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CHAPTER 5: AGRIPPA I’S LAST DAYS
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​5.1 Introduction

In this chapter, an examination will be made of some of the elements alluded to in Chapter 4 which involved opposition to Agrippa during his reign, his own activities and other events which might help ascertain whether any person or group might have had reason to assassinate him.  A brief mention will also be made of what is known from Josephus and the Acts of his symptoms and whether these might reasonably have been brought about by nonnatural causes.  These details will be connected with relevant material finds.  

​5.2 The death of Agrippa I  

Josephus [Antiquities, 19] relates that Agrippa suddenly became ill, to die five days later, while at the theatre when convening the second day of a festival at Caesarea Maritima.  Kokkinos [Kokkinos 98] places this festival in late July following the Passover of CE 44, and believes it was being celebrated by cities around the Empire to commemorate Claudius’ return from his Imperial expedition to Britain.  Claudius’ birthday was on August 1, and the festival may have included this day.  Schwartz [90] places Agrippa’s death between January, CE 43 and January, CE 44, and believes it mostly likely to have occurred between September and February, 44, at a festival established by Herod I to honour Augustus.

Acts [12.20-21, KJV] states that a little before the festival, a group of diplomats arrived in Caesarea from Tyre and Sidon, asking that Agrippa reinstate good trade relations and “peace” with their cities on which he had apparently placed an embargo, cutting off some of their food supply.  Agrippa put on his stately robes and met them while seated on his dais.  

Now he [Herod – read “Agrippa”] was angry with the people of Tyre and Sidon; and they came to to him in a body, and having persuaded Blastus, the king’s chamberlain, they asked for peace, because their country depended on the king’s country for food. On an appointed day Herod put on his royal robes, took his seat upon the tribunal, and made an oration to them.

Tyre and Sidon were Hellenistic Phoenician cities [Kokkinos 98] which were part of the Roman province of Syria.  Acts does not relate the reason for the problem, nor its resolution, if there were one, although the reader is left assuming a solution had not yet been reached; Acts, however, is a “hostile source” on Agrippa because of his arrest of two early Church leaders [Acts 12].  Kokkinos suggests Acts’ use of the word “peace” implies that war had been threatened [Kokkinos 98], although it would not make sense for a loyal, Romanized client king such as Agrippa to make war on a part of Roman Syria which would anyway not have been logistically feasible regardless of actual fidelity.  Perhaps the Greek populations of these cities had had some similar clash with its Jewish residents as had those in Dora and, following Agrippa’s death, in Caesarea and Sebaste.  The incident is not mentioned in Josephus, but it is placed in the Acts directly before the verses recounting Agrippa’s death, implying that the writer of Acts saw some at least chronological connection.  Before achieving his kingdom, when working for Flaccus in Syria, Agrippa had supported Damascus against Sidon in a territorial dispute which probably occurred after Philip the tetrarch’s death when their trade route frontier was removed [Kokkinos 98].

Josephus [Antiquities, 19.345-350] relates that Agrippa’s address when he was suddenly taken seriously ill was given on the second day of the related festival in Caesarea.  As described in Chapter 4, he appeared before the crowds wearing dazzling silver robes that shone in the sun, and his supporters cried out from different parts of the audience that he was not a man but a god.  The crowd would have been large and of mixed culture, and Josephus says it was composed of numerous important officials and elites.  There would have been people present in the audience with Greek and Roman ethnicity, liberal Jews and others there to attend the immense event.  While he began to address the crowd, Agrippa straightaway suffered violent abdominal pains and needed to be carried home.  While he lay dying, the Jews, in shock and grief, put on sackcloth, cried and prayed throughout his province and outside his palace window, the palace being next to the theatre and amphitheatre (Chapter 3, under “Caesarea”), but he died five days later.  Acts 12 provides a similar account, but has Agrippa addressing a group from his throne when he becomes ill.  Several medical suggestions have been made for Agrippa’s coincidentally sudden collapse which are discussed in the next section, under “A medical examination”.

Map 1
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Map of Herodian Caesarea showing the proximity between Herod’s palace, the hippostadium/amphitheatre, and the theatre.  It has been suggested that the morning sun’s rays would have been more direct and less impeded when striking the imperial box in the amphitheatre than the theatre, thus having a more stricking effect on Agrippa’s silver robe.  During Agrippa’s last days, he lay on his bed in a “high place” where he and many Jewish people praying for him could see one another, so he might have been in an upstairs room, perhaps with a balcony, facing onto a courtyard.  In this way, he maintained a good rapport until the end with members of the Jewish community, perhaps including important Jewish leaders.  Orthodox Jews had not always been comfortable according to Josephus (Chapter 3) to venture too far into Herod’s palace grounds in Jerusalem for reasons of ritual purity, so perhaps Agrippa’s room faced the outer courtyard or there was a way they could see him in one of his private more “Jewish” chambers.  However, Josephus mentions that following Agrippa’s death, military members took the statues of his daughters from his home, perhaps from the entrance area, and publicly desecrated them. Had such graven images been displayed openly in the entrance courtyard, the Orthodox Jews would not have been comfortable entering the grounds.  Thus, his statues must have been kept in an area hidden from public view but which the soldiers were familiar with.  Agrippa’s accessibility even when he was so ill in the days before his death seems more Roman than Hellenistic.  Being upstairs, though, still kept him safe and created some distance in case foul play had been suspected at the time.

[PATRICH 01]

Schwartz believes the two accounts (Acts and Antiquities) do not conflict but are complimentary [Schwartz 90].  Schwartz suggests that the Josephan source is Philo.  He assumes Luke’s source in Acts is not Christian but Jewish since it does not specifically mention Agrippa’s death as being due to Church persecution, although the writer inserts the (postulated as Jewish sourced) account on Agrippa’s death after his details on Agrippa’s arresting the Church leaders (as though the writer assumes a spiritual case-effect connection between them), but attributes it to Agrippa’s allowing others to acclaim him as Divine and not to the persecution.  Schwartz notes that, while Luke’s actual report on the incident is not hostile, his perspective is since he has an angel strike Agrippa down, after which he is “eaten by worms”; Josephus uses an omen-carrying owl instead and relates that Agrippa immediately regretted accepting the adulation, so his Jewish account remains sympathetic towards Agrippa; Josephus says nothing of “worms” [Schwartz 90].  

Garribba [20] suspects that the Acts and Antiquities accounts despite some differences in their details suggest a common source since both agree on Divine retribution being responsible for Agrippa’s death, inferring that the punishment theme came from a tradition or rumour circulating at the time [Garribba 20].  However, the sources do contain important differences, including the location of the king’s initial symptoms (his dais as opposed to the theatre/amphitheatre).

Kokkinos sees similarities between Agrippa’s presentation in Caesarea and Gaius’ possible self-aggrandizement during his own short reign, and the fact that both their reigns were cut abruptly short under Claudius.  He further suggests, as mentioned in Chapter 4, that Agrippa might have felt that his acquisition of power had a Divine meaning or connection [Kokkinos 98].  However, belief in Divine intervention was a common theme in ancient cultures and did not imply that anyone who believed in it was megalomaniac; in fact, as mentioned, it was a Jewish Law in Deuteronomy that the king must have been chosen by God.  It is certainly interesting that Gaius and Agrippa had been good and perhaps genuine friends, if Agrippa had been the one to secretly bury Gaius while negotiating with Claudius and the Senate.  As mentioned, Levick [15] believes Claudius was skilled in manipulation and at allowing others to take the blame for his own plans and actions.  But in terms of Gaius’ and Agrippa’s mutually supposed self-aggrandizement, it was Agrippa himself who had dissuaded or delayed Gaius from placing his statue in the Jerusalem Temple after being shocked when he learned of the plan.  

If, as Barrett believes [15], Gaius did not really believe himself to be a god but was merely arrogant, immature and untrained, then perhaps he did not suffer from (pathological) megalomania.  As well, Gaius was interested in some Eastern and Hellenistic motifs against which the Romans were biased which would account for Rome’s leaders’ negativity, but he was popular with the common people.  Agrippa himself clashed with many of the Greeks since he favoured the Jews who themselves disliked such motifs.  Gaius and Agrippa differ also in that Gaius seems to have often been impulsive and brash, whereas most of Agrippa’s behaviour seems calculated.  It has been suggested in Chapter 4 that Agrippa’s presentation before the Greeks was political and an attempt to impress his status upon any dissenters and underline his popularity among the Hellenized populations of his kingdom.  

As mentioned in the thesis Introduction, Rome had received a tremendous shock when the Parthians invaded most of the Roman Province of Syria in 40 BCE to help the last Hasmonaean king of Judaea obtain his aspired throne, so for the next century, the Romans were extremely cautious about their Eastern buffer zone.  It had, after all, taken Herod I three years during the Parthian invasion to conquer his regime [Chancey 01].  Agrippa I had been able to take advantage of this Roman concern himself when he had reported his suspicious findings on his uncle, Antipas, in regards to the Galilee tetrarch’s private dealings with the Parthians and hidden arsenal, both for which Antipas as Roman client ruler should have obtained Rome’s permission.  

In terms of his dealings with the Parthians, Antipas had met Artabanus, the king of Parthia, on the Euphrates in the presence of the Syrian governor Vitellius to negotiate a successful treaty, or modus vivendi.  He had then sent direct word to Caesar Tiberius on the agreement rather than doing so jointly with Vitellius, which made Vitellius feel threatened and disrespected [Pazout 15].  Agrippa would have been working for Antipas at this time and aware of the situation.  When Agrippa later informed Gaius of Antipas’ arsenal, he told him of Antipas’ dealings with Artabanus as well.  Perhaps Antipas had had reason for wishing to get in first when sending word to Tiberius, whom he probably knew well from being educated with him in Rome.  Tiberius protected Antipas when Agrippa returned to Italy and tried to inform on the latter, so Agrippa later told Gaius instead.  

While most historians see Antipas as being extremely loyal to Rome and the accusations unfounded, Gaius still removed him once he learned of his activities, meaning Rome was concerned about the merest suspicion of dealings with Parthia [Schwartz 90].  That might explain Marsus’ and Claudius’ apprehensions when Agrippa I himself undertook a few questionable activities during his own reign.  As well, when Gaius questioned Antipas on his arsenal, the latter had not been able to deny it [Josephus. Antiquities, 18.7], so regardless of his loyalty to Rome, he had been involved in at least some of these undertakings.  As mentioned, client rulers were allowed to have their own personal ambitions and dealings so long as they remained loyal to Rome, but Parthia was too sensitive a topic for Rome’s comfort.
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