
Story Number 151

THE TEMPLE REBUILT

Cambyses died and Darius (to rhyme with ‘pious’), a cousin of his,

assumed the throne, apparently without opposition. This was Darius the

Persian, known as Darius the Great or Darius the First, not to be confused

with Darius the Mede who came much earlier in the time of Daniel. Like

Cyrus and unlike Cambyses he was basically a good man, a religious

Zoroastrian but tolerant of other religions.

Soon after he came to the throne, two neviim in Judaea, named Haggai

and Zechariah, told the people to get back to rebuilding the Temple.

Things had been very difficult with bad harvests, but if they started to

rebuild the Temple then God would bless them with better times. They

should not be afraid. The two leaders of the community, Zerubbabel the

governor and Joshua the High Priest, persuaded the people to get down to

it. [This is not, of course, the Joshua who succeeded Moses.]

Again the Samaritans started trouble, but this time it was a bit different.

Tatnai, the viceroy of ‘Beyond the River’ (the administrative region in

which Judaea was placed) arrived with his colleagues in Jerusalem and

saw the Temple being built. It does not say so, but no doubt he was sent

for by the Samaritans. He asked the Jews who gave them permission to

build it, and they told him the names of their leaders. It was agreed that

Darius would be consulted and that meanwhile work could continue, while

Tatnai wrote a letter to Darius.

Unlike Rehum’s letter to Cambyses, which was an accusation and in

effect a request to ban the work, Tatnai’s letter to Darius was polite,

tactful and careful. He wished to bring certain facts to the king’s attention

and awaited instructions. Here is a précis of his letter.
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We wish to inform the king that we went to the province of Judaea,

and found a temple being built to the Great God, with large heavy

stones and timber. We asked who gave permission and wrote down the

names of the leaders.

They replied that they were rebuilding a temple destroyed by

Nebuchadnezzar, with permission from Cyrus who even restored the

gold and silver taken by Nebuchadnezzar to a man named Sheshbazzar

whom he appointed governor. Sheshbazzar was to put it all back in the

temple to be rebuilt on its original site. Sheshbazzar laid the

foundations but the building is still not completed.

May the king search the royal archives to see if Cyrus gave such an

order, and please inform us of his wishes.

Darius ordered a search and they found nothing in Babylon, but did

find a document in the archives of the royal palace at Ecbatana in Media.

There was Cyrus’s decree with full details and a specification of the size

of the Temple, with certain expenses to be paid from the royal treasury!

Darius then wrote a very strong reply. He told Tatnai to ‘get away from

there’ and leave the Jews alone to carry on the building. Various expenses

were to be paid out of the king’s taxes, with animals supplied for the

sacrifices. Severe penalties were to be imposed on anyone disobeying this

decree, which was to be implemented immediately, so that the Jews might

pray there for the lives of the king and his sons. 1

Tatnai and his colleagues rushed to implement the emperor’s orders,

and the Temple was completed in the sixth year of the reign of Darius, in

four and a half years. There was great celebration at the consecration and

then at the Festival of Pesach followed by the Festival of Matsot, thanking

God for putting it into the mind of the Emperor to help them. 2

1. It is suggested by Josephus, though not in the Bible, that Darius and
Zerubbabel were old friends in Babylon.

2. We hear no more of what happened till the arrival of Ezra fifty-six years later.
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