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SUMMARY OF THE FOUR RETURNING GROUPS TO JERUSALEM\ 

The later years of exile & the return to Judah 

Ezra 1:1-4   The Babylonian Empire is conquered by Cyrus, King of Persia, in 
539BC. He orders that groups of exiles within the Persian Empire should return 
home and worship their own gods (in order to pacify these gods and gain their 
approval for Cyrus’s empire). 

The return of the exiles is a gradual process spanning the following century. The 
Jewish exiles from Judah (the ‘Golah’) return to Jerusalem in four groups 
spread over 92 years between 537BC and 445BC. 

  

 

The Jaffa Gate in Jerusalem   (Herwig Reidlinger) 

  

The first exiles return with Sheshbazzar 

Ezra 1:5-11   Sheshbazzar is made Governor of Judah by King Cyrus in 537BC 
(see Ezra 5:14). He is given the treasures taken from the Temple 
in Jerusalem and returns to Judah with the first group of exiles. Work begins 
on re-building the Temple in 536BC, and the Temple treasures, which had been 
taken to Babylon by King Nebuchadnezzar, are returned to Jerusalem. 

  

Zerubbabel and Joshua accompany a second group of exiles returning to 
Jerusalem 
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Ezra 2:1-70   King Cyrus dies in 530BC and is succeeded by his son Cambyses. 
He gives permission for Zerubbabel (the grandson of King Jehoiachin) and 
Yeshua (Joshua), a Jewish priest, to lead a second group home in 525BC. 

Ezra 3:1-6   Joshua rebuilds the altar of the Temple and celebrates the Feast of 
Tabernacles. 

Ezra 3:7-13   Cedars of Lebanon are brought by sea from Tyre and Sidon to 
the port of Joppa (modern-day Jaffa) to line the walls of the Temple. 

  

 

 An alleyway in Old Joppa (Jaffa) 

  

Ezra 4:1-5   During the eight-year reign of Cambyses (530-522BC), the 
enemies of Judah (neighbouring peoples such as the Samaritans) threaten to 
overthrow Jerusalem and the inhabitants are afraid to carry on re-building the 
Temple. Work stops until 520BC - the second year of the reign of Darius I (522-
486BC) (see Ezra 4:24). 

Ezra 4:6   While discussing opposition to the re-building, the writer adds that, 
later, during the reign of Xerxes I (486 – 465BC), the enemies of Judah again 
persuade the king that Jerusalem may rebel against him if the city is rebuilt. 
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The re-building of the city walls comes to a halt during the reign of Xerxes I and 
the neighbouring tribes make raids on the city. 

  

The story of Esther, the Queen of Xerxes I of Persia, occurs during this time of 
anti-Jewish hostility, between 483 and 473BC (see later in this section). 

  

Ezra 4:7-24    During the reign of Artaxerxes I (465-424BC), there is further 
opposition to the re-building of Jerusalem. 

 

The completion of the Second Temple in Jerusalem 

Ezra 5:1-17   During the second year of Darius I’s reign (in 520BC), the 
Babylonian governor of Trans-Euphrates writes to the king asking who 
authorised the re-building of the Temple in Jerusalem. 

Ezra 6:1-22   King Darius searches the Persian archives at Ecbatana and 
discovers the decree of King Cyrus, made in 537BC, authorising the restoration 
of the Temple. Work then starts again. The Temple is finally completed in the 
sixth year of the reign of Darius I and is dedicated in time for the Passover 
festival in March 516BC. 

  

The Second Temple 

The design and layout of the Second Temple, built by the returned Jewish 
exiles in the twenty years between 536 and 516BC, is revealed in a vision 
given to the prophet Ezekiel (see Ezekiel 40:1-43:27). 
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Model of the Second Temple at the Israel Museum in Jerusalem 

  

According to Ezekiel, the Temple building stood on a raised foundation 
within an Inner Court and an Outer Court. After climbing from the Inner 
Court up the steps to the eastern portico, the Outer Sanctuary was entered 
through a huge doorway. A small wooden incense altar stood inside the 
Outer Sanctuary. 

Beyond this, another monumental doorway led into the Inner Sanctuary 
containing 'The Most Holy Place' where the Ark of the Covenant was 
restored. The walls of the Sanctuary were decorated with carved cherubim 
and palm trees. On the north and south sides of the Inner Sanctuary, a 
three-storey annex provided ninety small rooms for the priests who 
officiated in the Temple. On each successive level, the rooms were wider 
than those underneath, creating an overhanging effect. 

The main four-horned stone altar for offering animal sacrifices stood on a 
raised platform in the Inner Court, reached by steps facing the main 
eastern gateway leading into the Outer Court. The Outer Court was 
surrounded by a wall, on the inside of which were thirty rooms. The Outer 
Court of the Temple was entered by three monumental gateways on the 
north, south and east sides. 

  

 

 A reconstructed 4-horned altar at Tel Be'er Sheva   (gugganij) 

  

The Second Temple was re-modelled and extended by Herod the Great in 
23BC, who built new colonnades and enlarged the Temple courtyards to 
accommodate more Jewish pilgrims. Ezekiel’s detailed description of the 
original Second Temple, finished in 516BC, cannot therefore be verified, 
and is the subject of much discussion and speculation. 
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Many drawings, plans and models of the Second Temple have been 
produced over the years. Two of the more recent models of Herod’s Second 
Temple can be seen at the Bible Museum in Amsterdam, and in the 
grounds of the Israel Museum in Jerusalem. 

  

The prophets Haggai & Zechariah encourage the returned exiles to rebuild the 
Temple in c.520BC. 

The prophet Malachi, writing after the completion of the Temple in 516BC, 
urges Judah to be faithful as God's people. 

 

A third group of exiles returns with Ezra 

Ezra 7:1-28   During the reign of Artaxerxes I (465-424BC), Ezra - the Minister 
for Jewish Affairs in the Persian Empire (and a scholar and Jewish priest) - is 
given royal authority by Artaxerxes to renew the religious practices 
in Jerusalem. 

Ezra 8:1-36   Ezra assembles a third group of exiles beside the Ahava 
Canal in Babylonia and sets off back to Jerusalem in the seventh year of 
Artaxerxes’ reign (in 458BC). 

  

 

The Euphrates River in Babylonia    (James McCauley) 

  

Ezra 9:1-15   On reaching Jerusalem, Ezra calls the people together and 
consults the LORD about the thorny issue of marriage between Jews and non-
Jews. 
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Ezra10:1-44   The Jews confess that they have gone against God’s word by 
marrying foreign women. They agreed to purify themselves by divorcing their 
foreign wives. This leads to open confrontation with the Samaritans who live in 
the area and have mixed Jewish and Assyrian ancestry (see the feature on The 
Samaritans). 

 

A fourth group of exiles returns with Nehemiah 

Neh 1:1-11   Nehemiah, the Jewish cupbearer to Artaxerxes I (465-424BC) 
at Susa, prays and seeks God’s guidance about the raids that are being carried 
out on Jerusalem by her Samaritan and Ammonite enemies. 

Neh 2:1-10   He persuades the king to allow him to return to Jerusalem with 
an armed escort to rebuild the city. Nehemiah is issued with letters of 
introduction to the Governors of the Persian province of Trans-Euphrates, and 
carries an imperial requisition authorising a supply of timber from the king’s 
forests. 

Neh 2:11- 3:32   Nehemiah returns to Jerusalem with a fourth group of exiles 
in 445BC. He assesses the damage to the city walls and sets about re-building 
them. 

 

Map 61  Nehemiah's Jerusalem 
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Rebuilding the Walls of Jerusalem 

Nehemiah’s first task on returning to Jerusalem was to re-build the city 
walls in order to protect its inhabitants from constant raids by their 
enemies. Nehemiah began by surveying the damage to the city walls at 
night, starting at the Valley Gate, and proceeding down the Hinnom 
Valley to the Dung Gate. Turning north up the Kidron Valley, he 
examined the broken-down Fountain Gate near the King’s Pool before 
returning to the city (see Map 61). 

Nehemiah then began to organise the re-building of the ruined walls. 
Sections of wall were allocated to different work parties. Eliashib, the high 
priest was put in charge of the group repairing the Sheep Gate and re-
building the wall as far as the Tower of Hananel. The Fish Gate was 
rebuilt by the Hassenaah family, while the Jeshanah Gate and the Broad 
Wall were repaired by men from Gibeon and Mizpah. Other families 
rebuilt the Tower of the Ovens and the section of wall overlooking 
the Hinnom Valley between the Valley Gate and the Dung Gate. 

  

 

Nehemiah's wall at the City of David 

  

The Fountain Gate, the wall by the Pool of Siloam and the steps leading 
down from the City of David were rebuilt by the son of the governor 
of Mizpah. The son of the governor of Beth Zur repaired the wall 
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overlooking the Kidron Valley as far as David’s tomb and the Pool of 
Gihon. Other families completed sections of the wall from the Water 
Gate as far as the site of Solomon’s Palace on Ophel Hill, while the 
priests and others reconstructed the wall bordering the Temple Mount, 
from the Horse Gate to the Sheep Gate. 

An excavated section of the foundations of Nehemiah’s original seven 
metre wide Broad Wall can be seen today just to the north of Hurva 
Square in the Jewish Quarter of the Old City of Jerusalem. 

 

Nehemiah becomes Governor of Judah 

Neh 4:1-23   As the work progresses and the gaps in the wall are filled, 
Sanballat the Horonite (probably the Governor of Samaria) and Tobiah the 
Ammonite (possibly the Governor of Amman) persuade the Samaritans to make 
armed raids against the city. They perceive that a restored Jerusalem will be a 
threat to their power and influence in the region. 

Nehemiah re-organises the work rotas so that half the men continue re-building 
while half of them guard the workers with spears, bows and shields. Those 
working on the wall hold materials in one hand and a sword in the other. 

  

 

The walls of Jerusalem and the Tower of Phasael    (EdoM) 

  

Neh 5:1-19   Meanwhile a famine threatens the inhabitants of Jerusalem. 
Some sell their land to wealthier Jews to pay for grain, while others are forced to 
sell their daughters into slavery to buy food. Others are forced to borrow money 
at high interest rates from their fellow Jews to pay the king’s taxes on their 
fields and vineyards. 



 9 

Nehemiah is appointed Governor of Judah by King Artaxerxes I. He recognises 
the injustice of the system and orders the wealthy Jews who have profited 
unfairly to return the lands and houses of their poorer Jewish neighbours. 

Neh 6:1-14   Sanballat, Tobiah and Geshem the Arab (probably the Governor 
of Idumaea), angered by Nehemiah’s appointment as a regional governor 
within their former area of jurisdiction, make further threats in order to 
discourage the builders. But the walls are completed in less than two months, on 
2nd October 445BC, and the gates are replaced. 

Neh 7:1-73   Nehemiah appoints reliable men as gatekeepers and puts his 
brother in charge of the citadel. Work then starts on constructing houses within 
the city walls. 

 
 


