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God’s control over history 
God judges His people 
The collapse of Israel and Judah may seem like God’s plan for his people had failed, but God had warned them 
as they entered Canaan that they could only live there as long as they were obedient to His covenant 
(Deuteronomy 28:1,15,64).  Israel was not faithful to the covenant in three major ways: 
1. Idolatry – many began to worship false gods of the surrounding nations, sometimes alongside Yahweh; 
2. Hypocrisy – some continued to sacrifice to God, but, in reality, their hearts were far from Him; 
3. Injustice – the nation failed to follow God’s just laws, oppressing the poor and marginalising foreigners. 

Israel, called by God to know Him and make Him known to the nations, was failing.  God acted in judgement 
and to purify His people, using the powerful nations of Assyria and Babylonia to achieve this aim (2 Kings 17:1-
23; Jeremiah 22:8-9).  God had not failed or forgotten His promises, but His people had been unfaithful.  Three 
nations ruled over the ancient Near East successively and were used by God to accomplish His purposes: 

Assyrians  1100-625 BC The northern kingdom was exiled during their reign (722 BC); 
Chaldeans (Babylonians)  625-539 BC The southern kingdom (Judah) was defeated by them in 586 BC; 
Medo-Persians  539-330 BC The Jews returned to Jerusalem during their reign (see below). 

 

God preserves His people 
During the exile many people who stayed in the land grew far away from God.  Some intermarried with other 
peoples settled by the Assyrians around the city of Samaria, becoming a people called the Samaritans.  Some of 
those who were taken to Mesopotamia assimilated with their captors, but some remained faithful to God.  
They longed to return to the land God had given them and rebuild the Temple (see Psalm 137).  God showed 
His grace by persevering this faithful remnant of His people during their exile in a number of ways: 

 David’s family preserved – King Jehoiachin of Judah (exiled in 598 BC) found favour with 
Nebuchadnezzar’s successor, allowing David’s family line to continue (2 Kings 25:27-30; Jeremiah 52:31-34). 

 Faithful prophets – despite opposition from the people, God’s prophets spoke His words faithfully to 
anyone who would listen in Judah.  Through Jeremiah he told them that the exile was inevitable, that they 
should live peaceably in Babylon, seeking its prosperity, that He planned to prosper them, and that the 
exile would only last for 70 years (Jeremiah 25:11-12; 29:10-14).  Through Daniel, God gave insights into 
the timing of His plans and assured His people of His ultimate victory.  Through Ezekiel, He gave visions of a 
glorious future when the Spirit of God would live in His people. 

 Israelites in high positions – several young men from Judah, including the prophet Daniel, were taken to 
Babylon in 605 BC and became high officials in Babylonia and influenced its kings, making God known to 
them.  Around 460 BC an Israelite woman, Esther, became queen of the Persian Empire and used her 
influence with the king to save her people from a plan to annihilate them. 

 Changes in imperial policy – the policy of the Assyrians was to move around whole populations to wipe 
out national identities, meaning that the godless northern kingdom was permanently destroyed.  The 
Chaldeans had a different policy, only removing elites from their own land and permitting more diversity, 
allowing people from Judah to maintain their identity.  Finally, the Persians followed a more devolved 
approach to empire, permitting many faithful Israelites to return to their own land.  God was working 
through these shifts in power to accomplish His purposes in history for His people. 

 

God reveals His plans 
Several prophecies contain details of God’s plans, showing how He was in control of history: 

 The king who would allow the return (Isaiah 44:28-5) – around 100 years before Jerusalem fell, God 
told Isaiah the name of the Persian king who would allow the Jews to return to their land.  Cyrus would not 
worship God (45:4-5) but would permit the Temple to be rebuilt (44:28). 

 Why did the kingdoms of Israel and Judah disappear? 
 How were the Jews in the land by the time of Jesus’ birth? 
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 The duration of Judah’s exile (Jeremiah 25:11-12; 29:10-14) – through Jeremiah, God revealed that 
Judah’s exile would last 70 years.  Jeremiah was writing in 606 BC, and the first exiles returned to Jerusalem 
in 538 BC, almost exactly 70 years later (Ezra 1:1). 

 Successive imperial powers (Daniel 2) – Nebuchadnezzar dreamt of a statue with five parts representing 
four great powers that would dominate the Near East beginning with his own:  the Chaldean head of gold; 
the Medo-Persian chest and arms of silver; belly and thighs of bronze indicating the Greek speaking rulers 
beginning with Alexander the Great (330-146 BC); and the Roman Empire represented by legs of iron (146 
BC – 476 AD).  The statue’s feet of iron mixed with clay represented the disintegration of the Roman Empire 
and the disunited European powers that would follow.  A great stone fell and hit the statue’s feet, crushing 
the entire statue, indicating God’s eternal kingdom replacing human kingdoms (Daniel 2:44). 

 The duration of foreign rule (Ezekiel 4:5-6) – God told Ezekiel His people would be under His judgement 
for 430 years.  Beginning in 598 BC, when Jehoiachin, the last truly independent king of Judah, was taken to 
Babylon, 430 years brings us to 168 BC, the year when a revolt against their Greek rulers began which would 
lead to an independent Jewish kingdom ruled by the Maccabeans. 

 The dates of the Messiah (Daniel 9:20-27) – Daniel received a message from an angel called Gabriel while 
he was praying, as the faithful Jews in Babylon often did, for the city of Jerusalem.  Gabriel told Daniel a 
period of 490 years (70 ‘sevens’ of years) would be special for the Jews, during which their sins would be 
removed through atonement and righteousness restored (v24).  This period would begin with a decree 
allowing the people to rebuild Jerusalem and after 483 years the Messiah (“a ruler – the Anointed One”) 
would come (v25).  He would be killed, apparently achieving nothing, and afterwards another ruler would 
destroy Jerusalem (v26).  The decree to rebuild Jerusalem was made by the Persian King Artaxerxes in 457 
BC (Ezra 7:12-26).  Adding 483 years to this date brings us to AD 27, close to the time when Jesus Christ 
began to speak publicly.  Daniel’s prophecy leads us directly to Jesus, God’s promised rescuer!  

 

Return from exile 
As Isaiah prophesied, the Persian king Cyrus, who conquered Babylon in 539 BC, permitted God’s people (now 
called ‘Jews’) to return to their land and rebuild the Temple.  He also returned the gold and silver items stolen 
in 586 BC by Nebuchadnezzar.  Faithful Jewish people returned to Jerusalem in three waves: 
 

Date Jewish Leader Number  Mission References 
538 BC Zerubbabel, heir 

of King David 
50,000  An altar established, sacrifices recommenced and 

the Temple rebuilt by 518 BC 
Ezra 1-6 

458 BC Ezra, priest and 
expert in the Law 

2,000 men 
and families 

The Law reinstated and taught to the people, 
with temple officials and priests at work 

Ezra 7-10 

445 BC Nehemiah, 
official in Persia 

Small group Walls of the city rebuilt and the people enacting 
social justice and worshipping God faithfully 

Nehemiah 

 

The priorities of the people are clear: sacrifice to God came before their own protection!  God had purified His 
people.  The survival of the nation of Israel throughout history despite such opposition is a great indicator that 
the Bible is true.  No other nation has kept its identity for so many centuries despite so much opposition. 
 

The Old Testament closes around 430 BC, with the Jews in the promised land, worshipping Him through 
sacrifices at the Temple in Jerusalem, but under the rule of foreign kings.  Faithful people within Israel had 
received and preserved God’s words for future generations.  At times (especially under Joshua, David and 
Solomon and through Daniel) the nation had shown God’s greatness and goodness to other nations and 
brought blessing to them.  Ultimately, however, the nation failed to keep the covenant and even though they 
returned to the land, the promises to Abraham were not fulfilled.  They were a small nation and the knowledge 
of God was confined largely to themselves.  God’s promised rescuer was still awaited.   
 

The very last words of the Old Testament (Malachi 4:1-6) speak of the coming day of God’s judgement and 
promise that the “Sun of Righteousness” would arise on people who were faithful to God (v2).  The Messiah is 
clearly in view.  Before He comes, however, there would be a forerunner like the prophet Elijah (v5).  This ‘cliff-
hanger’ leaves us wondering when God’s conquering king and his suffering servant would come. 
 
 SUMMARY: God purified His people through the exile before bringing them back to the land 
 God worked through powerful nations to judge, preserve and purify His people. 
 The timeframe and mission for the coming rescuer was revealed through the prophet Daniel. 


