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TrtB ACHAEMENIDS
(550-330 B.c.n.)

/^

rn

UHAPTER I HREE

Iran: Pioneer of Freedom among Nations
AcuanvENID InnN was successor to the Medes, who were the first
Aryans of the east to set up a kingdom neighboring the Semites
living to the west. Although the reign of the Medes from the beginning
of the 8th to the middle of the 6th century B.c.E. was short, they
nonetheless amassed enough power to rival such warmongers as
the Assyrians. After violent encounters in the middle of the 7th
century B.c.E., they were finally able, with the help of a treaty of
alliance with the Babylonians, to deliver to the Assyrians such a
crushing blow that they never recovered. It was after this defeat
that the kingdom of Assyria was divided between Media and Babylon.

The Medes' power base was in the northwest of present-day lran,
in the areas of Kurdistan and Azerbaijan. Their capital city was
Hamadan (Ecbatana).
The government of the Persians, another group of Aryan descent,
was centered in the province of Fars, in southwest Iran. There is no
historical documentation that a king by the name of "Achaemen"
ruled Iran, but it is certain that three kings or princes led the dynasty
before Cyrus the Great (Cyrus II). The Achaemenid princes were
for many years hand-picked by the Median government; they were
not independent. But while the Assyrians were engaging the Medes
in combat, the Persians, weary of Median supremacy, took advantage
of the conflict and declared themselves an independent state.
Although Cyrus was not the first monarch of the Achaemenid
dynasty, the glory of the Achaemenids began with his accomplishments. He must be considered the practical founder of an unparalleled dynasty established in Iran in the middle of the 6th century
B.c.E. From Herodotus' History and Xenophon's Anabasis to Olmstead's History of the Persian Empire and Frye's The Heritage of
Persia, much has been said and written about this noble man. Many
historians see parallels between his life and that of Moses. It has
been written that the Median king Astyages gave his daughter in
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marriage to the prince of Persia, and that Cyrus was born of this
union. The king dreamt that Cyrus would attempt to kill him and
seize his empire, so he decreed that the infant should be put to
death. But the person upon whom it fell to carry out the killing
instead handed Cyrus over to a shepherd to raise. When he reached
adulthood, he overthrew the oppressive king of the Medes. This
story is reminiscent of the Pharaoh's decree that firstborn male
Jewish children should be put to death and Moses' ultimate triumph
over the Pharaoh. In addition to his genius for leadership and administration, Cyrus had a charisma such that the people of his
empire recognized him in their hearts as their father and leader.
Beyond this, his legendary struggle to break the chains of bondage,
his relentless efforts to spread freedom and tolerance, and his abstention from using force to compel other nations to follow specific
national and religious beliefs demonstrate that-whether he willed
it or not-he held the station of prophet.
After his victory over the king of the Medes at Pasargadae
(lvlashhad-e Morghab), Cyrus marched north, and in the middle of
the 6th century B.c.E., he captured Hamadan and defeated Astyages,
thereby ending Median rule and founding the Achaemenid empire.
He did not execute the oppressive king of Media, nor did he seek to
place Persia above Media. He brought both nations under one flag,
and it was not long before he also defeated the king of Lydia in Asia
Minor and added that land to Iranian territory.
Cyrus never showed harshness to defeated kings. He was distinguished by his humanity, and his treatment of the kings of Media
and Armenia is legendary. He was of noble characte peerless
king. Not all of his conquests, however, were achieved by force of
arms. He was a master player in the political arena of his time. His
ascension to power and his successive victories struck fear in the
hearts of tyrants. In an eight-year military campaign, he expanded
the borders of the Iranian Empire to the north as far as the Jaxartes
River and to the east as far as the Indus River. The people of Babylon
were made desperate by the tyranny of their king, Nabonidus, and
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wished to be free. The campaign against Babylon was a formidable
task. Babylon was the supreme power of that age, and everyone
imagined it to be an impenetrable fortress. The walls of Babylon
rendered it invulnerable: they were 8o cubits high and z5 cubits
wide, with r5o towers and ramparts. In 539 B.c.E, a fierce battle was
fought near Babylon between Cyrus' army and the Babylonians,
which ended in the enemy's defeat. Cyrus' political and military
genius shone in his campaign against Babylon. He crossed the Tigris
River with his army, and at his command, they diverted the waters
of a tributary that led to Babylon and were thus able to penetrate
the city by following the dry river bed." Cyrus entered the city not
as a foreign conqueror, but as a tolerant leader and liberator of the
Babylonian captives and people, who were weary of the despotic
Chaldean king. The people welcomed his arrival. There was no
killing or plundering in the city. Control of Babylon entailed dominion over several other countries, including Judea and Phoenicia.
The borders of the Iranian Empire were thus expanded as far as
Egypt. Cyrus issued a proclamation in Babylon, the original text of
which has been found in excavations of the area. The proclamation,
which has attained worldwide fame as the "Cyrus cylinder" and a
replica of which is kept at the United Nations building in New
York, is the first international charter and the first proclamation of
equality and freedom in non-Jewish history. In that proclamation,
Cyrus granted freedom to the nations under his rule. In one passage
of it he says:
When I entered Babylon in peace amidst the joyous cries of the
people, I entered the king's palace and sat upon the throne. (Pirniya,
Tarikh-e lran, p. 7i
Cyrus freed not only the Jewish captives, but all Babylonian captives
and the Babylonian people themselves who were, in effect, bondsmen

of a pharaoh-like king. After conquering Babylon, the Achaemenid

"ls not this act of Cyrus reminiscent of a certain aspect of Moses
leadership?
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king returned to Iran and in 52g B.c.E was killed on the battlefield'
the
His tomb is at Pasargadae. He was a wise king who respected
internafaiths of all nations and peoples, the standard-bearer of an
tional moral revolution in the ancient world'
After Cyrus, his son Cambyses, who while his father lived governed
Babylon, became king of lran. He secretly had his brother' Bardiya'
He
who governed Khwarazm, Bactria, Parthia, and Kerman, killed'
Egypt,
conquering
by
further expanded the Achaemenid Empire
these
Libya, Carihage Ounis), Nabatea (Sudan), and Ethiopia In
and
wilderness'
*urr, some of his soldiers perished in the parched
Acothers were buried in the sandstorms of the burning deserts.
someand
epilepsy
cording to Herodotus, Cambyses suffered from
He
times committed heartless acts while in a state of madness'
alive
nobles
Persian
killed his sister Roxana, buried several of the
Egypt.lz
and burned the mummified body of one of the pharaohs of
reclaims
Herodotus'
However, most Western historians attribute
garding Cambyses' fits of madness to the Greek historian's prejudice
Camand have found no convincing evidence in support of them''3
conquered
byses was not as respectful of the religious beliefs of
religious
national
l.,ution, as his father, and he sometimes imposed
beliefs.
his
Cambyses was king from 529 to 522r,3.E In the last year of
reign, while he was away from his capital, he learned that a man
ctaiming to be the "real" Bardiya had declared hirnself king and had
proclaimed a three-year tax amnesty to appease the people' This
man, whose actual name was Gaumatha, created a crisis for Cambysword
ses. For this reason, Cambyses killed himself with his own
upon entering Ecbatana.
At this time, numerous revolts Sprang up, and it was feared that
the whole Achaemenid Empire might unravel and despots might

again establish themselves in each province. But Darius, a prince
l2Pirniya, Tarikh-e lran,
P. 75'
'3nn, zt'.87o.
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and military leader, came forward to quell the rebellions. Darius
was the son-in-law of Cyrus the Great, having married his daughter,
Atossa. A brilliant commander and a strong leader, he returned
peace and order to the expansive Iranian Empire. Darius the Creat,
in the immortal Old Persian cuneiform inscription of Bistun, describes how he toppled the false Bardiya (the pretender Gaumatha)
and, being of the Achaemenid line, became king himself:
Darius the King says "There was no one in Persia, Media, or
from our hous. to re-take the dominion from Gaumatha the
Magus. The people feared him...No one dared say anything about
Gaumatha the Magus until I came...l sought help from Ahura
Mazda. Ahura Mazda helped me. In the first month of autumn
on the tenth day with [several] people I killed this Gaumatha the
Magus...I retook kingship from him. By the grace of Ahura Mazda,
I became king". ..Darius the King says "I brought stability to the
country which had escaped the rule of our dynasty." (Pirniya,
Tarikh-e Iran p.77)

After establishing order, Darius the Great turned his attention to
further expanding the empire. Iran grew both east and west, its
borders approaching the Danube River. Darius' ordered government
and legislation have immortahzed his name. He who faced rebellion
at the beginning of his reign was able to bring unsurpassed tranquility
to an empire as vast as the ocean.
Darius divided Greater Iran into 3o satrapies, according to the
Naqsh-e Rostam inscription. Each satrapy was administered by a
satrap and was comprised of several provinces, each with its own
gou.inor. The Bibte refers to rz7 provinces extending from India to
Ethiopia. The land of Judea was part of the "Trans-River" satrapy,
which extended from the Euphrates River to the Mediterranean
Sea. The satrap commanded each satrapy's military contingent,
served as its highest judicial official and administrator, and was also
responsible for tax collection. Each satrap was assisted by two representatives from the central governmentl one for military affairs and
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king"
as "the eyes and ears of the
one for civil. Inspectors known
affairs'
kept the king informed of the satrapies'
the cities' Along the roads
Darius also built many roads tint<ing
orders
Messeng.'i ot horseback carried
he established courier posts.
post, and from there, fresh
from the capital to th. fi,,t courier
next post, and so forth' In this way'
couriers carried them on to the

messagesreachedthemostdistantpointsintheempireasquickly
of ifte Immortal Guards was also
as possible. The establishment
Darius established eqamong this brilliant king's accomplishments'
collection of taxes' To facilitate
..darics,'' for the first
uitable laws for the assessment and
as
known
coins,
gold
struck
Commerce, he

timeinIran.In4g6B'c'E''duringthereignofDarius'Iranbecame
engagedintheGreekwars,andin436e.c.E.'intheheatofthe
Darius the Great died' In his
struggle between Iran and Greece,
last passage
its greatest territorial extent' In the
time, Iran achieved
of the Bistun inscriPtion he saYS:

oyouwhowillbekingafterthis,resisttheLiewithallyour
what you can do to preserve your
strir.,gtf,. fiyo" are thinf,ing of
not befriend
interrogation. ' 'Do
kingdom, ."por. the liar thiough
Repro"ve them with the sword'
the liar and he who does i"1"tt?f.
[Pi.r,iYu, Tarikh-e lran' P'

13o)

Atossa, was enthroned in
Xerxes, Darius, eldest son by Queen

4S6e.c.e.attheageof34andreignedforztyears.Throughout
His land and sea
reign, Iran was at *u, *ith Greece'

most of his
He-captured Athens and set
battles with the Greeks are legendary.
the lrano-Greek wars' Xerxes'
fire to the renowned Acropoittlb"rini
nationalities' from Persians'
army was comprised of soldiers of 46
Indians, and Lidians' Although
Medes, and Parthians to Assyrians,
had a bitter end' planting the
Iran won some of these *uir, they
at the hands of the Greeks'
seeds of the Achaemenids' destruction
lived a happy and peaceful life
After the war with Greece, Xerxes
in a plot by
he and his son Darius were killed

until

465l,- ,c,n., when

twoofhispalaceguards'MithradatesandArtabanus'
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During the reign of Artaxerxes I, known as "Artaxerxes the LongArmed," the extinguished torch of war with Creece was rekindled.
Xerxes II was king for only 45 days, losing his life in yet another
plot. During the reign of Darius II, Iran was incapacitated by unending internal revolts. During the reign of Artaxerxes II, Iran remained at war with Creece and grew internally weaker.
Artaxerxes III hastened to put his kinsmen to death so that none
might claim the throne. He was a strong king, and had he survived,
he might have brought prosperity like Darius the Great, but he was
poisoned by one of his courtiers. During the reigns of these kings,
the Greek civil wars between Athens and Sparta, which lasted over
half a century, posed a challenge to lran's foreign policy as Iran
backed first one side and then the other. During this struggle, in
4o5 B.c.E., Egypt broke away and proclaimed independence. Philip
of Macedon finally succeeded in uniting all of Greece and brought
a formidable force to bear on his ancient rival, Iran.
The last Achaemenid king was Darius III, who was satrap of Armenia before becoming king in 338 B.c.E. at the age of 45. It was
during his reign that Philip's son, Alexander of Macedon, marched
on Iran and burned Persepolis. Witn the death of Darius III, the
Achaemenid dynasty also came to an end.
Iranian civilization was especially illustrious during the Achaemenid period, particularly during the reigns of Cyrus and Darius.
This distinctiveness was derived primarily from the humane behavior
and high-mindedness of pious Persians. That Iran was the cradle of
freedom and tolerance, that none were oppressed, and that 46 nationalities peacefully coexisted is the greatest source of this civilization's amazing splendor.
The languages of the Iranians during this period were as numerous
as their many peoples and nations, but Old Persian was the most
widespread. Its script, a special form of cuneiform, was developed
during the reign of Darius, and by his decree it was used for stone
inscriptions. Elamite, which was written on clay tablets, was the
language of administration. Aramaic was the third common lan-
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guage. Social organrzation during this period was along feudal lines,
and society had three special classes: the nobles, the clergy, and
pastoralists or nomads. The title "King of Kings,"'a which was used

in Iran even in the zoth century, is indicative of the centralization
and pyramid-structured administration, wherein orders were issued
from the top and gradually reached the lower levels. Kingship was a
holy office. Researchers disagree regarding the religion of the Iranians
during this period. Pre-Zoroastrian Iranian gods were associated
with natural phenomena such as water and the sun, or with ideas
such as justice and truth. Zoroaster appeared c. 6oo e.c.e., but all
did not at once convert to his religion. Based on the Bistun inscription,
it seems likely that Darius the Great was a Zoroastrian. The kings
who came after Darius may have followed his religious lead.
The historical artifacts at Pasargadae, the tombs of the Achaemenid
kings, the inscriptions of Bistun and Naqsh-e Rostam, and the imposing ruins of Persepolis all attest to the Achaemenids' architectural
advancement. The tile works of that era are testimony to Iran's
advanced artistry in those times.
Achaemenid administrative and military organization was the pinnacle of the art of government. The Achaemenids' command center
was Susa, while their summer capital was Hamadan. The Achaemenid
Empire stretched from the western shores of the Indian Ocean to
the Adriatic Sea and from beyond the Jaxartes River to Ethiopia.
The people of each clime were completely free in the practice of
their religion and customs, but were subordinate to the central
government and had to pay taxes and, in time of need, perform

military service.
Each province had judges who adjudicated legal matters. The great-

est difficulty facing the Achaemenid army was the plurality of lan-

it not for strict discipline,
Iran could not have prevailed on the battlefield. The people of the
satrapies lived in security and comfort during the Achaemenid periguages and nationalities of its soldiers. Were
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od. The people's rejoicing upon Cyrus' triumph over Babylon attests
to the Achaemenid leaders' humanity and their support for freedom

and the equality of man. It is fitting that the Iran of this period be
dubbed the "pioneer of freedom among nations."

Crtaprpn Foun
Cyrus, God's Anointed
THp HrsroRy of the Jews of Iran during the Achaemenid period is
based upon firm and incontrovertible documentation. On the one
hand, the Achaemenid kings have illustrated lran's status at that
time through their inscriptions in the mountains and on edifices
such as those at Persepolis. On the other hand, the Jewish people
have immortalized this period of their history in their Bible, at
times mentioning specific details. More importantly, the tiny nation
of Judea was an Iranian possession and considered practically Iranian
soil for nearly the whole of its long history, that is, from Cyrus'
capture of Babylon until Alexander's capture of Persepolis.
Although the captive Jews taken to Babylon by the Chaldean Nebuchadnezzar were permitted to continue their existence as a people,
they wanted to return to their homeland. The prophets of Israel
gave them hope that such a day would finally arrive, that the one
God would send someone to free them from the shackles of bondage
and restore to them the freedom which was the legacy of their
prophet Moses. In 538 B.c.E., when Cyrus took Babylon, he issued
his famous proclamation freeing the captive Jews of Babylon and
allowing them to return to Jerusalem to rebuild their ruined temple.

Then...
...the Lord stirred up the spirit of Cyrus king of Persia, that he
made a proclamation throughout all his kingdom, and put it also
in writing, saying: 'Thus saith Cyrus king of Persia: All the kingdoms of the earth hath the Lord, the God of heaven, given me;
and He hath charged me to build Him a house in Jerusalem,
which is in Judah. Whosoever there is among you of all His people-his God be with him-let him go up to build the house of
the Lord, the Cod of Israel, He is the God who is in Jerusalem.
(Ezra r:r-3)
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After this edict, a large group from the tribes of Judah and Benjamin
who had been held captive at Babylon set out for Jerusalem to
rebuild the Temple.
Also Cyrus the King brought forth the vessels of the house of the
Lord, which Nebuchadnezzar had brought forth out of Jerusalem,
and had put them in the house of his gods; even those did Cyrus
king of Persia bring forth by the hand of Mithredath the treasurer,
and numbered them unto Sheshbazzar, the prince of Judah.. . .All

the vessels of gold and of silver were five thousand and four
hundred. All these did Sheshbazzar bring up, when they of the
captivity were brought up from Babylon unto Jerusalem. (Ezra
t"7-n)
Was not Cyrus indeed sent by God to aid the Jews? What commander

has ever freed a nation from its enemy's grasp, returned to them
that which had been plundered, and paved the way for their return

to their homeland? It is for this reason that in the Bible the Jews
refer to Cyrus as "God's anointed." The prophet Isaiah says:
Thus saith the Lord to His anointed, to Cyrus...l will go before
thee, and make the crooked places straight; I will break in pieces
the doors of brass, and cut in sunder the bars of iron; and I will
give the treasures of darkness, and hidden riches of secret places,
that thou mayest know that I am the Lord, who will call thee by
thy name, even the God of Israel. (lsaiah 45:,_4)

The title "God's anointed" in the Bible-which has no room for
prejudice in its recounting of history and in which many Jewish
kings, including Solomon, the builder of the Temple, were criticized
for their sins-cannot be taken lightly. Cyrus' deeds and thoughts
and the Bible's praise for and acknowledgment of indebtedness to
him elevate him to the status of a great and godly man who received
the commandments of the Cod of Israel. It is in this regard that the
nations of Iran and Judea most clearly resembled one another in
their hopes and aspirations for the salvation of mankind. Again, in
the book of Isaiah, we read God's words concerning Cyrus:
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'He is My shepherd, and shall perform all My pleasure' (lsaiah
44',.28)

Cyrus' historical proclamation unconditionally freeing the Jews of
Babylon lifted them to unparalleled levels of ecstasy. The n6th Psalm
bespeaks some of this joy:
When the Lord brought back those that returned to Zion,
We were like unto them that dream.

Then was our mouth filled with laughter,
And our tongue with singing;

There are various theories about the origin of Cyrus' love for and
protection of the Jews. Some hold that the Jews assisted Cyrus during
his siege of Babylon and that he sought to recompense them. Others
believe that from the outset, Cyrus had planned to march on Egypt
and that he sought friendship with the state of Judea in order to
have a base near Egypt. As most attacks against Iran came from the
West, Cyrus sought a reliable ally in this region, and for this reason
strove to strengthen Judea and even helped finance the rebuilding
of the Temple. Yet others believe that it is the similarities between
the religious beliefs of the Jews and the Iranians that led him to
support them. However, the most credible explanation based on
historical evidence is that above all, Cyrus was a humane and compassionate king, that he abstained from oppression and bloodshed
in all the lands that he ruled, and that he respected the religious
freedom of all nations.
Not all the liberated Jews of Babylon accompanied the governor
appointed by Cyrus over Judea back to Jerusalem. Some of them
decided to remain in Babylon, while others, magnetized by the
liberator king of Persia, accompanied his army back to Iran as faithful
followers. It is not known whether these followers, especially the
several distinguished and learned men among them, were summoned
by Cyrus to accompany his army or if they chose to do so of their
own volition. But those who returned to Jerusalem were in the
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majority. According to the figures provided by the second chapter
of the book of Ezra, which lists the number of people from each
tribe and family individually, the total number of Jews whose possessions were carried by hundreds of laden horses, camels, and
donkeys on the "second exodus" from Babylon to Jerusalem was
49,897,

In this manner, from the outset of Cyrus'conquests and the establishment of the Achaemenid dynasty, the Jews were distributed
throughout a large portion of the empire. The Jews of the ten tribes,
who had been resettled in Iran nearly a century and a half earlier,
the Jews who saw the door opened before them during the time of
Cyrus, those who had been exiled by force, and those who had
voluntarily emigrated, had all settled in cities of the empire from
Jerusalem and Babylon, which were occupied by Iran, to Kurdistan,
Khorasan, Susa, and Pasargadae.
The administrative structure of the emigrants after arriving in
Judea was as follows:

1. Sheshbazzar: Iranian governor and representative of the Iranian central government.
Zerubbabel ben Shealtiel, a prince of the house of David: Judean
chief of state.
3. Jeshua ben Jozadak: chief priest and spiritual leader.

2.

During the reign of Darius the Great, the leader of the local priesthood
was charged with the governing of Judea. This situation continued
throughout the Achaemenid dynasty, during which a priest from
the family of Jozadak inherited the leading role. In other words, the
people of Judea had their own government as far as religion and
religious law were concerned, but politically, persons like Zerubbabel
or Sheshbazzar governed them, and in this regard, they were subordinate to the central Achaemenid state.
In the third chapter of the book of Ezra we read the account of
the rebuilding of the Holy Temple, which was made possible through
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the Persian Cyrus' support. We clearly see the ancient history of the
bond between the righteous Iranian and the upright Je*. Here is a
sample of that account:
They gave money also unto the hewers, and to the carpenters;
and food, and drink, and oil, unto them of Zidon, and to them of
Tyre, to bring cedar-trees from Lebanon to the sea, unto Joppa,
according to the grant that they had of Cyrus king of Persia.
(Ezra 3:7)

The day the foundation of the Second Temple was laid was one of
the most euphoric in Jewish history. On that day, when Judea was
part of the Iranian Empire, a momentous ceremony was held as the
builders began setting the foundation. The priests, dressed in special
purple garments, sounded trumpets, and the Levites struck cymbals
while the people sang the songs of David and relived his joy and
dancing over the transfer of the Ten Commandments to Mount
Zion. Ezra writes:
But many of the priests and Levites and heads of fathers' houses,
the old men that had seen the first house standing on its foundation,
wept with a loud voice, when this house was before their very
joy; so that the people could
not discern the noise of the shout of joy from the noise of the
weeping of the people; for the people shouted with a loud shout,
and the noise was heard afar off. (Ezra3:rz-r3)
eyes; and many shouted aloud for

In the fourth year of Cyrus' reign-as a result of lies and rumors
reported by Judea's neighbors to the Iranian central government
and also Cyrus' departure from Babylon and Cambyses' governorship
over the former Babylonian-occupied territories, including
Judea-construction of the Holy Temple was halted. Cyrus, who
was busy establishing a great empire, had nothing to do with this
matter. It was Cambyses who, lacking his father's political insight,
fell under the sway of rumormongers. Ezra writes concerning the
troublemaking of the Samaria foreign people whom the kings
of Assyria resettled in the land of Israel in place of the Jewish prisoners:
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Now when the adversaries of Judah and Benjamin heard that the
children of the captivity were building a temple unto the Lord,
the God of Israel; then they drew near to Zerubbabel, and to the
heads of fathers' houses, and said unto them: 'Let us build with
you; for we seek your God, as ye do; and we do sacrifice unto
Him since the days of Esarhaddon king of Assyria, who brought
us up hither.' But Zerubbabel, and Jeshua, and the rest of the
'Ye have nothing
heads of fathers' houses of Israel, said unto them:
to do with us to build a house unto our God; but we ourselves
together will build unto the Lord, the God of Israel, as king Cyrus
the king of Persia hath commanded us.' Then the people of the
land weakened the hands of the people of Judah, and harried
them while they were building, and hired counsellors against them,
to frustrate their purpose, all the days of Cyrus king of Persia,
even until the reign of Darius king of Persia. (Ezra 4'.F5)

From this passage it appears that the Samarians may have sought
an income from participating in the construction of the holy edifice.
The leaders of the people, however, having perfected the religion of
Moses during the Babylonian captivity, did not deem it proper that
a group of non-Jews should join the people in the construction of
the Holy Temple. The Samarians grew vindictive and sought revenge.
They attacked the Temple's construction site and hired counsellors
to make their complaints known to the Iranian court. One of their
missives to the king of Persia stated:
...be it known unto the king, that the Jews that came up from
thee are come to us unto Jerusalem; they are building the rebellious

and the bad city, and have finished the walls, and are digging out
the foundations. Be it known now unto the king, that, if this city
be builded, and the walls finished, they will not pay tribute, impost,
or toll, and so thou wilt endamage the revenue of the kings. Now
because we eat the salt of the palace, and it is not meet for us to
see the king's dishonor, therefore have we sent and announced to
the king... (Ezra 4'.tzt5)

Meanwhile, Cyrus was killed in 529 B.c.E. in battle with the Sakas in
northern Iran, and Cambyses was enthroned as king. The plots of
the wicked bore their bitter fruit, and...
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Then ceased the work of the house of God which is atJerusalem;
and it ceased unto the second year of the reign of Darius king of
Persia. (Ezra 4'.24)

The halting of the construction of the Temple is evidence that unlike
his father, Cambyses was not an astute political thinker, and that he
was easily influenced by the Samarians both as governor of Babylon
and as king. He effectively nullified the accomplishments of his
father toward the construction of the Temple.
During Cambyses' reign, the leaders of Judea endured many hardships. At the time of the exiles' return, the area was relatively sparsely
populated. Farmers who had not been taken captive had fled to
other cities, and the enemies of the House of Israel, including the
Edomites, the Ashdodians, and the Ammonites, had occupied the
land of Judea. The Samarians, who had been resettled there by the
Assyrians, also lived in the north. The beliefs, customs, and languages
of other peoples had influenced the farmers scattered throughout
the Promised Land. The Jewish population faced regrettable circumstances in their own land. All the efforts of the people's leaders to
improve relations with Cambyses were in vain. It seems that Cambyses, who was planning to occupy Egypt, preferred to leave Judea
in a state of weakness. Perhaps it was with this thought in mind
that he advanced toward Egypt from Judea, crossing the Negev in
three days to reach the Egyptian border, where he defeated that
nation's army and raised the flag of victory in the land of the pharaohs.

In the Aramaic papyri discovered at the site of the Jewish colony
of Elephantine in Egypt, it is written that when Cambyses conquered Egypt he destroyed all the temples of the Egyptian gods,
but did not disturb the Jewish temple there. If this is true, it is
evidence that the ancient Iranians respected the religion of the
Israelites and that there were similarities between the religious
beliefs of the Iranians and the Jewish nation. (Pirniya, Iran-e
Bastan, r:5o6)

t
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Dubnow also acknowledges this point in his History of the Jews:
When, in the year 525, King Kambiz (Cambyses) conquered the
whole of Egypt and established Persian domination there, he destroyed the pagan temples of Elephantine but spared the temple
of Yahweh, since the Judeans every'where were regarded as supporters of Persian rule. (Dubnow, t'36g)

It is possible that this ill-tempered king's mild treatment of the
for that which they held sacred may be attributable to Jewish support for his military advances in Assyria, Babylon
and Egypt. Cambyses had to cross Judea and the Negev Desert to

Jews and his respect

reach Egypt.

Despite this attitude, it is certain that Cambyses favored the Samarians and did nothing to forward the construction of the Second
Temple or to stay the hand of the Samarian enemy. Worse than
that were the measures he enforced against the Jews in Iran proper.
More than two centuries had elapsed between the migration of the
ten tribes of Israel to western and northern Iran and Cambyses'
reign. During this long period, the Jews had established roots in
Iran and lived a stable and peaceful life there. Their population was
greater than that of the Jews living in Judea after the liberation of
Babylon. The Samarians, who would stop at nothing in their antiJewish activities, turned Cambyses against the Jews living in Iran
through baseless allegations. As the king of Iran venerated the goddess
Anahita, which the Jews could by no means accept, it became an
excuse for Cambyses to exile a large number of Iranian Jews living
in northern and western Iran and engaged in pastoralism and agriculture to the far-off mountains of present-day Afghanistan, which
was then uninhabited. After the advent of Islam and the Arab conquest, many of these Jews were forcibly converted to the new monotheistic religion. Cambyses' reign, however, lasted only seven years;
he committed suicide in 529 B.c.E.
The cessation of the reconstruction of the Temple made the Jews
in Babylon pessimistic. The promises of the prophets were met
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with skepticism, and they hesitated to return to Jerusalem. On the
other hand, life in Babylon, the country which had taken them
captive, was unappealing. Therefore, they gradually began migrating
voluntarily to Iran. They went to Khuzestan, Susa, and Pasargadae,
south of Babylon. During the reign of Xerxes, there was a large
Jewish population in Susa.

According to the testimony of the books of Ezra, Haggai, and
Zechariah, construction of the half-completed Temple resumed during the second year of Darius' reign. In the book of Haggai we read:
In the seventh month, in the one and twentieth day of the month,
'Speak
came the word of the Lord by Haggai the prophet, saying:
now to Zerubbabel the son of Shealtiel, governor of Judah, and
to Joshua the son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and to the remnant
of the people, saying: Who is left among you that saw this house
in its former glory? and how do ye see it now? is not such a one as
nothing in your eyes? Yet now be strong, O Zerubbabel, saith the
Lord; and be strong, O Joshua, son of Jehozadak, the high priest;
and be strong, all ye people of the land, saith the Lord, and work;

for I am with you, saith the Lord of hosts. ftlaggai zt- 4)

According to this same book, construction of the Temple resumed
on the z4th day of the 9th month of the znd year of the reign of
Darius. Again, conspiring enemies, namely, "Tattenai, the governor
beyond the River, and Shethar-bozenai, and his companions the
Apharesachites" sent a letter to Darius in which they wrote:
'Unto Darius the king, all peace. Be it known unto the king, that
we went into the province of Judah, to the house of the great
God, which is builded with the great stones, and timber is laid in
the walls, and this work goeth on with diligence and prospereth
in their hands. Then asked we those elders, and said unto them
thus: Who gave you a decree to build this house, and to finish
this wall? We asked them their names also, to announce to thee,
that we might write the names of the men that were at the head
of them. (Ezra 5:6-ro)
Haggai, the prophet Zechartah, Zerubbabel, and Jeshua the son of Jehozadak were among these names,

It is likely that the prophet
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it is mentioned
that they were involved in the construction of the Temple. This
rumor-mongering of ill-wishers prompted Darius, who like Cyrus
was a man of vision, to determine the truth.
because in the very same chapter of the book of Ezra

Then Darius the king made a decree, and search was made in the
house of the archives, where the treasures were laid up, in Babylon.

And there was found at Ahmetha, in the palace that is in the
province of Media, a roll, and therein was thus written: 'A record.
In the first year of Cyrus the king, Cyrus the king made a decree:
Concerning the house of God atJerusalem, let the house be builded,
the place where they offer sacrifices, and let the foundations thereof

be strongly laid; the height thereof threescore cubits, and the
breadth thereof threescore cubits; with three rows of great stones,
and a row of new timber, and let the expenses be given out of the
king's house; and also let the gold and silver vessels of the house
of God, which Nebuchadnezzar took forth out of the temple which
is at Jerusalem, and brought unto Babylon, be restored, and
brought back unto the temple which is at Jerusalem, every one to
its place, and thou shalt put them in the house of God.' (Ezra
6:

r-5)

Once aware of this historical fact, Darius' reply was very clear and
direct:
'Now therefore, Tattenai, governor beyond the River, Shetharbozenai, and your companions the Apharesachites, who are beyond
the River, be ye far from thence; let the work of this house of God
alone; let the governor of the Jews and the elders of the Jews
build this house of God in its place. Moreover I make a decree
concerning what ye shall do to these elders of the Jews for the
building of this house of God; that of the king's goods, even of
the tribute beyond the River, expenses be given with all diligence
unto these men, that they be not hindered. And that which they

have need of, both young bullocks, and rams, and lambs, for
burnt-offerings to the God of heaven, wheat, salt, wine, and oil,
according to the word of the priests that are at Jerusalem, let it be
given them day by day without fail; that they may offer sacrifices
of sweet savour unto the God of heaven, and pray for the life of
the king, and of his sons. Also I have made a decree, that whosoever
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shall alter this word, let a beam be pulled out from his house, and
let him be lifted up and fastened thereon; and let his house be
made a dunghill for this; and may the God that hath caused His
name to dwell there overthrow all kings and peoples, that shall
put forth their hand to alter the same, to destroy this house of
God which is at Jerusalem. I Darius have made a decree; let it be
done with all diligence.' (Ezra 6:6-u)

Darius' decree-which is no less precious to the Jews than that of
Cyrus-besides being indicative of this king's distinctive personality,
also entails concomitants that must be carefully examined. The king
of Iran was the guarantor of truth, justice, and humanity for the
state of Judea. Darius the Creat did not want coercion and oppression
in his dominion. He expected that the Jews would pray for the long

life and health of "the king and his sons." The prayers whichJews
throughout the centuries of the diaspora have recited on religious
holidays for the leader of the country in which they live are probably
rooted in this decree. But what is even more interesting is the curse
which he wrote in the name of the Cod of the Israelites: "May the
Cod that hath caused his name to dwell there overthrow all kings
and peoples, that shall put forth their hand...to destroy this house
of God which is at Jerusalem."
It is not without cause that many historians see parallels between
the religious beliefs and humanitarian ideals of the Jews and the
ancient Iranians. After the promulgation of Darius' unambiguous
decree and his protection of the Jewish people and their aspirations,
the Holy Temple finally...
...was finished on the third day of the month Adar, which was in
the sixth year of the reign of Darius the king. (Ezra 6:5)

And at the Temple in Jerusalem, a celebration was held, and the
captives who had returned to the Promised Land rejoiced. From
the events that followed, it is clear that although the enormous
temple edifice was completed at this time, the interior furnishings
had yet to be completed.
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Darius' generous support of the Jews engendered bonds of friendship between Iran and the Jews. The Jews became renowned throughout the ancient world for their friendship toward the Iranians to
such an extent that wherever Iran's foes had power over Jews, they
oppressed them, considering revenge against the Jews a form of
vengeance against the Iranians.
The Jews of the Achaemenid Empire were concentrated in the
central cities. A great number lived in Susa. Another city, named
"Pars," founded by Darius the Great next to Persepolis in the vicinity
of Marv Dasht, was also home to manyJews. This city was destroyed
during Alexander the Great's conquest. Many Jews lived in Fars
province, especially in Shiraz and Luristan (the first capital and
ancestral homeland of the Achaemenids), and also in Hamadan,
which was their summer capital. The Jews of Fars outnumbered the
Jews of Babylon, and during the reign of Xerxes, some Iranians in
the region converted to Judaism. The Jews of Isfahan are also of the
tribe of Judah and are descended from the prisoners of Babylon
who emigrated to that city from Achaemenid times forward.
From the reign of Cyrus to the completion of the Temple there is
no further mention of Zerubbabel in the Bible. Some are of the
opinion that because the Iranian state was suspicious of Zerubbabel
and feared he would proclaim himself king, it removed him from
office. This view cannot be correct, for if it were, such an important
event would undoubtedly have been mentioned in the book of Ezra.
It has been said that Zerubbabel was ousted because of Jewish disunity, with some supporting him because he was descended from
David, while others supported Jeshua the priest. Whatever the reason
for Zerubbabel's ouster, it does nothing to lessen his prestige, for it
was he who prevailed upon the mighty Achaemenid state to form
the Judean government. With the removal of Zerubbabel from the
political scene, relations between the religious leaders of Judea and
the Iranian court deteriorated. The loss of Jewish statesmen strengthened the hand of the Jews' rivals to such an extent that during
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Xerxes' reign, the first widespread anti-Semitic measures were enacted in the vast Iranian empire. Although the widespread conspiracy
against the Jews of Iran met with failure, it demonstrated that despite
the intrinsic support of the Achaemenid kings, the enemies of the
Jews and Judaism in Iran were busy devising their sinister plots.

Haman's Conspiracy Against the Jews
The detailed biblical account of Esther's adventures tells the story
of the Jews during the reign of Xerxes, son of Darius the Creat.
According to one Iranian historian:
The information provided by the stories of Esther and Mordecai
is the same as that provided by the Greek historians. The breadth
of the empire from India to Ethiopia is historical. The seven
advisors, especially Haman, are the same people whom Herodotus
named the "seven imperial judges"...Based on his description,
Ahasuerus is the very same Xerxes whom the Greeks described.
That is, he was a noble and high-minded person who turned
down ten thousand talents of silver.'5 (Pirniya, Iran-e Bastan,r:9o3)

Likewise, the fact that the book of Esther incorporates some Iranian
history must not be overlooked. It describes the glory of Xerxes'
court, which was constructed by the same builders who erected the
great edifices of Persepolis:
Now it came to pass in the days of Ahasuerus fXerxes]-this is
Ahasuerus who reigned, from India even unto Ethiopia, over a
hundred and seven and twenty provinces-that in those days,
when the king Ahasuerus sat on the throne of his kingdom, which
was in Shushan'6 the castle, in the third year of his reign, he made
a feast unto all his princes and his servants; the army of Persia
and Media, the nobles and princes of the provinces, being before
him; when he showed the riches of his glorious kingdom and the
honour of his excellent majesty, many days, even a hundred and
'5A reference to the fact that Haman sought to pay the king 10,ooo
talents of silver in exchange for control over the Jews, but the king refused.
'Susa, the capital of lran.
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fourscore days. And when these days were fulfilled, the king made
unto all the people that were present in Shushan the castle,
both great and small, seven days, in the court of the garden of the
king's palace; there were hangings of white, fine cotton, and blue,
bordered with cords of fine linen and purple, upon silver rods
and pillars and marble; the couches were of gold and silver, and
a feast

shell, and onyx marble. And they gave them drink in vessels of

gold-the

vessels being diverse one

from another-and royal wine

in abundance, according to the bounty of the king. And the drinking was according to the law; none did compel; for so the king
had appointed to all the officers of his house, that they should do
according to every man's pleasure.
Also Vashti the queen made a feast for the women in the royal
house which belonged to king Ahasuerus. (Esther r:r-ro)

This magnificent royal feast, at which the heads of each of the
nations under Xerxes' command were present, was held in 4g4 B.c.E.
The book of Esther tells how on the seventh day the king became
drunk with wine and commanded his chamberlains to bring forth
Queen Vashti wearing her royal crown so that the people might
behold her beauty. Vashti, a beautiful queen, was ashamed to do
such a thing, and she declined to present herself before the king
and his guests. This disobedience made the king burn with anger,
and he asked his courtiers for their opinions. They told the king
that if the queen was disobedient to her husband, then all women
would emulate the queen. Therefore, it was fitting that Vashti should
be punished and stripped of her title as queen. Xerxes did this
without delay and banished Vashti from his court.
The next day, when Xerxes was again sober, he remembered what
had happened to Vashti and saw that the queen's place was empty.
He sat in council with his servants, who told him that a beautiful
virgin should be chosen from each province and brought to the
palace into the custody of Hegai, the keeper of the women, and that
the king should choose one in place of Vashti. The king accepted
this counsel and decreed that it should be made so. In Xerxes' court
there was a Jew named Mordecai ben Jair who was from Jerusalem
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and had accompanied the captives brought by Nebuchadnezzar to
Babylon. Mordecai was raising his uncle's daughter Hadassah, who
had lost both her mother and father. When the king's decree was
proclaimed, Hadassah was also brought before Hegai. Hadassah
was so beautiful that she was included without debate among those
to be presented to the king. Cosmetic accouterments and seven
maidens were put at her disposal. Hadassah did not disclose her
relation to Mordecai, at his behest. Mordecai was worried about his
cousin, and sometimes strolled by the women's quarters that he
might learn news of her situation. Each girl was perfumed with
fragrant oils to increase her beauty, and each was then sent before
Xerxes. When it was Hadassah's turn, the king instantly decided
that this beautiful Jewish girl was to become the future queen of
Iran. He gave her the name "Esther" and placed the royal crown
upon her head.
Her real name was Hadassah, but she was called Esther by non-Jews,
this being the Persian name for Venus . (ut,6'.gol)

At this time, Xerxes had been king for seven years. On the occasion
of Esther's selection as queen, another great feast was held.
Two of the king's guards, Bigthana and Teresh, were so angered
by the king's choice that they attempted to kill him. Mordecai the
J.*, who had been selected as one of the king's guards because of
his size and strength, informed Esther of the plot and asked her to
relate this information to the king. There was an investigation, the
truth of the information was ascertained, and the plotters were
punished. These events were recorded in the chronicles of Xerxes.
Some time later, Xerxes appointed a man named Haman the
Agagite minister and granted him wide-ranging powers. Whenever
Haman entered the court, the guards bowed down and prostrated
themselves.

But Mordecai bowed not down, nor prostrated himself before
him. (Esther 3:z)

,
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The guards asked why he did not comply with the king's order. He
replied that he did not prostrate himself before others because he
was a J.*, and worshipped neither man nor idol.
Haman, who could not comprehend Mordecai's religious beliefs,
grew vengeful against this God-worshipping guard. He grew so enraged that he sought to bring about the ruin of all Jews throughout
the vast land of Iran. In his mind, the way to do this was through a
mass killing of the Jews.
And Haman said unto king Ahasuerus: 'There is a certain people
scattered abroad and dispersed among the peoples in all the provinces of thy kingdom; and their laws are diverse from those of
every people; neither keep they the king's laws; therefore it profiteth
not the king to suffer them. If it please the king, let it be written
that they be destroyed; and I will pay ten thousand talents of
silver into the hands of those that have the charge of the king's
business, to bring it into the king's treasuries.' (Esther l.S-q)
Xerxes took the signet ring off his finger. He gave it to Haman and
both granted him the silver and put the fate of the Jews of Iran in
his hands, telling him to do with them what he pleased.
Haman was well pleased. He commanded that a decree be written
in the script and language of each governor, sealed with the court
seal, and carried to each province of Iran by courier. This decree
stated that the r3th day of the month of Adar was to be the date of
the mass execution of the Jews throughout all of Iran, and that
wheresoever a Jew should be found, he should be killed and his

property seized.
At this time (+l+ u.c.e.), twelve years of Xerxes' reign had passed.
Fear cast a shadow over the houses of all Jews, especially for the
large Jewish population of Susa. When Mordecai witnessed these
events. he rent his clothes and cried aloud. As the mass execution
order reached each city, Jews gathered in lamentation. They fasted,
wept, and wailed. Many lay on sackcloth and ashes and lost all
hope. Mordecai sent Esther a message asking her to go to Xerxes
and plead for help. Esther nervously replied that anyone who entered
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the inner court without permission would certainly be sentenced to
death unless the king extended his golden scepter toward him, and
that it had been thirty days since she had last been summoned to
the inner court.
Mordecai sent Esther another message telling her to hurry and
not to suppose that death would spare her in the palace.
Esther told Mordecai to tell all the Jews of Susa to fast for three
days. She and her servants would do the same. After three days, she
would go before the king, and if she should perish at the king's
command. so be it.
After observing the fast, Esther donned her queenly garments and
stood before Xerxes in the inner court. When he beheld her, Xerxes
was amazed. He extended his golden scepter toward her and asked
what had brought her there. He promised to grant any wish, even if
she should ask for half his kingdom.
Esther replied that she had come to invite the king and his minister,
Haman, to the feast that she was planning for the following night.
She said she would inform the king of her request at that time.
The king accepted the invitation and told his minister, Haman, to
be present at the feast. Haman, giddy with the scheme he had devised
for the Jews' destruction, had ordered the erection of a 5o-cubit-high
gallows on which he planned to execute Mordecai for his refusal to
prostrate himself before him.
That night, the king suffered insomnia and ordered that his chronicles be brought out and some accounts read to him. By chance, a
portion read to him that night included the account of his deliverance
from Bigthana and Teresh, the two conspirators who had sought to
kill him. The king asked what reward had been given to Mordecai,
who had saved his life. He was told that no reward had been granted.
By this time, Haman had arrived to tell the king that Mordecai
was to be hung the next day from a 5o-cubit-high gallows. Before
he had the chance to tell him this, Xerxes asked him what was to be
done with someone upon whom the king wished to bestow a bountiful
reward.
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Haman thought that the person to be rewarded must be himself.
He replied that such a person must be fitted with a royal garment
and mounted upon the king's white horse. A gold crown should be
placed on his head, and one of the king's princes should take the
horse's reins and guide him through the streets of the city.
Xerxes commanded him to prepare a horse, crown, and garment
and, in the same manner he described, to put Mordecai the Jew on
the horse and to take him the through the streets of the city.
Haman did this the next day and arrived at Esther's feast even
more vengeful than before. The king asked Esther what she desired,
promising to grant her wish.
Esther replied that she and her people had been sold and that all
were to be slain, although they had done the king no harm.
Xerxes asked what person had the impudence to attempt to slay
the Jews of Iran.
Esther pointed to Haman, saying that it was he who was the
enemy of the Jews of the king's great land.
Haman trembled. The king became angry, exited the banquet,
and went to the palace garden. When Haman saw Esther alone, he
went to her to beg for his life. The king returned from the garden
and saw Haman before Esther. He was infuriated, thinking his minister had impure intentions toward her. He commanded that he be
executed, and thereupon they covered Haman's face, indicating that
his execution was inevitable. They hanged him from the very same
gallows he had erected for Mordecai.
Xerxes then countermanded all the orders for the mass execution
of the Jews. A new order was written to the governors of the n7
provinces, from India to Ethiopia, nullifying the order to kill the
Jews.

And Mordecai went forth from the presence of the king in royal
apparel of blue and white, and with a great crown of gold, and
with a robe of fine linen and purple; and the city of Shushan
shouted and was glad. The Jews had light and gladness, and joy
and honour. And in every province, and in every city, whithersoever
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the king's commandment and decree came, the Jews had gladness
and joy, a feast and a good day. And many from among the
peoples of the land became Jews; for the fear of the Jews was
fallen upon them. (Esther 8'.tS-v)

From this time forward, Jews throughout the world have celebrated
the r4th and r5th of the month of Adar as "Purim."
The account of Haman in the Bible ends thus:
...Mordecai the Jew was next unto king Ahasuerus, and great
among the Jews, and accepted of the multitude of his brethren;
seeking the good of his people and speaking peace to all his seed.
(Esther ro:3)

After Xerxes' death, Esther and her cousin Mordecai went to the
Achaemenid summer capital of Hamadan. Their tombs in that city
have become a Jewish place of pilgrimage.
The story of Esther and Mordecai is neither fiction nor legend. It
is a historical account, presented in the historical style of the Bible
in living and tangible form. It raises many questions about the Jews
of the Achaemenid period. Whether Xerxes was an intrepid conqueror or a weak-willed hedonist is a separate issue. That aside, the
story of Esther, though raising some questions, may answer others.
The Bible indicates that the Jews were scattered throughout the rz7
provinces of the vast Achaemenid Empire. In their encounters with
non-lranian peoples living in Iran who had shown enmity toward
the Jews and Judaism because of their monotheism, the Jews must
have stood up and fought back. Despite Cyrus' eternal decree and
Darius' unambiguous proclamation, there were people in the Achaemenid court who took steps to thwart the Jews. The conversion of
some to Judaism is attributable to the power the Jews gained after
Xerxes' second decree. Others converted to Judaism for fear of them.
The influence of Jews in Iran to the extent that the queen was
Jewish and the Jewish Mordecai was considered the second highestranking person in the empire shows that Iranians and Jews were
highly integrated at this time.
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Despite the vengefulness of enemies like Haman and his ilk, the
Jews of Iran were so powerful that, with the protection of the kings,
they were easily able to withstand them. On the very day the Jews
of Iran were to be massacred, they thwarted their enemies. No
doubt, these rivals were neither Persians nor Aryans, but rather
those who had been enemies of the Jews in or around the land of
Canaan. They included the Babylonians, the Assyrians, the Phoenicians, the Egyptians, the Moabites, and the Arameans, whose countries were at the time provinces of the Iranian Empire. Clashes with
them sometimes led to bloodshed. The Jews of Iran killed some of
their non-Jewish enemies...
.,.but on the spoil they laid not their hand... (Esther 9:t6)
Beyond this, the Iranian central government and...
.all the princes of the provinces, and the satraps, and the governors, and they that did the king's business, helped the Jews.'.
(Esther 9:3)
..

It is in this tremendous strength that we see the influence of great
Jewish wise men in the Achaemenid court. It is not without cause
that the Achaemenids are mentioned in the Bible in the books of
Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Isaiah, Daniel, Haggai, andZechariah.

The Prophet Daniel's Service
in the Court of Darius the Great
The prophet Daniel, famed for his austerity and wisdom, was among
the captives taken to Babylon, where Nebuchadnezzar the Chaldean
tried to exploit his wisdom. Daniel, a skilled interpreter of dreams,
was appointed to serve in the enemy's court, yet he remained faithful
to his religion. It is because of this faithfulness that stories about his
life have sometimes taken on a legendary tone. After Cyrus' defeat
of Babylon, Daniel went to Iran and became influential in the Iranian
court. It has been said that it is on account of Daniel's virtues that
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Darius decreed that the Jews should return to the Promised Land
and complete the Temple.

It pleased Darius to set over the kingdom a hundred and twenty
satraps, who should be throughout the whole kingdom; and over
them three presidents, of whom Daniel was one; that these satraps
might give account unto them, and that the king should have no
damage. Then this Daniel distinguished himself above the presidents and the satraps, because a surpassing spirit was in him;
and the king thought to set him over the whole realm.
Then the presidents and the satraps sought to find occasion
against Daniel as touching the kingdom; but they could find no
occasion nor fault; forasmuch as he was faithful, neither was there
any error or fault found in him. (Daniel 6:z-5)

When a Jew finds such favor in the court of the greatest empire of
the day, one can draw conclusions about the status of his coreligionists

in that government. But, or the other hand, it must be kept in
mind that Daniel's rank, prestige, and influence fanned the flames
of enmity to such an extent that his court rivals slandered his religion
before the king, compelling him to test Daniel's faith. The story of
Daniel being thrown to the lions and his rescue from those beasts
of prey through his steadfast faith in the God of Israel attests to this
(Fie. :).
We hear the words of Daniel himself:
And

for me, in the first year of Darius the Mede, I stood up to
will I declare
unto thee the truth. Behold, there shall stand up yet three kings
in Persia; and the fourth shall be far richer than they all, and
when he is waxed strong through his riches, he shall stir up all
against the realm of Creece. (Daniel u:r-z)
as

be a supporter and a stronghold unto him. And now

Daniel spent the rest of his life in Susa. His tomb in that historic
city remains intact (Fig. a).
After Xerxes was killed and Artaxerxes I-popularly known as
Artaxerxes the Long-Armed-became king, relations between the
Achaemenid government and the Jewish state worsened. The Tews'
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enemies in the region again r,vrote to the king saying that if the city
of Jerusalem were to be built and the Jews to become strong, they
would rebel against the Iranians. Because Egypt had recently rebelled
and defeated the I ranian army, these endless rumors had their effect
upon Artaxerxes I. The king of Iran had no choice but to write:
'. . .There have been mighty kings also over Jerusalem, who have

ruled over all the country beyond the River; and tribute, impost,
and toll, was paid unto them. Make ye now a decree to cause
these men to cease, and that this city not be builded, until a
decree shall be made by me. And take heed that ye be not slack
herein

...'

(Ezra 4'.zo-zz)

During this period, the Jews living in Judea suffered great despair.
They imagined that the promises of their prophets Isaiah and Ezekiel,
which they held near to their hearts, could not be fulfilled. On the
other hand, as the Jews dispersed throughout Iran found themselves
living in comfort and security, they lost the desire to return to the
land of their forebears and established deeper roots in Iran. This
was more than three centuries after the migration of the Israeli
captives and more than a century and a half after the emigration of
the Judean captives. In those days, the Jews in the various cities of
Iran had no religious leader, nor was the Bible so widely available
that each Jewish community could have a copy so that at the very
least, the literate could read and interpret it for the illiterate masses.
As a result, the Jews of Iran tended to adopt the language, morals,
and customs of the surrounding peoples. Through intermarriage
with non-Jews, the large Jewish population of Iran gradually shrank.
During the reign of Darius II, little change occurred in the status
of Jews in lran. As the rebellion in Egypt grew more intense, however,
the Egyptians turned against the Jews living in that great province,
because they had always supported the kings of Persia. The Egyptians
destroyed the Temple which the Jews had erected in the city of
Elephantine (Yeb). According to the Aramaic "Strasburg papyrus
found at the Jewish colony at Elephantine, the Jewish soldiers in
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Egypt were part of the Iranian army which fought the Egyptians.
For this reason, the situation of Jews in Egypt was bleak after Iran
again suffered defeat.

Ties of Two Jewish Leaders ,Ezra and Nehemiah, to Iran
When Artaxerxes II was enthroned, the war with Egypt had been
raging for six years and threatened the stability of the Achaemenid
Empire. The Jewish army at Elephantine in Egypt had been scattered
in combat with the enemy, and because of their support for Iran,
the Jewish temple in that city had been destroyed. Artaxerxes II was
of a mind to reward the Jews for their loyalty. By chance, this
coincided with the advent of two of the greatest Jewish political and
religious personalities-Ezra and Nehemiah-each of whom had a
direct link to the Iranian court. The presence of these two men
who, like their forefather Abraham, were men of action and spent
many years with the Achaemenid kings in Iran, brought about a
great revolution in the political and religious status of the Jews. The
effects of this revolution were felt not only by the Jews of Achaemenid
Iran, but by all Jews for all time. The campaign of these two men to
save the Jews from lassitude and indifference had its roots in Iran.
Ezra and Nehemiah's movement to breathe new life into the Jewish
people enjoyed the support of Artaxerxes II." Although we cannot
'THistorians disagree over whether Ezra and Nehemiah lived during
the reign of Artaxerxes I (+zs-+6s e.c.e.) or Artaxerxes II $eo_4o4e.c.n.).

A detailed examination of the book of F,zra and other evidence renders
the view that these two great Jewish leaders lived during the reign of
Artaxerxes I doubtful. This group of historians-including Graetz and
Dubnow-have supplied the reading "first" because "first" or "second"
does not follow the name of Artaxerxes in the books of Ezraand Nehemiah.

In order to prove the historical fact that Ezra and Nehemiah lived during
the reign of Artaxerxes II and not Artaxerxes I, it is best to read the
following chain of events in the book of Ezra:

.

Chapters 1-3
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measure the true value of this support, which lies buried beneath
the dust of history, it was certainly of great value for all Jews throughout the world in those critical days. It is remarkable that this support
was given at a time when Egypt had seceded from Iran and the Jews
of Egypt were facing a situation similar to their former bondage.
Perhaps this in itself was a factor in Iran's assisting Ezraand Nehemiah
to achieve their goal of renewing the strength of Judea, which had
always been a military base for countering Egypt.
In the seventh chapter of the book of Ezra, we read that in the
seventh year of Artaxerxes' reign, which coincides with 397 B.c.E.,
Ezra set out toward Judea accompanied by Jewish emigrants.
Ezra, who had found a position in the Achaemenid court, holds
such a prestigious position in the Jewish religion that he has been
called the "second Moses." It was he who undertook to put an end
to their dispersion and the decline of Judaism by gathering the Jews
and writing down the Bible. Were it not for Ezra the priest and
scribe, it is likely that the Jews, like many other ancient peoples,
would have completely disappeared. This people was every day becoming further lost in the diaspora. Ezra...
...was a ready scribe in the Law of Moses, which the Lord, the
God of Israel, had given . . .. (Ezra 7'5)

In religious learning he had no equal. Witn ironclad faith, he came
forward to reinvigorate the flagging spirit of the Jewish people. He
endeavored to convince Jews throughout greater Iran to return to
the land of their forebears. At that time, Babylon was part of Iran.
Artaxerxes saw that Ezra's political aspirations were in accord
with his goal of strengthening Judea. .
.

.
.
.
.

Chapter 4r-5
Chapters5 &6

Chapter 4.6-24
Chapters Z-1o
Also, to demonstrate the validity of this view, consult vol. r, pp.3t4-4t of
the original Tarikh-e Yahud-e Iran (History of the Jews of Iran) in Persian.
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.

and the king granted him all his request.

.

.

. (Ezra

7:6)

As a result, owing both to Artaxerxes' policy and the presence of a
wise leader, the migration of Iranian Jews to the land of Judea
began anew. A great many of the priests and Levites. . .
.. .went up. ..unto Jerusalem in the seventh year of Artaxerxes the
king. And he [Ezra] came to Jerusalem in the fifth month, which
was in the seventh year of the king. (Ezra 7:7-8)

At the beginning of this journey, Artaxerxes gave Ezra a letter and
made financial assistance available to him and his followers. The
text of this letter in the Bible reads thus:
'Artaxerxes, king of kings, unto Ezra the priest, the scribe of the

Law of the God of heaven, and so forth. And now
decree, that all they of the people of Israel, and their
the Levites, in my realm, that are minded of their own
go with thee to Jerusalem, go. Forasmuch as thou art
king and his seven counsellors, to inquire concerning

I make a

priests and
free will to
sent of the
Judah and

with the law of thy God which is in thy
hand; and to carry the silver and gold, which the king and his
counsellors have freely offered unto the God of Israel, whose
habitation is in Jerusalem, and all the silver and gold that thou
shalt find in all the province of Babylon, with the freewill-offering
of the people, and of the priests, offering willingly for the house
of their God which is in Jerusalem; therefore thou shalt with all
diligence buy with this money bullocks, rams, lambs, with their
meal-offerings and their drink-offerings, and shalt offer them upon
the altar of the house of your God which is in Jerusalem. And
whatsoever shall seem good to thee and to thy brethren to do
with the rest of the silver and the gold, that do ye after the will of
your God. And the vessels that are given thee for the service of
the house of thy God, deliver thou before the God of Jerusalem.
And whatsoever more shall be needful for the house of thy God,
which thou shalt have occasion to bestow, bestow it out of the
king's treasure-house. And I, even I Artaxerxes the king, do make
a decree to all the treasurers that are beyond the River, that whatsoever Ezra the priest, the scribe of the Law of the God of heaven,
shall require of you, it be done with all diligence, unto a hundred
Jerusalem, according
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talents of silver, and to a hundred measures of wheat, and to a
hundred baths of wine, and to a hundred baths of oil, and salt
without prescribing how much. Whatsoever is commanded by
the God of heaven, let it be done exactly for the house of the Cod
of heaven; for why should there be wrath against the realm of the
king and his sons? Also we announce to you, that touching any of
the priests and Levites, the singers, porters, Nethinim, or servants
of this house of Cod, it shall not be lawful to impose tribute,
impost, or toll, upon them. And thou , Ezra, after the wisdom of
thy God that is in thy hand, appoint magistrates and judges, who
may judge all the people that are beyond the River, all such as
know the laws of thy Cod; and teach ye him that knoweth them
not. And whosoever will not do the law of thy God, and the law
of the king, let judgment be executed upon him with all diligence,
whether it be unto death, or to banishment, or to confiscation of
goods, or to imprisonment.' (Ezra7.n-26)

Emigrants from Susa and other cities camped beside the Ahava
River for three days, and from there set out for Babylon and Jerusalem.
The migrants continued on their way, leaving Babylon on the first
day of the month of Nisan, 397 B.c.E Four months and one day
later, on the first day of the month of Ab, they entered Jerusalem.
The emigrants were not molested by enemy attacks or ambushes
along the way. The returnees dwelled before the Temple at Jerusalem
for three days, and on the fourth day sacrificed cows, rams, lambs,
and goats to the God of Israel.
Before Ezra's arrival in Judea, the social atmosphere was inauspicious. Baguas, the commander of the land beyond the River, which
included Syria and Judea, had imposed heavy taxes. But
Artaxerxes II's edict was so weighty and impressive that after Ezra's
arrival, his opponents' hands were tied.
And they delivered the king's commissions unto the king's satraps,
and to the governors beyond the River; and they furthered the
people and the house of God. (Ezra 8::6)
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work
Affairs in Judea had become completely unraveled, and much
of the religious
needed to be done to organize Jewish society .Ezrasays
decline of the Jews which he observed on his return to Judea:
'The people of Israel,
...the princes drew near unto me, saying.
themselves
separated
not
have
and thre priests and the Levites,
abomtheir
to_
from the peoples of the lands, doing_according
the
Perizzites,
the
Hittites,
the
inations, even of the Canaanites,
the Egyptians, and the
Jebusites, the Ammonites, the Moabites,

Amorites.' (Ezra 9:r)

Many difficult tasks needed to be accomplished: the collection and
,..oiding of the holy scriptures; the strengthening of the national
spirit; the reinforcement of religious principles, the rebuilding of
cities-especially Jerusalem; the interior decoration of the Temple;
resistance againit Samarian provocations; the spread of the Hebrew
language; the establishment of synagogues and schools; the establishment of relations with the Jewish communities scattered in other
countries; and constant communication with the court of
Artaxerxes II. Ezramade several trips to bring the Jews of Iran back
to Judea. On one return trip to the Promised Land, he even went
from Susa to Hamadan. Traveling a long distance, which in that
day was difficult, he tried to bring the Jews of western Iran to
Iran in later years indiJerusalem. The presence of Jews throughout
lates that Ezra was not completely successful in attaining his goal.
The German scholar Schaeder is of the opinion that Ezra was an
Iranian functionary responsible for Jewish afhirs. If this is true, it
must be noted that he also had a deep, broad knowledge of religious
affairs, and that he was highly regarded in both Jewish and Iranian
society.'8

Another great Jewish leader who served the Jews during this period
with the backing of the king of Iran was Nehemiah. He had a
reputation in the Iranian court as a reliable man and was responsible
for the king's beverages, which he served by his own hand. Ezra the
'8r'J

6:no5.
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scribe, facing a mountain of difficulties in Jerusalem, dispatched
Nehemiah's kinsman, Hanani, to Susa to inform him of the situation
and request assistance. Nehemiah, who was insightful, waited for
an opportune moment to bring up Ezra's message with the king'
The opportunity finally arrived. It is best that we let him tell the
rest of the storY in his own words:
...Now it came to pass in the month of Chislev, in the twentieth
year, as I was in Shushan the castle, that Hanani, one of my
brethren, came out of Judah, he and certain men; and I asked
them concerning the Jews that had escaped, that were left of the
'The
captivity, and co"ncerning Jerusalem. And they said unto me:
remnant that are left of the captivity there in the province are in
great affliction and reproach; the wall of Jerusalem also is broken
Io*.,, and the gates thereof are burned with fire.' And it came to
pass, when I heard these words, that I sat down and wept, and
mourned certain days; and I fasted and prayed before the God of
heaven. .. (Nehemiah r:r-4)
And it came to pass in the month Nisan, in the twentieth year
of Artaxerxes the ki.tg, when wine was before him' that I took up
the wine and gave it unto the king. Now I had not been beforetime
'why is thy
sad in his presence. And the king said unto me:
countenance sad, seeing thou art not sick? this is nothing else but
sorrow of heart.' Then I was very sore afraid. And I said unto the
king: 'Let the king live for ever: why should not my countenance
be sad, when thJcity, the place of my fathers' sepulchres, lieth
waste, and the gates ihereof are consumed with fire?' (Nehemiah

2'r-)
The conversation between Nehemiah and the mighty king of Iran is
so intimate that it is as if two bosom friends were sitting down to
talk. The queen was also present at this discussion. The Achaemenid
monarch asked Nehemiah what would lift the burden from his
heant.

Nehemiah replied that if the king would send him to Jerusalem to
rebuild the citv and its fortifications, he would be most glad and
grateful.
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Thereupon the king inquired as to the length of his proposed
journey and his date of return. Nehemiah informed Artaxerxes of
the date he would return to the court, and the king agreed to send
him to be both governor and his personal representative in Judea,
along with some soldiers and horsemen. Nehemiah arrived in Jerusalem and diligently worked to shore up its fortifications and rebuild
the ruins of the city. The administration that he set up made good
progress rebuilding the city, but enemies and saboteurs did not sit
idly by. Nor did Nehemiah desist from his work. The builders and
workers continued to renovate the city with weapon in one hand,
and work tool in the other. But when rivals...
...heard that the repairing of tlie walls of Jerusalem went forward,
and that the breaches began to be stopped, then they were very

wroth; (Nehemiah +:r)
Nehemiah overcame these problems with the help of Ezra. He served
as the Iranian government's governor in Judea for twelve years, and
in 372 B.c.E. returned to Susa. After a time, he received the king's
permission to return to Jerusalem and continue his comprehensive
reforms in Judea. Throughout his entire governorship, he not only
received no salary from the state, he even expended his own wealth
in furtherance of national and religious aspirations.
During the reign of Artaxerxes II, the situation of Jews in Iran
was very auspicious, despite internal difficulties. In Judea, too, in
light of the Iranian king's support, the strength of the Jews' enernies
was gradually sapped. Wlth the backing of the Iranian court, the
nation found new strength and became prepared to administer affairs
of state. During this time, many copies of the Torah and other holy
scriptures were made by Ezra's scribes for the preservation of Judea
and the Jewish communities in other lands. Mosaic law was enforced
with greater vigor.
Wittr the complete freedom enjoyed by the Jews of Iran and Judea
under Artaxerxes II, they were able to expand their business enterprises throughout all the territories under Iranian suzerainty. As
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there was no guarantee that this freedont would continue, and because they lacked farmland, they shunned agriculture. Dubnow writes
that through the Jews' continual contact with the Iranians, the Jewish
religion incorporated popular Iranian notions consistent with prior
beliefs, such as belief in the devil, heaven and hell, and angels with
distinctively Iranian names. This point is supported by another authoritative source:
Under Babylonian and Persian influence there came into Jewish
life and thought the notion of angels as identifiable, sentient, but
not necessarily corporeal beings, each with his own name: Michael,
Gabriel, Raphael and so forth. The personification of the evil in
the universe as Satan probably owes much to Persia, as do the
beliefs in demons and the resurrection of the dead. (r;, to:3891
By this time, the Torah had been recorded in both the old Hebrew
and Phoenician scripts, but the Jer,vs of the vast land of Iran were
familiar with a new script known as Syriac. As this script was easier
for most Jews to read, the Torah was redacted in it.
In yzB.c.E., during the reign of the last Achaernenid monarch,
Darius III, whose coronation coincided with the reign of Philip of
Macedon, Judea was conquered by Philip s son, Alexander. In
33o B.c.E. all of Iran succumbed to Alexander the Creat, and greater
Iran and lesser Judea both fell prisoner to the sharp-clawed Creek
eagle. Witn the extinguishing of the radiant light of the Achaen-renid
dynasty, the status of Jews in Iran also changed.

