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GEDALIAH

When Nebuchadnezzar made his final attack on Jerusalem and

destroyed the Temple his general Nebuzaradan put most of the population,

all the leaders, the aristocrats and the wealthy, in chains (including at first

Jeremiah) and deported them to Babylon, leaving behind some of the

poorest to live by tilling the land and tendering the vineyards. There was

divine justice in this, as the poor were the ones who had been oppressed

by the rich, and were now able to take over the abandoned property.

At the same time he appointed Gedaliah-ben-Ahikam as governor, in

charge of those who remained, and left a number of Babylonians (alias

Chaldeans 1) to see that nothing went wrong.

Nebuzaradan received instructions from Nebuchadnezzar to treat

Jeremiah well, as he had all along tried to get the king of Judah to accept

the Babylonians, so he released him from chains and gave him a choice.

He could accompany him to Babylon, as a free man and not in chains,

where he would be treated well – Nebuzaradan himself would look after

him – or he could remain in Judah with the poor under Gedaliah. Jeremiah

chose the latter, he would remain.

Gedaliah set up his centre at Mizpah and the people who remained

gathered round him. In addition, Jews who had escaped to neighbouring

countries returned and joined him. Gedaliah assured them, on oath, that

if they would serve the Babylonians as rulers there would be no trouble,

and all began to look forward to a period of peace.

1. The Chaldeans were a tribe who became the leaders of Babylon and ran the
Babylonian Empire, which became known as the Chaldean Empire.
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At least from the time of David onwards three surrounding nations –

Edom, Ammon and Moab – had every so often attacked Israel/Judah, and

the latter had attacked them in return. There was frequent enmity between

the two sides, and when Nebuchadnezzar attacked Judah these people,

especially Edom, helped him, even handing over or killing refugees who

tried to escape. 2

Johanan, a friend of Gedaliah, learned of a plot to assassinate Gedaliah,

and warned him, that the king of Ammon had sent Ishmael-ben-Nethaniah,

a member of the royal family, to do this. Johanan offered to kill Ishmael

first, but Gedaliah refused to believe it, forbade him, and accused him of

slandering Ishmael.

However, it was true. Ishamael came with a group of ten friends, they

sat down to a meal with Gedaliah, then they got up and killed him and

massacred all the Jews that were there with him, as well as some

Babylonians who were there. The next day, while nobody yet knew about

it, some men from the north, from Shechem, Shiloh and Samaria, arrived

with gifts for the Temple, not knowing that it was destroyed. Ishmael and

his gang went out to meet them, crying (over the destruction of the

Temple) and told them to come to Gedaliah at Mizpah. As they entered

the town, Ishmael’s gang murdered them. They then threw all the bodies

of the people they had killed into a large artificial crater nearby, and took

all the people they could find as captives, to lead them to Ammon.

Johanan suddenly heard the news and saw what had been done, and

with soldiers that were with him chased after Ishmael. Seeing them

coming, the captives cheered and surrounded Ishmael’s gang, and were

rescued, while Ishmael himself escaped with eight men to Ammon.

Johanan was now the leader of all who remained, and they decided to

escape to Egypt, as they were afraid that when the Babylonians heard of

the murder of Gedaliah they would come and wreak vengeance on them.

2. Described by Jeremiah in Lamentations.
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First, though, they turned to Jeremiah, asked him to pray to God on

their behalf, and undertook to do whatever God might say, good or bad.

They would listen to whatever God told Jeremiah. He agreed and prayed.

After ten days, Jeremiah received a message from God, assembled all

the people, and passed on the message. ‘If you stay in the country, all will

be well. Do not be afraid of the Chaldeans, I will protect you from them.

Further, I will take pity on you, rehabilitate you and return you to your

lands, since I feel I have done enough harm and there is no need for more.

But if you go to Egypt, I will vent my anger on all who decide to do this,

and they will die there of murder, famine and disease, all the things they

are afraid of here which I promise to protect you from.’

But Johanan and his friends refused to accept this. ‘You are lying, God

did not tell you not to go to Egypt, only Baruch your scribe has incited

you against us.’ Jeremiah reminded them of their promise to listen to

God’s message and stressed the warning it contained. However Johanan

and his colleagues took all the people and dragged them, along with

Jeremiah and Baruch, to Egypt.

We do not know what happened to the leaders, they probably suffered

what God had foretold, but somehow the community of Jews in Egypt

eventually prospered. At first they turned to idolatry, but Jeremiah

preached to them. The rest is history beyond the Bible.

––––––––––––––––

The Fast of Gedaliah was not instituted merely because a man was

murdered – hundreds of murders in history are not remembered by fasts.

The assassination of Gedaliah led to the total abandonment of the Land of

Israel by the people of Israel, so that only foreigners remained. This was

the final part of the tragedy of the destruction, and the fast was instituted

on account of what the murder led to. But the people, or at least some of

them, later returned from Babylon (but not from Egypt) – another story.
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