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We all know the importance of knowing your enemy. Without 
understanding the source of their hatred and animosity, it is very 
difficult, if not impossible to defeat them. The Medrash tells us that 
Klal Yisrael were exiled four times, by the Babylonian, Greek, Persian 
and Roman nations. In several places, the Sages teach us that these 
nations are alluded to in various pesukim and are compared to 
abstract concepts, animals, metals and different types of people. It 
is from the actions and decrees of these nations, together with the 
analogies within the pesukim that a picture begins to emerge of the 
ideology and philosophy of these nations and the reason for their 
contempt of the Jewish people.

The actions of the Babylonians and the Romans were clear. They 
destroyed the two Temples. The Greeks brought innovative, secular 
ideas into society which held rational understanding, quantifiable 
proof and the human intellect to be of paramount importance. This 
inevitably led to decrees against Jewish laws and customs which 
were perceived as irrational and unscientific. What exactly did the 
Persian empire do or believe in which formed the framework of the 
Persian exile? 

We find in Chazal at least two points which shed some light 
on the nature of this curious nation and the exile they imposed on 
Klal Yisrael.

The Gemara in Megila [11a] quotes a pasuk which compares the 
ancient Persians to bears in the way they eat, drink and do other 
activities. They seek pleasure and relaxation. The lengthy feast 
which Achashverosh made which spanned over many months was 
in tune with Persian zeitgeist and custom. The Shem MiShmuel 
[Va’eira 5676] quotes a Medrash that the objective of this great feast 
was ultimately to cause people to succumb to the most physical of 
pleasures and immoral behaviour. He says, this was clearly evident 
from Achashverosh’s peculiar request from his wife, Vashti to appear 
naked in front of his colleagues. The nature of this exile was to 
impress upon us the joy of self-indulgence and physical gratification.

Another dimension to the Persian exile was an effort to cause us 
to forget about our Temple and its rebuilding. The Targum Rishon 
at the beginning of the Megila stresses that the background to the 
Purim story was that it took place at the time when the Temple 
was destroyed ‘’and Vashti and Achashverosh would not allow it 
to be rebuilt.’’ One of the main ideas behind the great feast was to 

celebrate the fact that the 
Jews would not be 
rebuilding the Temple! 
When Achashverosh told 
Esther that he would 
grant her any request up 

until half of his kingdom, the Targum adds ‘’except for rebuilding 
the Temple!’’ There was a specific intent from Achashverosh and his 
empire to cause us to lose interest in our Temple. Get them interested 
in physicality and they will no longer desire their Temple! In a sense, 
there was a far more sinister element of this exile over the Babylonian 
and Roman one in that the former two nations removed the temple 
from us whereas the Persians tried to remove us from the Temple.

The Chasam Sofer writes that many of Mordechai’s actions 
were done with an intention to instil within the Jews of Shushan an 
unwavering resolve to remember the Temple and not to relinquish 
hope of its imminent rebuilding. 

[There is a curious halacha which states that in order to give 
honour and respect to the land of Israel, walled cities, regarding the 
halachos of Purim are based on whether they were walled at the 
time of Yehoshua bin Nun. At first glance, this is strange and out 
of place. Upon further examination, the reason for this is because 
the whole victory against Achashverosh and Haman was due to 
Mordechai’s unwillingness to forget about returning to the land of 
Israel and rebuilding the Beis Hamikdash. Chazal therefore wanted 
to give honour to Eretz Yisrael as this was very much the motivation 
of Mordechai and ultimately the reason for the victory.]

Upon succeeding to rescind Haman’s decree and emerging 
triumphant over an oppressive nation, the Jews once again, accepted 
the yoke of Torah upon themselves. The Medrash says that a true 
acceptance of Torah cannot take place through eating, drinking and 
indulgence. It can only be achieved through blood, sweat and tears. 
This lesson was learned through the Purim story and the victory over 
the ancient Persians.

In short, the three nations of Babylon, Greece and Rome 
succeeded in some way from separating the Beis Hamikdash from 
Klal Yisrael. The Persians tried to separate Klal Yisroel from the Beis 
Hamikdash. 

On Purim, we must remind ourselves of this evil and its influence 
and firmly pledge to commit to the values which Mordechai and 
Esther demonstrated in evoking Heavenly compassion and bringing 
about our miraculous salvation.

Vi’ymei purim ha’eleh, lo yavru m’toch ha’yehudim, v’zichram lo 
yasuf m’zarum – These days of Purim will not pass from amongst the 
Jews and its remembrance will not cease from their seed.
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