NEW TESTAMENT BACKGROUND

THE POLITICAL WORLD

THE JEWISH STATE

The Exile: 597 to 322BC

Neduchadnezzar, king of Babylon, overran Judea and captured Jerusalem in 597BC. Jehoiachin, the king, was taken prisoner to Babylon, together with all the court, the ruling classes and the skilled artisans. Jehoiachin’s uncle, Mattaniah, was renamed Zedekiah, and ruled the fallen nation as a puppet king (2 Kings 24:10-17).

Zedekiah was obligated by oath to serve the king of Babylon, but wanted Egypt’s help to regain independence. Even the ‘prophets’ were divided. Hananiah declared repeatedly that God would break the yoke of Babylon within two years (Jeremiah 28:1-4). Jeremiah predicted that Babylon’s grip would not be relaxed and that Egypt could not help (Jeremiah 28:12-17).
In 590BC Psammerichus II of Egypt marched northward along the Palestinian coast to engage the Babylonians. Zedekiah backed the Egyptians. Nebuchadnezzar moved to defend Tyre and in 588BC laid siege to Jerusalem. The siege was only lifted temporarily at the advance of the Egyptian army, but when they were defeated, the city walls were soon breached and the city fell in 586BC. Zedekiah was captured as he tried to escape, was blinded, and taken to Babylon. The Temple was plundered and burned, along with the palace and other buildings. The walls of the city were leveled and the population deported.
Nebuchadnezzar appointed Gedaliah as governor, but he was assassinated by a rebellion instigated by Baalis, the king of the Ammonites. Civil strife followed, culminating in the defeat of the insurgents, though not before a remnant of them escaped to Egypt, taking Jeremiah with them into involountary exile (Jeremiah 41-43).

Many of those who went into exile in Babylon took with them the books of the law and the prophets and the practice of “orthodox Judaism” began. Although the sacrifices of the temple had ceased, God continued to be followed and worshipped. Some of the most devout and best educated of the Jews had been taken to Babylon and with their settlement in the land, there sprang up communities of spiritual leaders.

Ezekiel had been carried away in the first deportation under Jehoiachin. He prophesied the restoration of the people to their own land and expected revival that would purify them from the abominations they had committed during the years of their captivity (Ezekiel 36:22-31).
The seventy years captivity witnessed the rise of the synagogue worship among the Jews. Groups of the faithful gathered together, and formed congregations to study and promote the law. Teachers were appointed who took the place of the temple priesthood as spiritual leaders of the people. The study of the law became a substitute for animal sacrifices and ethical observance took the place of ritual.

In 538BC, Cyrus, king of Persia, captured Babylon by diverting the Euphrates so it no longer flowed through the city. His army marched through the dry river bed under the gates into the city. The sovereignty of the Middle East passed to the Medo-Persians. Cyrus treated the conquered peoples with consideration. In the initial years of his reign he issued a decree that the Jews should be permitted to return home and that the spoils of their temple should be restored. The rebuilding of the temple was to be financed from the royal treasury (Ezra 6:1-5).

While the majority of Jews remained in Babylonia, a group of around 42,000, mostly from the tribes of Judah, Benjamin and Levi, set out for Jerusalem. They reached the city in 537BC and commenced to rebuild the temple (Ezra 3:1-13). But opposition to the project from the people who had stayed in the land stopped the work (Ezra 4:1-5) for seventeen years. Under the urging of the prophets Haggai and Zechariah the work was resumed about 320BC. (Ezra 5:1,2). The provincial officials, not knowing of Cyrus’ original decree again put a stop to the building. The Jews appealed to Darius who searched the records, and reaffirmed the privileges which Cyrus had granted. The work then went ahead rapidly and the building was completed in 516BC. Worship was resumed and the priestly ministry re-established.
In 458BC another migration set out from Babylon, under the leadership of Ezra the scribe, a descendant of Hilkiah, who had been high priest in the reign of Josiah. He was accompanied by a number of priests and singers and brought with him a letter of authority from King Artaxerxes, providing for financial aid by the magistrates for the temple worship.
The new settlement was absorbed into the population of the land and seemingly affected little change in general conditions. In 446BC a messenger from Jerusalem approached Nehemiah, the Jewish cup-bearer to the Persian king, telling him that Jerusalem’s walls were broken down and its gated burned. This was almost certainly a more recent event, probably from other inhabitants of Palestine who were hostile to the Jewish renewal of Jerusalem (the original destruction of the walls had occurred almost 150 years earlier).

Nehemiah obtained leave of absence from king Artaxerexes, and made his way to Jerusalem. After inspecting the wall secretly, he organized the Jews into groups to work on individual sections. Sanballat, the governor of Samaria, threatened violence and the construction continued under armed guard. In less than two months the repairs were completed (Nehemiah 6:15,16).
Nehemiah promoted economic and social reforms. In their destitution the people had mortgaged their lands to buy food, but the excessive interest rates charged by moneylenders made recovery impossible. Nehemiah abolished interest on loans between Jews. He brought the public records up-to-date (Nehemiah 7:5) so the descendants of those who had returned from captivity could be known.

The knowledge of the law was renewed under Ezra who read and explained it in Hebrew, which was then interpreted into Aramaic. This had a profound effect on the Jews (Nehemiah 8:9) and brought about moral reform
Nehemiah’s application of the law was strict. Mixed marriages with the people of the land were forbidden (Nehemiah 10:30), Sabbath-breaking was judged (Nehemiah 10:31), and regular administration of tithes was established (Nehemiah 12:44). By the close of Nehemiah’s administration twelve years later, the chief elements of Jewish orthodoxy had been planted among the remnant.

During Nehemiah’s regime, Manasseh, a grandson of the high priest, who had married the daughter of Sanballat the governor, was expelled from the country. According to Josephus he fled to Samaria where he built a temple on Mt.Gerizim, and established a rival cult which became the centre for worship for the Samaritans.
Throughout the rest of the Persian period down to the times of the Maccabees, a group remained who were fiercely loyal to the law of God, in spite of the strong influences of paganism and the opposition of the occupying power.

Jewish history from the time of Nehemiah until the 2nd century BC is virtually unknown. The priesthood persisted as the central political power in the land, but the monarchy and the prophetic office disappeared. The intensive study of the law which began in the exile produced a new class of leaders, the scribes. The wide dispersion of the people into congregations created a demand for copies of the law so each congregation could possess one. The professional copyists had to make a study of the text to transcribe it, and became expert at it. The scribes were regarded equally with the priesthood in spiritual matters.
Another development (probably in Ezra’s time) was the rise of the “Great Synagogue,” a council of 120 members formed for the purpose of administrating the law and which was the forerunner of the Sanhedrin

Under the Ptolemies: 322 to 198BC

With the death of Alexander the Great the empire collapsed and was partitioned. With no heir old enough or strong enough to succeed him, Alexander’s four generals divided the realm between themselves. Ptolemy took Egypt, and Antigonus became the ruler of Syria. Palestine became the battleground. In 320BC Ptolemy invaded the land and took Jerusalem. In 315BC Antigonus recovered it, but lost it again three years later. In 301BC Antigonus was killed in battle and Ptolemy reasserted his claim. Antigonus was succeeded by Seleucus I in Syria.
Palestine lay in-between two hostile powers and suffered equally from both. Both the Egyptian and Syrian rulers desired Israel’s favour. The result was that whenever one king came into possession of Palestine, the Jews who had favoured the other migrated to his domain. Under the first Ptolemy a group of Jews were deported to Egypt and were settled in Alexandria. Commercial and working conditions were favourable, and so other Jews joined them. Within a few years a large colony had been established. The Jews were sober and industrious workers and so welcomed in the Hellenistic cities.

Under the Ptolemies, the Jews in Palestine enjoyed many of the privileges of a free community. The high priest was the governing officer by whom the law was administered, and was aided by the council of priests and elders. The temple was the centre of national life. The study of the law was strongly maintained and during this period, its interpretation was developed in detail
The Ptolemies for the most part treated the Jews well. Under Ptolemy Philadelphus (285-246BC), thousands of Jewish slaves were liberated at royal expense and some given posts of responsibility to fill. Taxation generally was kept low because Palestine was not a rich area. Constant warfare and emigration impoverished the land.
During the reign of Ptolemy Philadelphus, the Greek version of the Old Testament, known as the Septuagint, was written. Josephus records that Ptolemy’s librarian, Demetrius, was collecting copies of all known books for the great library in Alexandria. Hearing that the Jews had written records of their nation, Demetrius petitioned Ptolemy to get for him an accurate translation. Ptolemy sent to Eleazar, the Jewish high priest, asking that he send delegates to perform the work. Seventy two elders (six supposedly from each tribe) are meant to have taken seventy two days to finish the translation. By the time of Christ, the Septuagint was widely circulated throughout the Dispersion in the Mediterranean world and became the Bible of the early Christian church.
Under the Seleucidae: 198 to 168BC

Paralleling the Ptolemaic empire in Egypt was the Seleucidae empire in Syria, centred in its capital, Antioch. After a failed invasion of Palestine by Antiochus I of Syria, his son, Antiochus II, agreed to marry Berenice, the daughter of Ptolemy (249BC), to secure with her the rights to the land. Upon Ptolemy’s death he divorced Berenice to take back his former wife, Laodice. She, however, had him poisoned and had Berenice and her son murdered. Ptolemy III Euergetes (246-222BC) invaded Syria in revenge beginning a protracted conflict. The Syrians were driven from Jerusalem and the country was again claimed by Egypt. In 198BC, the Egyptian army was defeated and Palestine reverted back to the Seleucidae.
Seleucis died in 175BC and was succeeded by his brother Antiochus IV. Antiochus interfered in the affairs of Palestine and was determined to Hellenise the country. He even replaced Onias III, the high priest, with his own brother Jason, in an attempt to increase state income. Jason had a gymnasium built near the temple and had the priests leave the service of the temple to take part in the games, which honoured the Tyrian god Melkarth.
Antiochus went to war with Egypt and fearing Jason would not be loyal to him, had him replaced with Menelaus, a Hellenised Jew. Facing defeat he withdrew to Jerusalem where he vented his fury. The walls of the city were destroyed, many of the people sold as slaves, the temple plundered and turned into a shrine of Olympian Zeus. On December 15th, 168BC, an image of the god was set up on its altar and ten days later, a pig was sacrificed in its honour. Heathen altars were erected everywhere throughout the country and the observance of heathen festivals made compulsory. Anyone possessing the Torah was to be put to death. Sabbath observance and circumcision were forbidden. 
A local insurrection that began with an old priest, Mattathias, soon became a guerrilla campaign led by Mattathias’ son, Judas (nicknamed ‘Maccabees = the hammer). Judas was able with his growing army to finally expel the Syrians from Jerusalem, followed by much of Palestine. Battles recurred until 143BC when Simon, one of Judas’ brothers, was recognized as an ally by Demetrius II of Syria. A year later, Judea was given political freedom and released from Seleucidae taxes.

Under the Hasmoneans: 142 to 37 BC

Simon led the free nation briefly before Demetrius II was dethroned by the Parthians who under their new king, Antiochus VII, again threatened Palestine. After a successful campaign against Syria, Jason and two of his sons were murdered by a family member loyal to the Egyptian Ptolmies. Antiochus VII of Syria returned and finally secured Palestine’s surrender. His death plunged Syria into civil war which gave Hyrcanus, Simon’s youngest son, opportunity to free the country. Hyrcanus was made high priest and as head of state, began the Hasmonean dynasty. Several members of the dynasty ruled amidst civil turmoil, until the growing empire of Rome became involved, attacking Jerusalem. The Romans reappointed Hyracanus II as king but soon placed all of Palestine under their governor of Syria. Hyrcanus’ chief minister, Antipater, became the real power behind the throne and appointed one of his sons, Phasel, prefect of Jerusalem, and the other son, Herod, prefect of Galilee. Roman civil war encouraged the Parthians of Syria to again rise up and attack Jerusalem. Hyrcanus and Phasel were both killed before the Romans again returned to defeat the Syrians.
Under the Herods: 37BC to 6AD

Herod had managed to escape Palestine in the conflict that saw his brother, Phasel, killed. In Rome he sought the favour of Antony and Octavian and was inaugurated as king of the Jews. Returning to Palestine with Roman forces, he freed Jerusalem and then the rest of the nation. To maintain his rule, Herod had different members of his own family executed. He could not take on the role of high priest because of his Idumean blood, but gave the position to Hanniel (possibly Annas of the gospels) and had at least one other contender murdered. Herod was shrewd, calculating, and at times ruthless. And although he did much to benefit the nation, he never won the hearts of the people. He built a large new temple but was known to support heathen cults by his gifts. His jealous and unscrupulous character explains his duplicity in his dealing with the Magi from the East and his brutality in ordering the massacre of Bethlehem’s young children (Matthew 2:1-18).
Herod’s Successors

Upon Herod’s death in 4BC, three of his sons went to Rome to claim the right of succession. Even while their case was being considered, the Roman procurator Sabinus, appointed by Augustus until the succession was determined, plundered the temple. The Jews sent an embassy to Rome asking that none of the Herods be appointed king. Augustus determined that one brother, Archelaus, be given Judea, Samaria and Idumea, with the title of ethnarch, another brother, Antipas, become tetrarch of Galilee and Perea, and the third brother, Philip, was made tetrarch of Batanea, Trachonitis and Auranitis (north of the Sea of Galilee on the east side of the Jordan).
Archelaus: 4BC to 6AD

Archelaus, like his father, promoted the building of public works, but his rule was so distasteful to his people that they sent a (successful) delegation to Rome to have him removed. His contrived marriages and reputation for jealousy of rivals and general vindictiveness equaled his father’s and the New Testament reference to him seems deserved (Matthew 2:22)

Philip the Tetrarch: 4BC to 34AD

Philip was known as a just and fair man and so an exception to the rest of his family. He is briefly mentioned in Luke 3:1. On his death his jurisdiction was initially placed under Roman administration before being given to his nephew, Agrippa I.

Herod Antipas: 4BC to 39AD

This is the most prominent Herod in the gospels, the tetrarch of Galilee and Perea. Jesus called him “that fox” (Luke 13:32), no doubt because of his slyness, craftiness and vindictiveness. He appears in the gospels as John the Baptist’s murderer (Luke 3:19), and as the one before whom Jesus was tried (Luke 23:7-12). His wife, Herodias, was the daughter of his half-brother, Aristobulus, and had originally been the wife of another half-brother, Herod Philip (Luke 3:19 – not to be confused with Philip the tetrarch).

During his reign of 43 years he built a new capital on the shores of the Lake of Galilee named Tiberias but because the city was erected on the site of an ancient graveyard, the strict Jews would not live in it and it was finally colonized by force.
Herod Agrippa I: 37AD to 44AD

Herod Agrippa was the son of Aristobulus and so related to Herod the Great. Educated in Rome, he initially worked under Herod Antipas before returning to Rome where he was imprisoned for suggesting Caligula should be emperor in place of Tiberius (whose grandson he was tutoring at the time).
Caligula did become the next emperor and upon Philip’s death, appointed Agrippa tetrarch in his place. Agrippa is credited with stopping Caligula erecting an image of himself in the temple in Jerusalem, thus averting a certain uprising of the Jews. When Caligula died, Agrippa supported Claudius as his successor, and when Claudius was elected emperor, rewarded Agrippa with the appointment as tetrarch of Judea and Samaria, formerly under Herod the Great.
Agrippa lived in Jerusalem and lived as a conforming Jew, worshipping regularly at the temple and suppressing any attempts to force Jews to compromise their faith in any way. This made him one of the first persecutors of Christianity. It was Agrippa who had James arrested and executed, Peter imprisoned, and the guards put to death upon Peter’s miraculous escape (Acts 12:11-19).

Herod Agrippa’s death occurred, as history and Acts 12:20-23 describes. He attended games in honour of the emperor at Caesarea, dressed in a silver robe. The appearance of the robe in the sun caused his listeners to call out that he was a god. Five days later he was dead. 

Herod Agrippa II: 50AD to 100AD

Herod Agrippa II was Herod Agrippa I’s only son. He was initially given the kingdom of Chalcis in 50AD (including the right to appoint the high priest), then in 53AD the tetrarchies of Philip and Lysanius, and in 54AD, Nero added Galilee and Perea.

Though Agrippa had a good knowledge of Judaism, he was indifferent to its deeper claims. He observed its ceremonial requirements but never showed sincere conviction of its truth. Agrippa II is the Agrippa referred to in Acts 25 who advised the Roman procurator Festus when Paul was brought before him. When Judea rose up against Rome in 66AD, Agrippa openly sided with Rome against his own people, earning him an even more greatly enlarged kingdom.

Under the Priests to the Fall of Jerusalem: 70AD

The various foreign rulers that dominated Palestine – the Ptolemies, the Seleucids, the Herods, and later the Romans – were generally regarded by the Jewish people as usurpers whose rule had to be tolerated, but who were never rightful sovereigns. The real controlling power of the Jewish mind was the priesthood.
During the exile, the functioning of the priesthood as a class was temporarily suspended by the destruction of the temple. The priests did not disappear though. When the captives returned in 536BC, a large company of priests and Levites were among them (Ezra 2:36-54). When the temple was rebuilt, they resumed their duties, and with few interruptions, continued until the final destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans.

Throughout this long period, the priesthood served as the central control in Judaism. The high priest took office by hereditary right and retained it for life. He exercised supreme authority in the state under the overlord who happened to possess the country at the time. The high priest was probably independent as long as he did not interfere with tribute or with foreign policy. Both the Greeks and the Romans gave considerable latitude to the subject peoples in administering their national affairs.

Associated with the high priest was a council of elders, comprising the wisest and most experienced men of the nation - priests, scribes and professional students of the law, better educated land owners and businessmen. This body would later be called the Sanhedrin.
Until toward the end of the Ptolemaic period, the priesthood remained powerful and provided good government. With the passing of time however, the high priesthood became a political prize that was generally sold to the highest bidder. The successful candidate had to comply with the wishes of his political lord to hold his position.
With the Maccabean revolt came a change. The older line of priests who had held office under the Seleucidae was displaced by the Hasmonean dynasty. Under the last of the Seleucidae and under the Herods, the priesthood maintained its ascendancy in Judaism with few lapses when Herod changed the priestly appointment.

From the death of Herod the Great until the fall of Jerusalem the priesthood was again the chief political power of Judea. The high priest acted as adviser to the Roman procurator and often his political pressure caused the governor to change his policy. Through his influence over the populace the high priest was able to mold public opinion and so bend stubborn officials to his will or compel them to risk the emperor’s displeasure for failing to keep on good terms with their subjects. The cry of the people for Christ’s death (John 19:12) was instigated by the high priest (Mark 15:11).
Under the Romans until Bar-Cochba: 135AD

From the conquest of Pompey in 63BC, Rome had assumed a protectorate over Judea, and had regarded both Herod and the priesthood as vassal leaders. When Herod the Great died and his less capable son Archelaus followed as king, Rome deposed him and appointed Coponius as procurator of Judea. From that time, with some local exceptions, Rome ruled the country directly until the last revolt in 135AD.

The procurators were not generally popular and many did not remain in office more than three years. Valerius Gratus (15-26AD) was disliked for interfering with the succession of the priesthood by appointing one of his own candidates. His successor, Pontius Pilate (26-36AD) is best known because of his connection with Jesus’ trial and death. He offended the Jews needlessly at the very beginning of his term by insisting his troops carry into Jerusalem banners bearing on them the image of the emperor. The resulting violence caused Pilate to back down. Throughout the entire period up to the opening of the Jewish war in 66AD, there was constant tension between the Roman officials and the people. The party of the Zealots, who were stronger in the rural areas and in the highlands of Galilee, openly advocated holy war against Rome. Procurators had to maintain vigilance to the point of oppression to maintain order.
Among the later procurators, Antonius Felix and Porcius Festus are mentioned in Acts (23:24-24:27; 25:1-26:32). Felix’ time was characterised by turmoil and reactive repression. The difference in Tertullus’ address and description of him (Acts 24:2) with Paul’s (Acts 24:10) is telling. Festus was his successor but died in office after only two years.

Between the death of Festus and the opening of the Jewish war, the political conditions in Judea deteriorated rapidly. The high priests were avaricious and cruel, and the Roman governors were oppressive. The Gentile inhabitants of Ceasarea were constantly provoking the Jews, and when the procurator plundered the temple treasury, the Jews erupted in open rebellion. Roman garrisons were massacred by Jewish rebels. Gallus, the Roman legate of Syria, marched on Jerusalem and began a siege. His momentary withdrawal gave false hope to the Jews. Vespasian was appointed commander of Roman forces in Judea and with an army of 60,000 marched into the nation. Internal civil war inside Jerusalem spurred on by the Zealots gave Vespasian opportunity to take most of the rest of the nation first. There was no unified opposition. On hearing of Nero’s death and his own election as the new emperor, Vespasian left for Rome leaving his son, Titus in command. In August of 70AD the walls were breached, the temple set fire, the population either massacred or sold into slavery, and the city razed to the ground. It took another three years before the remaining fortresses of Herodium, Machaerus and Masada fell.

During the reign of Trajan there were insurrections in Egypt and Cyrene which were crushed without mercy. The last revolt occurred under Bar Cochba in 135AD. The revolt was caused by Hadrian’s law which forbade circumcision and by his order to build a temple of Jupiter on the site of the former temple in Jerusalem. Bar Cochba failed and Jerusalem was made a Roman city, which no Jew could enter on pain of death. The temple of Jupiter was built where the Jewish temple had been, and the nation was no more. 
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