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NEWLY DISCOVERED JEWISH
DOCUMENTS IN EGYPT.

By Professor A. H. Sayecs, D.D., LL.D.,

Egypt is continually furnishing fresh
surprises to the archeologiet and histor
ian, ae well us to the student of the Old
Testament. The latest discovery has
heen that of a series of Jewish docu-
ments written by the contemporaries of
Fzra and Nehemiah, and throwing nn-
expected light on the later historical
hooks of the Hebrew Scriptures.

The town of Assuan, the Seveneth of
Fizekiel 29:10, is built at the southern
frontier of Egypt. and immediately op-
posite to it lies the little island of Ele-
phantine. An important citv once stood
at the southern end of Elephantine,
from which came the Pharaohs of the
fifth and sixth dynasties, and which
lasted down the age of the Arab con-
quest of Egypt. Tte site is now marked
by mounds which for many years past
have vielded a rich harveet to the ‘“se-
hakhin,”—that is to say, the searchers
for the nitrogenous dust which is nsed
as manure in Egypt. Hundrede of pote-
herds have been found in them, cover-
ed with Greek writing, and containing
receipte for the payment of taxes in the
Ptolemaic and Roman periods. One or
two ‘“oetraca,” as these inseribed pote-
herds are called, have also been found
with Aramaie inscriptions upon them
inetead of Greek. The alphabet of the
inscriptions preceding the Christian era,
while the language of them resembled
the eo-called biblical Chaldee. But
they were vary difficult to decipher, ow-
ing to their broken and obliterated con-
dition and the very emall number that
wére known.

Seven vears ago T rescued from the
hands of the “sebakhin, who were
about to destroy them. two of these
oetraca, larger and more legible than
usnal, with a papvrus that had been dis-
covered along with them. The papyruns
rroved to be a document written in the
Aramaic (or “Chaldee”) dialect and
alphabet, by Jews who were eettled at
Asenan and FElephantine, where they
carried on the bueines of hanking and
money lending under the Persian kings.
The persons mentioned on the ostraca
were the eame as those whose names
occurred in the papyrue.

Persia’s Friendliness to Judaism Strik-
ingly Proved.

Three years later the “sebakhin’ made
a still more important discovery. A
wonden box was found containing a
number of large papyrue rolls all tied
ronnd with strine which was fastened
with clay <eale. The rolle were bought
by Lady William Cecil and Mr. Mond,
whn gave them to the Cairo Museum,
and Mr. Mond generouely bore all the
expenses of their publication, which
was undertaken by Mf. Cowley and my-
self. The documents were all dated, the
earliest in the reign of Xerxes T (471 B.
C.). the latest in that of Darius IT (411
B.C.), and they all belonged to the Jew-
ieh colony at Assvan, This colony was
laree and wealthy, and owned a good
deal of honee property in Elephantine.
The napyri throw considerable light on
the laws under which they lived, more
ermacially. upon those relating to mar
riaeo and inheritance, and they aleo ex
1'ain the origin of biblical “Chaldee.”
vwhich was the offieial Aramic langnage
of the western provinces of the Persian
empire, as epoken and written by Jews.
T'nt the most cnrions faot disclosed by
*he papyri ie that there was a temnple
of Vahu—the Jehovah of the Authorized
Verion-—by the side of the public street
in Ulephantine, where the stated ritual *

end sacrifices of the Mosaic law were
performed. The temple was not a eyna-
gogue, but a temple like that of Jem
salem, or the temple afterward built
by Onias at Telel Yehudiya in northern
Egvpt, for which therefore as we now
know, there has already been a prece
dent,

The discovery of the “Assaun Papyri”
at once excited the attention of the
learned world, and in 1904 T enperin-
tended some excavations for the Egypt-
iun Service of Antiquities on the spot
where they were said to have heen
found. But unfortunately, T was oblig-
ed to close the work after a few daye,
as the season wase getting iate, the Nile
was low, and T had to return to El
Kab in order to finish the excavations
T had been carrving on there for some
vears with Mr. Somers Clarke. A year
or two later, however, the German and
French governments obtained conces-
sions by which the mounds of
Elephantine were  divided  between
them, and in the epning of 1907, a
German expedition under Dr. Ruben
sohn was exploring the northwestern
portion of them, while the eminent
French scholar, Professor Clermont
Gannean, was at work at the south
eastern end. The place where the papyri
had been found fell within the German
lines, and here, accordingly, further dis
coveries of even greater interest awaited
the explorers,

In the ruins of two adjoining hounses
two collections of papyrus rolls were
again found, all belonging to the Jew
ish colony, and written in Aramaie.
Among them are narratives and poems
or psalms which have not yet been thor
oughly examined. But three of them
have turned out to be of such surpass
ing historical interest that their editor.
Professor Sachan, determined to puh
lish them at once.

Two of the papyri are copies of the
same document, a memorial sent by the
Jews of Elephantine to Bagoas, the gov
ernor of Judea, complaining that their
temple there had been plundered and
destroyed, while the third eontains the
order for its restoration. The memorial
is dated November, 408 B. C., only
twenty-fonr yvears after Nehemiah's seo
ond visit to Jerusalem (Neh. 13: 6), and
is written in the name of *“Zedoniah
and his companions, the priests in Fle
phantine.”” Tt bhegins by praying that
“our Lord, the God of Heaven,” may
grant peace to Bagoas, and “merey in
the sight of King Darins,”” and goes on
to say that the priests of the Bevptian
god Khnub, or Khnnum, had taken ad
vantage of the temmnorary absence nf tha
Persian governor of Assnan to bribhe hi<
depmty, Vidrang, who accordingly hal
piven permisscion for the Tewich temple
in Elephantine to be destroyed. There
upon Vidrang's eon, wha was in com
mand of the garrison. ‘“led ont  the
Egyptians with other forces,” “they en
tered thiz temple and razed it tn the
ground, break’ng in pieces the pillars
of stone.” They also destroyed s
‘seven great gates of hewn stome,” ne
well as “the bronze hinges of the dnnrs,”
and “they burnt with fire” the ronf of
cedar-wood and the stueen of the walle
“And the bowls of gold and silvér, and
whatever else was in the temple. thev
taok and appropriated to themselve.,”
Then comes the important statement
that the temple had heen built “in the
davs of the kings of Egvpt,” before the
Persian conquest, so that its builders
must have heen either the Jews who
came into Egvpt with Jeremiah, or their
cons.  “When Cambyses came up into
Fgypt,” the memorial goes on to say,
“he found this temple built; and.
though  the temples of the gods of

Egypt were overthrown, no one injured
anything in this temple.” 1In these
words we have a complete verification
of the favorable attitude toward Jewish
worship land religion ascribed by the
Old Testament writers to the Persian
kings.

Ezra and Nehemiah Confirmed.

After the destruction of their temple
the Jews at Assuan and Elephantine.
with their wives and children, “put on
sackeloth, and fasted, and prayed to
Yahu, the God of Heaven,” who heard
their prayer, and punished the evil
doers, Vidrang losing all his possessions,
and “all the men who wished evil
against this temple” being slain. Mean
while, the Jews had written “to Jeho-
hanan, the high priest, and his com-
panions, the priests in Jerusalem, and
to Ostanes, his brother, whose (Jewish)
name is Anani, and to the nobles of
the Jews; but they sent no letter” in re-
ply. Jehohanan is called Johanan in
Nehemiah 12: 22, and a few years later
was heavily fined by Bagoas for the
murder of his brother in the temple at
Jerusalem. As he returned no answer
to the communication from Egypt, the
Elephantine Jews determined to apply
directly to Bagoas, telling him that if
he would give permission for the restor-
ation of their sanctuary “we will offer
meal-offerings and frankincense and
burnt-offerings upon the altar of Yahu
the God in thy name. And we will pray
for thee at all times, we and our wives
and our children, and all the Jews who
are here, if thou doest thus, until this
temple is rebuilt. And thou shalt have
a portion before Yahu, the God of Hea-
ven, from every one who offers to Him
burnt-offering and sacrifices, of the
value of one thousand silver talents.”
The memorialists conclude by saying
that they have already written on the
matter to Delaiah and Shelemiah, “the
sons of Sanaballat, the governor of Sa-
maria.” whose date, which has been
disputed, is thus finally fixed.

There is no space here for discussing
the many questions which this remark-
able document raises. At all events, it
proves that the prohibition to erect a
temple and carry on the regular temple
cervice elsewhere than in the central
sanctnary at Jerusalem was not consid-
ered to be binding outside Palestine 't-
<elf.  But we can easily understand
that the high priest and his companions
at Jerusalem would not be anxious to
ves tha Elephantine temple restored.
That it was re-built, however, we learn
from the third papyrus, which contains
the an<wer of Bagoas, and reads as fol-
lows: “Thon shalt say in Egypt before
Arsames (the governor) concerning the
altar-house of the God of Heaven, which
vas built before our time, Lefore Cam-
byses, in Elephantine, which Vidrang
3 e destroyed in the fourteenth year
of Kinz Darins, that it is to be rebuilt
in its place as it was before, and that
meal-offerings and frankincense shall he
offered upon this altar, as was done for-
merly."”

The answer of the Persian government
shows how true to historical fact are the
statements of the books of Ezra and Ne-
heniiah in regard to the relations be-
tween the Persian kings and their Jew-
ish subjects, The Jews and their relig-
ion. it is clear, were looked upon with
specizl favor at the DPersian court. As
orders were issued \Tor the restoration
of the temple at Jerusalem, so a similar
order was issned for the restoration of
that at Elephantine as soon as the story
of its destruction became known to the
higher authorities. S0, too, when the
temples of Egypt had been plundered




