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How to use this book

This book has been a number of years in the making, and stems from our desire to provide a book which can provide the basis of an introductory course on the New Testament (NT) Gospels and Acts for first- or second-year students in a university, theological college or seminary; a companion volume is available on the NT Letters and the book of Revelation. Typically, we have in mind a one-term or one-semester course which is a mixture of lecture input and seminar-based discussion, and both of us have taught such courses in India, Oxford, Bedford, Nottingham, Bristol and London. This section aims to help you, whether a teacher or a student, to get the most from our book.

This book is also intended for use by those reading and studying outside a college setting, whether as part of a distance-learning course or simply because you want to learn about the NT. There are various ways of approaching this book. You may like to work from beginning to end, or to dip into particular sections. Some will like to get into the NT text quickly, and if so we suggest that you may like to begin either


•with Chapter 9 on Mark’s Gospel and then go on to Chapters 1 and 2 on the historical and Jewish contexts of the Gospels and Acts; or

•with Chapters 1 and 2 on contexts before going on to Chapter 9 on Mark.

Either way, you will then be well placed to read other parts of the book. Sections B ‘Approaching the Gospels’ and C ‘Understanding Jesus’ can be read independently of each other, although the chapters within each section are designed to be read in sequence (B: Chs 3 to 5; C: Chs 6 to 8).



Our aims and objectives

We are particularly concerned to get students reading and engaging with the Gospels and Acts for themselves, rather than simply learning at second hand what these books say or merely absorbing a lot of interesting theories about them. So in our chapters we have endeavoured to provide enough references to the Gospels and Acts, and other pertinent ancient literature, so that students can read the texts alongside our discussion. We have also built into each chapter four sorts of further study for students to pursue, many of which we have used ourselves in the classroom.

What do you think? boxes provide questions and issues that we estimate will take 30-60 minutes for a typical student, and might then be used as the basis of a brief class discussion, perhaps in small groups if the class is too large to discuss all together.

Digging deeper boxes offer a piece of research which will take 2–3 hours of private study, and which could form the basis of a one-hour seminar class led by the teacher or by some of the students. Having two or three students lead such a discussion, in our experience, enables the student leaders to engage with the topic at greater depth, since they must set the agenda for the seminar, and also enables students to debate views with each other in a way that facilitates learning. Sometimes we have suggested how a seminar hour might be structured to handle the topic.

In the second edition of this book we introduced boxes called Focus on theology. These boxes are varied in content and include summaries of key theological emphases of an NT book or section, reflection on the wider theological interpretation of a theme or topic, consideration of implications for faith and life today based on the NT material being studied, or questions to provoke readers to engage in this kind of reflection. These are designed both to model how the NT can be read theologically, and to encourage our readers to do their own theological reading of the NT (see pp. 128, 229, 253, 278, 297, 321).

Essay topics at the end of each chapter or section provide ideas on topics to research at more depth, which are to be presented in written form. They are intended to be about 2,500-3,000 words in length, although a number could be longer (or a little shorter if the course being taught required that). Some are identified as ‘Introductory’, and are intended for first-year students, and some as ‘Intermediate’, which are intended for second years.

In each case, there are too many for a student to do all of them, and the teacher will need to select those which best fit the particular aims and objectives of the course being taught, or to guide students in their choice of which to pursue. And we hope that our suggestions will stimulate teachers to add their own good ideas!

Further reading lists at the end of each chapter or section provide a basis for the research on the essay topics, as well as for further study in greater depth on particular issues within each section of the book, and we have chosen books which are generally available in European and North American college and university libraries. Within each chapter we have referred to books by the ‘author and date’ system (e.g. Wright 1996), and full publication details can be found in the ‘Further reading’ sections. Where a book has a British and an American edition, we have endeavoured to provide place of publication and publisher for both editions.

Because many students studying the Gospels and Acts are Christians, as we ourselves are, and will therefore want to ask about the relevance of their studies to living as Christians today, we have provided occasional sections called Some issues for today which sketch some of our thoughts in the light of our studies. These are designed to be jumping-off points and models to encourage students (and teachers) to make their own connections between then and now.

Structure of the book

The book falls into five sections: first, we set out the key contexts, historical and religious, within which the lives of Jesus and the early churches need to be seen. Here, we focus on the Jewish contexts; the companion volume on the NT Letters and Revelation will set the Graeco-Roman context, which is more relevant to those NT books.

Second, we outline methods of study used in approaching the Gospels, including the question of the kind of literature that they are, their origins and how to interpret the Gospels today.

Third, we focus on the main figure of the Gospels, Jesus himself. After surveying scholarly study of Jesus over the last 150 years or so and highlighting key issues, we outline what can be known of the life of Jesus from historical study, and then look at the major points of his teaching and his aims.

Fourth, we study each of the Gospels in turn, beginning with Mark. We start here because Mark is the shortest and is usually held to be the first; this allows our chapters on Matthew and Luke to focus on the distinctive contributions of these Gospels. The chapter on John is rather longer because John ‘stands apart’ from the others in his style and presentation of Jesus. Each chapter looks at the contents, structure, major themes and emphases of each Gospel, with a brief consideration of who wrote each book and when.

Finally, we study Acts, the continuation of the story into the life of the earliest Christians, again considering its contents, organization, major themes and emphases, as well as discussing modern debates about Acts, including its authorship and date.

A glossary at the end provides references to the main places in our book where key technical terms and words are introduced and explained, particularly in boxes within the chapters.

Who wrote what?

We have planned this book together (and also with Stephen Travis, Ian Paul and Howard Marshall, who have written the companion volume on the NT letters and Revelation), and both of us have read and commented on the other’s drafts of chapters and sections. So while we share responsibility for the whole book, the following chapters/sections were the particular responsibility of each of us:

David Wenham: Chs 1, ‘What about other Gospels?’ (part of 3), 5 (except pp. 93–119), 6, 7, 10 and 12.

Steve Walton: Chs 2, 3 (except for ‘What about other Gospels?’), 4, ‘Tools for interpreting the Gospels’ and ‘An approach to exegesis of the Gospels’ (part of 5), 8, 9, 11 and 13.
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Generally, we have used the abbreviations in Billie Jean Collins, Bob Buller and John F. Kutsko, eds. The SBL Handbook of Style for Ancient Near Eastern, Biblical and Early Christian Studies. 2nd ed. Atlanta: SBL, 2014, ch. 8.. We list below the main abbreviations used.




	ABD
	David N. Freedman, ed. Anchor Bible Dictionary (6 vols). New York: Doubleday, 1992.



	AJT
	American Journal of Theology



	Ag. Ap.
	Josephus, Against Apion




	
Ant.
	Josephus, Antiquities



	DJG2
	Joel B. Green, Jeannine K. Brown and Nicholas Perrin, eds. Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels, revised ed. Nottingham/ Downers Grove: IVP, 2012.



	DLNTD
	Ralph P. Martin and Peter H. Davids, eds., Dictionary of the Later New Testament and its Developments. Leicester/ Downers Grove: IVP, 1997.



	DNTB
	Craig A. Evans and Stanley E. Porter, eds., Dictionary of New Testament Background. Leicester/Downers Grove: IVP, 2000.



	DPL
	Gerald F Hawthorne, Ralph P. Martin and Daniel G. Reid, eds., Dictionary of Paul and his Letters. Leicester/Downers Grove: IVP, 1993.



	DPL2
	Scot McKnight, Lynn H. Cohick and Nijay K. Gupta, eds. Dictionary of Paul and his Letters. 2nd ed. Downers Grove, IL: IVP, 2022.



	Hist. eccl.
	Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History




	JW
	Josephus, Jewish War




	LCL
	Loeb Classical Library



	Life
	Josephus, The Life of Flavius Josephus




	LXX
	Septuagint



	NDBT
	T. Desmond Alexander and Brian S. Rosner, eds., New Dictionary of Biblical Theology. Leicester/Downers Grove: IVP, 2000.



	NIV
	New International Version



	NRSV
	New Revised Standard Version



	RSV
	Revised Standard Version



	ZNW
	Zeitschrift für die neutestamentliche Wissenschaft





A note on Josephus references

The works of Josephus have two widely used reference systems, one found in Whiston’s translation (dividing his works into books, chapters and verses) and the other found in the Loeb Classical Library edition (dividing his works simply into books and verses). We have normally used the Loeb edition for our quotations, but we have given both types of reference when we have referred to Josephus, so that you should be able to find the reference whichever edition you use.

A note on further reading

A number of standard reference books can be recommended for following up most of the topics covered in this book. As a first step students are encouraged to look up the relevant articles on the NT documents in dictionaries such as ABD, DJG2 and DLNTD (see Abbreviations above). On certain topics, DNTB and NDBT will be useful.

The amount of modern literature on the Gospels and Acts is enormous. This applies especially to commentaries, where there is no way that we can list all the useful works on any of the NT books. What we have done is to mention those works that we happen to have found personally helpful without implying that those that we haven’t mentioned are somehow inferior. In order to avoid repetition of the same comments it may be helpful here to list a number of commentary series and offer a brief characterization of each. ‘Exegetical’ and ‘exegesis’ refer to trying to understand what the text would have meant to its original readers; ‘expository’ and ‘exposition’ refer to trying to explain the significance that the text might have for readers today.

The descriptions below begin with the abbreviation for each series used in the rest of this book. More specialized, technical works and works that require a knowledge of Greek are marked with an asterisk both here and in the bibliographies.




	AB
	
Anchor Bible Ongoing series of full commentaries using Greek in transliteration, generally providing detailed notes followed by explanatory discussion of each passage. Earlier volumes in the series were of unequal quality; more recent ones are very good but some tend to excessive length.



	ACCS
	
Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture Valuable collections of verse-by-verse comment from the early Christian fathers, making their readings of biblical books more easily accessible.



	ANTC
	
Abingdon NT Commentary Intended to provide ‘compact critical commentaries’ catering to the needs of students and preachers.



	*BECNT
	
Baker Exegetical Commentary on the NT Detailed commentaries working with the Greek, but generally accessible for those who do not have Greek.



	BNTC
	
Black’s NT Commentaries Middle-length, non-technical exegesis of high quality (this series is known in North America as Harpers NT Commentaries).



	BST
	
The Bible Speaks Today Expository commentaries with varying amounts of detail; useful for preachers.



	CCSS
	
Catholic Commentary on Sacred Scripture Concise commentaries in the Catholic tradition, with some modern application.



	EBC
	
The Expositor’s Bible Commentary Multi-volume series on the whole



	
	Bible now in a thoroughly revised second edition.



	EC
	
Epworth Commentaries Short commentaries that have some concern for modern application.



	*ECC
	
Eerdmans Critical Commentary New series offering detailed exegesis based on the Greek text.



	HCNT
	
Hellenistic Commentary to the New Testament Annotated collection of about 1,000 parallels from the ancient (mainly Graeco-Roman) world to NT texts, illustrating similarities and differences.



	*Herm
	
Hermeneia Detailed technical commentaries on the Greek text.



	*ICC
	
International Critical Commentary Full-scale treatments of the Greek text. Older, nineteenth- and twentieth-century volumes are now being replaced by fresh volumes.



	Int
	
Interpretation Middle-length commentaries specifically designed to be helpful to preachers.



	IVPNTC
	
InterVarsity Press New Testament Commentaries Similar to BST in bringing out the contemporary relevance of the text, but with a greater emphasis on the basic exegesis.



	LCL
	Loeb Classical Library



	NAC
	
New American Commentary Multi-volume series, aiming to be exegetical and expository; largely from a conservative and Baptist background.



	NBBC
	
New Beacon Bible Commentary Multi-volume series in the



	
	Wesleyan/Nazarene tradition with sections on ‘Behind the Text’, ‘In the Text’ and ‘From the Text’.



	NCB
	
New Century Bible Very similar to BNTC but generally less detailed.



	NCBC
	
New Cambridge Bible Commentary Short commentaries using insights of rhetorical, narrative and socio-scientific criticism.



	NCCS
	
New Covenant Commentary Series A lively series of shorter commentaries written by a diverse set of international authors, and with an eye to relevance to today’s church around the world.



	NIB
	
The New Interpreter’s Bible Vols. VIII-XII cover the NT with full-scale treatments providing ‘overviews’ and both ‘commentary’ (exegesis) and ‘reflections’ (help for preachers).



	NIBC
	
New International Biblical Commentary Entrance-level commentaries, some of which are more useful for out-and-out beginners while others contain good material for students.



	NIC
	
New International Commentary Middle-length exegesis with technicalities relegated to footnotes. Weaker, earlier volumes now replaced by first-class recent volumes.



	*NIGTC
	
New International Greek Testament Commentary Detailed commentaries on the Greek text; less technical than ICC.



	NIVAC
	NIV Application Commentary



	
	Offering a combination of exegesis and application linked together by a ‘bridge’ between then and now.



	NTL
	
New Testament Library Good on cultural context and theological exposition.



	Paideia
	
Paideia Commentaries on the NT Reader-friendly series attending to authors’ rhetorical strategies and theological significance for today.



	PNTC
	
Pillar NT Commentary Careful blend of exegesis and exposition.



	RCS
	
Reformation Commentary on Scripture, NT series Helpful compilations of comments from Reformation era writers on a biblical book, providing easy access to this valuable material.



	SGBC
	
Story of God Bible Commentary Leading scholars explain the text and debated issues, and then reflect on the text’s implications for today’s church and world.



	SP
	
Sacra Pagina Insightful commentaries by scholars from the Catholic tradition.



	THNTC
	
Two Horizons NT Commentary Interpretations in relation to concerns of systematic theology.



	TNTC
	
Tyndale New Testament Commentaries Introductory-level commentaries providing the essential exegetical help.



	WBBC
	
Wiley Blackwell Bible Commentaries A series focused on the reception and impact of the biblical book throughout history, each entitled ...through the Centuries.



	*WBC
	
Word Biblical Commentary Detailed commentaries using Greek quite widely; less technical than ICC.



	*ZECNT
	
Zondervan Exegetical Commentary on the NT A helpful and accessible mid-level series, engaging with the Greek but not highly technical.





Several one-volume commentaries cover the whole Bible or the NT:

John Barton and John Muddiman, eds. The Oxford Bible Commentary. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001.

James D. G. Dunn and John W. Rogerson, eds. Eerdmans Commentary on the Bible. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003. (This and the previous title are two very similar works that attempt to express the state of biblical scholarship at the beginning of the new millennium.)

Greg K. Beale and Don A. Carson, eds. Commentary on the New Testament Use of the Old Testament. Grand Rapids: Baker Academic/ Nottingham: Apollos, 2007. (Very detailed, at times technical, treatment of the quotations from, allusions to and echoes of the OT in the NT.)

Don A. Carson et al., eds. The New Bible Commentary: 21st Century Edition. Leicester/ Downers Grove: IVP, 1994. (Introductory level with more emphasis on explanation of the text than the Eerdmans and Oxford counterparts; unlike them does not include Apocrypha.)

Online resources

We have put together a website <http://exploringthenewtestament.co.uk> which provides material to supplement this book and its companion on the letters and Revelation. There we provide relevant photographs, copies of our diagrams, useful ancient texts and sources, links to helpful and reliable web resources, and much else. All of these resources are easily downloadable, and can be used by teachers (and students) in sets of slides or handouts. The website is organised by the chapters of the two Exploring the New Testament books, and is also searchable by topic. If you come across resources which it would be helpful to add to the website, please email us at info@exploringthenewtestament.co.uk.


Section A

SETTING THE SCENE


1

The historical context of Jesus and the New Testament


This chapter:

•describes the historical sources that we can draw on;

•outlines the history of the ‘intertestamental period’ (i.e. the period between the OT and NT) until the Roman takeover of Palestine in 63 BC, and then to the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70, drawing attention to particular significant events;

•does the same for the Roman period until the fall of Jerusalem in AD 70;

•highlights some of the key ingredients in Jesus’ context.



From the Persian period to the Jewish War

Stained-glass windows are often beautiful, and express a deep piety. But the picture of Jesus and the early Christians which they portray is usually as remote from historical reality as it is from the contemporary reality of the modern observer or worshipper.

To understand the NT we need to transport ourselves into the world of first-century Palestine, and to see Jesus in his historical, social and religious context. In that context he becomes a credible flesh-and-blood person, not a romantic religious icon.

Sources of information

How do we know about Jesus’ context? What sources of information have we?

Old and New Testaments

The Old and New Testaments are hugely informative – the NT directly since it comprises writings of the earliest Christian movement, and the OT indirectly, since it was the basis of the Jews’ understanding of themselves, their history and their religion.

Jewish sources

There is a substantial body of Jewish literature deriving from the so-called ‘second temple’ period (approximately 538 BC to AD 70). Solomon’s temple was the first, the ‘second’ was that built in the period of Ezra and Nehemiah, as described in the OT, and then restored by Herod the Great. Historically, most important are:

The books of Maccabees

These four books were written over a period of years (from about 100 BC onwards) by a number of different authors, and describe the period when the ‘Maccabees’ were Israel’s leading family, i.e. from 167 BC. The first book is the most valuable historically, and describes, from a very pro-Jewish, pro-Maccabean viewpoint, the catastrophic events that took place in and after 167 BC (notably the setting up of the ‘abomination of desolation’) and the heroic Jewish response to these events. (See further below.)

The writings of Josephus

Josephus, who lived from AD 37 to about AD 100, is easily our most important source of information about the times of Jesus.

He was a well-educated Jew who lived in Palestine until the Jewish War of AD 66–70. In the war he was a commander on the Jewish side, but then went over to the Romans, and thereafter lived in Rome.


What do you think?

JOSEPHUS ON JESUS

Antiquities 18:63-64 (=18.3.3) reads: ‘About this time there lived Jesus, a wise man, if indeed one ought to call him a man. For he was one who wrought surprising feats and was a teacher of such people as accept the truth gladly. He won over many Jews and many of the Greeks. He was the Messiah. When Pilate, upon hearing him accused by men of the highest standing amongst us, had condemned him to be crucified, those who had in the first place come to love him did not give up their affection for him. On the third day he appeared to them restored to life, for the other prophets of God had prophesied these and countless other marvellous things about him. And the tribe of the Christians, so called after him, has still to this day not disappeared.’

What do you think might be original Josephus, and what is more likely Christian scribe?



He wrote various books (partly to explain and defend himself), most notably a history of the Jewish War, and then also a history of the Jewish people, the Antiquities. Both are invaluable sources of information about Palestine in the NT period.

Exactly what he said about Jesus himself is uncertain, since his writings were preserved for us by Christian scribes who seem to have ‘Christianized’ his account of Jesus – in order, no doubt, to improve its accuracy, from their point of view.

The changes made by the scribes were probably minor, but the result is that we cannot be certain what exactly Josephus wrote about Jesus. However, this does not seriously diminish the enormous value of Josephus’ description of the NT period.

The Dead Sea Scrolls

Probably the most famous archaeological discovery of the twentieth century was the finding of scrolls in caves by the Dead Sea in 1947. The story of their discovery (by a shepherd boy looking for a lost sheep and throwing stones – which then fell into the caves that had been undisturbed since the first century), and then of their dissemination and publication is an intriguing one. The scrolls were found in 11 caves, some well-preserved, some very fragmentary; they include copies of OT books, commentaries on OT books (called ‘pesharim’ by scholars, from a Hebrew word ‘pesher’ meaning interpretation), and other documents relating to the community whose library they were. These documents include books of hymns/psalms, instructions for the community’s life (e.g. on what to do if assemblies!), books on the future and on the hidden purposes of God.


SOME IMPORTANT DEAD SEA SCROLLS

The scrolls are identified with a number relating to the cave they were found in, e.g. 4Q means cave 4 at Qumran, and then a letter or number identifying the scroll in question. Thus 4QpHab means the pesher (or commentary) on the OT book of Habakkuk found in cave 4 at Qumran.

Other important scrolls include:

1QS – the Community Rule, from cave 1, which gives instructions for the life of the Qumran community;

1QH – the Hymn Scroll, a community hymnbook;

1QM – the War Scroll, instructions for the future war of the ‘sons of light’ versus the ‘sons of darkness’.



The books are not histories, but are still of considerable interest to the historian (a) because of some historical allusions, (b) because they emanate from a first-century Palestinian Jewish group (most usually identified with the ‘Essenes’), and (c) because it is possible that the early Christian movement had something to do with this group – John the Baptist is sometimes thought to have been at Qumran.

Other Jewish sources

Other Jewish sources that throw some light on the NT period include:

•the so-called Apocrypha – books not in the Hebrew Bible, but in the Greek translation of the OT, the Septuagint (commonly referred to as the LXX) and in the Roman Catholic OT. In the Apocrypha are the books of Maccabees (see above), and others such as Ecclesiasticus or the Wisdom of Ben Sira (written about 180 BC) and the Wisdom of Solomon (first century BC).

•the Pseudepigrapha – other writings such as 1 Enoch, some of them ascribed to sages of the past, including various ‘apocalyptic’ writings, containing heavenly visions of various sorts.

•the writings of the Jewish philosopher and politician Philo who came from Alexandria in Egypt and lived in the first century AD.

•the sayings of the Rabbis, recorded in the Mishnah (compiled about AD 200) and Talmud (about AD 400).

•the Targums, being Aramaic translations and paraphrases of the OT, which were probably current orally in the NT period but which were written down much later.

Greek and Roman historians

Palestine at the time of Jesus was part of the Roman empire, and for centuries before had been directly or indirectly controlled by the big empires that dominated what we would call the Mediterranean and the Middle East. For this reason the writings of the Greek and Roman historians (notably Polybius c.200–120 BC, Diodorus c.90–30 BC, Tacitus c.AD 56–120 and Suetonius c.AD 75–150) are important, even if they say little (or nothing) about the Christian movement itself. Tacitus refers to the Christian movement when he discusses the great fire of Rome in AD 64, the Christians (Ann. XV.38–44). Suetonius has a reference to the Jewish community in Rome being expelled from the city by the emperor Claudius, because they had been ‘rioting at the instigation of Chrestus’ (Claudius 25.4); this is plausibly taken to refer to troubles within the Jewish community over the activities of enthusiastic followers of Jesus Christus in the capital city.


JOHN THE BAPTIST AND THE QUMRAN COMMUNITY

The Qumran community was a priest-led community. Luke tells us that John the Baptist was son of a priest (Luke 1–2):

•Qumran was in the desert near where the river Jordan enters the Dead Sea. Luke tells us that John ‘was in the desert’ until the start of his ministry when he baptized in the river Jordan (Luke 1:80).

•The Qumran community saw themselves as fulfilling prophecy, including Isa. 40:3, on preparing the Lord’s way in the desert (1QS 8:14). The NT applies this text to John (e.g. Mark 1:3).

•The Qumran community was a pious protest movement against the religious hierarchy, who emphasized ritual washing and also the work of the ‘spirit of holiness’ (1QS 3). John called people out, denounced false religion and baptized people, speaking of a future baptism with the ‘Holy Spirit’.

•The Qumran community were conscious of living in the last days and were looking forward to the coming of one or more Messiah. John announced the coming of God’s kingdom and of one greater than he.



Before the Romans

The OT story ends in the Persian period, with the Jews returning from exile in Babylon (modern Iraq) to Palestine, their promised land. The return to their homeland (with all its historical and religious significance) was very important for the Jewish people. But it was far from being a straightforward return to former glory.


•Relatively few did actually return. Many remained in Babylonia; others had dispersed to other countries such as Egypt.

•The rebuilding was slow and, when eventually the temple in Jerusalem was rebuilt, it was a shadow of its former self. The wealth of Solomon was not available for the rebuilding, and there was opposition from other people in the area.

•The returning Jews were still subject to the Persians and did not have a substantial army with which to defend themselves, so were vulnerable to opposition from others and to the whims of their Persian masters (see the books of Ezra and Nehemiah).



Some of the local opposition came from people in the neighbouring region of Samaria, who seem to have been a hotch-potch of nationalities and religions. Although they professed some sort of allegiance to the God of Israel, the Jews were suspicious of their motives and hostile towards their offers of collaboration (Ezra 4). They regarded them as half-pagans at best. This cold-shouldering of the Samaritans is presumably one of the factors that led the Samaritans to build their own temple on Mount Gerizim, probably sometime in the fourth century BC. Inevitably this alternative temple in the promised land infuriated the Jews, and, although a lot happened between these events and the NT period, this is one of the roots of the Jew-Samaritan tensions that are evident in the NT.

The Persian period is important not just because it brought Jews back to Palestine, but also because it was a time when the Jews were struggling to maintain their own religious and social identity in a context of political powerlessness and economic weakness. For the pious it was important to maintain the traditional law of Moses, to keep themselves pure (from people like the Samaritans) and to uphold the sanctity of the temple (from people like the Samaritans!). Not that everyone felt this way. The temptation was to give up and to assimilate into the surrounding culture, and there is evidence that a significant number of Jews went a long way in that direction. Even among those who didn’t, there may have been more assimilation of ideas than they would have liked to admit. Thus the greater prominence of angels and demons in the NT by comparison with the OT may have something to do with Persian religious influence.

The Greeks

Philip, king of Macedonia in northern Greece, formed a united kingdom of Greece. He was succeeded by his son Alexander in 336 BC, who had been educated in part by the famous philosopher Aristotle. He proceeded to conquer the known world in a brilliant campaign that took him across the Persian empire to Egypt in the south and India in the east. He created probably the largest empire the world had ever known within about ten years, only to die prematurely in 323 BC.

Although his empire did not last, his vision of spreading Greek culture was remarkably realized. He founded Greek cities, such as Alexandria in Egypt, and in the time of Jesus Greek was the international language of the day (rather like English is today). Ordinary people across the Roman empire, including in Palestine, could speak it. In the NT period there were synagogues where the worship was in Greek, and one of the early tensions in the Christian community was between Aramaic-speaking Christians and Greek-speakers. But Greek was generally a positive thing for the early Christians, facilitating mission across the Roman empire.

A power struggle followed Alexander’s death, and his huge empire was divided – Palestine was first ruled by the Ptolemies of Egypt. There was a lot of traffic between Palestine and Egypt, with many Jews settling there, so that the great city of Alexandria had a large Jewish minority. But then control of Palestine passed to the Seleucids, whose capital was in Syrian Antioch.

The Ptolemies, like the Persians, had followed a rather lenient, hands-off approach towards the Jews, allowing them religious freedom and considerable autonomy. But this policy began to give way under the Seleucids, who were themselves under some pressure from the Romans who had imposed punitive financial reparations on them after a military defeat.
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The Maccabees versus the Seleucid Empire

Things came to a head with the Seleucid ruler, Antiochus 4, who ruled from 175 to 163 BC, and who took the name ‘Epiphanes’. The name means something like ‘manifestation’, and represented a claim to be a divine manifestation. He was motivated by enthusiasm for hellenizing the world (i.e. spreading Greek culture and religion), and by the need to raise funds. This led him to interfere in the religious affairs of the Jews, notably over the appointment of the high priest in Jerusalem. The high priesthood was the highest and most sacred position that a Jew could hold, and Antiochus twice intervened to put in men who would support him financially and support his Hellenizing. His first appointment, Jason, built a gymnasium near the temple in Jerusalem, where Greek games could be held – something very alien to Jewish culture – and his second, Menelaus, was not even from the proper high priestly family.

Such meddling by the arrogant superpower was resented, and sparked off a series of events, which eventually led to Antiochus attacking Jerusalem, killing many of his opponents and looting the temple. He went on to attempt forcibly to impose Hellenistic culture and religion on the city. He prohibited the observance of the Jewish law, including the circumcision of baby boys, and, most offensively of all, rededicated the temple to Olympian Zeus, erecting a pagan altar. This ‘desolating sacrilege’ remained in place from 167 until 164 BC.

His attempts to annihilate Judaism failed, thanks to the heroic resistance of the people, led and inspired by one particular priestly family, the Hasmoneans. Mattathias refused to offer a pagan sacrifice in his village of Modein, and then called people to flee to the mountains: ‘Let everyone who is zealous for the law and supports the covenant come out with me!’ (1 Macc. 2:27). A courageous guerrilla campaign ensued, under the leadership of his sons. The first and most famous of these was Judas (whose nickname Maccabeus – ‘hammer’ – became attached to the whole family of the ‘Maccabees’). He led a series of daring attacks on the Seleucid forces, which resulted eventually in their tactical withdrawal and to the rededication of the temple by the Jews in 164 BC, something that has been celebrated by Jews ever since in the Feast of Dedication (‘Hanukkah’ in Hebrew; referred to in John 10:22).

It is hard to over-emphasize the importance of these events for the NT. The actions of Antiochus came to epitomize for the Jews the ultimate disaster, and in the centuries that followed there was continual anxiety about the possible repetition of the horrific events. This fear is reflected in Jesus’ use of the idea of ‘the desolating sacrilege’ when referring to future disaster coming on Jerusalem in Mark 13:14, and in Paul’s references to ‘the man of lawlessness’ setting himself up in the temple in 2 Thess. 2. The actions of the Maccabees and those with them became the epitome of religious courage and faithfulness in the face of powerful paganism. Their zeal was the inspiration of numerous freedom fighters and so-called ‘zealots’ in Jesus’ lifetime.

The Hasmonean Dynasty

The victory of Judas was famous, but not the end of the story, and in the years that followed there were many ups and downs, with the Seleucids continuing to exert a controlling influence on affairs in Jerusalem to a greater or lesser extent. Judas himself was killed, as were his brothers Jonathan and Simon who succeeded him in turn. But a family dynasty had been established, and the Hasmonean family continued to rule until 63 BC, when Judea became a part of the Roman empire.

The Hasmonean period was up and down in all sorts of ways. Politically and militarily there were successes, as when Simon achieved freedom from Seleucid taxation for Judea, and also when Hyrcanus 1 (son of Simon) conquered Samaria, Idumea and part of Galilee, forcing their residents to accept Judaism and circumcision. Josephus describes the attack on Samaria as a prolonged and brutal affair, which included the destruction of the Samaritans’ temple in 128 BC. It is easy to see how this would have left deep wounds in the mind of the Samaritans in the time of Jesus. There were also moments of humiliation, notably in 63 BC when a family feud led to an invitation to the Romans, under the leadership of Pompey, to intervene.


What do you think?

THE DESOLATING SACRILEGE

1 Macc. 1:41–61:


Then the king wrote to his whole kingdom that all should be one people, and that all should give up their particular customs. All the Gentiles accepted the command of the king. Many even from Israel gladly adopted his religion; they sacrificed to idols and profaned the Sabbath. And the king sent letters by messengers to Jerusalem and the cities of Judah; he directed them to follow customs strange to the land, to forbid burnt offerings and sacrifices and drink offerings in the sanctuary, to profane Sabbaths and festivals, to defile the sanctuary and the priests, to build altars and sacred precincts and shrines for idols, to sacrifice swine and other unclean animals, and to leave their sons uncircumcised. They were to make themselves abominable by everything unclean and profane, so that they would forget the law and change all the ordinances. He added: ‘And whoever does not obey the command of the king shall die.’

In such words he wrote to his whole kingdom. He appointed inspectors over all the people and commanded the towns of Judah to offer sacrifice, town by town. Many of the people, every one who forsook the law, joined them, and they did evil in the land; they drove Israel into hiding in every place of refuge they had.

Now on the fifteenth day of Chislev, in the one hundred and forty-fifth year, they erected a desolating sacrilege on the altar of burnt offering. They also built altars in the surrounding towns of Judah, and offered incense at the doors of the houses and in the streets. The books of the law which they found they tore to pieces and burned with fire … On the twenty-fifth day of the month they offered sacrifice on the altar which was on the top of the altar of burnt offering. According to the decree, they put to death the women who had their children circumcised, and their families and those who circumcised them; and they hung the infants from their mothers’ necks.

But many in Israel stood firm and were resolved in their hearts not to eat unclean food. They chose to die rather than to be defiled by food or to profane the holy covenant; and they did die. Very great wrath came upon Israel.



What was offensive in the actions of Antiochus? What differing attitudes were evident among the Jews? Why?




KEY DATES

From the OT to the Roman takeover

BC




	538
	Release of Jews from exile under Cyrus the Persian.



	336
	Alexander the Great becomes king of Macedonia in northern Greece.



	323
	Death of Alexander leads to the division of his great empire: Ptolemy founds the Ptolemaic empire in Egypt with capital Alexandria.



	312
	Seleucus founds Seleucid empire with capital Antioch in Syria.



	198
	Palestine, which until now was part of the Ptolemaic empire, is taken over by the Seleucids after battle at Paneion.



	190
	Seleucid king, Antiochus 3, is seriously defeated by Romans at Lydia and forced to make large payments to Rome.



	167
	Antiochus 4 sets up pagan altar, ‘the desolating sacrilege’, in Jerusalem temple and tries to eradicate Jewish religion.



	164
	Temple rededicated after successful campaign by Judas Maccabeus, from the Hasmonean family.



	160
	Judas killed, and his brother Jonathan takes over.



	152
	Jonathan accepts position of high priest, though not himself from Zadokite high-priestly family.



	143
	Jonathan killed and succeeded by his brother Simon, who soon achieves freedom from taxation for Judea.



	134
	Simon assassinated; succeeded by his son Hyrcanus 1.



	128
	Hyrcanus’s forces destroy Samaritan temple on Mount Gerizim.



	104
	Aristobulus 1 succeeds his father Hyrcanus; conquers Galilee.



	103
	Aristobulus dies suddenly, and is succeeded by his brother Alexander Janneus, who greatly expands territory, and takes title king of Judea.



	76
	Alexander dies, and is succeeded by his wife Alexandra, who favours the Pharisees (whom her husband had oppressed).



	63
	Pompey and the Romans take over Jerusalem.







Theologically it was also a period of ups and downs. In the original successful campaign against the Seleucids, Judas and his brothers were enthusiastically supported by pious Jews, including the so-called hasidim (pious ones), who may well have been the forerunners of later movements such as the Pharisees and the Essenes. But relations became very strained later, when the Hasmoneans took increasing powers to themselves. Thus Jonathan (who succeeded Judas) allowed himself to be regarded as high priest, and Aristobulus a generation later took the title of ‘king’. This establishment of a high-priestly and royal dynasty was unacceptable to strictly pious Jews – the Hasmoneans were not from the high priestly line nor from the family of David. Things reached rock bottom with Alexander Janneus (brother and successor of Aristobulus), who ruled from 103 to 76 BC. He was militarily successful, but more interested in power than piety, and he came into violent conflict with the Pharisees, among others. Josephus says that he crucified hundreds of Pharisees and killed in all over 50,000 of his opponents.

The situation was redeemed to some extent by Alexander’s wife, Alexandra, who succeeded him on his death, and favoured the Pharisees, but the relief was temporary, since it was the squabbling of her sons, Hyrcanus 2 and Aristobulus, that led to the Roman intervention and the end of the Hasmonean dynasty.


HASMONEAN LEADERS OF JUDEA 167–63 BC




	167
	Mattathias



	166
	Judas (son)



	160
	Jonathan (brother)



	143
	Simon (brother)



	134
	Hyrcanus 1 (son)



	104
	Aristobulus 1 (son)



	103
	Alexander Janneus (brother)



	76
	Alexandra (wife)



	67
	Hyrcanus 2 and Aristobulus 2 (sons)





(Relationship to predecessor in brackets)



The Romans

The republic of Rome had been growing increasingly powerful in the Mediterranean situation in Egypt. He was rewarded by being made governor of Judea and later by the granting of particular privileges in the Roman empire to the Jews (e.g. they were world for two centuries, and the first century BC saw its formidable armies under their powerful leaders (the most famous being Pompey, Julius Caesar, Anthony and Octavian, later called Augustus when he was emperor), taking over what had once been Alexander the Great’s empire – from Turkey, into Syria and to Egypt.

In 63 BC Pompey entered Jerusalem, including the Holy of Holies (the central shrine in the Jerusalem temple). This caused offence, but Pompey had no anti-Jewish agenda, and the immediate impact of the arrival of Rome was not huge, since Hyrcanus 2 – one of Alexandra’s squabbling sons – was given authority to rule in Jerusalem under the Romans.


KEY ROMAN HISTORIANS

Tacitus

AD 56–120 approx, an influential Roman, who wrote two major works on Roman history: the Annales, 18 volumes covering the period of AD 14–68, and the Historiae, covering the period AD 69–96. He describes the Christians as ‘a deadly sect’ (Ann. XV.44.2–8).

Suetonius

AD 75–150 approx, wrote ‘The Lives of Twelve Emperors’, starting with Caesar and ending with Domitian, i.e. the second half of the first century BC and most of the first century AD.



The impact was, however, considerable as time went on, since the Romans were now the power to reckon with, and everyone with aspirations to positions of political power and influence (which included the high priests) had to look to Rome.

The Herod family

The famous family to come to prominence under the Romans was that of Antipater, father of the man known to us as Herod the Great. Antipater was a cunning politician (apparently from an Idumean or Edomite family, the Idumeans having been conquered and forced to accept Judaism in the heyday of the Hasmoneans). He had supported Hyrcanus in his quarrel with his brother, and soon managed to ingratiate himself with the Romans, notably by giving military aid to the Roman leader Julius Caesar, when he was in a dangerous exempted from regular military service, and were allowed to meet for worship).

Neither Antipater nor Julius Caesar lasted long, both being assassinated. But Antipater’s younger son, Herod, in the face of considerable opposition, established himself in the favour of the Romans, and with their help fought his way into Jerusalem and into power. His ruthless campaign ended in 37 BC with a three-month siege of Jerusalem. From then on until his death in 4 BC, he was supreme in Jerusalem, king of all Judea, Samaria and Galilee.

Two characteristics are notable about Herod’s rule: first, his insecurity – political, to start with, and psychological. Having fought his way into power, he faced continuing opposition and uncertainty for the early years of his reign. He successfully played off different Roman leaders against each other, and ruthlessly put down internal opposition to his rule. Members of his own family, including his father-in-law and his wife Mariamme (of whom he was very fond, but who had Hasmonean blood in her), fell foul of his suspicions and were killed. In due course he became firmly established in power; but he continued to be nervous, and in the latter years of his life he was obsessed about possible threats to his position. Three of his own sons were executed, including his favourite Antipater, just days before Herod’s own death. Herod’s Palestine was a police state, living in fear. As for Herod’s family, the emperor Augustus may not actually have said, ‘It is better to be Herod’s pig than his son’, but he might appropriately have done so (Macrobius Saturnalia II iv 11). The account in Matthew’s Gospel of Herod’s murderous reaction to the announcement of the birth of a ‘king of the Jews’ (Matt. 2:2) is entirely in character.

A second more positive characteristic of Herod’s reign was his achievement as a builder. He built fortresses, palaces, temples and theatres. For example, by the Dead Sea there was Machaerus on the East coast, where John the Baptist was imprisoned and finally executed, and Masada, the magnificent hill-top fortress complex on the west side of the Dead Sea, where the Jews would so heroically resist the Romans in the war of AD 66–70. Herod built the port of Caesarea on the Mediterranean, providing a massive artificial harbour on a coast where there is hardly any natural harbour. This became the key entry/exit point to the country, through which almost everyone would have passed (including the apostle Paul following his arrest, Acts 23:33). Herod did great building work in Samaria, but most famous of all was his work in the Jerusalem area, where he built a whole variety of buildings, including a palace for himself, a theatre, an amphitheatre and a hippodrome, where crowds would come to watch sports and shows.

It was, however, his work on the Jerusalem temple that was most striking and is most important for NT studies. This was started around 19 BC. The work on the main part of the temple took about ten years to complete, but the whole work went on until AD 63 – just a few years before it was to be destroyed by the Romans in AD 70. Nehemiah’s temple was a modest affair, not in good repair when Herod came to power. He, however, transformed it into one of the wonders of the ancient world, employing a huge workforce – Josephus speaks of 18,000 being unemployed when the work finally stopped in AD 63. He extended the temple area so as to cover twice the area of the original temple built by Solomon (Herod’s temple was about 500 yards long, 325 yards wide); the central shrine was surrounded by courtyards, colonnades and other surrounding buildings, built and decorated magnificently, with gold and silver and ornamental gateways (see pp. 34–35).

The importance of the temple for a study of the NT is clear. The Jews had very mixed feelings about Herod: he was ruthless, and he taxed them heavily, as he needed to, to pay for his building work and his own lavish lifestyle. He was seen as an outsider (as an Idumean) and not as a proper Jew. Culturally he was more Greek than Jewish, as his building programme showed (it included building temples to the Roman imperial family), in the use of Greek as the court language and in his own lifestyle. However, despite everything, the temple, which he did so much for, was something that inspired admiration and devotion.


What do you think?

HEROD ANTIPAS’ EXECUTION OF JOHN THE BAPTIST

Compare the account in Mark 6:14–29 with that of Josephus Ant. 18:116–119 (=18.5.2):


To some of the Jews the destruction of Herod’s army seemed to be divine vengeance, and certainly a just vengeance, for his treatment of John, surnamed the Baptist. For Herod had put him to death, though he was a good man and had exhorted the Jews to lead righteous lives, to practise justice towards their fellows and piety towards God, and so doing to join in baptism. In his view this was a necessary preliminary if baptism was to be acceptable to God. They must not employ it to gain pardon for whatever sins they committed, but as a consecration of the body implying that the soul was already thoroughly cleansed by right behaviour. When others too joined the crowds about him, because they were aroused to the highest degree by his sermons, Herod became alarmed. Eloquence that had so great an effect on mankind might lead to some form of sedition, for it looked as if they would be guided by John in everything that they did. Herod decided therefore that it would be much better to strike first and be rid of him before his work led to an uprising, than to wait for an upheaval, get involved in a difficult situation and see his mistake. Though John, because of Herod’s suspicions, was brought to Machaerus, the stronghold that we have previously mentioned, and there put to death, yet the verdict of the Jews was that the destruction visited upon Herod’s army was a vindication of John, since God saw fit to inflict such a blow on Herod.



How do the accounts of Mark and Josephus differ? To what extent do they contradict or complement each other?
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Herod died in 4 BC, and in his will left his domain to the three of his sons in whom he still had confidence – he bequeathed Judea and Samaria (including the title ‘king of Judea’) to Archelaus; Galilee and Perea to Antipas; and parts of Northern Transjordan and Gaulinitis (the area of the Golan Heights) to Philip. All three sons headed off to Rome, to gain Roman support; Antipas pressed his claim over against that of Archelaus. A delegation of Jews also went asking that none of the Herodians be appointed king. However, the Roman emperor Augustus eventually confirmed the will, except that he declined to give Archelaus the title of ‘king’.

During the gap between the death of Herod and the establishment of his sons, there were various anti-Roman risings in Jerusalem, in Judea (led by a shepherd Athronges) and in Galilee (led by a man called Judas, who took over the Galilean town of Sepphoris). This revolt led the Roman governor of Syria to march into Palestine with his legions: he destroyed Sepphoris, a new town near Nazareth, and had 2,000 Jews in Jerusalem put to death by crucifixion.

Of the Herod sons, the two who are of most interest from a NT point of view are:


a.Archelaus His brutality and his interference in temple affairs (e.g. in deposing two high priests) made him a hated man and, in response to delegations from Judea and Samaria, he was removed from office by the Romans in AD 6 (Matt. 2:22). Direct Roman rule was then being imposed.

b.Herod Antipas He was a much more able ruler, who ruled in Galilee until AD 39. He followed his father as a builder, for example building a magnificent city, Tiberias, on the west shore of Lake Galilee. He was more sensitive to Jewish feelings and scruples than others in his family, though he upset the pious Jews by divorcing his wife and marrying Herodias, who had been married to a brother of his. He was denounced among others by John the Baptist, a popular prophet. Herod arrested John, and in due course executed him, at the instigation of Herodias.



Herodias eventually proved the downfall of her husband, when she, with her usual ambition, persuaded Antipas to ask the Romans for the honour and title of king. The Romans suspected his ambitions, and he was rewarded with being deposed from office and sent to exile in France.

Although Jesus’ ministry was mostly in Antipas’s Galilean territory, the Gospels only describe them meeting once, in Jerusalem after Jesus had been arrested (Luke 23:6–12). Herod had heard plenty about Jesus (e.g. Mark 6:14), but it may be that Jesus deliberately kept out of the way of the man who killed his friend and mentor John the Baptist (cf. Luke 13:31–33). Jesus is never described as visiting the big Greek towns of Sepphoris and Tiberias where Herod’s influence and rule will have been strongest. Jesus, then, was in Antipas’ territory when ministering in Galilee, though villages to the north like Bethsaida and Caesarea Philippi were in Philip’s territory. But when he visited Jerusalem he left Antipas’ jurisdiction.
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Judea and Samaria had been under the direct rule of the Romans, in the form of a Roman governor (a ‘prefect’ or ‘procurator’), since the time of Archelaus.

Although Archelaus had been much disliked, direct rule was not universally welcomed by the Jews, since it represented the extending of pagan rule over their land. In fact, when it was first introduced in AD 6, there was a major rebellion against a census conducted, for taxation purposes, by Quirinius, the Roman governor of Syria. The census was resented for both financial and theological reasons. The rebellion was led by a Judas from Galilee, but was swiftly crushed.


CAIAPHAS’ TOMB?

In 1990 the tomb of a wealthy family was found near Jerusalem, and it was identified as the tomb of the high-priestly family of Caiaphas. It contained ossuaries (stone boxes for the bones of the deceased), one of which was said to have the high priest’s full name ‘Joseph son of Caiaphas’ inscribed on it. There are some questions about the identification, though not about the existence of Caiaphas!



We need not delay to comment on the first three governors of Judea. The fourth was Valerius Gratus, who ruled from AD 15 to 26 and who seems to have been less conciliatory to the Jews than his predecessors. He kept deposing the high priest, until finally lighting on Joseph Caiaphas, who was high priest from AD 18 to 36.

Pontius Pilate

Easily the most famous Roman governor was Pontius Pilate, who was appointed in AD 26. He may have been a protégé of Sejanus, a very powerful figure in the Roman imperial court with anti-Jewish tendencies. Certainly he managed to offend the Jews soon after taking office. For example, breaking with earlier precedent, he ordered the Roman troops who were stationed in Jerusalem to carry their military standards into the city; the Jews were infuriated at what they saw as pagan images entering the holy city. The popular protests eventually forced Pilate to withdraw the order.


What do you think?

PILATE AND THE STANDARDS

Text of Josephus JW 2:169–77 (= 2.9.2–3):


Pilate being sent by Tiberius as procurator in Judea, introduced into Jerusalem by night and under cover, the effigies of Caesar which are called standards. This proceeding, when day broke, aroused immense excitement among the Jews; those on the spot were in consternation, considering their laws to have been trampled under foot, as those laws permit no image to be erected in the city; while the indignation of the townspeople stirred the country-folk, who flocked together in crowds. Hastening after Pilate to Caesarea, the Jews implored him to remove the standards from Jerusalem and to uphold the laws of their ancestors. When Pilate refused, they fell prostrate around his house and for five whole days and nights remained motionless in that position.

On the ensuing day Pilate took his seat on his tribunal in the great stadium and summoning the multitude, with the apparent intention of answering them, gave the arranged signal to his armed soldiers to surround the Jews. Finding themselves in a ring of troops, three deep, the Jews were struck dumb at this unexpected sight. Pilate, after threatening to cut them down, if they refused to admit Caesar’s images, signalled to the soldiers to draw their swords. Thereupon the Jews, as by concerted action, flung themselves in a body on the ground, extended their necks, and exclaimed that they were ready rather to die than to transgress the law. Overcome with astonishment at such intense religious zeal, Pilate gave order for the immediate removal of the standards from Jerusalem.



What do we learn from this passage about the Jewish context in which Pilate was governor? How does Pilate come over as a person?



In a rather similar incident Pilate upset people by trying to have some golden shields inscribed with his name and that of the emperor erected in Herod’s palace in Jerusalem. This time the Jews protested to the Roman emperor himself, who told Pilate to move them to Caesarea. Pilate also caused offence by raiding the temple treasury to help pay for an aqueduct into the city. This secular (even if admirable) use of sacred funds again led to protests and violence.

Pilate’s dealings with Jesus and the Jewish authorities, at the time of Jesus’ arrest, must be seen in the context of (a) Pilate’s previous record of poor relations with the Jews, which will have made his position vulnerable in all sorts of ways (e.g. to the threat of being denounced to Rome); and (b) the general resentment in Palestine against foreign rule, a resentment that burst into flame from time to time. The Gospels refer to ‘an insurrection’ at the time of Jesus, and to ‘bandits (or robbers)’ being crucified with Jesus, who could have been nationalist freedom fighters (Luke 23:25).


LEADERS/RULERS OF JUDEA IN THE ROMAN PERIOD

BC




	55
	Antipater (HF)



	40
	Herod the Great (HF)



	4
	Archelaus (HF)





AD




	6
	Coponius (gov)



	9
	Marcus Ambivius (gov)



	12
	Annius Rufus (gov)



	15
	Valerius Gratus (gov)



	26
	Pontius Pilate (gov)



	37
	Marullus (gov)



	41
	Herod Agrippa 1 (HF)



	44
	Fadus (gov)



	46
	Tiberius Alexander (gov)



	48
	Cumanus (gov)



	52
	Felix (gov)



	59
	Festus (gov)



	62
	Albinus (gov)



	64/65
	Florus (gov)





(HF = Herod family;

gov = Roman governor)




ROMAN LEADERS/EMPERORS

BC




	c.60
	Pompey, Julius Caesar, Crassus



	49
	Julius Caesar



	44
	Antony and Octavian (later Augustus)



	31
	Augustus (first emperor)





AD




	14
	Tiberius



	37
	Gaius Caligula



	41
	Claudius



	54
	Nero



	68
	Galba



	69
	Otho, Vitellius, Vespasian







Pilate’s governorship came to an end suddenly, following his mishandling of a religious uprising in Samaria. A self-styled prophet, perhaps Messiah, had attracted a crowd to Mount Gerizim. Pilate sent in his troops, who inflicted heavy bloodshed. The result was a strong protest to the senior Roman governor of the area – based in Syria – who ordered Pilate back to Rome. Pilate’s failure to manage the religious affairs of his subjects wisely was finally his downfall.

After Pilate

Pilate’s immediate successor, Marullus (AD 37–41), presided over a crisis of the first order in AD 39, when the megalomaniac Roman emperor, Gaius Caligula, took offence at the Jews and ordered his statue to be set up in the Jerusalem temple itself. This looked like being another ‘desolating sacrilege’. The Jews were in uproar, and furious efforts were made to stop the order being carried out (including by Agrippa, one of the Herod family, who was a friend of Gaius). The thing that decisively saved the day was the death in Rome of Gaius by assassination.

Marullus was succeeded by Agrippa, the last of the Herods to have power in Jerusalem. He ruled from AD 41 to 44, and was popular with the Jews, living rather piously and also, according to the NT, taking action against the unpopular Christians (Acts 12:1–2).

The following period of rule by Roman governors was turbulent. Fadus (AD 44–46) put down and beheaded a prophet called Theudas, who promised to lead people dry-foot through the Jordan to conquer the promised land. Tiberius Alexander (AD 46–48) crucified two sons of Judas the Galilean, presumably for nationalist violence. His governorship was marked by a particularly severe period of famine. Cumanus (AD 48–52) presided over various troubles, including an incident in Jerusalem when a soldier offended Jewish sensitivities, leading to a disturbance in which, according to Josephus, 20,000 people were killed. There were also major tensions between Jews and Samaritans. The governorship of Felix (AD 52–60) saw more unrest in Palestine, with groups of revolutionaries or ‘zealots’ (such as the ‘sicarii’ who specialized in assassination) and religious prophets (including a Jew from Egypt) being active and gaining support. Felix was ruthless in response (Tacitus Hist. 5:9). He was followed in office by Festus (AD 59–62), Albinus (AD 62–64/5) and Florus (AD 64/5–66), whose brutal and rapacious rule triggered rebellion, and the Jewish War. The Jews fought fiercely and hoped for a Maccabean-style deliverance; but it did not come, and the infighting between different groups in Jerusalem did nothing to help. In AD 70 Jerusalem was captured, the temple destroyed and burned down.


KEY DATES IN THE ROMAN PERIOD

BC




	63
	Judea becomes part of Roman empire.



	55
	Antipater (father of Herod the Great) given title ‘procurator of Judea’.



	44
	Julius Caesar murdered in Rome; Antipater murdered a year later.



	37
	Herod the Great captures Jerusalem, having previously been named king of Judea by the Romans.



	19
	Renovation of Jerusalem temple begun.



	4
	Approximate date of Jesus’ birth. Herod dies, to be succeeded by Archelaus in Judea and Samaria (until AD 6), Antipas in Galilee and Perea (until AD 39), Philip in area north of Galilee (until AD 33).





AD




	6
	Judea and Samaria put under direct Roman rule. Quirinius governor of Syria conducts census, provoking revolt led by Judas the Galilean.



	26
	Pontius Pilate governor of Judea until AD 36.



	31
	Approximate date of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection.



	39
	Roman emperor Gaius orders a statue of himself to be set up in Jerusalem temple.



	41
	Gaius assassinated. Herod Agrippa 1 appointed king of Judea, until his sudden death in AD 44.



	49
	Claudius, emperor, banishes Jews from Rome for rioting at the instigation of ‘Chrestus’. Many people killed in Jerusalem, due to incident involving Roman soldier.



	52
	Cumanus governor of Judea removed from office for poor handling of Jews and Samaritans. Succeeded by Felix, who has difficulties with Jewish nationalists including ‘sicarii’.



	59
	Festus governor.



	62
	Festus dies. High priest Annas 2 has James, brother of Jesus, killed, before arrival of new governor Albinus.



	64
	The great fire in Rome, and persecution of Christians. Florus governor of Judea.



	66
	Jewish revolt begins in Jerusalem.



	70
	Jerusalem finally overrun after siege and bitter resistance.







[image: ]

Jesus’ context

The brief sketch that we have presented of the history has brought out various of the ingredients which made up Jesus’ world:

Living under a pagan super-power From the time of the OT right through and into NT times, the Jews of Palestine had been living under the shadow of a powerful pagan superpower. In the NT era Rome was militarily powerful, culturally vibrant, rich and pagan. Although the Romans did not seek to suppress Judaism, still the culture and way of life of the master race infiltrated Palestine, and many of the rich and influential people, notably the Herods, were into the Graeco-Roman way of life.

The architecture, the entertainment and other aspects of the foreign rulers were attractive to many. Some of the Jews, for example the high-priestly families and the tax collectors, were doing very well under the Romans, and had a vested interest in the survival of the status quo. On the other hand, some of the Romans and other Gentiles found the religion of the Jews intriguing and their morality attractive.

Rich and poor People had been dispossessed to make room for the friends of the governing class, and the gap between rich and poor was wide. Taxation hit most people, often very hard – there were individual taxes, taxes on goods, as well as the traditional temple tax. Tax collectors were unscrupulous and unpopular. Debt was a major problem.

A new desolating sacrilege There was also the fear of what might happen in the future, and of a new ‘desolating sacrilege’. The great fear was that the Romans might become much less benign, and defile things that Jews felt sacred. From time to time things did happen to enflame people’s anxieties. Whereas some of the Roman officials were shrewd and sensitive, some were provocative and even violent. Society was generally violent in a way that some of us can hardly imagine: crucifixions and massacres of people who opposed or offended the masters were commonplace.

Maintaining the traditions In face of the foreign imperialist, some people became lax about their old religious loyalties. Thus at the time of Antiochus Epiphanes a significant number of Jews were willing to go along with his introduction of Hellenistic culture. There was plenty of glamour and attraction in the Graeco-Roman culture and way of life. But many were spurred on to greater loyalty: in the absence of political freedom, the traditions of Judaism became all the more important as a mark of Jewish identity. In particular three things became especially sensitive:


•the OT law;

•the call to be separate from everything unclean (including the unclean foreigner);

•the temple.



These concerns motivated the Pharisees, and also the community at Qumran, though they felt that the temple in Jerusalem had been fatally compromised. (See further in Ch. 2.)

Longing for change The OT books, especially the prophetic books, spoke of a day coming when God’s judgement would be removed from the people, when they would be free again, and there would be a new age of prosperity and salvation. The end of the Babylonian exile represented a partial fulfilment of that hope, but the experience since that time of living under the thumb of a variety of pagan superpowers left the Jews longing and praying for a more complete liberation, not least at Passover time when they recalled God’s past deliverance from the superpower of Egypt.

The longing turned into action for some: individual leaders appeared, promising salvation and offering themselves as various sorts of messianic deliverers. People flocked to such people. In the NT itself there is mention of Judas and Theudas, not to mention John the Baptist and Jesus himself (Acts 5:36–37). There were also periodic uprisings against the Romans – people hoped that the Maccabean experience of victory through faith and heroism would be repeated.
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