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      Introduction

      
      To study the Jews in the Roman world is one of the best ways of making close contact with that world, because although the
         ancient Romans and the Greeks have gone for ever, the Jews are still with us: in them, continuity between ancient and modern
         life exists for everyone to see. Numerically, taken over the whole earth, they were fewer in those days than they are now
         – perhaps eight million as against fourteen million today. But no less than seven of these eight million were in the Roman
         empire, where they constituted between six and nine per cent of the population – in the eastern provinces, the percentage
         was perhaps as high as twenty. Comprising, as they did, such a high proportion of the total number of inhabitants, they could
         scarcely fail to exercise an influence upon events; and given their highly distinctive beliefs and customs, so divergent from
         the Greco-Roman way of life which surrounded them, it was predictable that their relations with their neighbours would become
         both dramatic and explosive.
      

      And that, indeed, is what happened. A writer on this great subject, whatever his own inadequacies, has the advantage of one
         of the most absorbing and exciting themes in the history of the world. For he is called upon to display the workings of the
         greatest multiracial empire the world has ever known, and to show how its Greek and Roman and particularly Jewish communities
         all kept up a continual, triangular effort to maintain their own points of view: he also has to describe how, more than once, these endeavours crashed in terrible catastrophe.
      

      We derive our civilization, it has often been said, from Athens, Rome and Jerusalem. While the stark simplicity of this assertion
         has been somewhat eroded in our own times by the recognition of Byzantium’s intermediary role, and by the claims of the Germanic
         and Celtic north, yet the old saying still contains a great deal of truth. However, it is only rarely that students of history
         fully pursue its implications and objectively attempt to consider the three cultures side by side with one another. For most
         of us, apart from specialists, are conditioned to regarding Athens (or, for the purposes of the present study, let us rather
         say its successor Alexandria) and Rome as secular subjects, but Jerusalem as a different sort of subject altogether, a religious
         concept and theme which cannot be regarded as history in quite the same way.
      

      This attitude inevitably hampers our endeavours to discover what was going on. For when we turn to the ancient authorities
         for the information that we require, it becomes clear that they fail to give us the balanced picture for which we might have
         hoped. Pagan writers are always ignorant of the Jewish world and usually biased against it; and the biblical sources, even
         when seemingly historical or biographical, prove to be primarily concerned with another matter altogether, the demonstration of the super-natural, supra-historical, validity of their faith.
         There remains another Jewish historian, Josephus. Nowadays much neglected, he is a writer who deserves and demands urgent
         attention. But, for reasons of his own – which will emerge in the course of this story – he, too, does not rank high among
         historians for objectivity.
      

      So the attempt to describe the interrelationship of Jews, Greeks and Romans presents challenging difficulties and problems,
         which can only be approached with great diffidence. The late Cecil Roth’s remark, that the author of any general account of
         the Jews needs to know ‘not just everything about one thing or something about everything, but everything about everything’,
         scarcely helps to dispel that justified diffidence. Nevertheless the effort, however formidable and numerous the pitfalls
         which beset it, surely needs to be made. For religion is an immensely significant part of secular history: whether god-given
         or delusive, its beliefs and cults have guided people more powerfully than any other force. And yet in this field of ancient
         history, covering all-important centuries for Judaism and paganism alike, we find ourselves hindered in conducting the investigation
         that is needed. We are hindered, as we have seen, because our information about the vital Athens (Alexandria)–Rome–Jerusalem axis, the necessary basis of any reconstruction
         of that age, is so very uneven. It is essential, therefore, to try to even it out, presenting each of its elements according
         to just the same sort of historical criteria as the others, in the hope that the true relations between the three of them
         will then emerge.
      

      This is all the harder, and yet all the more urgently needed, because of the most significant of all the developments that
         overtook Judaism in the Roman world. For this was the time when the Jewish religion, in addition to achieving new forms of
         its own that have proved durable and permanent, gave birth to the Christians: a body of Jews who, unlike the majority of their
         nation, believed that, in the not so very distant past, the awaited Messiah had already come to live for a time upon the earth.
         Within a century after the date ascribed to his death, his followers had become completely independent of world Jewry. But
         until that final rift occurred, they were still linked in various ways with the Jewish originators of their church – so that
         they form a part, and some will say the most important part, of the present story. The final separation between Christians
         and Jews ‘is coming to be seen by many scholars, both Christian and Jewish, as a greater disaster by far than any subsequent
         schism within the Christian church itself’.1 Whether it was a disaster or not – from the point of view of the spiritual salvation of mankind – is not my present concern.
         My purpose is to show, as far as I can, how this situation, throughout the various dramatic stages of its development, affected
         the relationship between Jews, Greeks and Romans which is the subject of my book.
      

      For the same reason, I do not in the least aspire to present a general picture of the Jewish or Christian religions at this
         epoch. I only seek to pinpoint those aspects of the faiths which chiefly affected their impact upon one another, and once
         again upon the Greeks and Romans. In order to fulfil this aim, it will be necessary to begin with a brief introduction referring
         to some of the landmarks of early Hebrew history and legendary history, for the Jews continued, through the period we are
         considering as well as later periods, to conduct their relations with other peoples, and indeed almost all the affairs of
         their lives, in unremitting recollection of these sagas. As for the end of the story, I have concluded, apart from a brief
         epilogue, with the conversion of the Roman empire to Christianity, because this was the most decisive of all changes in the
         religious power-structure of the ancient Mediterranean world, confronting the Jews with an entirely new set of problems which superseded the themes handled in the present volume.
      

      Terminology offers an almost hopeless problem – though it is the sort of problem which, to someone who has lived in Ireland,
         is not wholly unfamiliar. For example, if one says ‘BC’ and ‘AD’ one seems to some to be approaching the entire matter from too much of a Christian standpoint, whereas the Jewish terms BCE (Before the Common Era) and CE (Common Era) suggest an exclusive preoccupation with the Jewish point of view. Since one has to choose, I shall employ ‘BC’ and ‘AD’ – because it is a more common usage than the other. One is also very frequently confronted with the problem whether to spell
         a name in its Jewish or Greek shape, the former being employed by the Hebrew writers and the latter by Josephus, whose works,
         as they have come down to us, are in Greek. Here again, I have been guided merely by the reader’s convenience; the multiplicity
         of identical or similar names in the period is already so confusing that my chief concern has been not to add to the confusion,
         and with this in mind I have often put both forms in the index. And should one, in presenting a Jewish name, say ‘the son
         of or ‘ben’? I have tended to reserve ‘ben’ for the later period, when rabbis are customarily described by this patronymic.
         Again, when one speaks of the two great Jewish uprisings against the Romans, non-Jewish writers tend to call them Jewish Revolts,
         whereas Jews describe them by a variety of other terms; and in particular they often designate the first of them (AD 66–73) as the Roman War, or the War against the Romans. I shall tend to call them Jewish revolts or rebellions against the
         Romans, not because I necessarily hold a brief for Roman methods, but for the factual reason that these upheavals were revolts or rebellions against the occupying power: whether their leaders are best described as freedom fighters or terrorists
         (another controversial point), to call them rebels is a statement of fact.
      

      But this sort of difficulty reaches its height, as Dr James Parkes recently recalled (in his book Whose Land?), in the question of how that land itself ought to be named. Whether we call it Israel, Judaea, the Promised Land, the Holy
         Land or Palestine, ‘each name has a slant in favour of one hypothesis or another’.2 Perhaps it is best to call it by different names at different stages of its history, especially as its successive geographic
         swellings and shrinkages affect the appropriateness of this or that designation. But I do not pretend to be consistent. At
         least, however, my use of one name or another – or for that matter of terms such as Torah, the Law, the Old Testament, or New Testament – does not imply any political or religious partisanship. If any
         picture of Jewish learning and heroism, Christian perseverance and devotion, Roman grandeur and (at many times) tolerance
         emerges from the book, I shall be glad, but I should not wish any one viewpoint to eclipse the other two.
      

      Writers about the world of antiquity sometimes complain not only (as I have) of the unreliability of the ancient sources,
         but also of their sparse, inadequate volume and quantity. Here, however, such a complaint would be somewhat less justified
         than usual, since we have at our disposal not only the writings of the Greeks and Romans (in so far as these have survived)
         but also those of the Jews – the only one of the subject peoples of Rome who possessed, and continued to possess, a great
         literature of their own. For this reason, as A.H.M.Jones, that great student of Judaism within the Greco-Roman framework,
         pointed out, ‘Palestine is almost the only district of the empire whose story we knew not from the point of view of the Roman
         government but from that of the subject people. From its history we can learn what the Roman empire meant to the vast majority
         of its inhabitants, who did not live in Italy and belong to the ruling race.’3

      Because of this unique situation, the modern literature on every aspect of these deeply significant developments has been
         vast. With regard to the Jews, that wonderful people who have spanned the ages like no other, every incident of their ancient
         history has been the subject of a host of special studies. When one comes, moreover, to the early Christians, who against
         all conceivable odds proceeded to the conquest of the western world, the number of such works mounts to gigantic proportions.
         I have therefore felt obliged, with few and unavoidable exceptions, to limit the references in my notes to original, ancient
         sources, since otherwise the notes would have been twenty times as long as the book itself. With regard to studies undertaken
         in our own times, I have listed a few of the most essential works at the end of this volume.
      

      I am very grateful to F.G.B. Millar for showing me an unpublished lecture, to J.C.T. Oates for bibliographical advice, and
         to Julian Shuckburgh, Susan Phillpott and Gila Curtis of Weidenfeld & Nicolson for seeing this book through the press in 1973
         and making many valuable suggestions. The 1999 paperback edition was effectively looked after by Kate Shearman.
      

      MICHAEL GRANT 
Gattaiola, 1973, 1999
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      I

      
      Prologue: The Traditions of Israel

      
      
      The nucleus of ancient Israel, and now of modern Israel too – though until 1967 the greater part of the area belonged to the
         kingdom of Jordan – is the broken table-land round Jerusalem, roughly corresponding with the territory known in Roman times
         as Judaea.1 It is a small plateau, slightly smaller than the county of Essex and a little larger than Rhode Island: from north to south,
         it measures about thirty-five miles, and from east to west only about twelve or fifteen. A rocky, stony, largely waterless
         moorland, rising to over 3000 feet, it contains deep gorges and narrow defiles ideal for guerrilla operations. Rough scrub
         and thorns contend with heaps of boulders; and rain, eked out by dew, is less reliable and predictable than anywhere else
         in the Mediterranean – the Bible often refers to God withholding it in his displeasure. Yet there are enough fertile places
         to make two thirds of the region habitable.
      

      
      To the west, the rounded limestone hills slope down to the Mediterranean plain, which has not played a great part in the country’s
         history since in this region it is short of adequate harbours. To the east, the heights descend sharply to the hollow profundities
         of the Jordan valley and the Dead Sea, at the head of which stands torrid, tropically lush Jericho, the home of magnificent
         date palms. On the table-land between Mediterranean and Dead Sea, in the centre of Judaea, a projecting spur houses the city
         of Jerusalem, the ancient capital of Israel. But it was a strange, relatively isolated capital, recommended by no river, no major road, no convenient market for foreigners. The
         site of Jerusalem has often stimulated a passionate local patriotism indifferent to the world, a stubborn concentration on
         values that care little for the values of others.
      

      
      To the north, separated by a belt of lower hills, rose the central highland of Samaria, the land of Mount Ephraim and its
         shrine, Gerizim. Samaria was a little larger than Judaea, more fertile and better wooded, more favourably equipped with rain
         and running water. The people of Samaria, more numerous than the Judaeans, lived at an observation point from which they could
         look down on the lowlands around them. And look down they did in every sense, for their habits and beliefs were their own,
         as particularistic, separate and censorious as those of their Judaean neighbours, with whom their relations were generally
         disastrous.
      

      
      Indeed, in all these miniature lands hostile parochialisms thrived, and maintained themselves over the centuries. This was
         also true of the land of Galilee, which could be seen when one looked northward from Samaria across the plain of Jezreel (Esdraelon).
         On the east side, Galilee extended to the ‘Sea’ of that name (Lake Gennesaret), 680 feet below sea-level, into which the River
         Jordan formed itself at that point – the border between modern Israel and Syria until the Israelis annexed the adjacent strip
         of Gaulanitis (Golan Heights) in 1967. To the north, Upper Galilee, a series of plateaux surrounded by hills between 2000
         and 4000 feet high, rose gradually into Mount Lebanon. Nearer at hand, Lower Galilee was a series of parallel ranges and valleys.
         This was the richest and most populous part of Israel, studded with hundreds of peasant villages, and with small but excellent
         stretches of cornland and attractive orchards. And above all, Galilee was covered with roads that ran everywhere: roads leading
         to the outside world, to Tyre and Sidon on the coast of what is now the Republic of Lebanon, and to Damascus, the chief city
         of inland Syria. The Galileans, therefore, had freer intercourse with the external heathen than either the Judaeans or the
         Samaritans. And so the two latter peoples, disunited from one another in everything else, were united in hating the men of
         Galilee, whose coarse, guttural dialect they liked to mock. The Galileans, for their part, maintained a strong individuality,
         carrying bravery in Quixotic, seditious causes to violent and fanatical lengths.
      

      
      Those are the three principal lands, Judaea, Samaria and Galilee, whose course must be followed in every attempt to reconstruct the ancient history of Israel; though the dislike their inhabitants
         felt for each other adds greatly to the difficulties of forming an objective impression of the course of events. To their
         east and south lay further territories which likewise belonged to the heritage of Israel, though they played a rather more
         shadowy part. To the east of Galilee, across the Jordan, Gaulanitis led into a vast stretch of crumpled and cracked lava,
         Trachonitis. There, agricultural colonization was attempted from time to time in order to swamp the local Arab shepherds and
         robbers, who in their turn were stirred to rebellion by the kingdom of the Nabataean Arabs, extending along the entire eastern
         and southern frontier of Israel.
      

      
      To the south, Trachonitis bordered upon Israel’s further Transjordanian territories of the Decapolis (‘Ten Cities’) and the
         Peraea, which comprised a fertile plain (Bashan), breezy highlands (Gilead), and steppes (Moab and Ammon). The Ten Cities
         were Greek, but the Peraea was inhabited mainly by Jews. Beyond it, the frontier with the Arab kingdom curled round the south
         of Israel, leaving the Negev and Sinai in Arab lands. Judaea’s southern bastion on the border was Idumaea. It was a heritage
         of Edom, but that had lain further south, and its population had been displaced northwards as far as Hebron, within twenty
         miles of Jerusalem. In the Greek and Roman periods the inhabitants of this feudal land produced excellent soldiers, and powerful
         rulers of Israel. Though Arab in racial origin, the Idumaeans had by that time been converted to Judaism. But the pure-blooded
         Jews of Judaea claimed in antiquarian fashion that their Edomite forefathers had denied a passage to Moses,2 and detested the Idumaeans quite as heartily as they disliked all their other neighbours.3 Idumaea shaded from cultivation – producing vinegar but no good wines or grain – into half-desert, and to the east it descended
         into the Dead Sea Wilderness, a region of deep canyons and inaccessible, moistureless caves which will have its part to play
         in the present story because of the religious sects favouring this desolate region.
      

      
      This, then, was Israel, measuring a hundred and fifty miles by less than seventy-five. If you came to it from the Mediterranean
         sea, it presented four successive strips or belts. First came the coastal plain, terminated at the north by Mount Carmel.
         Then rose the western highlands of Galilee, Samaria, Judaea and Idumaea, broken by the plain of Jezreel between Galilee and
         Samaria. Next came the Jordan valley, widening into the Sea of Galilee and the Dead Sea. And finally, in the background, could be seen the loftier regions
         across the Jordan.
      

      
      Israel was not normally a grain-exporting country; for the most part it could only provide for itself, if that. Nor was it
         equipped, either by its natural position or resources, to create a great empire, though it had achieved this for a brief moment
         in the tenth century  BC, under David and Solomon. For the most part the country was a pawn, the meeting place and battlefield
         of empires, an area of perpetual conflict. Before the Greeks and Romans came on the scene it had been, above all, the battlefield
         between the two great imperial powers of the near east, the Egyptians on the one hand and on the other the Assyrians, Babylonians
         and Persians, the successive lords of Mesopotamia, the land of the Tigris and Euphrates: as we shall see in the present story,
         these two regions were still exercising a powerful effect on Jewish history in the Greco-Roman age.
      

      
      In the mind of a Jew of Roman times, the personages of ancient Jewish history and legend, however far back in the past, were
         still as vividly alive as any of his own day, and continued many hundreds of years after their deaths to play a part in successive
         events: which, indeed, are incomprehensible unless the ever-continued prominence of these antique models in Jewish thought
         is constantly borne in mind. Least of all peoples in the whole world did the Jews heed the words of the Book of Isaiah:
      


      
      Cease to dwell on days gone by 
and to brood over past history.4

      


      First of all, there had been Adam and his sons, of whom Seth, more prominent in Jewish tradition than the Old Testament suggests,
         was the centre of many legends; he was known as the first of the ‘Patriarchs’, the scriptural heroes before Moses. Often revered,
         too, in later times was Enoch, the son of Adam’s eldest son Cain or a descendant of Seth – who ‘walked with God … because
         God had taken him away’,5 a precedent for the ascensions ascribed to others, including Jesus, in later times. His great-grandson was believed to have
         been Noah, whose rescue from the waters of the Flood was a perpetual symbol of Deliverance by God’s will. Noah’s three sons
         were Shem, Ham and Japheth. From the eldest of them, Shem, sprang the peoples speaking Semitic tongues. They were descended
         through Abraham, who was said to have migrated from Ur in Chaldaea,6 the ancient land of the Sumerians near the Persian Gulf, to Haran in the north of Mesopotamia, and back to the south again
         to ‘Canaan’, the later Israel; and then to the more fertile land of Egypt, before he turned northwards to Israel once more,
         and died at Hebron. His name and saga stands for authentic migrations that took place, over a considerable period, in the
         troubled centuries of the early second millennium  BC; and they bring him and his people symbolically in touch with both the
         Mesopotamian and Egyptian centres of this near-eastern world.
      

      
      In Jewish tradition, God gave Abraham a preliminary assurance of the Covenant which was destined to single out the Jews from
         other nations. ‘This is how you shall keep my Covenant between myself and you and your descendants after you: circumcise yourselves,
         every male among you. You shall circumcise the flesh of your foreskin, and it shall be the sign of covenant between us.’7 Where circumcision originated is a matter of dispute, but the Greeks and Romans believed that the Jews, like the Phoenicians
         who dwelt along the coast to their north, had learnt it from Egypt. The initial purpose of the institution, too, is obscure;
         but perhaps it was a sacrifice to the god of fertility, an initiation-rite which symbolized the individual’s incorporation
         into the life of the group. At all events, circumcision came to be a national mark of consecration, the sign of a man who
         belonged to the service of God. Moreover, as the centuries passed, it gained rather than lost in significance, continuing
         even in Roman times to play a large part in successive events and crises. For, as in Israel today, it was still widely thought
         to constitute the most essential sign of Jewishness.
      

      
      In about the sixteenth century  BC the legendary Isaac, son of Abraham, reputedly had two sons, whose strife impinged upon
         all later times: Esau who was also called Edom and was regarded as the forefather of the Edomites and Idumaeans, and Jacob
         who was named Israel, the ‘man who prevails with God’, ‘because you strove with God and with men, and prevailed’.8 The story of Jacob’s favourite son Joseph, the traveller to Egypt who became the vizier of one of its pharaohs and was invited
         by him to bring his father Jacob and his brothers to Egypt, is a genuine reflection of Jewish emigrations. And so Egypt, once
         again, cast its shadow on Palestinian history from the south, just as Mesopotamia cast its shadow from the north and east.
         The pharaoh who made Joseph his vizier may well have been the sun-worshipper Akhnaton, who, if so, could have set his stamp
         on subsequent Jewish monotheism; and his successor who invited Joseph’s family to the country was perhaps Tutankhamen.
      

      
      Then, some time between 1450 and 1200  BC, many of the descendants of these Jewish settlers in Egypt returned to Canaan or
         Israel, to rejoin their compatriots there. This Exodus remained the most famous event in Jewish history, and in later centuries
         served countless Jews settled in foreign lands as a perpetual symbol of reunion with the home country. ‘In every generation,’
         declared a rabbinical leader of Roman times, ‘it behoves a man to see himself as if he personally had come out of Egypt.’9 The Exodus was the decisive divine act of deliverance by which the nation was constituted, prefiguring the Salvation to come.
         Its leader, who was said to be the grandson of Jacob and son of Levi, possessed the Egyptian name of Moses, but was considered
         ever afterwards as the greatest of all Jewish heroes. The departure of the Jews was made possible, according to the tradition,
         by God’s engulfment and annihilation of the pursuing Egyptian army in the ‘Red Sea’, and the Jews’ rejoicings because of this
         event, repeated annually at the Festival of the Passover (Pesah), contributed largely to their unpopularity in Egypt in Roman
         times.
      

      
      
         The Lord … opened the way in the sea

         And a path through mighty waters,

         And drew on chariot and horse to their destruction,

         A whole army, men of valour;

         There they lay, never to rise again;

         They were crushed, snuffed out like a wick.

      

      
      Later, after the Jews reached the Sinai desert on the other side, Moses was given miraculous food, manna, from heaven. Moreover,
         when he smote the rock, fresh water gushed out; and this further illustration of God-sent deliverance can still be seen over
         and over again today depicted on the wall-paintings of the Christian catacombs of Rome, where these miracles were taken over
         from the Jews as prefigurations of Jesus’ Last Supper and baptism. And then, as they moved forward to the part of Transjordan
         opposite Jericho, the soothsayer Balaam was said to have uttered to the king of Moab a Messianic prophecy which was never
         forgotten, ‘that a star shall come forth out of Jacob, and a sceptre shall rise out of Israel’.10

      
      But above all it was believed that God entrusted to Moses, upon Mount Sinai, the Covenant, of which advance notice, according
         to the tradition, had already been granted to Abraham; and Moses transmitted knowledge of it to the whole people. This Covenant,
         which no Jews of later times have ever forgotten, and which later profoundly affected their relations with the Romans as with
         every other great state, was, in its origins, a spiritual echo of the type of relation which these west Semitic tribes saw
         existing between themselves and the major powers which exercised suzerainty over them. It was not a commercial bargain or
         legal contract, but the Israelites’ unconditional, eternal pledge of loyalty to the God who had chosen them for deliverance.
         God makes exclusive demands on man’s will, and although the Covenant is unilateral, laying no obligation upon the divine power
         in return, the revelation supposedly conveyed to Moses explicitly added that their fulfilment of their own duties of obedience
         (represented by the Ten Commandments) would single them out as recipients of God’s special protection and guidance. ‘If only,’
         God was understood to declare, ‘you will now listen to me and keep my Covenant, then out of all peoples you shall become my
         special possession; for the whole earth is mine. You shall be my kingdom of priests, my holy nation.’11 Those words were written centuries after the legendary time of Moses: but they present a doctrine that had been present very
         early in Jewish religion. This was the doctrine that the Jews were the Chosen People – the belief which has dominated all
         their subsequent history, inspiring and encouraging them to perpetual pride and endurance, and profoundly affecting the story
         that is to be told in the present book. ‘Chosen’, however, is a less accurate rendering than ‘holy’ – that is to say invested
         with a special vocation, the nation through which the inscrutable way and will of God were destined to take effect.
      

      
      The result was unmistakably, and deliberately, the creation of a barrier, a separateness. In the words ascribed to Balaam,

      
      
         I see a people that dwells alone,

         That has not made itself one with the nations.12

      

      
      ‘Their Laws’, a Persian minister later told his monarch, ‘are different from those of every nation; they do not keep your
         majesty’s laws.’13 These ‘Laws’ of the Jews were handed to Moses on Mount Sinai by God, who, as the supreme event and cornerstone of the Jewish
         conception of world history, ‘gave him the two tablets of the Tokens, tablets of stone written with the finger of God’. According
         to this vivid myth the tablets were held to contain the first five books of the Jewish (and subsequently Christian) faith, the Pentateuch: the books of Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy. Reputed to
         have been composed before the creation of the world,14 they relate the primitive history of man; the stories of Abraham and the other earlier Hebrew heroes; the Exodus and return
         as far as the border of the Promised Land; and God’s transmission of the Pentateuch, the Torah, to Moses.
      

      
      This Torah is the foundation of the Jewish religion, and everything else in all other scriptual books was held to be revealed
         or implied in its contents. The word is often translated as ‘Law’, and so it will be here, but its meaning is much wider – 
         since religion and law were inseparable. In origin, ‘Torah’ probably meant ‘instruction’, by means of the divine revelation,
         and then it came to be understood in terms of the legislation which gradually grew around this nucleus – the vast interlocking
         system of observances upon which the continuity of Judaism throughout the millennia has depended. This design for an entire
         way of life, divine in origin and human in discipline, has irradiated every field of Jewish life, thought, feeling and action:
      

      
      ‘See, I set before you this day a blessing and a curse’ …. To know the Law and keep it in its entirety was the assured way
         of perfect blessedness. To infringe the least of its precepts was to bring down the vengeance of a justly incensed God, ‘an
         eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.’ Such was the eternal justice, which God must vindicate, because he was God.15

      
      When the Jews first formed such convictions, we cannot tell; the story of Moses dramatizes and conceals a prolonged period
         of growth and development. But, once formed, these beliefs were never abandoned. As Jewish writers of Roman times were still
         asserting – though their assertions contributed to the hostility which their people inspired in others – this Torah seemed
         to them immeasurably superior to anything the Greeks or Romans ever produced.
      

      
      Its original custodian, when the Ark (coffer) to contain it had been constructed on Mount Sinai, was later believed to be
         the first high priest, Moses’ own brother Aaron. His prominence, perhaps, was only magnified to that degree some eight or
         nine hundred years after these alleged events. But in Greek and Roman times much insistence was placed upon the Aaronic, high-priestly
         descent, and this caused embarrassment to successive regimes which could not lay a genealogical claim to its inheritance.
      

      
      Jewish tradition (though not the Bible itself) tells how Moses, when he died, was taken up to the sky in a cloud,16 thus joining the revered figures of the past who had likewise ascended to heaven. He had lived, it was believed, long enough
         to conduct the Israelites back as far as Transjordan, but not west of the river to the Promised Land itself. After his death
         this duty fell to Joshua – ‘God is salvation’, the same name as Jesus. The sagas attributed to his legendary personality stand
         for the militant thread in Jewish tradition: and his entry into the Holy Land, though presented as a ‘single act under God’s
         guidance’, depicts a historical process in which successive groups of Jewish migrants from Egypt filtered into the country
         and took, one by one, the more vulnerable cities – as other peoples, notably the non-Semitic Philistines who gave Palestine
         its name, were doing at this same troubled time.
      

      
      The next great figure, surely authentic, is Saul, who in the second half of the eleventh century  BC established himself as
         ruler over a substantial nucleus of territory in Israel. He assumed the title of king, a status which, almost apologetically,
         was admitted to be a borrowing from other nations.17 But perhaps the most influential of all the traditions associated with Saul was the story that one of the prophets of the
         time, Samuel, had anointed him:18 for the Hebrew word for the anointed one was ‘Messiah’, a term which echoed through all subsequent Jewish history, most of
         all during the period that will be considered in this book.
      

      
      Saul was succeeded by David, under whom the Jewish nation reached the peak of its political and military vigour, expanding
         into an empire which has remained in the minds of its militants ever since. David also founded the fortunes of the royal house
         of Judah (the southernmost of the twelve Israelite tribes, giving its name to the Roman Judaea). This family was revered as
         the keystone of Israel’s ideal continuity,19 and it was believed that the Messiah of the future would come from it: it was the house to which Christians claimed that
         Jesus belonged. Our accounts of the reign of David are relatively full, and represent the initiation, and at the same time
         the climax, of Hebrew historiography, of which one of the two main streams may date back almost to his own time. The principal
         historical events ascribed to David’s rule were the absorption of part of the coastal strip and the capture of Jerusalem from
         the warrior tribe of Jebusites who had been its previous occupants. Jerusalem was not a new city; an idealized figure, Melchizedek,
         who was priest and king and was later seen as a forerunner of Jesus, had ruled ‘Salem’ some eight centuries earlier. But henceforward, as David decided by a far-reaching and fateful act
         of statesmanship, this place was to be his capital – chosen because, situated on the border between the tribes of Judah and
         Benjamin (the names of two of Jacob’s sons), it had no close, partisan, association with these or any others of the twelve
         Israelite tribes. And there in Jerusalem, henceforward, dwelt not only the king but the hereditary high priests. In David’s
         time, it was said, there were two, descended from different branches of the family of Aaron; one of them, Zadok,20 still had his followers a millennium later.
      

      
      David’s son Solomon converted his father’s expanded Israel into a large and civilized and sophisticated state such as it has
         never been again until modern times. But the Jewish tradition, being kept alive by orthodox religious devotees, did not approve
         of his receptive cosmopolitanism, and out of all his many activities singled out only one for high praise: the construction
         of the First Temple at Jerusalem, which housed the Ark of the Law and became the revered centre of the Jewish religion.
      

      
      After Solomon, the kingdom split into two. The ten northernmost Israelite tribes established a new dynasty, the house of Ephraim,
         to form the kingdom of Israel, which before long established its capital at Samaria, a new royal city in the middle of the
         land of that name. On the other hand the two southern tribes of Judah and Benjamin remained under the house of David as the
         kingdom of Judah, with its capital at Jerusalem. Though both these little states were harassed by successive great powers,
         Israel survived for over two hundred years and Judah for well over three hundred. Yet their only feature which imposed itself
         permanently upon subsequent tradition was the rise of the prophets. These were outspoken religious and social reformers who,
         for all their devotion to the Torah, separated themselves from the ritual functions of the priests and turned to wider aspects
         of the national life. By a phenomenon characteristic of Jewish history at many periods, these men of religion were by no means
         afraid to criticize their contemporary monarch, whoever he might be, judging his conduct according to the single yardstick
         of what they believed to be God’s will. As the prophets saw it, there was a tripartite agreement between God, his people and
         the ruler – who might well forfeit the throne if he breached his part of the contract. So the prophets possessed the power
         to topple dynasties. Nathan had spoken out against David, and Elijah attacked the immoralities of the ninth-century sovereigns of the northern kingdom of Israel. The pronouncements of their glorious successors
         – Amos, Hosea, the two Isaiahs, Jeremiah, Ezekiel – remained inextricably embedded in the memories of the Jews, who for many
         centuries continued to see every event that occurred in the light of what one prophet or another had said: so that the New
         Testament, for example, deliberately presents the career of Jesus as a mass of detailed fulfilments of what the prophets had
         forecast.
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    Biblical Israel and Judah

      
      The name of the prophets’ God, the God of Jews and Christians in all centuries to come, is known only from its four consonants,
         YHWH, in the consonantal Hebrew language. Although left unpronounced in later times, owing to a scriptural veto on uttering
         the name of the Lord,21 the name is usually believed to have been Yahweh (not Jehovah, which is a mistaken reconstruction by Christians); but it
         may also have been Yahu, or Jahoh.22 The monotheistic conception of this God of the Jews remained the guiding force in their history for all time, and the prophets
         played a huge part in securing its universal acceptance among the people. Indeed, in reading the books attributed to them,
         it is sometimes difficult to remember that matters had ever been otherwise. Yet even they themselves were ready to admit that,
         in their time, other gods beside him were still worshipped in Palestine, as they were in Greece and later in Rome. ‘For you,’
         says Jeremiah to the kingdom of Judah (and the same could have been said to the kingdom of Israel), ‘have as many gods as
         you have towns.’23 Gradually, however – perhaps not completely until after the end of the prophetic age – it became established that the Jews
         could have only one God. The idea was not new, for attempts to enforce a similar conception had occurred in Egypt and Babylonia
         as early as the second millennium  BC. In Israel and Judah – to some extent under the influence of those countries – the doctrine
         probably came to the fore in the eighth century. By enlarging Yahweh’s rule so that it extended over the entire people, the
         prophets emphasized that the poor and oppressed were not excluded from his care. And unlike the gods of Greece and Rome (of
         which the traditional foundation date was at about this same epoch) he was not a detached, immovable being, not a distant
         first cause, but an ever-present help. The world-process of Jewish history did not run in classical cycles of vain eternal
         recurrence, but instead, in the words of Isaiah,
      

      
         The Lord of Hosts has prepared his plan:

      
      Who shall frustrate it?

      
      His is the hand stretched out, and who shall

      turn it back?24

    

      
      It was a decisive moment, though we cannot pinpoint it in time, when certain Jews began to believe that Yahweh was the God
         not only of their own people – a familiar enough notion – but of all other peoples as well. And this was a somewhat surprising
         conception in states as politically insignificant as those of Palestine. In great countries like Egypt and Mesopotamia, it
         had been easy to regard the gods of less powerful peoples as inferior imitations, and then to ignore them altogether. But
         when people in diminutive Israel and Judah chose to take the same view, this indicated a remarkable amount of faith and assurance.
         After that, it was only a further step to the conclusion that there could be no real Golden Age, no final establishment of
         God’s will, until all men had been converted to a belief in this one, universal God. And that was how people interpreted,
         as time went on, his declaration to Abraham that ‘all the families on earth will pray to be blessed as you are blessed’.
      

      
      Yet this conception implied, indeed indicated, that pending such a fulfilment all other peoples were misguided and benighted.
         This sentiment contributed greatly to the hostility encountered by the ancient Jews, particularly in the classical times which
         are the subject of this book; and in return Rufus Learsi, for example, still views the Greek and Roman religions in as sinister
         a light as any modern aberration. ‘The basic historical fact,’ he declares, ‘is still the struggle in the human heart and
         in human society between the holy and righteous God of Abraham, Moses and Isaiah, and the idols of paganism. And they are
         essentially the same, those idol broods, whether they disport themselves elegantly on Mount Olympus or practise their savage
         lusts in the forests of Germany.’ However this may be, Learsi’s subsequent conclusion is indubitably correct: ‘It was those
         spiritual possessions which, in the words of the well-known benediction, have “kept us alive, and preserved us, and enabled
         us to reach this season”. ‘25

      
      Above all, it was the great achievement of the prophets to endow this monotheism with an ethical, moral quality. There is
         One God: he is good: because of his Covenant he requires his worshippers to be good also. The rudiments of this idea had appeared
         in earlier forms of the Jewish faith: the prophets brought out its implications, and made them explicit.
      

      
      And so their names reverberated down the centuries, and were never out of the minds of later Jews in all the crises of the Greco-Roman age, whenever they felt themselves confronted with tyrannical
         or blasphemous demands. The earliest prophets seemed to have been something more than human. After Elijah had died, he ‘was
         carried up in the whirlwind to heaven’,26 heralding (like Enoch and Moses) the miraculous deaths attributed to later holy men and Messiahs, and encouraging the belief
         that he himself would later descend upon the earth once again.27 His disciple from the Sea of Galilee, Elisha, by instructing Naaman, the commander of the Syrian army, to bathe in Jordan
         to cure his leprosy, was setting a precedent for John the Baptist.
      

      
      But the sagas about Elisha display a savage intolerance which the eighth-century sheep farmer and prophet Amos, who came to
         Israel from Tekoa in Judah, discarded and superseded. His were the first prophetic pronouncements to be recorded in writing
         – within a generation or two after his own lifetime – and they already show awareness that Yahweh is interested in Philistines
         and other foreigners.28 Hosea, likewise active in the north, strikes a keynote of the Jewish faith by condemning the worship of images,29 an attitude which later remained incomprehensible to numerous Greeks and Romans, who could not understand this imageless
         faith. But Hosea went further than Amos in stressing God’s love and mercy, a doctrine subsequently enlarged upon by Jesus.
         Isaiah, who played a prominent part in eighth-century Judah, gave advice in the face of a growing Assyrian danger, but above
         all envisaged a future ideal ruler who would inaugurate a regime of justice and gentleness for Jews and Gentiles alike.30 Though he did not call him the Messiah, certain of his words suggesting such a conception31 were later interpreted by Christians as a prediction of Jesus.
      

      
      In Isaiah’s lifetime, Israel was annexed by Sargon II of Assyria (722–721  BC). He also removed 27,290 of its more prosperous
         inhabitants, thus launching the Jews upon their historic Dispersion (Diaspora) to other countries. These ‘Ten Lost Tribes’
         were swallowed up in the Assyrian empire and disappeared without a trace, though legends of their survival, and hopes of their
         eventual miraculous restoration, have always persisted. The Jews who remained in Israel also fell into oblivion, and were
         merged with new immigrants, so that in later centuries the racial and religious status of the Samaritans remained a subject
         of embittered dispute.
      

      
      Meanwhile Judah precariously held on. Its king Hezekiah escaped the Assyrian Sennacherib (701) by the payment of tribute and by a reputed miracle.32 As the Assyrians were replaced as dominant power by Babylon (in what is now central Iraq), the anxious monarchs of Judah
         turned to the prophet Jeremiah for advice. He lived to witness their downfall, for in 597–586  BC Jerusalem succumbed to the
         Babylonian king Nebuchadrezzar (Nebuchadnezzar) II. Traditionally known as the prophet of disaster, Jeremiah, throughout his
         career, had to face the dilemma which has so often confronted theologians, and the Jews most of all:
      

      
      
         Why do the wicked prosper,

         And traitors live at ease?

         Thou hast planted them, and their roots strike deep,

         They grow up and bear fruit.33

      

      
      But he drew what consolation he could from the assurance of a future New Covenant which God, through the Jews, would ultimately
         establish, after all peoples had been converted to his worship.
      

      
      Meanwhile Judah had come to the end of its existence as a nation. Its capital and Temple were destroyed, and many thousands
         of its inhabitants were taken off to Babylonia. These were events which never disappeared from the national consciousness,
         and returned sharply to its surface when later conquerors, such as the Romans, revived their memory. To Jeremiah, once again,
         are ascribed the sombre Lamentations which, in characteristic prophetic fashion, blame the catastrophe not on the enemy but on the manifold failures of her people
         to honour God’s Covenant: ‘Jerusalem had sinned greatly, and so she was treated like a filthy rag … Uncleanness clung to her
         skirts.’34 And so for Palestinian Jewry the Dispersion, which from now onwards was such a leading feature of the nation’s history, always
         remained the galut, exile, captivity: a curse, inflicted by God on a sinful people; just as the Fire of London was ascribed to gluttony, and
         the Messina earthquake to immorality.
      

      
      Yet meanwhile Judaism lived on in its places of exile; and there were others besides Assyria and Babylonia. For in addition
         to the deportations to those countries, the stormy period preceding the ultimate destruction of Judah witnessed migrations
         to Egypt, where a Temple at Elephantine (Yeb), a fortress garrisoned by Jews, accommodated Yahweh as well as four other deities.
         There are also possible traces of fifth-century settlement in Asia Minor, notably at Sardis (Sart) in Lydia;35 and certainly before long this region, too, became a centre of the Dispersion.
      

      
      The Jewish settlers in these countries did not assimilate very extensively with the native populations, which therefore regarded
         them as separate, a conclusion that they themselves were happy to accept: and so anti-Semitism soon began to rear its head,
         and the Jewish problem had begun. Nevertheless, their continued existence in surroundings divorced from any Hebrew political
         entity or cult centre brought about permanent changes in their own ways of thinking and their institutions. Since the Temple
         was far away and no more, the Jews in Babylonia established new meeting places, the forerunners of the synagogues. Yet it
         was towards Jerusalem and its vanished Temple that their eyes were turned. ‘By the rivers of Babylon,’ cried the Psalmist,
         ‘we sat down and wept when we remembered Zion … If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither away.’36 And when Israel was reasserting its national life in 1948, the same words were to be seen chalked up on the sides of lorries.
         This preservation by the exiled Jews of their national and religious habits, amended by geographical circumstances but still
         intact, is one of the strangest phenomena in history. For although they came to grasp the full significance of the words of
         their prophets, that even a Temple was not indispensable, they never lost their roots in their own distant land.
      

      
      The first priest-prophet of the new order was Ezekiel, who had been one of the earliest group of deportees to Babylonia in
         598–597. If the Book of Ezekiel goes back to his day, as is not improbable, he took the lead in pointing out, with specific
         reference to the recent disaster, that worldly power is less important than spiritual. And the same book strikes a significant
         note for the future by rejecting the concept of collective guilt and retribution: each individual, the writer asserts, is
         responsible for his own actions.37 But the reason why the Book of Ezekiel was pored over more than any other work in later Greek and Roman times was because
         it prophesied a future end of the world in which, after dire destruction, a prince of the house of David would humble the
         Gentiles and bring salvation to Israel.38

      
      Then, in the middle of the sixth century  BC, there appeared one of the greatest of all Jewish prophets and writers, the man
         who wrote chapters 40–55 of the Book of Isaiah: since we do not know his name, he can only be called the Second Isaiah (Deutero-Isaiah). Writing, perhaps, in Babylonia,
         he profoundly and stirringly proclaimed the imminent return of the exiles to a restored Jerusalem, under the guidance of Yahweh, the one and only God. The missionary
         ideal is strongly proclaimed, even from Captivity, and many modern dreams of universal peace go back to this prophet of comfort
         and hope. The inspiring splendours of his message inured the Jews to the idea that the whole nation must endure untold hardships
         for its beliefs. Moreover, the same prophet, with even greater effects on future Jewish thoughts and actions – most of all
         in Greek and Roman times – envisages a Suffering Servant, who is chosen by God to preside over the universal salvation, and
         who, despite the mystery in which his figure is shrouded, seems to stand both for the personified community and for an individual
         who will bring its mission to fulfilment. And this may also be the period of the finalization of the Second Book of Samuel (the kingmaker of Israel five centuries earlier), in which God prophesies to David that he will establish the throne of a
         future monarch of his house for ever, ‘and your kingdom shall stand for all time in my sight’.39 This was the seedbed for future hopes of a Messiah destined to arise from the family of David.
      

      
      Soon afterwards, the Persians (Achaemenids) violently displaced the Babylonians as the imperial power controlling the middle
         east, and their monarch Cyrus I the Great repatriated fifty thousand Jews, of the families that had been exiled from Judah,
         to Jerusalem and the surrounding area. Many more were left behind in Babylonia, but it was always a Jewish doctrine that the
         community could be narrowed down to a part, which would suffice to continue the nation’s inheritance. This was a moment of
         triumph, for, in the words of David Ben Gurion (1957), ‘the ingathering of the exiles is the beginning of the realization
         of the Messianic vision’. But the immediate practical and spiritual result of the return from exile was the reconstruction
         of the Temple, initiated by Zerubbabel of David’s royal house and completed in 515  BC. The Second Temple had a life of 585
         years (in the course of which there was a further rebuilding by Herod the Great) before its obliteration by the Romans. Despite
         the poverty of its construction and its architectural inferiority to its Solomonian model, it was an achievement of which
         the Jews never ceased to be proud.
      

      
      But its building was accompanied by an intentionally divisive measure. This was a period of new national consciousness, when
         the term ‘Jew’ first came into use, meaning a descendant of Judah and his tribe. It was at this juncture, when the new Temple
         was being planned, that the Samaritans asked to join in the enterprise. Zerubbabel and his colleagues, however, seeing Jewry as a matter of racial as well as religious unity (a matter of permanent controversy
         thereafter), were so insistent upon ethnic purity and the prohibition of intermarriage that they felt unable to comply. In
         consequence, the Samaritans’ offer of help was rejected. ‘The House’, the Jewish leaders declared, ‘which we are building
         for our God is no concern of yours.’40 Thus the tiny country of Israel was split irrevocably and permanently into two hostile halves. The Samaritans, for their
         part, retreated into their own interpretation of the Jewish faith, in which the only books they accepted as inspired were
         the Pentateuch and the Book of Joshua, relying with literal, puritanical Fundamentalism upon their own distinctive idea of eventual salvation, which had no use
         for a Messiah of the House of David. Excluded from Jerusalem, they built their own shrine (now or somewhat later) on Mount
         Gerizim, where about one hundred and fifty of their survivors, living on the western fringes of the town of Nablus (Neapolis,
         the ancient Shechem), still follow the same doctrines today.41 But in ancient times the Samaritans were abundant, and the division, whether theologically inevitable or not, was destined
         to weaken the resistance of Israel to successive external enemies.
      

      
      Nevertheless, the new Jerusalem community was a notable experiment. It was based on the idea of the People of God ruling themselves
         without an earthly monarch; the term ‘theocracy’ was later coined to describe the conception.42 For the high priest, advised by a Council of Elders (the forerunner of the later Sanhedrin), was God’s viceregent upon earth
         – a formula looked back upon longingly by Jewish leaders in subsequent Roman times. Zechariah, a prophet who did much to forward
         the reconstruction of the Temple, saw both a Davidic prince and a high priest of Aaron’s stock as future anointed ones (Messiahs) – a doctrine of which a good deal more would be heard later
         on. But meanwhile another prophet, Malachi, in the middle of the fifth century  BC, had to battle against discouragements that
         threatened to overcome the infant community. While castigating the shortcomings of his fellow Jews, Malachi struck a memorable
         universal note: ‘Have we not all one father? Did not one God create us?’43 For this was a time of rapidly developing attitudes. The revival of Jerusalem seemed conclusive proof of the prophetic view
         that history was working out the purpose of God; and so the written biblical versions of history, which were greatly advanced
         at this epoch, decisively reflect the same view – and it continued to prevail throughout the periods that will be discussed
         in this book. The Jews always continued to explain the present according to a carefully interpreted past: time was seen to move
         in a straight line, with ups and downs but with a clearly perceptible direction, leading to God’s ultimate deliverance of
         Israel and, through Israel, of the world.
      

      
      The new Temple was the focus for the whole movement, and it was now that every male Jew from the age of twenty, wherever he
         might be, began to be expected to make an annual contribution to its upkeep.44 In the fifth century  BC the community of Jerusalem was greatly strengthened by new and important arrivals from Babylonia,
         led by Nehemiah and Ezra; and in later times these halcyon days of the Persian monarchs, who sponsored this revival, were
         looked back upon as a golden age – especially at times when a Persian empire had arisen once again.
      

      
      Ezra and his colleagues consolidated the religious and legal code of the small community, setting monotheism on a firmer basis
         than ever before, laying the foundations for the later development of Judaism as a creed and way of life, and giving the Jews
         the courage to fight the apparently hopeless battles of the future. ‘Greater is Torah,’ it was still declared in Roman times,
         ‘than the priesthood, and than the kingdom’,45 and the reason why this doctrine prevailed was largely because Ezra had so emphatically proclaimed it to be the law. Interpretation
         and instruction were no longer monopolized by priests. And these tasks were now urgently necessary: for whereas almost all
         of the Old Testament had been written in Hebrew, the common spoken tongue was now another Semitic language, Aramaic, related
         to both Hebrew and Phoenician, and less closely to Arabic (it is still spoken in the mountains of Lebanon and Anti-Lebanon
         today). Hebrew never died, and was to revive, but its employment had now become limited, for the most part, to literary, legal
         and liturgical purposes. Yet the men who henceforward acted as the expounders of its holy books were the forerunners of the
         rabbis with whom the future of Judaism lay.
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      Liberation from the Greeks: the Maccabees

      
      
      Our literary knowledge of Israel from 400 BC until the time when the Romans first began to impinge upon its history is sparse, and archaeology does not give much help
         either. Only isolated pieces of information emerge. For example, we learn that the Dispersion was swelled in the middle of
         the fourth century BC when a Persian monarch, Artaxerxes III (358–338), settled Jews in Hyrcania beside the Caspian – the origin of the name of
         later Jewish kings called Hyrcanus. This may also be the epoch of the Book of Jonah (perhaps identifiable with a prophet of some four centuries earlier), whose swallowing up by a monstrous fish, and emergence
         after three days and three nights, became a favourite symbol of deliverance and of Jesus’ resurrection. The writer of Jonah, an unknown Jew in Assyria, is unique in the Old Testament for the completeness of his freedom from particularist bias. God
         shows mercy even to Assyrian Nineveh, when it repents, for he is the God of all nations. And so the book became a missionary
         appeal encouraging Jews to spread their religion throughout the pagan world.
      

      
      When Alexander the Great of Macedonia overwhelmed the Persian (Achaemenid) empire (332), Israel lost one overlord and gained
         another, and the words of Genesis seemed fulfilled: ‘May God extend the bounds of Japheth [Noah’s son who was the legendary founder of the northern peoples]:
         let him dwell in the tents of Shem [the ancestor of the Semites].’1 For the first time the Jews had felt the impact of the European continent which was to dominate world history for more than two millennia. As Alexander passed through Palestine
         on his way to annex Egypt, there were stories of his kind treatment of the Jews, some of whom were allowed to settle on Egyptian
         territory; and there were also gratifying tales of his hostility towards the Samaritans.
      

      
      When he died (323), the gigantic empire which he had established from the Adriatic to the Indus split up into the kingdoms
         of three principal dynasties of Macedonian (that is to say partly Greek) race, and wholly Greek culture: the Antigonids in
         Macedonia, the Seleucids based on Syria and Mesopotamia, and the Ptolemies in Egypt. Each of these kingdoms extended its tentacles
         as far afield as it could, the Antigonids into Greece, the Seleucids into parts of Asia Minor and Persia and the Ptolemies
         into other Asiatic territories. Among these Ptolemaic territories was not only Phoenicia (the modern Lebanon) but Israel;
         and it remained under Ptolemaic rule for more than a century.
      

      
      The capital of the Ptolemies was at Alexander’s new foundation, Alexandria, and this rapidly became one of the most important
         centres of Jewish settlement in the world. Ptolemy I introduced many Jews and Samaritans to the city, where they occupied
         a quarter of their own behind the palace (not a ghetto, but the result of voluntary settlement); and they inhabited other
         parts of the city as well. The place made a strong appeal to Jewish immigrants, partly because of Egypt’s association with
         the origins of their faith, but especially in view of the favourable conditions offered them by the Ptolemies. These privileges
         included a largely autonomous Jewish civic organization – not possessing Alexandrian citizenship, but existing alongside the
         Greek citizen-community of the city, and above the native Egyptian community. Jews were ruled by their own Council of Elders,
         headed (from an unknown date during the period) by a community president or ethnarch. The earliest synagogue for which we
         have evidence (anywhere in the world) was at Schedia, fourteen miles from Alexandria (c. 225  BC).2 The services in this and other synagogues were often conducted in Greek, which soon superseded Aramaic as the ordinary language
         of the local Jewish community.
      

      
      In Jerusalem the Council of Elders that had existed since the time of Nehemiah and Ezra was maintained by the Ptolemies’ governors,
         perhaps under the presidency of the high priest. The Council was granted the power to enforce the Torah and keep foreign cults
         out of the country, and even to a limited extent to conduct external relations. Under this loose Ptolemaic suzerainty the country enjoyed an economic efflorescence (concealed by Jewish sources). After the
         middle of the third century  BC, the most notable figures in this revival were the Tobiads – the family of Tobias, a Transjordanian
         chieftain’s descendant who advised the high priest and rose to a high position in the Ptolemaic hierarchy in Israel (c. 230).
      

      
      The Tobiads displayed leanings towards the Greek way of life: and indeed this was now available to many Jews. For example,
         the Ptolemies commenced the foundation of a ring of non-Jewish, Greco-Macedonian cities round the fringe of the Jewish homeland
         itself, particularly on the Mediterranean coast and in Transjordan, and this policy of urbanization brought the influences
         of Greek culture to bear upon the nucleus of Israel itself.3 Hellenism and Judaism had begun their prolonged confrontation, which forms part of the millennial tension between the Greek
         and Syrian cultures, and is one of the principal themes of this book. Moreover, if the Jews were becoming familiar with Greek
         ideas, a few Greeks were also by now becoming at least dimly acquainted with Jewish institutions. The historian Hecataeus
         of Abdera in Thrace (c. 300  BC) (or someone else using his name) wrote about the Jews, either as a separate work or as part of a history of Egypt.
         He indicated that their way of living, which had been initiated (despite subsequent modifications) by Moses, was devoted to
         seclusion from human kind and hatred of non-Jews.4 He also compared the training of their young men to the discipline of Sparta. A certain tendency was also arising to see
         the Jews as philosophers, or to study them from a philosophical viewpoint. Thus Clearchus of Soli in Cyprus (d. c. 250  BC) reported a belief on the part of his master Aristotle that the ancestors of the Jewish race had been Indian philosophers,
         though he suggested an alternative descent from Persian holy men (magi).5

      
      But this was also the period of the first known anti-Jewish literature, with its vast and fatefully influential future history.
         Manetho, the Egyptian high priest at Heliopolis (On), dedicated to King Ptolemy II Philadelphus (d. 246  BC) a history of Egypt
         wherein he reacted strongly against the Jewish account of the Exodus, which caused such offence to Egyptian pride. Far from
         leaving Egypt triumphantly under God’s guidance, as the Jews themselves asserted, Manetho declared that, after ruling the
         country brutally for thirteen years, tradition declared that they had been expelled from it, owing to their infection with
         leprosy and other illnesses.
      

      
      Not long afterwards, the Alexandrian Jews (probably not Palestinians, as was alleged) were producing the Greek translation
         of the Old Testament known (because of its legendary seventy-two verbally inspired translators) as the Septuagint.6 In addition to translations from the Hebrew scriptures (which had now practically assumed their present form) or from Aramaic
         versions, the Septuagint included the books later described by Protestants as the Apocrypha, comprising certain writings composed
         in Greek and others translated from lost Semitic originals. Composed at various times from the third century BC onwards (not all at once under Ptolemy II, as the legend suggested), the Septuagint laid down the language, concepts and
         general background which made it possible to create a Jewish literature in Greek, thus making Judaism much more accessible
         to the philosophical and mystical beliefs of the pagans. For the first time in history the Bible had moved beyond the closed
         circle of the people of Israel.
      

      
      The Jewish philosopher Philo asserted that the Septuagint was intended to convince the Greeks. But it exercised little missionary
         effect on them, and they would have found it hard and puzzling to read. The almost complete absence of references to the work
         in Greek and Latin writings7 is a striking illustration of the gulf that was fixed between pagans and Jews – even in Alexandria, where so many of them
         lived together. For the Alexandrian Jews themselves, on the other hand, the Septuagint became their Bible; and it remained
         the greatest monument of Greek Judaism until, centuries later, this form of the Jewish faith failed to maintain itself as
         a rival to the Palestinian and Babylonian rabbis.
      

      
      From about 275 BC the favourable situation of Ptolemaic Palestine came to an end, and for the next century it became a tramping ground disputed
         between the Ptolemies and their Seleucid neighbours and enemies in Syria. In these struggles, the Ptolemies relied on the
         warlike Idumaeans as mercenary troops. However, after various changes of fortune, the Seleucid monarch AntiochusIIIthe Great
         decisively defeated the Ptolemaic army at Panion (Banyas) on Israel’s northern border, and the country passed into Seleucid
         hands (200  BC).
      

      
      When this occurred, the Council of Elders was permitted to keep its position, and at first a broad degree of self-determination
         was maintained. But taxation soon became heavier, the land-tax amounting to as much as one third of the crop. Moreover, in
         the days of Seleucus IV (187–175  BC), the Temple treasury at Jerusalem was plundered, or nearly plundered,8 by a Seleucid representative. This is the point at which, indirectly, we first encounter Rome. For the reason why Seleucus
         IV was obliged to have recourse to these severe measures was in order to raise the heavy tribute imposed by the Romans upon
       his father Antiochus III, defeated heavily by them in a series of battles (191–190) which deprived the Seleucids of their
         position as a Mediterranean power.
      

      
      It had taken the Romans a long time to reach the position in which they could dictate to one of the great kingdoms of the
         east, thus casting their shadow as far as Israel. Three hundred years earlier, their territories around Rome had been no larger
         than Israel itself. But before the end of the fourth century BC they had become the dominant power throughout the greater part of Italy, and before 200, by their conquest of Carthage (north
         African offshoot of Israel’s Phoenician neighbour Tyre), they had gained control of the entire western Mediterranean area.
         During this Second Punic War against Carthage they became increasingly concerned with the affairs of the eastern Mediterranean
         also. The Antigonids were the first to suffer defeat at their hands; and it was almost immediately afterwards that the Seleucid
       Antiochus III, after crossing over aggressively into Europe, paid the penalty at the hands of the Romans.
      

      
      His defeat was one of a number of factors which swelled the Jewish Dispersion. This further expansion of the Jews had already
         gained increasing momentum under the Seleucids. It was probably at about this time that their great foundation Antioch in
         Syria (now Antakya, in south-eastern Turkey) began to become a leading and favoured Jewish centre,9 and AntiochusIIIappears to have settled two thousand Jewish families in the western regions of central Asia Minor (Lydia,
         Phrygia). Now, after his defeat, it is possible, though not certain, that Jewish prisoners of war were brought to Rome, to
         become the founding fathers of its large Jewish community. And it was because of the same defeat and the indemnities which
         it incurred that the Jewish homeland itself encountered severe financial pressure from his son Seleucus IV.
      

      
      Inside Israel, the clash between Judaism and Hellenism had continued to develop. There was, by now, a keen difference of opinion
         between the Jews who believed in the complete rejection of Greek influence and those who felt that some infusion of it was
         essential if Jewry was not to fall behind the modern world. In the former category was Joshua ben Sira (Jesus the son of Sirach), the conservative author of the Wisdom of Jesus, or Ecclesiasticus, a moving meditation upon the eternity of the Torah. On the other side were those who declared: ‘Let us enter upon a covenant
         with the Gentiles round about, because disaster after disaster has overtaken us since we segregated ourselves from them.’10 This latter trend became particularly prominent after the accession of Antiochus IV Epiphanes (175–163), from whom the Hellenizers
         in Jerusalem obtained permission to build a gymnasium in the Greek fashion. This was a crucial issue, because orthodox Jews
         disliked nakedness, and Greeks found circumcision distasteful: so that young Jews eager to participate in athletic contests
         were sometimes prepared to have themselves operated upon to abolish this mark of their national identity, a proceeding which
         deeply offended Jewish religious opinion.
      

      
      In an attempt to seize Egypt, Antiochus IV was rudely rebuffed by the Romans. He then turned his attention towards the Parthians,
         the Iranian power which during the previous century had established itself in Mesopotamia and Persia. If he was to proceed
         in that direction, however, a well disciplined Palestine in his rear was indispensable. This was a theme which will be constantly
         encountered in centuries to come: one of the vital aspects of Israel’s role was its strategic importance in wars between the
         powers occupying Syria and Mesopotamia. Antiochus IV decided, therefore, that he must control Palestine closely. His way of
         doing so was to support the Hellenizers, because he believed in Hellenism as a universal instrument of rule and civilization.
         As for the Jews, he saw no reason why they should wish, or be allowed, to escape from the beneficent sway of these Hellenizing
         influences.
      

      
      Meanwhile the Jews, as so often during their history in these Greco-Roman times, were so disunited among themselves that the
         path of intervention from outside was all too easy. At this particular juncture, moderate and extreme Hellenists were at odds
         with one another, and there was a background of economic discontent. These divisions gave Antiochus IV a classic opportunity,
         and he sent one of his generals to Jerusalem. The walls were razed, the treasury seized and a fortified citadel was built
         to house a permanent garrison. Moreover, the observance of the Sabbath and the rite of circumcision were banned, and a statue
         of Olympian Zeus was set up in the Holy of Holies of the Temple (168). Antiochus IV may have been misled, by his experience
         of the Dispersion’s less exacting forms of Judaism, to accept assurances from rich Hellenizing leaders at Jerusalem – and of anti-Jewish Greek cities round about – that his ‘reforms’ could be enforced.
         But, if so, the advice he received was wrong, and his imprudent desecration echoed down the centuries. The Book of Daniel described it as the ‘Abomination of Desolation’, or abomination which appals; and many a dirge bewailed the horror.11 Antiochus IV issued edicts of the same repressive character in every town throughout Palestine; and it was not even a consolation
         that the Samaritans too were compelled to dedicate their shrine on Mount Gerizim to Olympian Zeus.12 The savage persecutions by which, according to Jewish tradition, all these decrees were enforced created a great exaltation
         of religious martyrdom, as a vicarious suffering for Israel. This concept was to dominate Jewish (and then Christian) minds
         for many generations, and most notably in Roman times when it often rose to the state of a mass psychosis. ‘I, like my brothers,’
         one of the martyrs was alleged to have cried to Antiochus IV, ‘surrender my body and my life for the laws of our fathers.
         I appeal to God to shew mercy speedily to his people, and by whips and scourges to bring you to admit that he alone is God!’13

      
      Under the impact of this passion for martyrdom, there now broke out the Maccabaean revolt, a rebellion which, although it
         struck too secular a note to find much place in rabbinical writings, exercised an undying effect upon the national consciousness
         of the Jews. For it was hailed not only as the movement which saved their monotheism from imminent destruction, but as the
         first occasion on which a people had risen up in arms to defend its religious freedom and conscience – and a classic example
         of a patriotic struggle which succeeded against all the apparent odds. Moreover, the rising was a popular movement, with class
         overtones based on the support of the lower urban population. The name of the Maccabee house, which took the lead, may mean
         ‘hammerers’; and they were also called Hasmonaeans, perhaps after an ancestor Hasmon: or the word may mean ‘princes’. Their
         family was not of the leading nobility, but belonged to a priestly clan named Joarib, though not to the house of Aaron which
         would have enabled them to claim the Davidic high priesthood.
      

      
      The outbreak began partly as a civil war between Jews when the aged Hasmonaean priest Mattathias, at his birthplace Modein
         (El-Medieh), not only refused to take the first pagan sacrifice but slew an apostate Jew who was willing to step into the
         breach. Having thus raised the standard of revolt, Mattathias took to the mountains with his five sons, and many rallied to their side. Mattathias
         enjoyed a very special position in the hearts of contemporary and later Jews because he seemed the arch-hero of resistance
         movements, the prototype of ruthless zeal, like the legendary high priest Phineas of Moses’ time who, in defence of monotheism,
         had seized his spear, attacked an Israelite cohabiting with a foreign woman and pinned them together in death.14

      
      When Mattathias died (166), he was succeeded by his son Judas (Yehudah) Maccabaeus, one of the great military heroes on whom
         subsequent Jewish nationalists looked back with admiration. Judas retook and reconsecrated the Temple (165–164), an occasion
         commemorated ever since by the Festival of the Dedication (Hanukkah). Seleucid persecution was brought to an end, but not
         yet Seleucid rule, and not the hostility of the Greek cities of the Levant. As a counterweight, therefore, Judas Maccabaeus
         made a treaty with the Romans (c. 161  BC), whom he knew to be ever anxious to weaken Seleucid power. This significant act, which seemed prudent but was perhaps,
         like all appeals to the Romans, short-sighted, may provide one of the reasons why Judas Maccabaeus, for all his heroic triumphs,
         is never mentioned in the Hebrew Mishnah. The Roman version of the treaty, which should not be dismissed as wholly fictitious
         but was a declaration of friendship rather than a formal alliance, is recorded by the unknown author of the First Book of the Maccabees (surviving in a Greek translation) as follows:
      

OEBPS/images/9781780222813.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_logo.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P027.jpg





OEBPS/images/Phoenix_logo.jpg





