
Alas Babylon: The Old Dragon and the People of God

Babylon, unlike Assyria, is the place of ancient legend and mythic religious power. Anything it does in the Old
Testament is never a simple case of power or mere men. Babylon is the direct descendent of the ancient city
founded by Cain. It comes to symbolize power, corruption, pleasure and idolatry. One of the oldest city-states of
the “cradle of civilization” in Mesopotamia, it was resolutely pagan, worshipping the ancient pagan gods,
sacrificing children, men and women to the dark deities, and representing the place where prostitution and
ecstasy met in orgies on the tops of the high temples at full moon, and dead slaves and babies floated in the
canals the next morning. It was, traditionally, at Babylon where the great temple/tower/city was started to
reach to the heavens, the everlasting city of humanity’s assertion that it could rival God, --- judged accordingly
with division, chaos and dispersal, a truly graphic story which is generally supported both by history and
general cultural archaeology (Genesis 11).  The city founded by Cain begins both the long battle between
agricultural and pastoral people (it is significant that Cain is a farmer, and his city is going to be based on
irrigation and farming) and the rich and the poor, for it is in these cities that the traditions of slavery,
kingship, armies, taxes and the suppression of women into the state of private property of men emerge.  There is
no doubt, reading in the text, that Yahweh knows the city is a bad thing for humanity, especially as it leads to
war and Empire. Kings were considered gods or considered akin to the gods. It would take a special work of God
to redeem such a sink of rebellion against Him.

After the days of Abraham, the city has little influence on the Holy Land, though scholars think perhaps the
earliest Pharaohs may have gotten the concept of pyramids from the stepped ziggurats of Mesopotamia, and
some of its religions, too. From time-to-time Babylon turns up, but only after its brutal suppression by Assyria
do the people of God find Babylon interfering with them. Generally, kings of Judah and Israel stayed away from
stirrings of Babylonian rebellions against Assyria (e.g., Merodoch-Balladan, who was looking for allies to help
take over Babylon and topple the Assyrians. He is entertained, perhaps too liberally, in Jerusalem, but still sent
away empty-handed).  Given the way Yahweh protects Jerusalem and continues to protect it if its Kings do
right, there may have even been some complacency against the early Babylonian rebellion around 700 BC.
Babylonian rebels are featured on the reliefs of Assyrian kings and will appear again on the illustrations of
Cyrus and the Persians. But, perhaps astonishingly, under their new ruler Nabopolassar, Babylon conquers and
completely eliminates the Assyrian Empire by 609BC. It will be this short-lived Neo-Babylonian Empire, not
the old wolves of Assyria, which will destroy the City of David. And drag the people of God off to the fleshpots
and seductive paganism of the ancient enemy of God. No wonder that some must have looked back on the



Assyrian attacks as “the good old days” of Isaiah and Hezekiah, when godly kings and prophets, and Yahweh,
were easy to call upon.

It was Nebuchadnezzar II, who ruled 605-562 BC (a truly long reign for those days), who brought Babylon to
its cultural and economic peak. He rebuilt many parts of the city (somewhat restored by Iraqi leaders),
restoring the temple of chief god Marduk with its “hanging gardens”, and beautifying the Ishtar Gate with its
blue ceramic bricks and prowling lions, dragons, and bulls.  He was famous for his kiln-fired bricks, which
would last longer than the usual mud bricks, and the kilns were perfect for generating maximum heat for
burning captives and traitors. The city was huge for its times, with several layers of walls, high towers,
seven-storied ziggurat, and direct access to the great Euphrates River commerce with extensive docks and
causeways. The pathetic little retinue of King Jehoiachin, captive of Nebuchadnezzar, was swallowed up in its
grandeur, made dependent on the rations provided to the “king” of the Jews, though truly captive of his stewards
and tiny staff. Tables and tokens for all these officials and referring to the king’s dependent status have been
found in several places in the city and even in the Jerusalem area.

How and why did Babylon come to achieve what Assyria could not?  As Assyria weakened, Egypt under Pharaoh
Neco seized power in Judea and dominated Jerusalem until Nebuchadnezzar defeated Egypt at the battle of
Carchemish in 605 B.C. Jerusalem stayed quiet for a while, but in 597 Jerusalem rebelled (2Kings, 24). Hostages
were taken to Babylon, though another rebellion still broke out in586 BC. This time, as Jeremiah feared,
Jerusalem was destroyed (so was Lachish, again, which we learn of from a series of broken pieces of pottery used
as letters from Lachish to other garrisons on the way to Jerusalem) and the last of the leading people taken to
Babylon (2Kings 25, Jeremiah 4 and onward, see also Lamentations). The story of God’s people shifts to
Captivity in Babylon, where for 70 years the people are told to settle down and wait. Daniel 1-4 and the famous
independent Chronicle of Babylon fill in our knowledge of the first eleven years of the Captivity.
Nebuchadnezzar’s fame was widespread, and his name is found in hundreds of archeological artefacts and in
dozens of sites. Besides conquering Judea, he crushed the Philistines and forced the Arabs to pay tribute. In 582
BC more Judeans were removed to Babylon. He also laid siege to Tyre for 13 years and attacked Egypt yet again.
When he died Babylon had been returned to its ancient glory and was the foremost city in the Middle East. His
successor, Awill-Marduk (Evil-Merodach in the Old Testament) was confident enough in his power to release
Jehoiachin from captivity and keep him on as a retainer (2 Kings 25). One year later, this generous Babylonian
king was murdered by his brother, a soldier.

Eventually a strange parallel power structure evolved in the latter days of Babylon. A dig in the old Babylonian
city of Sippar recovered a great prism (large multi-texted baked monument, looking like an old-fashioned



tubular recording), which mentions king Nabidonius, the last king of Babylon (Belshazzar was left in charge of
the army while Nabidonius went west to early retirement and his studies) who was defeated when the Medes
and Persians took Babylon (Daniel 5) in 539 BC. Interestingly, Nabidonius should have ruled directly, but he
moved to a subsidiary city (Tema) and retired to study religion and of all things, archaeology). This type of
decision suggests that the focus of the ruling dynasty as it wound down was no longer on power and efficiency,
but luxury and esoteric hobbies (Daniel 5’s story of the writing on the wall would back this incompetence and
pleasure-seeking partying reputation).  Nabidonius was something of a heretic to fellow Babylonians, in that
he built temples to the old god Sin, instead of Marduk. Perhaps the older generation and local elites decided this
king and his worthless son were not worth fighting for, and eventually all Babylonian lands became Persian,
and the Medes eventually merged with the Persian population and the great Persian Empire emerged out of the
brief Neo-Babylonian period.

Cyrus the Great, the founder of the Persian Empire, on the other hand, took great interest in the Jerusalem
story and the prophecy of return after 70 years. The account in the opening of Ezra is confirmed by events,
Cyrus certainly being encouraged by Jews telling of Isaiah’s prophecy about him, as well as Jeremiah’s. Though
not a God-fearer (he stuck with the traditional cult of Marduk) but he had no patience for peoples being kept
from their homelands and denied their ancestral worship. The Jews would return. Meanwhile, after a brief
rebellion, Babylon’s walls were torn down and scattered by the Persians, as predicted by the Old Testament
prophets.

Sources: In addition to records in Babylon, seals and signet rings with the names of officials and rulers have
been found at Mizpah (2 Kings 25), while the rebel Ishmael of the line of David’s official seal was bought from
an antique dealer in Jerusalem! Thousands of baked tiles, prisms, seals, and chronicles in cuneiform document
the details of the Babylonian and Persian system, including the continuing reputation for wealth, luxury,
astronomy/astrology, literature and indulgence of “Babylon of the Chaldeans” until the time of Alexander the
Great. Even the Greek historian Herodotus includes an account of the fall of Babylon, bringing the Persian
empire and its invasion of Greece into the western historical record.


