Three Wonderful non-Jewish Kings
Marc Gitler 7/17/24

I What Was

Cyrus Cylinder

The Cyrus cylinder: clay cylinder; a Babylonian account of the conquest of
Babylon by Cyrus in 539 BC, of his restoration to various temples of statues
removed by Nabonidus, the previous king of Babylon, and of his own work at
Babylon. The cylindrical form is typical of royal inscriptions of the Late
Babylonian period, and the text shows that the cylinder was written to be buried in
the foundations of the city wall of Babylon. It was deposited there after the capture
of the city by Cyrus in 539 BC, and presumably written on his orders.

[12] he searched everywhere and then he took a righteous king, his favorite, by the
hand, he called out his name: Cyrus, king of AnSan; he pronounced his name to be
king all over the world. [15] He ordered him to go to his city Babylon. He set him
on the road to Babylon and like a companion and a friend, he went at his side.


https://www.livius.org/articles/person/cyrus-the-great/
https://www.livius.org/articles/place/ansan-tell-malyan/

[17] He made him enter his city Babylon without fighting or battle; he saved
Babylon from hardship. He delivered Nabonidus, the king who did not revere him,
into his hands. [18] All the people of Babylon, all the land of Sumer and Akkad,
princes and governors, bowed to him and kissed his feet. They rejoiced at his
kingship and their faces shone. [19] Lord by whose aid the dead were revived and
who had all been redeemed from hardship and difficulty, they greeted him with
gladness and praised his name.

[20] I am Cyrus, king of the world, great king, mighty king, king of Babylon, king
of Sumer and Akkad, king of the four quarters,[31] Agade, ESnunna, Zamban,
Me-Turnu, Der, as far as the region of Gutium, the sacred centers on the other side
of the Tigris, whose sanctuaries had been abandoned for a long time,[32] I
returned the images of the gods, who had resided there,"* to their places and I
let them dwell in eternal abodes. I gathered all their inhabitants and returned
to them their dwellings.[33] In addition, at the command of Marduk, the great
lord, I settled in their habitations, in pleasing abodes, the gods of Sumer and
Akkad, whom Nabonidus, to the anger of the lord of the gods, had brought into
Babylon.
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In the third year of the reign of King Jehoiakim of Judah, King Nebuchadnezzar of
Babylon came to Jerusalem and laid siege to it. The Lord delivered King Jehoiakim
of Judah into his power, together with some of the vessels of the House of God,
and he brought them to the land of Shinar to the house of his god; he deposited the


https://www.livius.org/sources/about/mesopotamian-chronicles/mesopotamian-chronicles-dictionary/%20#Gutium
https://www.livius.org/articles/place/tigris/

vessels in the treasury of his god. Then the king ordered Ashpenaz, his chief
officer, to bring some Israelites of royal descent and of the nobility—
youths without blemish, handsome, proficient in all wisdom, knowledgeable and

intelligent, and capable of serving in the royal palace—and teach them the writings
and the language of the Chaldeans. The king allotted daily rations to them from the
king’s food and from the wine he drank. They were to be educated for three years,
at the end of which they™® were to enter the king’s service. Among them were the
Judahites Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah...Daniel was there until the first
year of King Cyrus.
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In the first year of King Cyrus of Persia, when the word of the LORD spoken by
Jeremiah was fulfilled, the LORD roused the spirit of King Cyrus of Persia to issue
a proclamation throughout his realm by word of mouth and in writing as follows:
“Thus said King Cyrus of Persia: The LORD God of Heaven has given me all the
kingdoms of the earth and has charged me with building Him a house in Jerusalem,
which is in Judah.

Anyone of you of all His people—may his God be with him, and let him go up to
Jerusalem that is in Judah and build the House of the LORD God of Israel, the God
that is in Jerusalem:;

and all who stay behind, wherever he may be living, let the people of his place
assist him with silver, gold, goods, and livestock, besides the freewill offering to
the House of God that is in Jerusalem.”
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Am the same who says of Cyrus, “He is My shepherd; He shall fulfill all My
purposes!

He shall say of Jerusalem, ‘She shall be rebuilt,” And to the temple: ‘You shall be
founded again.’”

II What Wasn’t
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What occurred on that date? It was on that day that the Samaritans [kutim]
requested the House of our Lord from Alexander the Macedonian in order to
destroy it, and he gave it to them, i.c., he gave them permission to destroy it.
People came and informed the High Priest, Shimon HaTzaddik, of what had
transpired. What did he do? He donned the priestly vestments and wrapped
himself in the priestly vestments. And the nobles of the Jewish People were
with him, with torches of fire in their hands. And all that night, these, the
representatives of the Jewish people, approached from this side, and those, the
armies of Alexander and the Samaritans, approached from that side, until dawn,
when they finally saw one another.
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When dawn arrived, Alexander said to the Samaritans: Who are these people
coming to meet us? They said to him: These are the Jews who rebelled against
you. When he reached Antipatris, the sun shone and the two camps met each
other. When Alexander saw Shimon HaTzaddik, he descended from his chariot
and bowed before him. His escorts said to him: Should an important king such
as you bow to this Jew? He said to them: I do so because the image of this
man’s face is victorious before me on my battlefields, i.e., when I fight I see his
image going before me as a sign of victory, and therefore I know that he has
supreme sanctity.
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He said to the representatives of the Jewish people: Why have you come? They
said to him: Is it possible that the Temple, the house in which we pray for you
and for your kingdom not to be destroyed, gentiles will try to mislead you into
destroying it, and we would remain silent and not tell you? He said to them: Who
are these people who want to destroy it? The Jews said to him: They are these
Samaritans who stand before you. He said to them: If so, they are delivered
into your hands to deal with them as you please.
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Immediately, they stabbed the Samaritans in their heels and hung them from
their horses’ tails and continued to drag them over the thorns and thistles
until they reached Mount Gerizim. When they arrived at Mount Gerizim,
where the Samaritans had their temple, they plowed it over and seeded the area
with leeks, a symbol of total destruction. This was just as they had sought to do
to the House of our Lord. And they made that day a festival to celebrate the
salvation of the Temple and the defeat of the Samaritans.

IIT What Might Have Been
Emperor Julian’s Letter to the Jewish Patrairchate 362
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To the community of the Jews.

In times past, by far the most burdensome thing in the yoke of your slavery has been the fact that
you were subjected to unauthorised ordinances and had to contribute an untold amount of money
to the accounts of the treasury. Of this I used to see many instances with my own eyes, and |

have learned of more, by finding the records which are preserved against you. Moreover, when a



tax was about to be levied on you again I prevented it, and compelled the impiety of such
obloquy to cease here; and I threw into the fire the records against you that were stored in my
desks; so that it is no longer possible for anyone to aim at you such a reproach of impiety. My
brother Constantius of honored memory was not so much responsible for these wrongs of yours
as were the men who used to frequent his table, barbarians in mind, godless in soul. These I
seized with my own hands and put them to death by thrusting them into the pit, that not even any
memory of their destruction might still linger amongst us. And since I wish that you should
prosper yet more, I have admonished my brother Iules, your most venerable patriarch, that the
levy [amootoAin] which is said to exist among you should be prohibited, and that no one is any
longer to have the power to oppress the masses of your people by such exactions; so that
everywhere, during my reign, you may have security of mind, and in the enjoyment of
peace may offer more fervid prayers for my reign to the Most High God, the Creator, who
has deigned to crown me with his own immaculate right hand. For it is natural that men
who are distracted by any anxiety should be hampered in spirit, and should not have so
much confidence in raising their hands to pray; but that those who are in all respects free
from care should rejoice with their whole hearts and offer their suppliant prayers on behalf
of my imperial office to Mighty God, even to him who is able to direct my reign to the
noblest ends, according to my purpose. This you ought to do, in order that, when I have
successfully concluded the war with Persia, I may rebuild by my own efforts the sacred city
of Jerusalem, which for so many years you have longed to see inhabited, and may bring
settlers there, and, together with you, may glorify the Most High God therein.

THE ROMAN HISTORY

AMMIANUS MARCELLINUS (c. 330-400)
363 CE

1. To pass over minute details, these were the principal events of the year. But Julian, who in his
third consulship had taken as his colleague Sallustius, the prefect of Gaul now entered on his
fourth year, and by a novel arrangement took as his colleague a private individual; an act of
which no one recollected an instance since that of Diocletian and Aristobulus.

2. And although, foreseeing in his anxious mind the various accidents that might happen, he
urged on with great diligence all the endless preparations necessary for his expedition, yet
distributing his diligence everywhere; and being eager to extend the recollection of his reign by
the greatness of his exploits, he proposed to rebuild at a vast expense the once magnificent
temple of Jerusalem, which after many deadly contests was with difficulty taken by Vespasian
and Titus, who succeeded his father in the conduct of the siege. And he assigned the task to
Alypius of Antioch, who had formerly been proprefect of Britain.



3. But though Alypius applied himself vigorously to the work, and though the governor of the
province co-operated with him, fearful balls of fire burst forth with continual eruptions close to
the foundations, burning several of the workmen and making the spot altogether inaccessible.
And thus the very elements, as if by some fate, repelling the attempt, it was laid aside.

The Jewish spiritual heroes,

Gershom Bader. New York, N.Y. 1940

Since Emperor Alexander Severus, the friend of Rabbi Judah N’siah II, there was no emperor of
the Romans who took as much interest in the Jews as Julian. In his youth he read the writings of
the Bible, and learned to respect the wisdom of the Jews; and after he became the Emperor of the
Romans, he declared publicly that he regretted all the evil that his predecessors had done to the
Jews. And since he undertook to revive the ancient Greek idolatry, he thought a great deal about
sacrifices. He therefore was much taken with the idea of rebuilding the Jewish Temple in
Jerusalem, where God would be served with sacrifices.

Many believe that Julian’s kindness had no more than political motives. They think that since he
intended to destroy the Persian control over Babylonia and he began warfare against king Sapor,
he wished to win over the Jews, for he knew that the Jews of Babylonia had great influence in
politics, and therefore he made the announcement that he wished to rebuild the Temple in
Jerusalem.

Julian did not content himself with a simple promise to build a Temple in Jerusalem, for in spite
of having his hands full preparing the war against the Persians he set about the work of
rebuilding the Temple in full earnest and appointed a special official, Alifius of Antioch, who
had previously been the Roman governor of Britain. He instructed him also not to spare any
money in building the Temple but to finish it quickly. At the same time he sent an imperial
command to the governors of Syria and Palestine to support Alifius in his work and supply him
with all necessaries.

All the materials were ready in Jerusalem. Great camps of workers were clearing away the ruins
which had accumulated on the site of the Temple in the three centuries since its destruction.
When they had cleared away the wreckage, the gases suddenly exploded and many workers were
killed. This was regarded as a sign from Heaven that God did not wish the Jewish Temple to be
rebuilt. Thus the history of Emperor Hadrian’s times repeated itself, for Emperor Hadrian too
wanted to have the Temple rebuilt and the work was interrupted by an explosion of gases while
the debris was being removed. It was said then that the Almighty did not wish to allow His
Temple to be rebuilt by the same people who had destroyed it.

It is noteworthy that the Jews were not enthusiastic about the project. In the Jewish books of the
time it is not even mentioned. Only Christian chronicles relate that the Jews sent gold and silver



from all corners of the earth for the construction of their Temple. It is possible that previous
experience of failure in revolutions against the Romans discouraged the Jews from any adventure
with them, lest it fail and they have to pay dearly for its failure. In any case, before the Jews had
a chance to study the matter it was too late, because Emperor Julian ruled no more than twenty
months, and after twenty months of his rule he died in the war against the Persians in 363 C. E.
at the age of thirty-two.



