cyrus's decree had a profound impact on the Jewish exiles who 
had been living in Babylon for several decades. It granted them the opportunity to return to their 
homeland, Judah, and to reestablish their lives there. This return to Judah was not only a physical 
journey but also a spiritual and cultural one, as it allowed the exiles to reconnect with their religious and 
historical roots. 

Zerubbabel Leads the People 

Under Cyrus's decree, the Jewish exiles in Babylon began their journey back to Judah. One of the 
prominent leaders during this period was Zerubbabel, a descendant of the Davidic line. He played a 
pivotal role in the rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem. The reconstruction of the Temple was of 
paramount importance to the Jewish people, as it symbolized the restoration of their faith and national 
identity. 

The rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem was a momentous event in Jewish history. It represented a 
physical and spiritual restoration for the Jewish people, who could once again worship God in the holy 
place. This period of restoration marked the beginning of a renewed sense of national and religious 
identity for the Jewish community in Judah. 
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For Class Interaction and Discussion 

Lesson Outline 

1. Introduction 

2. Historical Background 

3. Judah’s Decline & Time in Exile 

 - Destruction of Jerusalem 

 - Life in Exile 

4. Babylon’s Decline 

5. The Return to Judah 

Thought Questions for Discussion 

1. What were some key characteristics of the Babylonian Empire under the rule of Nebuchadnezzar, 
and how did it impact the ancient world? 

2. How did the moral and spiritual decline in Judah contribute to its vulnerability to Babylonian 
conquest? 

3. What were the significant consequences of the destruction of Jerusalem and the razing of 
Solomon's Temple? 

4. How did the Jewish exiles face challenges in adjusting to life in Babylon, and what lessons can we 
draw from the faithfulness of individuals like Daniel and his companions? 

5. What were the main factors contributing to the decline of the Babylonian Empire following the 
death of Nebuchadnezzar II? 

6. How did external threats, particularly from the Persian Empire under Cyrus the Great, contribute 
to Babylon's downfall? 

7. What significance did Cyrus's decree have for the Jewish exiles, and why was the rebuilding of the 
Temple in Jerusalem so important? 
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8. How did Zerubbabel play a crucial role in the restoration of the Jewish community in Judah, and 
what lessons can we learn from his leadership? 

Group Activities 

1. Map Activity: Reference this map of the ancient Near East and locate and label the key regions and 
cities mentioned in the lesson, such as Babylon, Jerusalem, and Persia. Discuss the geographical context 
of these events. 

 
2. Character Analysis: Divide the class into small groups and assign each group one of the notable 
figures from the lesson, such as Nebuchadnezzar, Daniel, or Zerubbabel. Have each group research and 
present on the life, actions, and significance of their assigned character. 

3. Discussion Circle: Form discussion circles and assign each circle one of the discussion questions 
above. Encourage students to engage in thoughtful conversations, share their perspectives, and explore 
biblical principles and lessons relevant to the topics. 

 

 

 



Lesson 2 | The Babylonian Period  

Tuesday Class  November 21, 2023 

19 

Final Encouraging Word 

As we reflect on the Babylonian Period and the return to Judah, let us be reminded of the enduring faith 
and resilience of individuals like Daniel and Zerubbabel. Their unwavering commitment to God and 
their determination to rebuild what was broken serve as powerful examples for us today. Just as the 
Jewish exiles experienced restoration and a renewed sense of purpose, may we also find hope in God's 
promises and the possibility of renewal in our own lives. As we study this period of history, may it inspire 
us to remain faithful in the face of challenges and to seek restoration and renewal in our relationship with 
God.


