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ABSTRACT
The diverse descriptions in the Hebrew Bible of Judahites/Israelites in Egypt reflect the dynamics of the geo-political
relations between Yehud and Egypt, mainly during the Persian period. The different descriptions of the Judahite
inhabitants in Egypt in Jeremiah 24:8, 42:7–22, and 44 and in Exodus 5 may indicate the changes of the attitude
towards the Egyptian diaspora during the Persian period. A similar phenomenon is found in the priestly literature
between Ezekiel 20 and Exodus 6. The changes in the pentateuchal texts may reflect the geo-political situation of the
period from the revolt of Inaros (460 BCE) to the end of the reign of Darius II (404 BCE). A later redactional layer in
the Pentateuch that is marked by a strong anti-Egyptian sentiment may have been a scribal response to pro-Egyptian
positions in both Yehud and Egyptian diaspora during the 28th to 30th Egyptian Dynasties (404–343 BCE). The
positive oracle towards Egypt and Egyptian diaspora in Isaiah 19:18–25 may reflect the period of Ptolemaic hegemony
in Palestine around 300–200 BCE.
INTRODUCTION
From the Patriarchs in the Old Testament to the Holy
Family in the New Testament, the inhabitants of
Israel, driven by famine, political oppression, or war,
repeatedly sought asylum in Egypt. Large-scale
immigrations to Egypt began with the invasions of
Israel by eastern empires, such as Assyria and
Babylonia, yet the Judahite population in Egypt
continued to grow throughout the Persian and
Hellenistic periods. By the ﬁrst century CE, the
number of Jews in Egypt was estimated at around
300,000, about 20 percent of the Greek-speaking
population of Egypt at the time.1
Unfortunately, not much is known about the
immigration and settlement process of the Judahite
population in Egypt during the Babylonian and
Persian periods. The Egyptian Diaspora has only
been sporadically documented in the Bible; extrabiblical sources, such as the Aramaic papyri from
Elephantine, provide only few clues as to the

inclusion of this community in Judahite aﬀairs
during the mid-Persian period. Consequently, the
study of the inﬂuence of the Egyptian Diaspora on
the formation of biblical traditions has been
relatively neglected, leaving scholarly interests to
focus mainly on the contribution of the Babylonian
Diaspora. Against this backdrop, this essay will
survey the possible inﬂuence of the Egyptian
Diaspora on the biblical authors and redactors in the
changing religio-political context in Egypt and
Palestine. For this purpose, some texts from the Later
Prophets and the Pentateuch have been selected and
grouped together for analyses of the dynamics of the
changing view of the Egyptian Diaspora in those
texts. Firstly, (1) the dynamics within the
Deuteronomistic texts presented in the oracles in
Jeremiah against the Judahite refugees in Egypt and
the narrative of Moses’ ﬁrst confrontation with
Pharaoh in Exodus 5 will be analyzed. This part will
endeavor to prove that the negative attitude towards
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against the ﬂight to Egypt in a close literary
connection with Jeremiah 24. The oracle is given to
Azariah, Jonathan, and the people with them in
answer to their inquiry after the murder of Gedaliah.
In the oracle, which is often attributed to a
Deuteronomistic redactor,4 YHWH commands them
to stay in the Land and not to ﬂee to Egypt. YHWH
warns that otherwise, His wrath will follow them,
and they will perish by the sword ()חרב, famine ()רעב,
and pestilence ( ;דברvv. 16–17, 22). The oracle
explicitly states, with a similar wording to that of Jer
24:9, that the fate of the refugees in Egypt will be the
same as that of the former inhabitants of Jerusalem
(v. 18).5 The three types of punishments, the sword
(war), famine, and pestilence (42.16–17, 22) are
identical to those found in Jer 24:10. The only new
element is that they will not be able to return to the
Land (42:18bβ), which corresponds well with the
situation of a diaspora.
In Jeremiah 44, another ominous oracle is given to
the diaspora communities in Migdol, Tahpanhes,
Memphis, and Pathros, announcing the same
warning that was given in Jeremiah 42. The warning
includes punishment by sword, famine, pestilence,
and disgrace (vv. 12–13, 27; 42.16–17, 22; also 24:10);
loss of the possibility to return to the Land of Judah
(v. 14; 42:18); and becoming a curse ( )לקללהand
reproach (( )לחרפהv. 8; 42:18; also 24:9). The oracle
goes further in vv. 3–8 by harshly condemning their
continuous religious transgression with typical
Deuteronomistic terms, such as “other gods” (אלהים
 אחריםvv. 3, 5, 8) followed by “you did not know”
( אשר לא ידעוםv. 3). This passage is followed by an
argument between Jeremiah and the people (vv. 15–
30) that reveals the people’s religious practices in
Egypt, including the worship of the Queen of
Heaven (vv. 17–18). Although critics often doubt its
historicity,6 this chapter may reﬂect the author’s
knowledge of the Egyptian Diaspora in his time,
especially concerning their syncretic religious
practices. The three passages in Jeremiah (Jer 24.8b,
42.7–22, and 44.), as seen above, share a negative
view of the Egyptian Diaspora expressed in similar
language, and can be assigned to the same, probably
Deuteronomistic, (circle of) redactor(s).7

the Egyptian diaspora in the earlier text (Jeremiah)
has been changed in the later text (Exodus 5), in spite
of the literary inﬂuence from the former to the latter.
The part will be followed by (2) the analysis of
similar dynamics in the priestly scribal tradition,
especially focused on Ezekiel 20 and Exodus 6. In
addition, (3) a later redactional layer in the
Pentateuch that harshly criticizes pro-Egyptian
claims will be discussed. Since the layer can be dated
later than both Exodus 5 and 6, the layer may reﬂect
a later, changed view on the Egyptian diaspora.
Another shift in the positive direction, (4) the
prophecy of the salvation of Egypt and the Egyptian
Diaspora in Isaiah 19, will also be investigated with
a focus on its dating. Such a positive attitude toward
Egypt and Egyptian diaspora is rarely found in
Hebrew Bible, which may reﬂect a new stage in the
political relationship with Egypt. In the last part, (5)
the dynamics of the changing attitude towards the
Egyptian diaspora in those texts will be interpreted
within the changing geo-political relationships
among Egypt, Persia, and Yehud in the Persian and
early Hellenistic periods.

JEREMIAH AND DEUTERONOMISTIC SCRIBAL INFLUENCE
JErEMIAH
As a rule, the Book of Jeremiah does not describe
Egypt as a favorable asylum, and Judah’s political
dependency on Egypt is often criticized (e.g., Jer
2:36).2 Such a negative perspective of Egypt is
extended to the Judahite refugees in Egypt, as is
reﬂected in three later redactional passages in Jer
24.8, 42.7–22, and 44. The negative attitude towards
the refugees in Jer 24:8 is found within the parable
of the good and bad ﬁgs (Jer 24:1–10). In this parable,
the good and bad ﬁgs refer to the exiles in Babylon
and the remnant in Judah, respectively. The bad ﬁg,
that is Zedekiah, his oﬃcials, and the rest of the
remnant, will be punished by disgrace ()קללה, sword
()חרב, famine ()רעב, and pestilence ()דבר, which will
bring about their total destruction from the land
given to them by YHWH (vv. 9–10). The punishment
of the remnant is extended to those who ﬂed to
Egypt through Jer 24:8bβ: “and those who live in the
land of Egypt” ()והישבים בארץ מצרים. The inclusion of
the inhabitants of Egypt, however, appears to be
unexpected, for it deviates from its literary context
as an oracle conﬁned to Babylonia and Judah. Critics,
therefore, usually assign this brief phrase to a later
Deuteronomistic or post-Deuteronomistic addition
based on Jeremiah 42.3
In Jeremiah 42 (esp. vv. 7–22), an oracle directs

A POSSIBLE LITErArY INFLUENCE ON ExODUS 5
The Jeremiah passages discussed above seems to
have inﬂuenced the pentateuchal Exodus tradition,
particularly in Moses’ ﬁrst confrontation with
Pharaoh in Exodus 5. Classical source criticism
regarded this narrative as JE, originating from the
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Monarchic period. However, in recent Pentateuchal
scholarship, the classical sense of JE is generally
dismissed and an exilic or post-exilic date of its
composition is preferred. Also, Exodus 5 is now
regarded as later than DtrH and JerD, produced, or
at least inﬂuenced by Deuteronomistic scribal
tradition.8 The recent studies therefore support the
direction of inﬂuence from Jeremiah (JerD) to
Exodus 5. Literary inﬂuence is found, for instance,
in Exod 5.3:

confrontation (Exod 5:3–6.1) is widely recognized as
originating from a diﬀerent literary source or
redactional phase than the preceding and
proceeding narratives.13
The possible origin of the narrative, especially the
motif of YHWH’s punishment of the people by the
sword ( )בחרבand pestilence ( )בדברin Exod 5:3, can be
traced to the literary inﬂuence of the Jeremiah texts
discussed above. This kind of punishment is a
prominent motif in Jeremiah appearing a total of
ﬁfteen times.14 W. Fuss therefore argues that Exod
5:3 was literarily inﬂuenced by Jeremiah through a
Deuteronomistic redactor.15 Furthermore, both Exod
5:3 and the Jeremiah texts (Jer 24:8; 42:16–17; 44:12–
13) mention the threat of the sword and pestilence
to the Israelite/Judahite people in Egypt, which is
unique to these passages in the entire Hebrew Bible.
While the sword and pestilence are mentioned as a
means of divine punishment in other biblical texts,
such as Ezekiel and Chronicles,16 the punishment in
those instances is imposed mostly upon the people
of Judea or in particular Jerusalem, but not in Egypt.
Therefore, the unprecedented idea in Exod 5:3 that
YHWH may send the sword and pestilence upon his
own people in Egypt was most likely inﬂuenced by
the Jeremiah texts.
The literary eﬀect of the Jeremiah texts is further
manifested in the similarity of the plots in Exodus 5
and Jer 42–43. In the former, the Israelites cooperate
with the Pharaoh (v. 10), while disobeying the divine
plan for their salvation, and distrusting Moses’s
prophetic role (Exod 5:21a). The Israelite oﬃcers
( )שטריםappointed by the Egyptians even accuse
Moses of endangering their lives (Exod 5:21–22). The
narrative concludes with YHWH’s announcement of
his plan to force Pharaoh to set them free, which, in
this context, refers to the imminent plagues.
Similarly, in Jeremiah 42–43, Azariah and Johanan,
the representatives of the people, exhibit a proEgyptian position by leading their people to Egypt.
They neither trust Jeremiah as a true prophet (Jer
43:2,) nor obey YHWH’s command not to ﬂee to
Egypt (Jer 43:4–7). They also accuse Jeremiah of
endangering their lives (Jer 42.3). In the conclusion
of the narrative, YHWH announces the coming
destruction of Egypt by the Babylonians (Jer 43:7–
13).
In spite of the literary similarities between the
Exodus and Jeremiah texts, some signiﬁcant
diﬀerences of religious perspective exist between the
two. Jeremiah 44 deals primarily with religious

Then they said, “The God of the Hebrews
has revealed himself to us; let us go a three
days’ journey into the wilderness to sacriﬁce
to the LOrD our God, or he will fall upon us
with pestilence ( )בדברor sword ()בחרב.”

Several observations point to the intrusive nature
of this passage. In their petition to the Pharaoh,
Moses and Aaron present YHWH’s impending
threat of sword ( )חרבand pestilence ( )דברas the
motivation behind the journey into the wilderness.
Such a threat by YHWH is, however, unexpected
within the literary context of the ﬁrst half of the Book
of Exodus, which is preoccupied with the themes of
oppression and salvation. Exodus 1–2 focuses on the
oppression of the people and the birth of the savior,
while Exodus 3–4 proclaims the salvation of the
people. No justiﬁcation for YHWH’s violent threat
can be found in these chapters.9
Moreover, the threat of punishment does not
coincide with the role of the plagues-motif in the
following chapters (Exod 7–12). Plagues are inﬂicted
upon Egypt as punishment for disobeying the
prophetic and authoritative command to Pharaoh
“Let my people go” (שלח את עמי, Exod 7:14, 26; 8:16,
etc.).10 The use of this formulaic expression in Exod
5:1b–2 results in a contradictory doublet with Exod
5:3 since the former generally depicts YHWH as the
mighty savior of the people and not as the God who
threatens the lives of his own people. Exod 5:1–2b
has therefore been considered part of another source
or redaction, whereas v. 3 has usually been
considered an integral part of the narrative.11
Elsewhere I have concluded that the former is a later
addition that incorporates the ﬁrst confrontation
narrative (Exod 5:3–6:1) into the larger framework of
the plague narrative.12 The scope of the present
paper does not allow for an in-depth discussion of
the redaction-critical issues of the text, but it is
noteworthy that the narrative of the ﬁrst
14
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practices, harshly criticizing the adulterous worship
of the Queen of Heaven by the people in Egypt (vv.
7–10, 15–25). By contrast, Exodus 5 neither directly
mentions nor harshly blames the Israelites for their
religious transgressions, focusing only on the
increased suﬀering of the Israelite people. W.
Zimmerli, therefore, rightly notes that “nothing is
said about religious disloyalty” in the description of
the complaints of the Israelite representatives (Exod
5:21).17 If indeed Exodus 5 presupposes Jeremiah 44,
as has been suggested above, the omission of the
wrongful religious actions of the people in Egypt
may not be coincidental. The absence of such
criticism may reﬂect a positive change in the attitude
towards the Egyptian Diaspora. Such a change
would have taken place during the time that elapsed
between the composition of the two narratives. The
political context of such a change is discussed below.
To be sure, Exodus 5 deals with the old, premonarchic period in the literary context of the
salvation story, which is quite diﬀerent from
Jeremiah. One may therefore argue that the religious
transgression motif was omitted purely for a literary
purpose. Nevertheless, ancient scribal writings
cannot be totally detached from their socio-historical
contexts; and the contexts should exercise further
inﬂuence, when they speak of a highly political,
national history of origin such as the Exodus. It is
unlikely that the author of Exodus 5 never
considered his contemporary Egyptian diaspora
when he narrates a story about the Israelites in
Egypt. The negative descriptions of the Judahites in
Egypt in the Jeremiah texts must have undergone a
process of critical review and screening by the
author in relation to the contemporary Egyptian
diaspora. The omission is, therefore, better
understood as a result of the author’s intentional
choice in his socio-historical context. This argument
can be further supported by the fact that a similar
phenomenon is found in a diﬀerent scribal tradition,
the priestly tradition.

the generations (especially Ezek 29–32).18 Notably,
according to Ezek 20:7–8 and possibly also 23:27,19
the Exodus generation in Egypt had already
disobeyed YHWH and deﬁled itself with the idols of
Egypt ( )גלולי מצריםand detestable things ()שקוצי עיניו.
Such religious transgressions continued throughout
the periods of the wilderness, the conquest, and the
monarchy until Ezekiel’s own time (vv. 9–31), thus
perpetuating the blame on the Exodus generation.
This harsh criticism is directed at the elders of
Israel in the Babylonian exile (vv. 1, 31) therefore its
relation to the Judahite refugees in Egypt remains
ambiguous. A clearer case for transference of the
focus from the Exodus generation to the current
diaspora occurs in Ezek 20:32–44, which is often
considered as a later addition by the Ezekiel School.20
The passage describes the “second Exodus” from the
various nations where the people had been scattered,
closely following the language and motifs of the
previous verses.21 In doing so, the guilt of the Exodus
generation, mentioned earlier in the chapter, is
projected onto the current generation. In particular,
v. 36 explicitly connects the Exodus generation with
the current generation in the diaspora:
As I entered into judgment with your
ancestors in the wilderness of the land of
Egypt, so I will enter into judgment with
you, says the Lord God (Ezek 20:36).

The diaspora in the passage is not conﬁned to the
Babylonian Diaspora, but encompasses the diaspora
of “all the nations where they are scattered” (v. 34).
The Egyptian Diaspora was, therefore, intended to
be included, although it is not explicitly mentioned.
The Ezekiel School’s attitude towards the scattered
people in other nations is ambivalent. On the one
hand, Ezek 20:32–33 (cf. v. 39a) continues to identify
the religious transgressions of the people and
announces their punishment in the wilderness (vv.
35–36, 38). On the other hand, vv. 39–44 present a
positive outlook on the future. According to v. 40, all
of the House of Israel ( )כל בית ישראלwill be restored
following the second Exodus. Such ambiguity may
represent a positive phase in the gradual change in
attitudes towards the diaspora, including the
Egyptian one.

EZEKIEL, THE EZEKIEL SCHOOL, AND THE PRIESTLY
TEXTS IN THE PENTATEUCH
EZEkIEL AND THE EZEkIEL SCHOOL
Another literary connection between the description
of the Egyptian Diaspora and the Exodus generation
may be observed in Ezekiel and the Priestly Texts in
the Pentateuch. Ezekiel describes Egypt as an
unreliable ally of Judah, as well as the source of
Judah’s religious disloyalty to the Lord throughout

THE PrIESTLY TExTS
A dynamic change in the description of the Exodus
generation is visible also in the Priestly account of
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the Exodus in the Pentateuch, especially the P
version of the commissioning of Moses in Exodus 6.
As already recognized by critics, this text carries
close literary aﬃnities with Ezekiel 20. The two texts
share similar language and motifs, such as YHWH
revealing Himself in Egypt (Ezek 20:5; Exod 6:2), the
announcement of salvation (Ezek 20:6; Exod 6:6),
salvation with outstretched arms followed by
judgment (Ezek 20:33, 36; Exod 6:6), and the
acknowledgement of YHWH with the formulaic
phrase “I am YHWH your God” (אני ה’ אלהיכם, e.g.,
Ezek 20:5, 20, 42; Exod 6:7).22 While a detailed
discussion of the diﬀerent views on the direction of
the literary inﬂuence between P and Ezekiel is not
included here, it is more convincing that Exodus 6
presupposes Ezekiel 20 especially because the
former changes YHWH’s oath to give the Land to the
Exodus generation (Ezek 20:6, 42) to an oath with the
Patriarchs (Exod 6:8).23
Despite the literary similarities between the two
texts, signiﬁcant diﬀerences in the description of the
Exodus generation in Egypt do occur. The Priestly
Text describes the people’s disobedience to Moses,
yet excuses this behavior as the result of
discouragement and hard labor:

for support at least indicates that the Egyptian
Diaspora did not consider the Jerusalem priesthood
to be hostile toward them. Other evidence comes
from the sacred precinct of Mt. Gerizim where some
of the local ostraca contained Aaronide names with
the title of “priest” ( כהןor )כהנא, which may indicate
a close relationship between the temples of
Jerusalem and Gerizim.24 The ostraca are dated to the
early Hellenistic period, yet the relationship most
likely had begun during the Persian period. During
the Hellenistic period, according to Josephus, Onias
IV, a Zadokite priest in Jerusalem, was exiled to
Egypt and built a temple in Leontopolis (The Jewish
War 1:33; 7:421–436; Antiquities of the Jews 12–13).
These examples suggest that the priestly group in
Jerusalem was inclusive of other communities
outside Yehud. Furthermore, the Priestly Tabernacle,
which is the mobile sanctuary of YHWH, was most
likely an expression of their idea that God is
omnipresent and not conﬁned to a speciﬁc place or
sanctuary. As J. Watts rightly points out, the priestly
regulations in the Pentateuch legitimize ritual
activities, not by a certain sanctiﬁed place, but by
proper procedures and priests (Aaronide).25 This
idea is contradictory to the Deuteronomic ideology
of the single legitimate sanctuary and probably
inﬂuenced the inclusive attitude of the priestly
scribes. Such an inclusive approach may have also
been the result of the political interests of the
Achaemenid Empire. We will return to this point
shortly.

Moses told this to the Israelites; but they would
not listen to Moses, because of their broken spirit
and their cruel slavery (Exod 6:9).

The verse brieﬂy reports the reaction of the people
in a neutral tone without criticizing their
disobedience, focusing rather on the hardships of
slavery in Egypt. Furthermore, the religious
transgressions of the generation, which are harshly
criticized in Ezekiel (Ezek 20:7–8), are omitted from
the present text. Considering the close aﬃnities
between the present text and Ezekiel 20, the
omission in Exodus 6 does not seem to be
coincidental and reﬂects a more positive attitude
towards the Egyptian Diaspora.
Indeed, there is some evidence to show that the
priestly scribal group during the Persian period was
more inclusive of other Judahite communities. A
papyrus from the Jewish community in Elephantine
dated to the late 5th century BCE requests the
support of the Jerusalem community, including its
priesthood, in rebuilding its Yahwistic temple (TAD
A4.7). Although the response from Jerusalem is not
known, the Elephantine community’s expectation

CRITICISM OF “EGYPTIAN NOSTALGIA” IN POST-P
REDACTION
In the Pentateuchal narratives of the Exodus and the
Wilderness, one ﬁnds a consistent theme of
disgruntlement. The Israelites complain about the
shortage of food and water, threat of war, Moses’
leadership, and the hardships of the wilderness. The
dissatisfaction is often uniﬁed thematically with the
motif of the people’s longing for Egypt and their
desire to return there. This desire is harshly criticized
as treason and provokes divine anger and
retribution. However, many of these passages have
been regarded as late additions to the existing texts.
Most recently, a thorough study by T. römer
concluded that the passages containing “Egypt
nostalgia” or the “return to Egypt” motif, such as
Exod 13:7, 14:11 (16:3), 17:3, Numbers 11:18–20, 14:2–
4, 16:12–13, 20:4–5, and 21.5, belong to a post-priestly
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and post-Deuteronomistic layer of redaction.26
As such, these passages may be understood as
another phase in the change of attitude toward
Egypt and the Egyptian Diaspora. In contrast to the
earlier P and Deuteronomistic texts, such as Exodus
5 and 6, which are marked by a more inclusive
attitude toward the Jews in Egypt, the passages of
Egypt nostalgia harshly criticize the pro-Egyptian
claims of the people. From a religio-political
perspective, the redaction of the passages was
possibly the literary response of pro-Persian scribes
to pro-Egyptian claims made by the people of the
time. F. V. Greifenhagen similarly examined the proEgyptian claims in the complaints of the people in
Exodus and Numbers and suggested that the claims’
“very articulation indicates the possibility of the
existence of such a perspective.”27 The new political
reality that provided the context for the debates
between the pro-Egyptian and pro-Persian sides
arose from Egypt’s newly gained independence
from the Persian Empire during the late Persian
period (4th century BCE). This point will be
discussed below in detail.

22:26–28). The positive recognition of Egypt and the
diaspora represents a remarkable change from the
late layers of Jeremiah that harshly chastise the
religious practices of the diaspora (e.g., Jeremiah 42
and 44) and also deviates signiﬁcantly from the
criticism of the pro-Egyptian claims in the late
redaction layers of the Pentateuch.
From a religio-political perspective, the positive
description of the Egyptian Diaspora in this passage
may reﬂect amicable ties between Yehud and the
Egyptian Diaspora communities, implying that proEgyptian attitudes no longer caused a political
problem. The period that most satisﬁes these
conditions is the Hellenistic period, especially the
period of Ptolemaic hegemony in Palestine around
300–200 BCE.31 Under the Ptolemaic rule, Judeans
enjoyed relatively peaceful relations with Ptolemaic
Egypt, even experiencing economic growth caused
by this relation.32 During this period, a massive
immigration of Judeans into Egypt began, including
not only those who were forced to immigrate but
also those who were seeking economic
opportunities. Accordingly, the population of the
Egyptian Diaspora increased dramatically.33 In
contrast to the late Persian period, when the
independent Egyptian dynasties represented a
threat to the pro-Persian local authorities of Yehud,
Ptolemaic Egypt was no longer a hostile political
entity for the latter. The shift in the relationship
between Egypt and Palestine may have generated a
new level of positive interconnection between the
local people and the diaspora communities in Egypt.
Therefore, the sharp diﬀerence between the antiEgyptian sentiment of the late Pentateuch redactors
and the positive view of Egypt found in the current
passage can be explained by the rapid geopolitical
change during the Hellenistic period.

ISAIAH 19
Another major change in the attitude toward the
Egyptian Diaspora is visible in Isiah 19:18-25. The
oracle refers favorably to ﬁve cities of Canaanites
and YHWH worshippers, one of which, according to
Lxx, is even referred to as a city of righteousness (v.
18).28 The Yahwistic altar ( )מזבחand pillar ( )מצבהin
the land of Egypt (v. 19) are recognized
aﬃrmatively. The passage further declares the
ultimate salvation of the people there (v. 20) and
goes on to acknowledge that all of Egypt will become
YHWH’s people (vv. 21–25). This unique and
positive attitude toward Egypt and the Egyptian
Diaspora is thought to have developed through
multiple stages of redaction. Critics date the
redactional activities to the period ranging from the
conquest of Egypt by Cambyses (525 BCE) to the
Hellenistic period and often claim that the passage
is one of the youngest ones in the Book of Isaiah.29
The passage is particularly signiﬁcant in that, as
critics believe, the ﬁve cities mentioned in v. 18 may
be the cities of the Jewish Diaspora in Egypt, one of
which is Heliopolis, and the altar mentioned in v. 19
is possibly the Temple of Onias at Leontopolis.30
Notably, their religious practices, signiﬁed by the
altar ( )מזבחand pillar ( ;מצבהv. 19), are legitimized as
a sign of YHWH’s presence in Egypt (v. 20, cf. Joshua

THE GEOPOLITICAL DYNAMICS IN EGYPT AND YEHUD
DURING THE PERSIAN PERIOD
recent biblical scholarship dates an increasing
number of biblical texts to the Persian period, a trend
in the study of the Pentateuch in particular. The
Persian period is, however, a long timeframe,
spanning over two hundred years, during which the
geopolitical landscape of Yehud and Egypt
continued to change. Therefore, a more precise
dating of sources within the “Persian period” should
be attempted, especially with respect to Egyptian
chronology. It is here suggested that the major
geopolitical changes in Egypt can be used as a
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criteria for establishing a chronological framework
for the biblical texts discussed so far.
The ﬁrst phase can be deﬁned as the period
between the Persian conquest of Egypt by Cambyses
(525 BCE) and the successful revolt of Inaros (460
BCE). This period is marked by the relatively stable
rule of the Persian Empire over Egypt. Local revolts,
such as the one in 486 BCE, had been successfully
subdued without any signiﬁcant threats to the
empire. In Yehud, the restoration of the temple in
Jerusalem progressed during this relatively stable
political period. Unfortunately however, not much
is known about the Egyptian Diaspora and its
relationship with the community in Yehud. An
Aramaic letter from Elephantine (TAD A4.7) reports
that the temple of Yahô did exist throughout this
period and until its destruction by Egyptian troops
in the late 5th century BCE (around 410 BCE).
According to this letter, Cambyses did not damage
the temple during his campaign, although he
destroyed all the other temples dedicated to
Egyptian deities. There are debates concerning the
historicity of this claim, especially concerning the
date of the ﬁrst building of the temple.34 It is,
however, notable that in the memory of the Judahite
community in Elephantine, the community endured
the political transition from the 26th Egyptian
dynasty to Persian rule and persisted until the late
5th century. It might be methodologically
inappropriate to generalize the case of Elephantine;
however, this case may, at least, be one example of
the Egyptian Diaspora communities that enjoyed the
political stability provided by the Persian Empire. If
this was the case, there is no impending reason, from
a political perspective, for the biblical authors’
change in attitude toward the diaspora in Egypt. If
the earlier layer of Ezekiel 20 during the Babylonian
period is considered, the continued development in
the later layers of Ezekiel 20 and Jeremiah 24; 42; 44,
including the negative attitude toward the Egyptian
Diaspora, may roughly be dated to this phase of the
Persian period.35
The second phase can be deﬁned as the period
from the revolt of Inaros (460 BCE) to the end of the
reign of Darius II (404 BCE). With the help of Greek
support, Inaros and Amyrtaeus defeated the
Egyptian satrap of the empire. A large-scale military
expedition was carried out in retaliation by the
empire, resulting in the defeat and capture of Inaros
(456 BCE); however, Amyrtaeus continued to lead
the rebels in the Delta until 449 BCE.36 The recurring

rebellions, aided by Greek support, diminished the
empires’ control of its western border.
Consequently, the empire endeavored to strengthen
its command on the western frontier, including
Yehud. Nehemiah’s rebuilding of the walls of
Jerusalem (445–432 BCE) and the mission of Ezra
(either 458 BCE or 398 BCE) can be understood
within this context.37
During this time, it is believed that many Judahites
of the Egyptian Diaspora served as mercenaries.38
Cultivating strong ties between the pro-Persian local
authorities of Yehud and the Judahite mercenaries in
Egypt may have been a deliberate strategy of the
Persian Empire. The papyri from Elephantine show
that the Persian authorities of Yehud and Samaria
intervened in the religious issues of the diaspora
community in Egypt, in matters such as setting the
precise date for the Passover festival (Passover
Papyrus, cf. Exod 12:18), rebuilding the temple of
Yahô (TAD A4.7; A4.8), and the prohibition on animal
sacriﬁce (TAD A4.9; A4.10). Greifenhagen interprets
Persian interventions in matters of sacriﬁce as an
eﬀort to “assert the authority and centrality of the
Jerusalem temple by downgrading the importance
of the Elephantine temple.”39 The imperial support
for Jerusalem may represent the empire’s strategy to
maintain tight control of the Judahite mercenaries in
politically unstable Egypt through the superior
religious authority of the pro-Persian Jerusalem
temple.
The formation of the Pentateuchal narratives,
especially the narrative of the Exodus, can be
understood in a similar sense. The Exodus narrative
is marked by a distinct anti-Egyptian sentiment that
thematically separates the Israelites from Egypt.40
This theme persists from the earlier pre-P
Deuteronomistic layers to the post-Priestly
redactions. This fact indicates that the literary
formation of the current form of the text began or
was accelerated during this period. It is not the
intention of this article to address the muchdiscussed issue of the Persian authorization of the
Torah.41 However, it can be, at least, said that the
anti-Egyptian sentiments in the narrative coincide
with imperial interests and are well explained by the
geopolitical situation in Egypt and Yehud.
It has been argued above that the non-Priestly
(Exodus 5) and Priestly passages (Exodus 6) reﬂect
a more inclusive attitude toward the Egyptian
Diaspora than can be found in earlier prophetic texts.
This attitude indicates that the biblical authors
18
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religious and political authority of the Yehud
leadership in both the communities in Yehud and
Egypt. The polemics of pro-Egyptian claims also
corresponded to the interests of the Persian Empire
during this period.46

composed those texts in consideration of the
Egyptian Diaspora in order to include them with the
pro-Persian Yehud.42
The third phase includes the early and mid-4th
century, stretching from the successful revolt by
Amyrtaeus II (404 BCE), which led to the
independence of Egypt from Persia, until the fall of
the empire to Alexander the Great (330 BCE). During
this period, Egypt regained its independence
through the 28th to 30th Dynasties (404–343 BCE),
despite the short reestablishment of Persian rule by
Darius III at the end of that period (343–330 BCE).
The repeated Persian attempts to re-conquer Egypt
failed, and the empire lost its control over Egypt. In
contrast, Egypt grew stronger and expanded its
inﬂuence to Palestine.43 The Persian Empire
reorganized the southern frontier of the Fifth Satrapy
around 400 BCE by a series of military constructions
in southern Palestine. Fantalkin and Tal interpret the
constructions as “an imperial response to a new
geopolitical reality in which Egypt was no longer a
part of the Achaemenid Empire.”44
The local authority of Yehud seems to have
remained by and large faithful to Persia until the
defeat of Darius III by Alexander the Great;45
however, the same may not have been true of the
diaspora communities in Egypt. They were no
longer under Persian rule, but under the rule of the
reestablished Egyptian dynasties. In this context, it
is unlikely that the diaspora communities remained
loyal to the Persian Empire; it is more reasonable to
assume that the diaspora communities became proEgyptian or, at least, were subjected to Egyptian
dynasties. During this time, the Egyptian dynasties
grew more stable and stronger, enabling themselves
to extend their military activities to the coast of
Palestine. regaining Egyptian rule probably
stimulated the growth of the pro-Egyptian position
in Yehud and provoked internal friction between the
mainstream pro-Persian position and newly rising
pro-Egyptian sentiment. This was probably the
geopolitical context of the “Egypt nostalgia”
passages in the late redactional passages in the
Pentateuch. The pro-Egyptian position may have
represented a signiﬁcant threat to the proPersian/anti-Egyptian local authorities of Yehud. The
harsh polemic against pro-Egyptian claims by the
redactors of those passages may, therefore, represent
pro-Persian scribal reactions against growing proEgyptian sentiment. Through this polemic, the
redactors have probably endeavored to maintain the

CONCLUSIONS AND OPEN QUESTIONS
I have endeavored in this essay to trace the changes
in attitude toward the diaspora communities in
Egypt found in the prophetic and Pentateuchal texts
and suggest that the changes were probably driven
by the dynamics of the geopolitical state in Egypt
and Yehud. During the Babylonian and early Persian
periods, negative views of the Egyptian Diaspora
were formulated (Jeremiah 42; 44; Ezekiel 20). In the
second phase of the Persian period, relatively
inclusive attitudes toward the Egyptian Diaspora
were taken by the Pentateuchal authors probably in
accordance with imperial interests. Considering that
such a change of attitude is similarly found in two
diﬀerent scribal traditions (P and Dtr), the change
was more likely originated from a common, sociohistorical changes rather than purely literary
considerations. Nevertheless, during the following
period of Egyptian independence, deﬁned as the
third phase of the Persian rule, the pro-Egyptian
sentiments that were likely found among the
diaspora communities in Egypt and in Yehud were
harshly polemicized by post-P/post-Dtr redactors of
the Pentateuch. The redaction can also be
understood in terms of the Persian interest in
tightening control over its western border. Again, the
oracle in Isa 19:18–25 exhibits a positive attitude
toward both Egypt and the diaspora communities
there, which possibly reﬂects a shift in the
geopolitical reality from Persian rule to Ptolemaic
hegemony in Palestine as well as the new
relationship between Jerusalem and Egypt.
The biblical texts discussed so far may represent
only a few of the diverse positions in the periods in
question. The Hebrew Bible, especially the
Pentateuch, is a complicated fabric of texts
representing various traditions and conﬂicting ideas,
generated by scribes with diverse religio-political
backgrounds. For instance, the Joseph novella
(Genesis 37–50) has also begun to be discussed as a
post-Priestly narrative formulated in Egypt during
the Persian period legitimizing life in the diaspora.47
The discussion provides a possibility to ﬁnd in the
novella a contradicting voice to the post-P polemic
of the pro-Egyptian positions. The two contradictory
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positions may indicate that the Pentateuch contains
scribal contributions from both pro-Egyptian and
pro-Persian groups. Such a diversity of the religiopolitical positions and their interactions in the
Hebrew Bible, and the Pentateuch in particular,
should be investigated in further research.
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