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"If you must break the law, do it to seize power: in all other cases observe it." — Julius Caesar

 

"Fortune favours the bold." — Virgil, Aeneid

 

"The more corrupt the state, the more numerous the laws." — Tacitus
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CHAPTER 5: AGRIPPA I’S LAST DAYS

​5.1 Introduction
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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.  
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​5.2 The death of Agrippa I  
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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”.
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