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			Introduction

		

		
			Have you ever started watching a TV show in the middle of a season? Everyone on screen already knows each other. They’re arguing about something that happened three episodes ago. They reference people you’ve never met. They’re dealing with consequences of events you didn’t see. And you’re sitting there thinking: What did I miss? Who are these people? Why does everyone seem so upset?

			That’s almost exactly what it feels like to turn from the last page of the Old Testament to the first page of the New.

			When the Old Testament ends, the temple is a modest rebuilt structure. When Matthew opens, it’s been transformed by Herod into the largest sacred complex in the ancient world.

			When the Old Testament ends, the Jewish people are a tiny community under Persian rule. When the New Testament begins, they’re scattered across the Roman Empire with synagogues in every major city.

			When Malachi finishes prophesying, there are no Pharisees, no Sadducees, no scribes, no Sanhedrin. When Jesus starts teaching, these groups are everywhere, and everyone seems to know who they are and what they stand for.

			Something happened. Something enormous. And most people have no idea what it was.

			The Gap Nobody Talks About

			Open most Bibles and you’ll find a blank page between Malachi and Matthew. Maybe two. That’s it. That tiny gap represents roughly four hundred years of history, and most people skip right past it without a second thought. They call it “the 400 years of silence,” as if God took a long nap between the Testaments and woke up just in time for the birth of Jesus.

			That label is misleading. These four centuries were anything but silent. They were some of the most dramatic, turbulent, and consequential years in the history of God’s people. Empires rose and fell. The Jewish homeland was conquered, fought over, and reshaped. A Greek conqueror changed the language of the entire world. A family of Jewish rebels took up swords and won their freedom against impossible odds. A paranoid king rebuilt the temple on a scale that staggered the imagination and then murdered his own family to keep his throne. New ideas about resurrection, final judgment, and the coming of a Messiah took shape and became the framework for everything the New Testament would teach.

			And through all of it, God was at work. Not through prophets, as he had been in the Old Testament. The prophetic voice did go quiet after Malachi. But God’s hand kept moving through providence, through the rise and fall of nations, through the quiet faithfulness of ordinary people, and through circumstances that no one at the time could fully understand. He was preparing the world for something no one saw coming.

			This book is about what happened in that gap. And once you know the story, you’ll never read the New Testament the same way again.

			What You’re About to Read

			Here’s where we’re headed.

			We’ll start where the Old Testament leaves off, with the Jewish people back in their land after the Babylonian exile, rebuilding their temple, clinging to the law of Moses, and waiting for God to finish what he started. The promises of a coming king, a restored kingdom, and a world made right are still hanging in the air, unfulfilled.

			Then the world turns upside down. A young Greek prince named Alexander conquers everything from Greece to India, and Greek language and culture flood the ancient world. The Jewish people find themselves caught between two rival empires, squeezed and taxed and fought over like a bone between two dogs. The pressure to abandon their faith and become Greek intensifies until a Seleucid king named Antiochus decides to erase Jewish identity altogether. He outlaws their religion, desecrates their temple, and forces them to choose between their faith and their lives.

			A family of priests picks up swords and fights back. The Maccabean revolt is one of the most astonishing stories you’ve never heard: a band of guerrilla fighters taking on the most powerful empire in the eastern Mediterranean and winning. They rededicate the temple, establish an independent Jewish kingdom for the first time in centuries, and prove that faith can survive even the most brutal assault.

			But independence doesn’t solve everything. The dynasty that rises from the Maccabees becomes corrupt. Rome arrives and swallows the region whole. A half-Jewish tyrant named Herod takes the throne. And the Jewish nation fractures into competing factions: Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, and violent revolutionaries known as Zealots, each with a different vision of what faithfulness looks like.

			Meanwhile, a new way of worshiping takes shape. Synagogues spring up across the known world, putting Scripture into the hands and ears of ordinary people every week. The Bible is translated into Greek. Teachers and scribes become the new spiritual authorities. And through it all, the hope for a Messiah burns hotter and hotter until, by the time a baby is born in Bethlehem, expectation is at a fever pitch.

			That’s the story of the intertestamental period. It’s the bridge between the two halves of your Bible. And every bit of it matters.

			

			Why This Matters for You

			You might be thinking: That’s interesting, but it happened over two thousand years ago. Why should I care?

			Because you can’t understand the New Testament without it. When Jesus walks into a synagogue and reads from the scroll of Isaiah, you need to know where synagogues came from. When the Pharisees challenge him about Sabbath rules, you need to know why they cared so much about those rules. When Pontius Pilate washes his hands and Rome crucifies the Son of God, you need to understand how Rome got there and what it meant for a Jewish man to be executed by a pagan empire. When the early church spreads across the Mediterranean world using Greek language, Roman roads, and the synagogue network, you need to see that God spent four hundred years building the infrastructure for that moment.

			The intertestamental period isn’t a gap in the story. It’s the setup for the greatest event in human history.

			Before You Begin

			A couple of things to keep in mind as you read.

			This book is different from the others in this series. Every other book walks through a specific book of the Bible, chapter by chapter. This one doesn’t, because there is no single biblical book that covers this period. Instead, we’re covering about four hundred years of history, organized by topic and era. You’ll still find the same structure in each chapter: an opening hook, the historical content, application, and discussion questions. But the content itself moves through time rather than through a text.

			Some of the history is violent. Wars, massacres, persecution, political murder. The intertestamental period was not gentle, and this book doesn’t pretend it was. The Jewish people endured extraordinary suffering during these centuries, and understanding that suffering is part of understanding who they were when Jesus arrived.

			Finally, this is ultimately a story about God’s faithfulness. Four hundred years is a long time to wait. Generations were born and died without seeing the fulfillment of what the prophets had promised. But God never forgot. He never stopped working. And when the time was exactly right, he kept every promise he had ever made. As Paul wrote, “When the fullness of time had come, God sent forth his Son…” (Galatians 4:4).

			So let’s go back to where the Old Testament ends, to a tiny community of Jewish people huddled behind rebuilt walls in a rebuilt city, reading the law of a God who had rescued them from Babylon and wondering what he would do next.

			The answer is bigger than they could have imagined.

			Turn the page.
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			Not Really Silent

		

		
			Arthur Conan Doyle wrote a Sherlock Holmes mystery called “Silver Blaze” about a famous racehorse that disappears the night before a big race. Holmes is called in to investigate. At the end, when he reveals who took the horse, a detective asks if there was any particular clue that cracked the case. Holmes points to “the curious incident of the dog in the night-time.”

			The detective is confused. “The dog did nothing in the night-time.”

			“That was the curious incident,” Holmes replies.

			The silence was the clue. A guard dog should have barked when someone came to steal the horse. The fact that it didn’t bark told Holmes everything he needed to know: the intruder wasn’t a stranger. It was someone the dog recognized. What looked like nothing happening was actually the most important piece of evidence in the entire case.

			Most people think the period between the Old and New Testaments was like that dog: silent and uneventful. They call it “the 400 years of silence,” as if God hung up the phone after the prophet Malachi and didn’t call back until an angel appeared in Zechariah’s temple at the start of Luke’s Gospel. Pick up most timelines of Bible history, and you’ll find a big blank space between the last page of the Old Testament and the first page of the New. Four centuries of—nothing?

			Not even close.

			The period between the Testaments wasn’t empty at all. It was one of the most dramatic, turbulent, and important stretches of time in the entire biblical story. Empires rose and fell. The Jewish people were conquered, scattered, and nearly wiped out. New ideas emerged that would shape everything about the world Jesus was born into. And through all of it, every war, every crisis, every cultural earthquake, God was at work. Not through prophets, as he had been for centuries. The prophetic voice did go quiet after Malachi. But God’s hand never stopped moving. He worked through providence, through the rise and fall of nations, through circumstances no one at the time could fully understand.

			To see what happened in those four centuries, we need to start where the Old Testament actually ends. And it doesn’t end with silence. It ends with expectation.

			Where the Story Stood

			The Old Testament doesn’t end the way most people think it does. If you’ve read through Genesis to Malachi, the story isn’t wrapped up in a neat bow. It’s more like a song that stops in the middle of a note. Everything is hanging.

			Here’s where things stood. About six hundred years before Jesus was born, the people of Judah had been conquered by the Babylonians. Jerusalem was destroyed. The temple, the place where God’s presence dwelt among his people, was burned to the ground. The survivors were dragged into exile in Babylon. It was the worst disaster in Israel’s history.

			But the exile didn’t last forever. In 539 BC, a Persian king named Cyrus conquered Babylon and issued an astonishing decree: the Jewish exiles could go home. They could rebuild their temple. They could start over.

			And they did. A leader named Zerubbabel, who was a descendant of King David, led the first group of exiles back to Jerusalem. A priest named Joshua came with him. Together, with encouragement from the prophets Haggai and Zechariah, they rebuilt the temple. It was completed in 515 BC.

			That temple, called the Second Temple, would stand for almost six hundred years, all the way into the time of Jesus. It became the center of Jewish life and worship. But it wasn’t what it used to be. The older people who remembered Solomon’s original temple wept when they saw the new one. It was smaller. It was less impressive. And the ark of the covenant—the gold-covered chest that represented God’s throne among his people—was gone. It had disappeared when the Babylonians destroyed the first temple, and it never came back.

			The temple was standing, but something was missing.

			

			The Law Takes Center Stage

			About a generation after the temple was rebuilt, a priest and scribe named Ezra arrived in Jerusalem from Babylon. Ezra was a scholar, a man devoted to studying the law of Moses and teaching it to others. He brought with him something that would reshape Jewish life forever: a fierce commitment to Scripture.

			Before the exile, Israel’s spiritual life had been driven by three kinds of leaders: priests who ran the temple, prophets who spoke for God, and kings who governed the nation. But now the kings were gone. The Davidic line had no political power. The last prophets were fading from the scene. And the priests, while still important, needed something to anchor the people’s faith in a world that kept trying to pull them away from God.

			That anchor was the law of Moses, the first five books of the Bible.

			Ezra gathered the people in Jerusalem and read the law to them publicly. He didn’t just read it. He explained it, made sure they understood it, and called them to obey it. The people wept when they heard it. Many of them had never really listened to it before. Ezra also confronted a serious problem: many Jewish men had married women from surrounding nations who worshiped other gods. He insisted that the community purify itself, drawing a sharp line between God’s people and the nations around them.

			This was a turning point. From this moment forward, the Jewish people became known as a people of the Book. The law wasn’t just a historical document. It was the blueprint for life. Studying it, teaching it, and obeying it became the defining features of what it meant to be a faithful Jew. And when the prophetic voice eventually went silent, it was Scripture that filled the space. God had already spoken. His words were written down. The people would cling to those words for centuries.

			Walls and Warnings

			Around the same time as Ezra, a man named Nehemiah arrived from Persia to tackle a different problem. Jerusalem was vulnerable. Its walls were still in ruins from the Babylonian invasion, which meant the city was exposed to enemies and raiders. Without walls, the community couldn’t thrive.

			Nehemiah organized the people to rebuild the walls despite fierce opposition from neighboring leaders who didn’t want Jerusalem to become strong again. In just fifty-two days, the walls were up. It was an astonishing achievement, and it gave the small Jewish community the physical security it needed to survive.

			But physical walls couldn’t fix spiritual problems. The prophet Malachi, likely living around this same general period, delivered the last prophetic message recorded in the Old Testament. And it wasn’t a comfortable one.

			Malachi confronted the people and their priests for cutting corners in their worship. They were offering sick and injured animals as sacrifices (the leftovers nobody wanted) instead of the best of their flocks. The priests were supposed to be spiritual leaders, but they had grown lazy and careless. People were cheating on their tithes, breaking their marriage covenants, and wondering aloud whether serving God was even worth the effort.

			“Where is the God of justice?” they asked (Malachi 2:17). In other words: if God is real, why isn’t he doing anything?

			Malachi’s answer was pointed. God was going to act. A messenger would come to prepare the way. Then the Lord himself would suddenly appear at his temple. “But who can endure the day of his coming?” Malachi warned. God would come as a refiner’s fire, purifying his people, judging the wicked, and vindicating those who feared his name. The last words of Malachi’s prophecy looked forward to the return of Elijah before “the great and dreadful day of the Lord.”

			And then the prophetic voice went quiet.

			The Promises Still Hanging

			When the last prophet stopped speaking, it wasn’t because everything was resolved. The voice went quiet right in the middle of the tension. Think about what was still unfinished when Malachi’s prophecy ended.

			God had promised David that one of his descendants would sit on an eternal throne. No one was sitting on that throne. Zerubbabel, who was from David’s line, had led the return from exile, but he never became king. His descendants faded from public life. By the time a generation or two had passed, the house of David had no political power at all.

			God had promised through the prophets that Israel would be restored. Not just brought back from exile, but truly restored. A united kingdom. Freedom from foreign rule. The nations streaming to Jerusalem to worship the God of Israel. None of that had happened. The Jewish people were back in their land, yes, but they were a tiny community under Persian control. They weren’t free. They weren’t united. They weren’t anything close to what the prophets had described.

			The temple was standing, but it lacked the glory of Solomon’s temple. There was no ark of the covenant. There was no visible, overwhelming presence of God filling the building the way it had in the old days.

			The law was being taught, but the people kept drifting. Malachi’s prophecy made that painfully clear.

			Everything God had promised was still out there, unclaimed. The question hanging over the end of the Old Testament isn’t “Is the story over?” It’s “When will God finish what he started?”

			Not Silence, but Providence

			That’s the world we’re stepping into. And here’s what you need to understand before we go further: the four hundred years between Malachi and Jesus were not empty. They were not wasted. They were not a gap in the story.
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