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Pastor Gene Giguere

The Persian War

(BAH30)

1) At the outset of the 5th century B.C., the western expansion of the Persian Empire threatened the isolation and independence of the Greeks.

2) Persia, under Cyrus the Great, expanded west into Asia Minor, conquering the Lydians as well as Greek colonies along the coast of the Aegean Sea [Ionia].

3) The freedom-loving Greeks could not tolerate Persian domination. After Darius I became king, Ionia, with support from Athens, overthrew Persian rule. This is known as the Ionian Revolt.

4) Persia crushed the rebellion and was determined to punish Athens. This, by the way, is the same Darius who greatly assisted the Israelites in the reconstruction of the Temple at Jerusalem (Ezra 6:1, 6—12).

5) The Battle of Marathon:

a) Date: Summer of 490 B.C.

b) Darius dispatched 25,000 troops in six hundred ships.

c) Persian forces quickly defeated Eretria.

d) Persian troops landed at Bay of Marathon, about 25 miles northeast of Athens (one day’s march).

e) Though greatly outnumbered, the Athenians marched to meet the mighty Persian Army.

f) Herodotus described the battle: “So when the battle was set in array . . . instantly the Athenians . . . charged the barbarians [Persians] at a run. Now the distance between the two armies was little short of [one mile]. The Persians, therefore, when they saw the Greeks coming on at speed, made ready to receive them, although it seemed to them the Athenians were bereft of their senses, and bent upon their own destruction; for they saw a mere handful of men coming on at a run without either horsemen or archers. Such was the opinion of the barbarians; but the Athenians in close array fell upon them, and fought in a manner worthy of being recorded.”

g) Surprised, the Persians were unable to utilize their cavalry, upon which they relied heavily.

h) Engaged in hand-to-hand combat, the Persians were no match for the strength and skill of the Greek soldiers.

i) If we are to believe the Greeks, 6,400 Persians, but only 192 Greeks, fell at Marathon.

j) The Greeks won a decisive victory, proving that the Persians could be defeated.

k) According to tradition, Pheidippides carried the news of the Greek victory from Marathon to Athens and died of exhaustion. He is also credited with running from Athens to Sparta - 150 miles - in only two days!

6) Furious over this setback, Darius organized a full-scale invasion of Greece, but died before he could execute it. Upon his death, his son Xerxes I (the Biblical Ahasuerus), became king.

7) Xerxes appointed a servant to sit at his feet and remind him daily: “Master, remember the Athenians!”

8) The Battle of Thermopylae:

a) Xerxes assembled a huge army with which to invade Greece.

b) He transported them by land, constructing a bridge over the Hellespont:

i) He constructed two bridges: one for troops; one for supplies.

ii) Under the direction of Phoenician and Egyptian engineers, his men anchored 674 ships in two lines across the mile-wide waterway.

iii) They tied the ships together with ropes and laid a plank roadway across the decks.

iv) On the planks they laid brush which they covered with dirt and pressed to make a solid surface.

v) The process was nearly complete when a storm destroyed both bridges.

vi) Xerxes, furious, had the chief engineers beheaded and had the Hellespont beaten with 300 lashes!

vii) Under the direction of a Greek engineer, Xerxes built two new bridges in the same way.

viii) In late May, 480 B.C., Xerxes dedicated the bridges by throwing (1) a golden cup, (2) a golden bowl, and (3) a war sword into the water.

ix) Then, taking several days, the Persian army crossed the bridges onto the continent of Europe.

x) The delay gave the Greeks time to organize and unite.

c) The Greeks differed on how best to defend their cities:

i) The Spartans suggested amassing their forces across the Corinthian isthmus to defend the Peloponnesus.

ii) The Athenians objected because the Spartan plan would leave Athens exposed.

iii) The Greeks finally decided to meet the Persians at Thermopylae, a mountain pass north of most of their city-states.

d) At Thermopylae approximately 7,000 Greeks met approximately 250,000 Persians (or about 3,000,000, if we are to believe Herodotus).

e) The narrow pass prevented Persia from reaping the full benefit of their superior numbers; only a small number could advance at any one time. The Greek army, led by Spartans, held them back.

f) The Persians attacked three times, but could not take the pass.

g) Then a Greek traitor showed the Persians another way through the mountains.

h) The Greeks were in danger of being surrounded and being under attack from both sides.

i) Upon hearing of the treachery, the great Spartan leader Leonidas ordered the withdrawal of most of his troops.

j) Leonidas and 300 of his valiant soldiers remained to hold the pass. They fought to their death. Herodotus writes: “They defended themselves to the last, such as still had swords using them, and the others resisting with their hands and teeth.”

k) A monument at the spot reads: 

“Tell them in Sparta, passerby,

That here, obedient to their orders, we lie.”

9) Once past the Spartans, Xerxes’ army marched to Athens and burned it to the ground.

10) The Battle of Salamis Bay:

a) The Athenians, knowing they would be unable to defend their city, had evacuated to the island of Salamis, just off the coast.

b) After Xerxes burned Athens’ sacred buildings, he sent sword of victory back to his empire - but a bit too soon.

c) The brilliant Athenian leader Themistocles devised a plan:

i) He dispatched a trusted slave to Xerxes with the story that the Greeks were frightened and planning to escape in the morning by sailing north.

ii) The slave suggested that Xerxes send his fleet into the strait between Salamis and the mainland to block their escape.

iii) Xerxes ordered his fleet, carrying many troops, to attack the next morning.

iv) The Persians entered the strait, just as Themistocles had planned.

v) The Persians had great difficulty maneuvering their large ships on the rising morning tide.

vi) As they struggled to navigate them, the Greeks launched their navy of much smaller ships from the beaches of Salamis.

vii) The easily maneuvered Greek vessels rammed and sank many of the confused Persian ships; only a few were able to escape. 

viii) Looking down from a vantage point high above the bay, Xerxes watched in horror as his fleet was annihilated.

ix) The Battle of Salamis is the first major naval battle in history.

d) The Battle of Salamis Bay broke Xerxes determination; he immediately withdrew two-thirds of his army.

e) The remaining third suffered total defeat in the following year [479 B.C.] from Spartan-led troops at the Battle of Platea in northern Greece.
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