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1

1.
Introduction: A Return to Egypt

The book of Jeremiah exhibits several symptoms of what might be called 
“Egyptomania.” It contains more references to Egypt than any other 
book of the Hebrew Bible except Genesis and Exodus and mentions 
Egypt more often than any other foreign nation except Babylon. Many 
of these references are highly specific, touching on Egyptian geogra-
phy (Jer 2:16), religious practices (Jer 46:25), and military and political 
decisions (Jer 37:5).1 Jeremiah 42:1–43:7 even preserves a tradition that 
the prophet Jeremiah relocated to Egypt following the assassination 
of Gedaliah, the Babylonian appointed governor of Judah. The reason 
for this “Egyptomania,” as I will argue throughout this book, is pri-
marily historical. As recent scholarship on Egyptian-Israelite interaction 
has shown, the pharaohs of the Twenty-Sixth or Saite Dynasty2 (664–
525 BCE) ruled Judah as a vassal state for much of the late seventh and 
early sixth centuries BCE—the time period during which the book of 
Jeremiah first began to take shape. My goal in this book, therefore, is 
to interpret the book of Jeremiah in light of this historical background. 
Focusing on the experiences of Judahites living under Egyptian rule, I 
argue, changes how we read and interpret the book of Jeremiah in three 
important ways: it helps explain the antipathy toward Egypt evident in 
several passages of this prophetic work; it provides a historical anchor 
for redactional approaches to dating the text; and it places the work’s re-
peated calls for submission to Babylon in a different light. These calls do 
not present a choice between Judahite autonomy and Babylonian dom-
ination, but rather a choice between Egyptian and Babylonian control.

1.  Others, of course, are related to the Exodus. Garret Galvin, Egypt as a 
Place of Refuge, FAT 2/51 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2011), 125–26.

2.  So named for their capital at Sais in the western Nile Delta.SBL P
res
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2 Jeremiah’s Egypt

1.1. REVIEW OF PREVIOUS SCHOLARSHIP

Despite the prominence of Egypt in the book of Jeremiah, previous 
scholarship on the historical context of this work has focused primarily 
on interactions between Judah and Babylon.3 When scholars do men-
tion Egypt, it is usually in a specific context and with reference to a 
limited number of extra-biblical sources. Lester Grabbe, for example, 
connects Jer 43:8–13, 44:30, and 46:13–26 with the Egyptian civil war 
of 570 BCE and Nebuchadnezzar II’s attempted invasion of Egypt in 
568 BCE on the basis of the fragmentary cuneiform tablet BM 33041 
and the Amasis Stela from Elephantine.4 He does not mention, however, 
that Nebuchadnezzar attempted to invade Egypt at least two other times 
during his long reign—once in 601 BCE, and once in 582 BCE—and 
that these events could furnish the historical background of Jer 43:8–13 
and 46:13–26 instead. Similarly, Walter Brueggemann observes that 
“The capacity of Egypt to evoke such hostile commentary is no doubt 
rooted in 7th–6th cent. politics, where Egypt is a primary threat to a 
pro-Babylonian reading of political reality,” but he does not develop 
this idea in conversation with extra-biblical sources.5

Other works dealing with Egypt in the book of Jeremiah suffer 
from some methodological problems. Hans Barstad simply assumes 
a Saite-period date for many of the Egyptian references in Jeremiah 
and uses them to supplement the sparse Egyptian data on the reign of 
Nekau II (called Necho in the Hebrew Bible).6 But we cannot simply 

3.  Often to the exclusion of Egypt. Neither David Reimer nor Klaas A. D. 
Smelik mention Egypt in their work on the historical background of Jeremiah 
(David Reimer, “Jeremiah before the Exile?,” in In Search of Pre-exilic Israel: Pro-
ceedings of the Oxford Old Testament Seminar, ed. John Day [London: T&T Clark, 
2004], 207–24; Klaas A. D. Smelik, “The Function of Jeremiah 50 and 51 in the 
Book of Jeremiah,” in Reading the Book of Jeremiah: A Search for Coherence, ed. 
Martin Kessler [Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2004], 93–94).

4.  Lester L. Grabbe, “‘The Lying Pen of the Scribes’? Jeremiah and His-
tory,” in Essays on Ancient Israel and Its Near Eastern Context: A Tribute to Nadav 
Na’aman, ed. Yaira Amit et al. (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2006), 198–99. 
For a similar conclusion, see William McKane, Commentary on Jeremiah 26–52, 
vol. 2 of A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Jeremiah, ICC (Edinburgh: T&T 
Clark International, 1986), 1139; and Beat Huwyler, Jeremia und die Völker: Un-
tersuchungen zu den Völkersprüchen in Jeremia 46–49, FAT 20 (Tübingen: Mohr 
Siebeck, 1997), 125. Chapters 3 and 4 provide additional examples of this re-
stricted approach to the Egyptian references in the book of Jeremiah.

5.  Walter Brueggemann, A Commentary on Jeremiah: Exile and Homecoming 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1998), 423.

6.  Hans M. Barstad, “Jeremiah the Historian: The Book of Jeremiah as a SBL P
res
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1. Introduction 3

assume that the references to Egypt in the book of Jeremiah all date to 
the Saite period since Egypt remained an important force in Judahite 
life in subsequent eras. Garrett Galvin, by contrast, denies the historical 
reliability of the references to Egypt in the book of Jeremiah, stating 
that: “these images of Egypt [in Jer 46] resound with ambiguity because 
they are confusing and multilayered. They do not necessarily provide 
detailed information concerning Egypt, but rather may be written for 
an audience with a limited knowledge of Egypt.”7 At the same time, 
however, he dismisses much of the detailed information in the oracles 
against Egypt, such as the appearance of the Apis bull in Jer 26:15 LXX, 
as later expansions or textual variants.8 My approach in this book is 
more measured. I neither uncritically accept the historical reliability of 
the references to Egypt found in the book of Jeremiah nor do I dismiss 
all of them as later additions to the text. Rather, I assess each passage on 
a case-by-case basis to determine its likely historical context.

Despite the relative dearth of historical scholarship on Egypt in the 
book of Jeremiah, the study of cultural contact between Egypt and Is-
rael has progressed significantly, thanks in part to the pioneering work 
of Bernd Schipper. In his initial foray into the subject, Schipper used 
archaeological and extra-biblical evidence to reconstruct the different 
types of Egyptian-Israelite contact that took place during the Iron Age, 
ranging from trade contacts in the ninth and tenth centuries BCE to 
Egyptian control in the Saite period. He then investigated how the 
biblical text reflects the events and material culture of these different 
periods.9 Since then, Schipper has refined his conclusions in a series of 
articles focusing on Egyptian-Judahite contact during the Saite period.10 

Source for the History of the Near East in the Time of Nebuchadnezzar,” in 
Studies on the Text and Versions of the Hebrew Bible in Honour of Robert Gordon, ed. 
Geoffrey Khan and Diana Lipton (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 91–94.

7.  Galvin, Egypt as a Place of Refuge, 154.
8.  Galvin, Egypt as a Place of Refuge, 152.
9.  Bernd U. Schipper, Israel und Ägypten in der Königszeit: Die kulturellen 

Kontakte von Salomo bis zum Fall Jerusalems, OBO 170 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
& Ruprecht, 1999). In this regard, Schipper turns earlier approaches to 
Egyptian-Israelite contact on their heads. As Shirly Ben-Dor Evian notes, “tra-
ditional methodology isolates a specific ‘Egyptian’ detail from the biblical text, 
presents its Egyptian parallels, and suggests a historical background based on 
these parallels” (Shirly Ben-Dor Evian, “The Past and Future of ‘Biblical Egyp-
tology,’” Journal of Ancient Egyptian Interconnections 18 [2018]: 2).

10.  Bernd U. Schipper, “Egypt and the Kingdom of Judah under Josiah 
and Jehoiakim,” TA 37 (2010): 200–226; Bernd U. Schipper, “Egyptian Impe-
rialism after the New Kingdom: The Twenty-Sixth Dynasty and the Southern 
Levant,” in Egypt, Canaan, and Israel: History, Imperialism and Ideology: Proceed-SBL P

res
s



4 Jeremiah’s Egypt

According to Schipper’s latest historical reconstruction, Pharaoh Psam-
tik II annexed Judah in the final decades of the seventh century BCE 
with the twin goals of controlling the trade routes that passed through 
the Negev desert and maintaining a buffer state between Babylon 
and Egypt. To achieve these goals, Psamtik II and his successors con-
structed or co-opted military fortresses in Judah and fortified them—in 
part—with Aegean mercenary troops, imposed taxes on the population 
of Judah, and integrated Judahite scribes and officials into the Egyptian 
bureaucracy of the Levant.11 While Schipper does not focus on the book 
of Jeremiah itself, many of his conclusions are relevant for the study of 
this prophetic book.

This study also benefits from new archaeological data from Daphnae 
(modern-day Tell Dafana, Biblical Hebrew תחפנחס, Greek Δάφναι) and 
Memphis, both of which feature prominently in the book of Jeremiah 
(Jer 2:16; 43:7, 8, 9; 44:1; 46:14, 19). A recently discovered stela from Tell 
Dafana, for example, shows that Nebuchadnezzar attempted to invade 
Egypt in 582 BCE. The Jewish historian Josephus mentions this event in 
Ant. 10.182, but until the discovery of the Tell Dafana Stela most schol-
ars dismissed Josephus’s account as ahistorical.12 I will also draw on new 
editions of important Saite-period texts, such as the Amasis Stela from 
Elephantine, which provides important information about the Egyptian 
civil war and the attempted Babylonian invasion of 567 BCE.13 These 
new and newly reedited sources prove especially useful for reconstruct-
ing the history of the Saite period, which is the focus of the following 
two chapters.

ings of a Conference at the University of Haifa, 3–7 May 2009, ed. S. Bar, D. Kahn, 
and J.J. Shirley (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 268–90; Bernd U. Schipper, “Egypt and 
Israel: The Ways of Cultural Contacts in the Late Bronze Age and Iron Age 
(Twentieth–Twenty-Sixth Dynasty),” Journal of Ancient Egyptian Interconnections 
4 (2012): 30–47.

11.  Schipper, “Egypt and the Kingdom of Judah,” 200, 211, 214; Schipper, 
“Egyptian Imperialism after the New Kingdom,” 269–70, 272, 280.

12.  Mohamed Abd el-Maksoud and Dominique Valbelle, “Une stèle de 
l’an 7 d’Apriès découverte sur le site de Tell Défenneh,” REg 64 (2013): 1–13.

13.  Anke Ilona Blöbaum, “Denn ich bin ein König, der die Maat liebt”: 
Herrscherlegitimation im spätzeitlichen Ägypten—Eine vergleichende Untersuchung der 
Phraseologie in den offiziellen Königsinschriften vom Beginn der 25. Dynastie bis zum 
Ende der makedonischen Herrschaft, Aegyptiaca Monasteriensia 4 (Aachen: Shaker 
Verlag, 2006), 13–14; Karl Jansen-Winkeln, “Die Siegesstele des Amasis,” ZÄS 141 
(2014): 132–53.SBL P
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1.2. OVERVIEW OF THE BOOK

Although scholars like Schipper increasingly acknowledge the role of 
Egypt in Judahite life during the late seventh and early sixth centuries 
BCE, this new insight has yet to be applied to the book of Jeremiah. My 
goal in this book is to bridge the gap between these two areas of inquiry. 
The experiences of Judahites living under Saite rule, I argue, left their 
mark on the book of Jeremiah. I develop this argument over the course 
of five chapters.

In chapter 2, I draw on Hebrew, Babylonian, Egyptian, Classical 
and archaeological sources to re-tell the history of Judah in the late 
seventh and early sixth centuries BCE. During this time, Judah was a 
small kingdom caught between two rival superpowers, Egypt and Bab-
ylon. In the last thirty-five years of Judah’s existence, its ruling elite 
switched allegiance between Egypt and Babylon at least six times, and 
this vacillation ultimately led to the loss of Judah’s political autonomy 
in 586 BCE. Although the Saite pharaohs were happy to use Judah as 
a pawn in their ongoing struggle against Babylon, they cared little for 
the Levantine kingdom itself. Instead, their strategic interests lay in the 
trade routes linking Egypt with the Arabian Peninsula and the Medi-
terranean and the possibility of preserving a buffer state between the 
Babylonian Empire and the Egyptian heartland. As a consequence of 
this strategic orientation, they offered little in the way of military sup-
port for their on-again, off-again vassal. They also continued to clash 
with Babylon even after the fall of Jerusalem in 586 BCE, fending off a 
Babylonian invasion on two separate occasions.

In chapter 3, I move from macro-history to micro-history. In par-
ticular, I examine how the Saite pharaohs’ strategic orientation toward 
the Levant affected the population of Judah. Unsurprisingly, the elite 
and the non-elite had vastly different experiences of this period. Certain 
members of the Judahite elite participated in the Saite administration of 
Judah. Some, such as Pediese son of Opay, served as messengers; others, 
such as the anonymous scribes of Arad and Kadesh Barnea, received 
training in Egyptian methods of record keeping and produced adminis-
trative texts for the Egyptian bureaucracy. In return, they enjoyed access 
to Egyptian prestige goods such as Egyptian-inspired funerary monu-
ments. The existence of Judahite collaborators helps explain why Judah 
alternated between Egyptian and Babylonian control so often: certain 
members of the Judahite elite owed their power and prestige to the Saite 
pharaohs and were reluctant to relinquish it. This constant vacillation, 
however, had a negative effect on the non-elite of Judah—those who 
served as auxiliary troops in the Egyptian army, produced rations for 
the mercenaries that the Saite pharaohs stationed in the Levant, and SBL P
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6 Jeremiah’s Egypt

paid the taxes which funded the Egyptian army. Continued hostilities 
between Egypt and Babylon exposed them to further drudgery and 
danger. Elites and non-elites also suffered different fates after the fall 
of Jerusalem. While many elite Judahites were exiled to Babylon, some 
non-elite Judahites became “trapped” in Egypt following the fall of Je-
rusalem or sought refuge from the horrors of the Babylonian campaign 
against Judah. They formed an important component of the Judahite 
diaspora in Egypt.

Drawing on the historical framework developed in chapters 2 and 3, 
chapter 4 identifies three passages in the book of Jeremiah that decry the 
injustices of the Saite period: the historical overview in Jer 2:14–19, the 
“cup of wrath” episode in Jer 25:15–29, and the oracles against Egypt in 
Jer 46:2–26. Jeremiah 2:14–19, I argue, serves to critique Judahite collab-
orators for their short-sighted selfishness. While they reaped the benefits 
of Egyptian rule, their compatriots were conscripted into the Egyptian 
army and often died in far-flung locales in defense of the Saite state. The 
“cup of wrath” episode, on the other hand, provides a map of the Saite 
empire and its neighbors on the eve of the battle of Carchemish and 
expresses the hope that Babylon will liberate Judah from Egyptian con-
trol. Finally, the oracles against Egypt in Jer 46:2–26 contain a pastiche 
of prophetic material reflecting on at least three different military en-
counters between Nebuchadnezzar and the Saite pharaohs: verses 3–12 
celebrate the devastating Egyptian defeat at Carchemish in 605 BCE; 
verses 14–24 applaud the attempted Babylonian invasion of Egypt in 
601 BCE; and the oracle fragment preserved in verse 24 commemorates 
either the second Babylonian invasion of Egypt in 582 BCE or the third 
Babylonian invasion of 567 BCE. Throughout the chapter, I note how a 
historical approach to dating the text of Jeremiah can supplement exist-
ing redaction-critical proposals regarding this prophetic book.

Not all Judahites escaped Egypt’s orbit in 586 BCE. Members of the 
Judahite diaspora in Egypt continued to live under Saite rule and their 
experiences also influenced the book of Jeremiah. In chapter 5, I iden-
tify two texts that either originated in the Judahite diaspora in Egypt 
or reflect ongoing contact between this community and the remaining 
population of Judah: Jer 43:8–13 and 44:16–19, 24–25. I also propose 
and evaluate several historical scenarios to explain how these texts were 
incorporated into what became the book of Jeremiah. Jeremiah 43:8–13 
was composed in the Egyptian city of Daphnae shortly before the sec-
ond Babylonian invasion of Egypt in 582 BCE and may reflect a shift 
in attitude toward Egypt among the Judahite diaspora in Egypt. Al-
though they had once suffered under the policies of the Saite pharaohs 
they now called Egypt home, and Nebuchadnezzar’s repeated invasions 
threatened their well-being. The references to the Queen of Heaven in SBL P
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Jer 44:16–19, 24–25, by contrast, reflect ongoing contact between Judah 
and the Egyptian diaspora around 570 BCE and provide the earliest 
textual evidence for Judahites living in Upper Egypt.

Chapter 6 identifies another text that may have originated in the 
Judahite diaspora in Egypt: Jer 51:38–39. This text, I argue, dates to the 
exilic period and adapts a version of the Egyptian Destruction of Hu-
manity myth in order to condemn the lion-like Babylonians. Although 
they once acted as Yahweh’s agents, freeing Judah from Egyptian con-
trol in 604 BCE, they have violated their divine mandate by repeatedly 
invading Judah and Egypt and must be punished. To do so, Yahweh 
prepares an alcoholic draft for his leonine subordinates that pacifies 
and ultimately kills them, just as the Egyptian sun god Re uses beer 
to subdue the lion goddess Sakhmet in the Destruction of Humanity 
myth. Compared to the texts analyzed in chapters 4 and 5, Jer 51:38–39 
radically reevaluates Egypt and Babylon’s ability to harm the everyday 
Judahite. It is now Babylon that poses the biggest threat to non-elite 
Judahites due to Nebuchadnezzar’s continued campaigns in the Levant 
and Egypt. Egypt, by contrast, merely furnishes the symbolic language 
used to criticize Babylonian aggression.

The conclusion summarizes the arguments of the previous chapters 
and suggests two additional avenues for inquiry: the identification of 
Saite-period texts outside of the book of Jeremiah, and potential con-
tact between Judahites and various Aegean populations during the Saite 
period.

1.3. A NOTE ABOUT TEXT CRITICISM

Any historically oriented study of Jeremiah must take into account the 
complicated textual history of this book. As is widely known, the Sep-
tuagint version of Jeremiah differs in both size and arrangement from 
the text of Jeremiah preserved in the Masoretic Text. The Septuagint 
version of Jeremiah is approximately one seventh shorter than the Mas-
oretic Text version and locates the oracles against the nations in the 
middle of the book (following 25:14) rather than at the end (following 
45:5). The oracles against the nations also follow a different order in the 
Septuagint compared to the Masoretic Text. Given the overall fidelity of 
the Septuagint translators to their Hebrew source text, the most concise 
explanation of these differences is that the Septuagint and Masoretic 
Text preserve two different literary editions of the book.14 This con-

14.  See, for example, J. Gerald Janzen, Studies in the Text of Jeremiah (Cam-
bridge: Harvard University, 1973), 181–84; Emanuel Tov, “The Literary History 
of the Book of Jeremiah in Light of Its Textual History,” in Empirical Models for SBL P
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8 Jeremiah’s Egypt

clusion receives support from the Jeremiah manuscripts from Qumran, 
some of which match the Septuagint, and some of which match the 
Masoretic Text.15

The unique textual evidence for the book of Jeremiah necessitates 
caution in assessing the textual variants found in the different witnesses 
to this work. Although the Septuagint preserves an earlier edition of the 
text, it does not always preserve the best reading. The Hebrew source 
text of the Septuagint continued to undergo editing and expansion after 
the initial divergence of the Septuagintal and the Masoretic Text tradi-
tions.16 In several cases, such as Jer 25:1–14, a later editor sought to clear 
up inconsistencies in the text by smoothing over redactional seams.17 
For this reason, I take a mediating position to the textual criticism of 
Jeremiah and seek to evaluate each textual variant on its own merits.

Biblical Criticism, ed. Jeffrey Tigay (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1985), 211–37.

15.  Tov, “Literary History of the Book of Jeremiah,” 211.
16.  Konrad Schmid, “The Book of Jeremiah,” in T&T Clark Handbook of the 

Old Testament: An Introduction to the Literature, Religion and History of the Old Testa-
ment, ed. Jan Christian Gertz et al., trans. Jennifer Adams-Maßmann (London: 
T&T Clark, 2012), 433.

17.  Georg Fischer, “Jer 25 und die Fremdvölkersprüche: Unterschiede 
zwischen hebräischem und griechischem Text,” Bib. 72 (1991): 474–99; Shimon 
Gesundheit, “The Question of LXX Jeremiah as a Tool for Literary-Critical 
Analysis,” VT 62 (2012): 29–57.SBL P
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