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OF DATES, NAMES, AND PLACES



HISTORIANS USE VARIOUS METHODS for presenting dates in the distant past. The traditional system of BC/AD has a Christian bias, as it explicitly refers not just to Christ but to “the Lord,” and in the interests of objectivity many writers prefer the term “Common Era,” or CE, instead of AD. That is not without problems, as the basis for Common Era dating is still the supposed date for Christ’s birth. Nevertheless, this book will use BCE and CE throughout.


I will refer often to the text that Jews know as the Tanakh or the Bible and Christians refer to as the Old Testament. Jews naturally dislike the latter term because it suggests that their scriptures are outmoded or surpassed, and many modern Christians respect these sensitivities by themselves adopting the term “Hebrew Bible” or “Hebrew scriptures.” For various reasons, though, it is difficult to find a neutral or wholly accurate term for this collection because the Hebrew Bible and the Old Testament are not quite identical in their contents.


This point requires some explanation. The Jewish Bible—the “Hebrew Bible”—has three sections, the Torah (Law), Nevi’im (Prophets), and Ketuvim (Writings), which gives us the acronym Tanakh. In the books that it treats as approved or canonical, that collection corresponds exactly to the Protestant Old Testament. However, the precise number of books differs somewhat in each version, because works that are treated as a unity in the Hebrew (such as Ezra and Nehemiah) are distinguished in the Protestant text.


In its attitude to the canon—that is, in its choice of approved works—the “Hebrew Bible” represents one approach, but it is not necessarily the only one. During the third century BCE, Jewish scholars translated biblical texts into the Greek version known as the Septuagint. Because it is a translation, one would assume that its readings are inferior to those of the Hebrew or Aramaic, but that is not always so. In many cases, the Septuagint preserved readings that are older and arguably more authentic. Also, the Septuagint reflects the choice of books prevailing in the ancient era and is thus considerably wider in scope than what is found in the Tanakh. The fact that certain books were accepted within the canon while others were rejected was based on critical and historical assumptions that were not always sound—for instance, deciding which books might be genuinely ancient.


In creating their own canon, most Christian churches from early times through the Reformation relied on the Septuagint and thus included in their Old Testaments several works absent from the Hebrew Bible. This meant 1 and 2 Maccabees, Sirach (Ecclesiasticus), Tobit, Baruch, Judith, and the Wisdom of Solomon; in addition, they knew more extended versions of books like Daniel and Esther. During the sixteenth-century Reformation, Protestants demoted these books to the inferior level of Apocrypha, “hidden things,” but that division was not observed by Roman Catholic or Orthodox Christians or by many other smaller churches around the world. For non-Protestants these Deuterocanonical books (literally, the “Second Canon”) are canonical rather than merely apocryphal, and they are unequivocally part of the Old Testament. Orthodox churches use the category anagignoskomena, “those which are to be read,” which includes the Deuterocanonicals, but also 1 Esdras, 3 Maccabees, and Psalm 151.


It is therefore difficult to know how to refer to texts that are canon for some but not for others. To illustrate the problem, how should I refer to the influential book of Sirach, which was originally written in Hebrew around 190 BCE, although historically it was mainly known in Greek? Portions of the Hebrew original survive among the Dead Sea Scrolls (together with the Book of Tobit), although that does not necessarily say anything about the canonical status of either work. In later times, Sirach did not form part of either the Hebrew Bible or the Protestant Old Testament, but it is canonical for Catholics, Orthodox, and other groups. It thus forms part of (some) Old Testaments, but not the Hebrew Bible.


Complicating the matter further, some sizable churches have long operated in isolation from other Christian communities and they are still more expansive in their definitions. The most significant is the Ethiopian Orthodox Tewahedo Church, which counts an impressive forty million members. Besides the familiar books of the Protestant Bible plus the Deuterocanonical works, they also use and canonize other significant writings that once circulated widely but have since been forgotten in most of the Christian world. These include 1 Enoch and the book of Jubilees, both of which will be discussed at length in these pages. Various churches worldwide also accept additional books under the general name of “Maccabees.”


With all due caveats, then, I will use both the terms “Hebrew Bible” and “Old Testament” where they apply, sometimes with additional detail to explain how I am using the words in a particular context.


Also potentially sensitive is the name given to the region in which so much of the action of this book occurs. In my usage “Palestine” refers to the geographical area west of the river Jordan that is today covered by the state of Israel, the Palestinian territories, and the Gaza Strip. That reflects the historical usage prior to the twentieth century. (During the British mandate era that ended in 1948, the term was extended for administrative convenience to cover what is today known as the nation of Jordan.)


Some dislike the term “Palestine” because it was imposed by the Romans after the crushing of the Jewish revolt in 135, and they believe that it deliberately and insultingly recalls the Philistines, who were deadly enemies of the Jews. In modern times the word is associated with the Arab inhabitants of the land rather than Jews. Some critics, indeed, believe that to speak of “Palestine” is a deliberate attack on Zionism, which is certainly not my intent.


But other terms are equally thorny as historical signifiers, and that includes “Israel.” Depending on the period in question, the term “Israel” has three meanings, namely, the Jewish people, the state of that name founded in 1948, or the Northern Kingdom during the ancient Hebrew period from roughly 900 to 600 BCE. None of those usages is helpful in supplying an accurate and objective geographical term. During the second and first centuries BCE, for instance, there was indeed a Jewish kingdom, but it was centered in the land we call Judea rather than in the former Northern Kingdom of Israel. Similar reasons of geographical limitation prevent us from using the term “Judea” for the larger geographical entity.


For lack of an objective alternative, then, “Palestine” is the best available descriptor, and it has often been used by Jews themselves. Even the Jerusalem Talmud, the Yerushalmi, is alternatively titled the Palestinian Talmud, and much of it is written in the dialect known as Jewish Palestinian Aramaic. In modern times “Palestine” is the standard preference of most mainstream historians and archaeologists of the region, both Jewish and others. It is, for instance, the usage found throughout the respected Cambridge History of Judaism.















INTRODUCTION





Then shall he say also unto them on the left hand, Depart from me, ye cursed, into everlasting fire, prepared for the Devil and his angels.


MATTHEW 25:41




ACCORDING TO MATTHEW’S gospel, Jesus told the frightening parable of a man sowing good seed in a field. In the night an enemy sows tares (weeds) among the wheat, and the two kinds of plants grow up together. The farmer tells his servants not to try purging the tares immediately, lest they damage the wheat. Jesus explains his meaning:




He that soweth the good seed is the Son of Man; The field is the world; the good seed are the children of the kingdom; but the tares are the children of the wicked one; The enemy that sowed them is the devil; the harvest is the end of the world; and the reapers are the angels.… The Son of man shall send forth his angels, and they shall gather out of his kingdom all things that offend, and them which do iniquity; And shall cast them into a furnace of fire: there shall be wailing and gnashing of teeth. Then shall the righteous shine forth as the sun in the kingdom of their Father. (Matt. 13:37–43, KJV)





The rigorous determinism of this passage—the implication that humans are born good or wicked, with no ability to change their destiny—together with its hellfire imagery, makes it unpopular among modern-day Christian preachers.


As with so many such stories credited to him, Jesus used commonplace rural imagery. He framed it, though, in a worldview that made many assumptions about spiritual realities as well as the universe and its hierarchies. Forces of good and evil, light and darkness, contend in the world until God’s final victory. People must be urgently concerned about these conflicts because their conduct in the present world affects their fate in the afterlife. Although this parable is unusually explicit in its imagery, the basic ideas are quite unsurprising to anyone who knows the West’s religious heritage. Angels and Judgment, Messiah and Satan, Hell and demons—these are the familiar building blocks of Western religion. They are also staples of two millennia of Christian art. All are integrated into a complex mythological system.1


What few modern readers will understand from such a passage is just how new the themes were at the time Jesus preached. Clearly, we assume, the source for these ideas is “the Bible,” but however pervasive they are in the New Testament, they are not firmly rooted in the Old. During the period covered by the Hebrew Bible, up to around 400 BCE, few of those ideas existed in Jewish thought, and those that did were not prominent. By the start of the Common Era, these motifs were thoroughly integrated and acclimatized into the Jewish religious worldview. They have shaped Western faith and culture ever since.


So much of what we think of as the Judeo-Christian spiritual universe was conceived and described only after the closure of the canonical Old Testament text. Virtually every component of that system entered the Jewish world in the two or three centuries before the Common Era, and we can identify a critical moment of transformation around the year 250 BCE. These centuries constitute a startlingly little-known historical era that has seldom received the attention it deserves. It was in these years when the heavens and hells became so abundantly populated and when the universe was first conceived as a battleground between cosmic forces of Good and Evil. With the rise of Christianity, such Jewish-derived themes spilled forth into the wider world, becoming transcontinental. In the seventh century, Islam fully absorbed and incorporated these religious components as well. Today, these beliefs are the shared cultural inheritance of well over half the world’s people.


During the two tempestuous centuries from 250 through 50 BCE, the Jewish and Jewish-derived world was a fiery crucible of values, faiths, and ideas, from which emerged wholly new religious syntheses. Such a sweeping transformation of religious thought in such a relatively brief period makes this one of the most revolutionary times in human culture. These years in effect created Western consciousness. In terms of its impact on human culture, the Crucible era is at least as significant as the celebrated Axial Age, which had been identified several centuries earlier and produced great intellectual leaps in societies as diverse as Greece, India, and China.2 Just over two thousand years ago, a new universe was created, one that we still inhabit today.


THAT EMERGING BELIEF system—this new universe—was not the creation of isolated thinkers or writers who designed their religious system according to literary whim. On the contrary, these new ideas developed in direct response to cultural crises and political events of that era, and they can be understood only in that context.


The period began with the Hellenistic kingdoms that ruled the Middle East during the third century BCE, a Jewish encounter with globalizing modernity that produced both social tumult and effervescent creativity. These centuries were marked by such themes as the massive expansion of cities and of commercial economies, persistent conflict between native peoples and foreign rulers, and the growing importance of Diaspora communities. Throughout this period, Jews were in intimate contact with powerful religious and intellectual influences, from Mesopotamian religions and Persian Zoroastrian beliefs to the multiple philosophical currents of Hellenism.


Such intoxicating ideas could not fail to leave their impact on Jewish thinkers, but these new directions were not merely a response to foreign influences and imports. Yes, the Zoroastrian faith taught ideas of a Last Judgment and of something like the Devil and angels, while Jews and Christians borrowed from Greek terminology. But the picture is not as simple as scholars might once have believed. In the Zoroastrian case, we are much less confident than we might once have been about exactly when such religious themes emerged in the Persian setting and how they were transfused into the Jewish worldview. Similarly, with the Greeks, multiple schools of thought affected the Jewish world. Some—such as Platonism—were vastly more significant than others, such as Cynicism or materialist skepticism. It was not a question of whether external influences were available, but rather which of them appealed most to the needs and tastes of the potential recipients at a given time. The demand side of the equation mattered as much as supply.3


And the demand was high. These foreign currents flooded into a Jewish world that was, quite independently, in the course of its own religious reconstruction, a natural and logical outgrowth of strict monotheism. The growth of pure monotheism during the seventh and sixth centuries BCE raised troubling questions about the means by which God could act in history. Monotheism created an intellectual need for intermediary figures who enacted the divine will in his stead, and that necessitated a fast-growing belief in the reality and power of angels. Meanwhile, attempts to explain the existence of evil in a divinely ordained system inspired an obsessive interest in dark angels and in Satan himself. The need to see justice in the divine order inspired a vital new belief in concepts of the afterlife and resurrection, in ultimate rewards and punishments. (The study of the End Times—of Judgment, Heaven, and Hell—is called eschatology.) Persian and Greek worldviews were welcomed into a Jewish system that was already in headlong transformation, accelerating changes already in process.4


Jews were in frequent contact with other groups, and they had to decide how those strangers related to their own world and their own God. If there was one God, then he must in some sense be the God of the whole world. But universalism itself raised many questions. Was truth designed for only one racial group, or could others adopt it? Most daringly, might the spiritual universe expand to include other beings who could be understood as being godlike? Could Jewish rulers dare to appropriate Greek and foreign styles of authority, which raised kings to near-divine status (and sometimes not just “near”)?5 Such questions became acute when so many Jews lived outside Palestine, in a widespread Diaspora. Judaism was founded on the principles of one God and of one holy people in a sacred land. How far could the people sing the Lord’s song in the strange countries of the Diaspora?


Believers faced daily debates over exclusivism and universalism, and issues of ritual purity proved especially divisive. Some responded by stressing ethnic particularism, condemning the Gentile world as the realm of Darkness. Other thinkers, though, followed the implication of doctrines of God’s transcendent authority to preach a bold universalism. That view was symbolized in these years by a new emphasis on Adam, the parent of all humanity, whether Jewish or Gentile. At the same time, the ancient pre-Flood (and thus pre-Covenant) patriarchs became the subjects of extensive pseudoscriptural writings. So bitter did debates between various factions become that from the second century BCE onward, some thinkers whom we would undoubtedly call Jews were attacking others (who were no less certainly Jewish in our eyes) to the point of rejecting their religious identity altogether. Universalist approaches reached a new height in the early Christian world, when the apostle Paul extended to all believing Gentiles membership in a new Israel, under a New Covenant.6


I HAVE SPOKEN of a “revolution,” and the word demands definition. Over any period of several centuries, any culture will experience some changes, unless it is wholly cut off from other societies. No era should ever be labeled a “time of transition.” After all, what historical period was ever so moribund as to lack alteration or innovation altogether? In matters of belief or culture, ideas develop naturally over time, and they might be expressed through new literary genres or artistic forms. Of themselves, those changes would not constitute a revolution. That comment is all the more true of very lengthy periods like the sprawling Axial Age of ca. 800–200 BCE, which supposedly spanned some six centuries.


By “revolution,” then, I mean a fundamental shift in assumptions that affects most or all of the belief system, and one that occurs within a relatively short historical period. Those changes echo through the culture or faith in question, transforming belief and practice at all levels, for ordinary followers as well as elite thinkers. As Thomas Paine famously wrote, the American Revolution meant that “our style and manner of thinking have undergone a revolution.… We see with other eyes; we hear with other ears; and we think with other thoughts, than those we formerly used.” A new consciousness takes hold. After the transformation has occurred, it simply becomes impossible to revert to the old order or even to comprehend it. So sweeping are the changes in their impact, so seemingly inevitable, that later generations cannot even imagine a time when matters had ever been different. Without any attempt to deceive, those later heirs to revolution commonly rewrite and reinterpret older texts and stories in light of the newer orthodoxies.7


In the case of the Crucible era, the events occurred within about two centuries. Both the pace and the intensity of change were at their height during a generation or so at the heart of this period, roughly between 170 and 140 BCE. We can without hesitation, then, describe these profound changes as a thoroughgoing cultural and religious revolution.


At first glance, this idea of a revolution might seem to contradict the notion presented earlier of a prolonged evolution from earlier trends. Theorists of biological evolution, though, deploy the idea of punctuated equilibrium, which offers many analogies to patterns of historical transformation. According to this theory, changes occur over long periods, but at very unequal rates. For long periods, biological changes are slight and gradual, to the extent that conditions appear almost static. That seeming stability masks the gradual changes that are accumulating powerfully below the surface, however. Under various external forces, such as a sudden dramatic climate crisis, the pace of change then accelerates intensely, with rapid and obvious development and diversification. As the crisis fades, conditions once more resume something approaching stasis or equilibrium. However short-lived those transformative eras might appear in the full span of historical time, their influence is profound and enduring. In mainstream history, they are called times of revolutionary change, of which the Crucible era is a prime example.


THE WORLD IN which these religious debates occurred was anything but one of tranquil intellectual exchange. So turbulent was this age, in fact, and so often scarred by political and social upheaval, that the older spiritual equilibrium could not have remained intact.


To illustrate this point, we might consider an era that at first glance looks like a near golden age of order and stability. Between about 215 and 185 BCE, the Jewish high priest was Simon II, who was probably identical with the legendary sage and moral exemplar Simon the Just, or Shimon haTzaddik. (Some link that title to an earlier incumbent of the high-priestly office, but the chronology fits this man vastly better.) Although later rabbis regarded him as one in a long line of scholars and thinkers who theoretically traced back to Moses, Simon’s rule effectively marked the beginning of a sequence of renowned pupils and successors. He even occupies a prestigious place in the beloved collection of ethical and moral teachings known as the Pirkei Avot (Chapters of the Fathers). On several occasions, his career touched on major events. His first cousin Joseph was a secular magnate in the region under the Ptolemaic Empire, one of the imperial superpowers of the day. Simon is even a named character in at least some versions of the Bible. As a revered spiritual ruler and an ambitious builder, Simon was the subject of a fulsome and near-messianic tribute in the Deuterocanonical book of Sirach, where he is “like the sun shining upon the Temple of the Most High, and like the rainbow gleaming in glorious clouds.” Simon features in heroic guise in the fictitious work 3 Maccabees, which describes the attempts of an Egyptian king to force his way into the Temple. According to this legend, Simon’s noble prayer persuades God to intervene and strike the king with paralysis (Sirach, chap. 50, RSV).8


On closer examination, this period of untrammeled glories looks much shakier and more perilous. Simon’s predecessor as high priest was his father, Onias II, who so infuriated the Ptolemaic king who then ruled Palestine that the king seriously considered displacing the Jews altogether and resettling the land with Greek military colonists. In the 190s, Simon himself led his people through a vicious civil war as well as a major clash between the Ptolemaic Empire and its deadly rival, the Seleucid realm. He had two sons, both of whom held the high priesthood but whose careers ended in disaster. One son, another Onias, was deposed and subsequently murdered as a result of plots and conspiracies among Seleucid officials. Simon’s other son, Jason, was an extreme Hellenizer whose accommodation with pagan and Greek practices threatened to subvert Judaism altogether. Jason’s actions provoked the nationalist revolution led by the Maccabees in the 160s, and he died in exile. (Simon and Onias will be discussed in Chapters 2 and 5.)


Such turmoil forces us to look again at the literary and religious heritage of Simon’s era, a cultural explosion that we would never guess from the bland adulation expressed in Sirach. It was during his tenure, in the late third and early second centuries, that there appeared some momentous texts that differed starkly from the traditions of the Hebrew Bible, such writings as 1 Enoch and the book of the Giants and possibly the book of Noah. The greatest of these was 1 Enoch, a sprawling collection of visions and meditations attributed to Noah’s great-grandfather. Seemingly without warning or precedent, Enoch’s visions suddenly plunge us into a phantasmagoric universe of angels and demons, judgment and apocalypse, Heaven and Hell. These wildly innovative works were the first to present those ideas in any detailed or systematic form in a Jewish context. They were the first to list the names of the great archangels, to imagine hellfire, to map the phases of the apocalypse, to depict evil figures very much like the later Satan in his demonic court. The book of 1 Enoch and its contemporaries also point to a current of Jewish thought deeply suspicious of the Jerusalem Temple and paying scant attention to such fundamental themes as the Covenant and Torah. (For the Enochic writings and their distinctive tendencies, see Chapter 3.)


Simon might have seen such works as poisonous or seditious. The circumstances of their writers remain wholly obscure—not just their identity, but whether they lived in any kind of sect or religious community. By some interpretations, the famous Essene sect commonly associated with the Dead Sea Scrolls emerged during Simon’s high priesthood, and that group almost certainly had some connections with the new speculations. But whatever their origins, Enochic ideas persisted for centuries and had a profound impact on both Judaism and later Christianity. Those writings are over and above the more orthodox scriptures of Sirach and the book of Tobit that themselves reflect the fresh currents reshaping Jewish thought. Whether Simon actually knew what was happening under his auspices, he was presiding over a critical moment in the religious history of the region and ultimately of the world.


ALL SOCIETIES HAVE their conflicts and unrest, and especially in the ancient world, these struggles often became violent. What was unusual in the Jewish context was the extreme frequency and severity of violence as well as the wearyingly persistent record of coups, riots, and massacres. To adapt the wry saying of the English writer Saki, the Jewish world in this era produced far more history than it could consume locally.9


The revolution of the 160s culminated in the establishment of rule by the Maccabean family, which history recalls as the Hasmonean dynasty and which endured until the establishment of Roman power in 63 BCE. Although the Hasmonean regime won major external victories, it was also marked by frequent civil wars and factional feuds. Making conflicts still more emotive, the family also held the high priesthood. Thus, the Hasmoneans were religious authorities as well as secular, and all protests against the regime therefore occurred in a sacred context. It was in protest against the Hasmonean priest-kings that the famous Qumran sect that produced the Dead Sea Scrolls abandoned the world, awaiting the imminent day of God’s Wrath.10


For centuries, Jerusalem was the setting for recurrent acts of conquest and civil war, as the Temple itself regularly witnessed political bloodletting. The historian Josephus reports one such incident of savage repression in the Temple precincts themselves, around 90 BCE. The king was Yannai (Jonathan), who had also taken the auspicious Greek name Alexander and is known to history as Alexander Jannaeus. As high priest, the king was celebrating the feast of Sukkot or Tabernacles. Protesters insulted the king and pelted him with the palm branches and citron fruits that they carried as part of the festival. Jannaeus responded by calling in his (Gentile) soldiers, who reputedly killed six thousand within the Temple precincts. The exact numbers are uncertain, but this was appalling bloodshed in the holiest of places.11


As scholars and thinkers tried to make sense of such convulsions, they developed the literature of apocalyptic. In their revelations, divine messengers used symbolic imagery to show how worldly events fitted into God’s plan, offering hope in desperate times. That apocalyptic genre encouraged a terrifying new eschatology, with the End Times understood in terms of cosmic warfare. From the second century onward, internecine battles repeatedly led sects to identify their heroes and leaders as messianic figures, while enemies were portrayed as servants of Belial or Satan. We can trace the kings who became the models for early concepts of Antichrist and the Beast, the priests and monarchs who supplied the blueprints for future messiahs, and the crises and catastrophes that inspired hopes of millennial kingdoms. In an era when so many thousands were being slaughtered in struggles against tyranny, new theologies sought to explain and justify the death of the righteous. Ideas of martyrdom became widespread, alongside audacious new concepts of the afterlife and the Last Judgment.


The sense of pervasive crisis did not end with the fall of the Hasmonean dynasty. In the century following 50 BCE, contemporaries found it difficult not to interpret the pagan Roman occupation and the Herodian tyranny in terms of supernatural evil and imminent apocalypse. Even before the start of the Common Era, what were once revolutionary religious ideas and expectations became commonplace, moving from the world of elite thinkers and priests to become the vernacular of ordinary people. Ideas of cosmic warfare and apocalyptic drove believers to militant and revolutionary action. They inspired radical sects and would-be messiahs and ultimately in the 60s CE provoked full-scale insurrection against the Roman Empire. This Jewish revolt resulted in national cataclysm and the fall of the Second Temple in 70.


The construction of the new Other world was anything but an otherworldly process.


SCARCELY LESS INNOVATIVE than the new insights about the worlds beyond were the means by which humanity learned such truths, namely, through the sacred texts and scriptures that presented divine revelations. Even if living teachers and charismatic prophets still mattered enormously in the Crucible years, religious belief was chiefly conveyed through scriptures, some of which enjoyed special status. Obviously, texts had played a sanctified role in previous centuries, but much closer attention was now paid to specifying and controlling the limits of approved scripture. Creating the concept of the Bible had a profound impact on the character of religious authority and the people or institutions qualified to exercise it.12


The new role of texts and scriptures also meant that religious debate and speculation would proceed through writings modeled on canonized Bible books. Although Christians call this period intertestamental—that is, lying between Old and New Testaments—it has left extensive records in the form of many texts presented in scriptural format, but nevertheless excluded from the scriptural canons of either Jews or (most) Christians. It was not that writers after 250 BCE ceased producing spiritual treatises. Rather, at least some religious groups made the gradual (and arbitrary) decisions to exclude these writings from the new category of scripture. Some of these texts are celebrated today because of their spectacular discovery among the Dead Sea Scrolls, but many others also exist. (See Table 1.) The sheer volume of such writings in the second century BCE alone is impressive.


TABLE 1.1 MAJOR TEXTS AND SCRIPTURES


This table gives the dates and canonical status of selected ancient texts referred to in the present book. The dating attributed to particular works is often controversial, and equally credentialed experts might offer a wide range of likely time periods. That is especially true when a book is composite in nature, with different sections being composed many years apart from each other. Where such disagreements exist, I have tried to give the best consensus date. Dates that are particularly controversial are marked with a question mark, but similar punctuation could in fact be attached to a great many more of the statements and attributions here. The canonical status of a text is reflected as follows:




C canonical in Jewish biblical tradition and in the modern Protestant Old Testament


DC Deuterocanonical: fully canonical in the Old Testaments of Catholic and Orthodox Christian churches, but apocryphal in Protestant versions


OTP Old Testament pseudepigrapha and apocrypha, not canonical in Jewish or most Christian traditions (although the highly distinctive Ethiopian church sometimes provides exceptions)


Q Dead Sea Scroll material found at Qumran






Text: Zechariah


Likely date of composition: Early portions are late sixth century BCE, but “Deutero-Zechariah” is later, possibly late third century or early second century BCE


Canonical status: C


Text: Malachi


Likely date of composition: Mid- to late fifth century BCE


Canonical status: C


Text: Job


Likely date of composition: Fifth to fourth century BCE?


Canonical status: C


Text: Ruth


Likely date of composition: Fifth to fourth century BCE?


Canonical status: C


Text: Jonah


Likely date of composition: Fifth to fourth century BCE?


Canonical status: C


Text: Ezra/Nehemiah


Likely date of composition: Ca. 420–320 BCE?


Canonical status: C


Text: Books of Chronicles


Likely date of composition: Fourth century BCE


Canonical status: C


Text: Proverbs


Likely date of composition: Fourth to third century BCE?


Canonical status: C


Text: Ecclesiastes


Likely date of composition: Third century BCE


Canonical status: C


Text: Aramaic Levi Document


Likely date of composition: Third century BCE


Canonical status: Q


Text: Treatise of the Two Spirits


Likely date of composition: Third century BCE


Canonical status: Q


Text: Noah


Likely date of composition: Third century BCE; original text lost, but fragments survive in other works


Canonical status: OTP


Text: Esther


Likely date of composition: Third to second century BCE


Canonical status: C


Text: 1 Enoch


Likely date of composition: Different sections range from mid-third century BCE through first century BCE


Canonical status: OTP


Text: Tobit


Likely date of composition: Late third century to early second century BCE


Canonical status: DC


Text: Book of the Giants


Likely date of composition: Early second century BCE


Canonical status: OTP


Text: Sirach/Ecclesiasticus


Likely date of composition: Early second century BCE


Canonical status: DC


Text: Baruch


Likely date of composition: Mid-second century BCE


Canonical status: DC


Text: Jubilees


Likely date of composition: Mid-second century BCE


Canonical status: OTP


Text: Judith


Likely date of composition: Second century BCE


Canonical status: DC


Text: Daniel


Likely date of composition: First chapters are early second century BCE?; chapters 7–12 are from the 160S BCE


Canonical status: C


Text: Daniel (additions)


Likely date of composition: Bel and the Dragon is probably second century BCE


Canonical status: DC


Text: Sibylline Oracles


Likely date of composition: Ca. 200 BCE–600 CE, but the earliest oracles are second century BCE


Canonical status: OTP


Text: Letter of Aristeas


Likely date of composition: Second century BCE


Canonical status: OTP


Text: Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs


Likely date of composition: Composed and edited over a lengthy period, but the earliest materials are second century BCE


Canonical status: OTP


Text: Thanksgiving Hymns


Likely date of composition: Mid-second century BCE


Canonical status: Q


Text: Damascus Document


Likely date of composition: Mid-second century BCE


Canonical status: Q


Text: Community Rule (1QS)


Likely date of composition: Mid-second century BCE


Canonical status: Q


Text: 1 Maccabees


Likely date of composition: Late second century BCE


Canonical status: DC


Text: 2 Maccabees


Likely date of composition: Mid- to late second century


Canonical status: DC


Text: The War of the Sons of Light Against the Sons of Darkness (War Rule)


Likely date of composition: Second to first century BCE


Canonical status: Q


Text: 4QInstruction


Likely date of composition: Second to first century BCE?


Canonical status: Q


Text: Pesher Habakkuk


Likely date of composition: Second to first century BCE?


Canonical status: Q


Text: Testament of Amram


Likely date of composition: Second to first century BCE?


Canonical status: Q


Text: 3 Maccabees


Likely date of composition: First century BCE?


Canonical status: OTP


Text: The War of the Messiah (Qumran)


Likely date of composition: First century BCE


Canonical status: Q


Text: Testament of Job


Likely date of composition: First century BCE


Canonical status: OTP


Text: Psalms of Solomon


Likely date of composition: Mid-first century BCE


Canonical status: OTP


Text: Wisdom of Solomon


Likely date of composition: 50 BCE–50 CE


Canonical status: DC


Text: Assumption of Moses/Testament of Moses


Likely date of composition: First century BCE


Canonical status: OTP


Text: Testament of Abraham


Likely date of composition: First century CE


Canonical status: OTP


Text: Life of Adam and Eve


Likely date of composition: First century CE


Canonical status: OTP


Text: Joseph and Aseneth


Likely date of composition: First century CE


Canonical status: OTP


Text: Lives of the Prophets


Likely date of composition: First century CE


Canonical status: OTP


Text: 2 Enoch


Likely date of composition: First century CE


Canonical status: OTP




Political events and culture wars called forth literary responses, often framed in terms of visions credited to ancient prophets and sages. Enoch, Ezra, Baruch, and Isaiah were all reliable names to whom works could be credited. Contemporary writers also greatly expanded the already available biblical accounts of patriarchs like Adam, Seth, and Melchizedek. These texts are sometimes called pseudepigrapha, that is, falsely titled works, as opposed to being “false” in their nature or deficient in quality.13


Such works were very influential. Any attempt to understand the range of ideas available to Jews of the first century CE, and to the circle of Jesus himself, means reading not just such Deuterocanonical works as Sirach and Tobit, but also pseudepigrapha like 1 Enoch, the Psalms of Solomon, and the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs. In terms of their subject matter, these works cover a huge spectrum. Some writings are political manifestos, others contain polemical material on the vices of a particular king or dynasty or high priest, while still others have no discernible relationship to current events. Taken together, they constitute a substantial written universe, demonstrating the enormous range of ideas in contemporary discourse.14


MANY OF THE motifs in these pseudepigraphic writings are familiar to us through the Abrahamic religions, while others now seem eccentric, even shocking. Certainly, such “marginal” or “sectarian” ideas do not fit in the established orthodoxies of any mainstream faith today. But the fact that they seem so strange and exotic is significant for what it suggests about how and why some of those Crucible-era themes triumphed, while others faded into obscurity.15


Judaism as we know it historically is the complex of religious beliefs and practices that were formulated and proclaimed by rabbinic scholars in the early centuries of the Common Era and developed over a long period in the Talmud. Those scholars were working after the great revolt and the loss of the Temple in 70 CE. As such, they were profoundly suspicious of apocalyptic, messianic, or millenarian ideas of the kind associated with political militancy. In consequence, many once popular texts and themes vanished from the Jewish heritage. A period of intense cultural rethinking fundamentally redefined the limits of acceptable religious faith, closing many of the intellectual avenues that had been so avidly explored during the Crucible years.


Any history of the Jewish world in the Crucible era itself must avoid hindsight in using such terms as “mainstream” and “marginal,” “normative” and “sectarian,” “orthodox” and “heretical.” Only retroactively were some “sectarian” movements and motifs consigned to the fringes of that broad cultural universe. That comment applies to many of the themes of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Early Christianity itself was an authentic heir of the speculations and obsessions of the Crucible years. And through both rabbinic Judaism and Christianity, such ideas shaped the nascent faith of Islam. All three were heirs of the same religious revolution and shared very similar beliefs about the spiritual universe. So also, indeed, was the now extinct dualist faith of Manichaeanism.


Even some of the ideas from the Crucible era that strike our modern eye as bizarre and extravagant proved remarkably durable. Still today, with some awe, historians are continuing to discover just how widely these concepts cast their influence. That process of historical development has affected our understanding of the relationship of emerging Christianity to its Jewish environment. Earlier generations of scholars sought to distinguish between “Jewish” and “Gentile” themes in early Christianity, arguing (for instance) that the gospel of Matthew was distinctly Jewish, whereas John’s gospel supposedly betrayed its Greek and Gentile biases. In fact, any such attempt to separate Jewish and Gentile elements is necessarily doomed. By the first century CE, ideas that originated in Hellenistic sources had already been long integrated into Jewish thought. Any sense of the religion in that era must take into account the spectrum of ideas and influences in a Judaism that displayed such polyphonic diversity. Actually, the range of influences was even broader than this would suggest, as both the Jews and the Greeks of this era had through the centuries borrowed so heavily from still other traditions, especially from Mesopotamia. That pattern especially applies to the Enochian literature that displays so many signs of its Mesopotamian character and origin. So what exactly was “Jewish” in the time of Jesus and Paul, and what was “Greek”?


THE CRUCIBLE ERA was incredibly fertile both in generating new spiritual concepts and in naming them. The rise of new spiritual and political worlds created an urgent need for new words, many of which remain at the core of the Western religious vocabulary. Even offering a brief list of such words in English gives a sense of how much we owe to this era, and some European languages include even more examples.


These centuries needed a term for the new and pervasive concept of “apocalypse” and also popularized the concept of “Armageddon.” Even when older Hebrew terms were translated more or less laterally into Greek, they could not fail to acquire many new trappings from Hellenistic thought and philosophy. Those additional meanings have been passed on to us today. Although the Jewish world had its notion of subdivine spiritual beings, it borrowed from Greek the terminology of “angels” and “demons,” with their elaborate hierarchies that included “archangels.” And although the concept of the Lord’s Anointed, the “messiah,” dated back at least to the sixth century BCE, its meaning was transformed into the later End Times image of the moshiach, or Christos—the Christ. That in turn generated other names for new things, such as for “Christians” and for the “Antichrist.” Both Christ and Antichrist would play their roles at the final “crisis,” the Greek word co-opted to portray the final Judgment. So would “Satan,” an old Hebrew word for “adversary.” The title in these years, however, applied to a specific and vastly threatening spiritual entity.


We observe the invention of the Bible itself and the idea of Scripture. It was the Crucible age that specified that certain texts should be defined as the definitive holy scriptures of the Jewish people. Moreover, these books (and no others) constituted “the Books” (Greek: ta Biblia). Only in this same era do we find a specialized word for those writings that made up scripture or the scriptures (he graphe, singular, or tes graphes, plural). Several books of the Bible composed long before the Crucible era bear Greek names that reflect their translation during these years, commonly the third and second centuries BCE. We think of works like Genesis, Exodus, and Deuteronomy. The list of approved texts was the “canon,” whereas other works were “hidden,” or “apocryphal.” Those Greek Bible translations gave us many religious terms, including “blasphemy,” “diaspora,” “idol,” “paradise,” “holocaust,” and “proselyte.” The Septuagint Greek word diabolos gave us “devil.”


Although the Hebrew Bible includes the word “Yehudi,” it is only in our period, in the book of Esther (written during the third or second century BCE), that it comes to mean “Jew” in the historic ethnoreligious sense. A few decades later, the second book of Maccabees invented the word “Judaism” (with “Hellenism” thrown in for good measure to define its rival). Some words, like “rabbi” and “synagogue,” were invented to describe the new institutions of a developing faith. Some partisan or sectarian labels, such as “Zealots” and “Pharisees,” also entered general usage.


In other cases, words in general parlance came to be applied to particular religious concepts and innovations. This happened within Judaism at first, but it was soon adopted by Christianity. Examples included “apostle” (messenger), “baptism,” “disciple,” and “martyr” (witness). Jewish sects had their “episkopoi” before Christians did, and long before English speakers corrupted that title into “bishops.” The Greek term for “good news” was “evangelion,” which in turn gave rise to “evangelist” and “evangelical.” Translating that “good news” title into Old English gave us the word “gospel.” Jewish sectarians called the Therapeutae had a “monasterion,” a room for contemplation, which developed into the later concept of the “monastery.”16 We can scarcely imagine a time when religion lacked such foundational terms.


THE CRUCIBLE YEARS spanned a period of two centuries, from the mid-third century BCE through the mid-first. Of course, long-term cultural developments rarely coincided neatly with decades or centuries, and trends and ideas overlapped substantially.


Chapter 1 gives the essential background of the Jewish world from the monotheistic developments of the seventh and sixth centuries BCE to the Greek encounter of the late fourth century.


Chapters 2 and 3 describe how Greek, Jewish, and Eastern worlds interacted and began the process of cross-fertilization, with a clear cultural watershed around 250 BCE. Chapter 4 is devoted to the great surviving legacy of this encounter: the book of 1 Enoch.


The most intense and transformative period began with the Maccabean revolt. Chapters 5–9 address the critical revolutionary years between roughly 170 and 50 BCE and the maelstrom of bold ideas and worldviews that emerged in this time.


Chapters 10 and 11 show how these new insights and attitudes acquired mainstream status. They also gave rise to religious structures, including Christianity, rabbinic Judaism, and Islam, as well as other movements that had a major impact in their time, such as Manichaeanism.


THOSE TWO CRITICAL centuries made the religious world the West has known ever since. Without this spiritual revolution, neither Christianity nor Islam would exist, and Judaism itself would have been unimaginably different. Just how thoroughgoing was the change in religious sensibility can only be understood if we look at the Hebrew Bible, which later faiths so often claimed to be following scrupulously.















Chapter 1



THE OLD WORLD


Living with Radical Monotheism
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Understand that I am He: before me there was no God formed, neither shall there be after me. I, even I, am the LORD; and beside me there is no savior.


ISAIAH 43:10–11, KJV




THE OLD TESTAMENT offers many unequivocal proclamations of monotheism. According to the book of Deuteronomy, Moses himself recites the wonderful deeds of the Lord, YHWH, who alone is God: “There is none else beside him” (4:35). Yet however uncontroversial such words may sound today, they stand in marked contrast to other biblical verses that situate YHWH in the company of other deities. Psalm 82 depicts God taking his place among the council of gods, ready to pronounce judgment. Other verses likewise have God speaking in the plural (“Let us make man in our own image” [Gen. 1:26]). Even in Deuteronomy, one passage shows YHWH being allocated Israel as his own people, the implication being that other deities had their own nations (32:8–9).


With varying degrees of success, scholars through the centuries have struggled to reconcile such texts with a monotheistic view. The most likely interpretation is that in early times, YHWH was seen as one deity among several, and only gradually did his followers claim his unique and exclusive divinity. God was many before he was One. Over time texts were edited to eliminate embarrassing contradictions, but many older passages and hymns were simply too well established and too cherished simply to be discarded.1


But monotheism had implications that went far beyond the editing of texts. The shift from multiple gods to one absolute deity transformed attitudes toward belief and practice, which provide the essential foundation for developments in the ensuing Crucible era.2


JEWS AND CHRISTIANS alike believe their doctrines derive from “the Bible,” however they define the limits of that term. Through the centuries, Christians and Jews alike have ransacked the Old Testament for passages and texts to justify their beliefs. They claim, for instance, that some particular verse describes the origins of human sinfulness, or defines Satan, or foreshadows the Messiah. Christians have regularly read Christ back into the Old Testament, sometimes by means of optimistic mistranslation. In practice, such exegesis demands a great deal of special pleading, of varying degrees of plausibility, and many such conclusions would have baffled Hebrew writers of the First Temple era (ca. 950–587 BCE).


However much later believers claim continuity from the sacred text, the differences of belief and practice are at least as marked as the similarities. Mainstream religious life in biblical times was very different from most later concepts of Judaism. Some themes were constant, including dietary laws and the practice of circumcision, but the older religion was grounded in sacrifice and firmly rooted in the land.


No less striking are what seem to us to be puzzling omissions from biblical-era religion. The biblical view of the divine world was, by later standards, quite limited, and the heavens were relatively depopulated. Angels do feature in the Old Testament as divine envoys and as mighty figures in the celestial court, but most references are plain and even curt. Angels played no discernible role in the divine plan, they had no individual identity, nor were they given specific functions, such as guardianship over regions or natural phenomena. Satan, likewise, enjoyed no independent existence, nothing like his later role as a rebellious leader of evil forces. We can readily supply a list of negatives for other concepts that in retrospect appear central to the Judeo-Christian tradition, including Heaven, Hell, the afterlife, and the final Judgment, to say nothing of the Messiah or resurrection.3


Even in the fifth century BCE, when the Hebrew Bible was theoretically closed, few of those ideas were present in Jewish thought—but they assuredly were by the mid-first century, and they utterly dominate the world of the New Testament. What had happened in the meantime—the crucial difference that permitted those plots and characters to enter fully into the action—was a tectonic theological shift that has left its indelible mark on the scriptures.


THE BIBLE TELLS a story. In fact, it tells an abundance of stories, often in multiple versions that clash with each other. I will present the familiar account found in the Bible as we know it before offering some alternative interpretations.


The biblical story begins with the origin of humanity and the making of civilization. Through successive generations, YHWH made covenants with different people and, through them, their descendants. With Noah, after the Flood, he made a covenant applicable to all humanity. With Abraham, he made the pact from which the Hebrew people emerge, ordaining the law of circumcision. In Moses’s time, around 1200 BCE, the Sinai Covenant established the strict monotheistic law to which the Hebrew people would thereafter be subject, as the foundation of faith and practice.4


Much of the biblical text describes the kingdoms that emerged in the land of Canaan after the Hebrews invaded and occupied it in the twelfth century, and the principle of monotheism is central to that narrative. Hebrew kingdoms rose and fell between roughly 1000 and 587, beginning with the mighty sovereigns David and Solomon and the foundation of the First Temple. Again according to the received history, those regimes varied in their faithfulness to divine ordinance. Some obeyed the one God and followed his Law, while others permitted and even welcomed foreign deities, polluting the sacred land with polytheism and improper sacrifices. From the ninth century BCE, prophets regularly arose to denounce the abuses of their time. To use a common prophetic metaphor, Israel was pledged to God as a faithful spouse, but time and again it betrayed monogamy by whoring after foreign gods. Persistent infidelity had real-world consequences, as God punished the erring with invasion and disaster. From the end of the eighth century, a sweeping revival urged a return to stark monotheism and the laws of the Mosaic covenant. Even so, that proved inadequate to stay God’s wrath, and the Babylonians conquered Jerusalem in 587, taking the people into exile.5


However familiar the story may be, it must be approached in terms of how and why it was constructed and written. Although some isolated biblical sources may date to the eleventh and twelfth centuries, much of the narrative was composed between the eighth and fifth centuries, and some material is later than that. The writers at that time were not only recording history but using it as an ideological weapon in ongoing struggles in which they were passionately engaged. They were activists at least as much as recorders of sober fact, and it is futile to expect objectivity.


Many of the biblical writers lived during the seventh-century religious revival that so earnestly preached monotheism and the Mosaic covenant, and they back-projected those values into history—arguably into periods in which such values and institutions had scarcely existed. To take an example, one of the best-known biblical stories is that of the Covenant at Sinai, with Moses’s encounter with God, and the giving of the Ten Commandments. How can we imagine the biblical story without such a linchpin? But an ancient creedal statement preserved in Deuteronomy (26:5–10) tells how God rescued the Hebrew people from Egypt and brought them into the land of Canaan, without once mentioning the Sinai story. In itself that absence does not mean that the story was not known or believed in that early era, but it does imply that over time the account of the Sinai Covenant became much more significant than it had once been.6


An alternative view of the nation’s religious history would suggest that originally, it was much more akin to that of its neighbors, including the Canaanites, and Israel had emerged from that people. Instead of monotheism—belief in one God alone—we should speak rather of henotheism, the belief in a God who is supreme but by no means alone among deities, or of monolatry, the conscious decision to worship one particular God among many. The God of the Hebrews was YHWH, just as their Moabite neighbors followed Chemosh, and both deities were equally valid in their respective homelands. Even in the Ten Commandments, God does not declare that he is the sole Lord, but rather demands, “You shall have no other gods before me.” Only a God concerned about potential rivals would be portrayed as “jealous.” A common biblical word for God is elohim, used in the singular, but it originally referred to plural beings.7


The Hebrew God had once been one deity among several who was worshipped together with his goddess consorts. Only from the end of the eighth century did militant reformers develop the now familiar idea of implacable monotheism, a rigid creed to be demanded of all true members of Israel. Those reformers earned the support of various kings, whom the Bible remembers as noble heroes, leaders like Hezekiah (ca. 720–686) and Josiah (ca. 640–610).8 A key moment in the great reform occurred about 620, when priests claimed to have found in the Temple an ancient book of the Law (2 Kings 22–23). When the king, Josiah, read it, he was appalled to see the differences that existed between this divine blueprint and the actual society of his own day, and he launched a sweeping (and bloody) reform. Supported by his clerical allies, he sacked and desecrated pagan temples and shrines, slaughtering their priests. Such activities focused on the veneration of ancestors, leading to the disruption of tombs and shrines. Josiah struck especially at the images of the Asherah, the goddess.9


THE TEXT THAT inspired Josiah’s actions was all but certainly what is today called Deuteronomy. Rather than being an authentic ancient rediscovery, this text was actually written not long before Josiah’s time. Scholars today link the work with a group or movement pledged to a stern reformist agenda, and this school of thought was political in nature, as well as literary and historical. That Deuteronomistic movement is credited with much of the historical writing presently found in the Bible, as well as the work of prophets like Jeremiah.10


Throughout the ensuing struggles, the revolutionaries asserted that they were introducing no innovations; rather, they were restoring things to the way they should have been, and they produced scriptures to prove it. In the century after 650 BCE, priests and scribes engaged in a massive revision of the Jewish religion, writing and reediting many scriptures that today constitute the core of the Hebrew Bible. Among other changes, tales of Moses and the Exodus were rewritten to become far more central to the religious narrative.11


Later generations read the earlier history of Israel through the histories created by those revolutionaries. That retroactive attitude extended to lived Hebrew religion, which had once covered a much wider range of beliefs and practices than the existing biblical text might reveal. When reformers denounced the pagan shrines and sacred groves, they were in fact attacking ancient manifestations of their own religion of the land and people. As history was rewritten, those aspects of ordinary everyday religion had to be reinterpreted as syncretistic borrowings from foreign paganism. During the Babylonian captivity, scholars and prophets sustained the religious project begun in the previous century and gained an intellectual hegemony over the nation’s religious life. The sixth century was the era of such celebrated prophets as Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Second Isaiah. That process continued unchecked when, in the 530s, the new Persian Empire of Cyrus permitted the Jewish people to return to Palestine, where a Second Temple arose. The land remained under Persian rule for a full two centuries, until the 330s. The books of Ezra and Nehemiah tell us about the attempts to restore “normality” in the new Persian order. The holy people were back in their land, their religious life was concentrated in the Second Temple, and strict monotheism was the order of the day.12


THE NEW MONOTHEISM of the Second Temple era—and it was new—demanded a frontal attack on older religious traditions, which in turn sparked a wide-ranging cultural transformation. I will focus here on five critical aspects of the change, namely, the growth of intermediary spiritual beings, the decline of classical prophecy, the quest to explain the origins of evil, a growing belief in an afterlife, and the rise of belief in a Last Judgment. In rudimentary form, those changes were already emerging in a series of innovative biblical texts written after the return from Exile in Babylon. These late-written (“post-Exilic”) books included Zechariah, Joel, and Job.13


Monotheism profoundly affected patterns of worship. Not only should one god alone be worshipped, but there were strict limitations to how he could be imagined and portrayed. True worship could not involve visual or material depictions of the deity; it must be imageless, “aniconic.” God could not even, properly, be named. Although the dating of the change is uncertain, at some point in this era it became strictly prohibited so much as to pronounce the once commonly used four-lettered name of God, YHWH. The book of Ruth (3:13) implies that the term was still spoken at the time that text was written, in the fifth or fourth century, but by the second century Jews were increasingly using euphemisms like “Heaven.” Early in the Common Era, rabbinic scholars declared an absolute prohibition on uttering so sacred a name, except by the high priest himself. In later centuries, pious Jews have commonly referred to God only as “the Name,” haShem. Even God’s name became inaccessible and perilous.14


But exalting one deity in such an unprecedented way posed multiple intellectual difficulties for believers. If God was in fact so transcendent, how could he interact with his Creation? In most ancient societies, the idea of such interactions is commonplace. Pagan deities converse directly with humans, and they issue commands. Gods intervene directly in human affairs; they fight on battlefields, often against rival deities; and they speak through chosen seers or prophets. But is such mundane behavior feasible for the Lord of the whole universe? Only in eliminating the multiplicity of gods do we realize how useful a pantheon can be in explaining many otherwise mysterious aspects of reality.


Theophanies, divine appearances, had once been common in the Hebrew tradition, but in the new environment they had to be treated very cautiously and selectively. Just how sensitive the matter might be is apparent from a story in chapter 13 of the book of Judges, in which Manoah and his wife are told of the greatness of their unborn son, who would become the legendary hero Samson. As the surviving story tells us, the message is carried by an angel, who ascends to Heaven when the couple carry out a sacrifice. At that point, and for no reason apparent to modern readers, Manoah suddenly realizes that he has actually been talking directly with God and fears immediate death. The inconsistencies arise from merging different versions of an ancient story. In an original version, God himself presumably visited the couple, but any hint of such a personal and intimate divine encounter was unacceptable in Deuteronomistic times, when the story was revised and edited. In this instance, as in many others, God’s presence has been camouflaged by substituting an angelic figure.15


The Second Temple period, then, was marked by an ever-growing emphasis on intermediary figures who serve God and transmit his commands. Yet they did not partake directly of his nature, because any such sharing of divinity would violate his absolute quality. Angels increasingly formed a complex heavenly hierarchy and came to serve many of the functions that would earlier have been served by God personally. (I will discuss this trend more in Chapter 8.)16 If there was one God, then of necessity he must have a great many messengers.


HOW, THEN, COULD a mere mortal dare claim to have spoken with or for God? In early tradition, humans often conversed with God. Moses did so, and the prophets boldly prefaced their remarks by saying, “Thus says the Lord,” or confidently announcing, “The Word of God.” Over time, though, claims of direct contact with deity became troubling.


Prophecy had to change over time. During the great age of Hebrew prophecy, between the ninth and sixth centuries, God inspired the prophet to speak on his behalf, in order to guide and correct his people. His goal was not so much to foretell the future, but rather to highlight failings of the nation and community and to urge the people to return to the ways of righteousness in a public act or declaration. Prophetic books were associated with named individuals, whether any particular person authored part or whole of the work attributed to him or not.17


In this classic format, prophecy became much scarcer after the fifth century BCE. One critical source on these matters is the historian Josephus, and as I will often have cause to cite his works, it will be useful here to describe the man and his background. Josephus (37–100 CE) was an insurgent commander in the Jewish revolt of the 60s, but a timely defection allowed him to survive the catastrophe. He then reconstructed himself on Roman lines as Flavius Josephus. He published his account of The Jewish War around 75, and by 94 he published Jewish Antiquities (Ioudaike Archaiologia). That work reported and summarized biblical history, presenting it in the most favorable and benevolent manner for a cultured Greco-Roman audience. He devoted careful attention to the Hebrew scriptures and to claims for their authority. On the issue of prophecy, he dated the end of the legitimate sequence of prophets to the fifth century, specifically around the time of the Persian king Artaxerxes (465–424). That did not mark the end of prophecy as such, but rather concluded the social consensus surrounding the legitimate claimants.18


Later writers accepted that true prophecy had become rare and even consigned it to the distant past. The book of 1 Maccabees reports Jewish leaders in the 160s tabling decisions on some issues until a true prophet should appear, with the suggestion that such a development was not expected anytime soon. The same book records that “there was great distress in Israel, such as had not been since the time that prophets ceased to appear among them” (9:27). Later rabbis remained firm on this question of termination, largely in reaction to early Christian claims that the prophetic tradition continued in that community.


In fact, prophecy of the old kind can be traced throughout the Second Temple period and beyond, but it changed in both substance and format. As I will show, prophecy merged into the strikingly different mode of apocalyptic, that is, End Times visions that gave cosmic significance to earthly struggles. (The word “apocalyptic” comes from the Greek for “revelation,” as in the New Testament book of that name.) Of course, the Old Testament contains a lot of prophetic passages that look somewhat like the apocalyptic literature we know, but those later apocalyptic works differed in certain key ways from this classic model. In the new world, writers reported insights received not from God directly but from intermediary figures, either angels or else patriarchs of former times. The newer form is also distinguished by the question of authorship. While prophets like Amos or Isaiah spoke through their own names, apocalyptic works are anonymous or pseudepigraphic, that is, attributed to some mighty sage of bygone centuries, such as Enoch or Daniel.19


Nor do apocalyptic writers address the whole community in the mode of the old prophets. The newer literature was fundamentally a revelation of a secret, in declarations passed through an inspired seer. Instead of being ringing public declarations, these texts are cryptic, ambiguous, and of necessity open to debate and interpretation. The fact that something was “revealed” of itself implies concealment, further suggesting that the world’s great truths are hidden from the masses. This is bookish, esoteric literature, and it is designed to be read, not proclaimed.20


The transition from classical prophecy did not occur at any one historical moment, but one text in particular signals the change in progress, namely, Zechariah. This book is generally divided into two sections, which were written by separate individuals at some distance in time; just how far they were separated is a matter of lively debate. Respectively, they are known as First Zechariah, which was written at the end of the sixth century BCE, and Second or Deutero-Zechariah, which is probably three centuries younger.


In its way, each section of Zechariah marked a critical religious transition. First Zechariah (c.520 BCE) offers a curious mixture of old and new styles, with some portions looking back to the earlier prophets, while others foreshadow later genres. Angelic themes predominate, and the twenty references to “angels” in this one short book constitute almost a fifth of all such citations in the whole canonical Old Testament. The text begins conventionally enough for prophetic works, as the Word of the Lord tells Zechariah of his displeasure with Jerusalem. Soon, though, Zechariah is receiving his messages from an angel, together with the first recorded examples of the conversations characteristic of the later apocalyptic genre. Typically, the angel asks whether the prophet recognizes the meaning of some sign, the prophet declares his ignorance (“No, my lord!”), and the angel then explains (6:12–14). For the reader, the lesson is to underscore the lack of direct inspiration claimed by the prophet. Adding to later resonances, Zechariah sees a vision of the angel of the Lord together with Satan, that centerpiece of much later religious writing. In its highly allusive and symbolic content, First Zechariah looks forward to countless successors, from Daniel through the book of Revelation and beyond. There are four horsemen as well as flying scrolls and four mysterious horns that symbolize nations or rulers. As read by later generations, one passage about the coming of a future “Branch” points to messianic ideas (6:12–13).21


From the third century BCE onward, apocalyptic became a hugely popular genre of religious literature, which had a very long afterlife. In terms of the nature of religious authority, the shift from prophecy to apocalyptic signified a restriction of popular access to the divine and a new emphasis on formal channels, whether priestly or scriptural.


GIVING SUCH AN absolute and solitary role to one God raised other problems in terms of explaining injustice or evil. If God was only one deity among many, then evil acts or misdeeds were easily explained in terms of the malice of powerful rival forces. When his people were suffering in Egypt, YHWH had to struggle against the gods of that country who presumably were to blame (Exod. 12:12). But how was such suffering possible under the rule of an omnipotent deity, who lacked either colleagues or foes? Why did the righteous suffer on earth, while the wicked self-evidently prospered? This is the classic issue of theodicy, of understanding God’s justice in the face of the gross evils in the world he supposedly created. Now, not all believers saw an impenetrable mystery in these matters. Generations of prophets explained the evils suffered by the Hebrew nation in terms of the sinfulness of the people. In that vision, outside enemies like the Babylonians became divine scourges, whips used to beat and punish stubborn sinners. Fathers whipped their disobedient sons, and God chastised his rebellious people. But that was not the only conceivable solution, nor was it the most attractive.22


Yes, God was all-good and all-powerful, but the same could not be said of those subdivine intermediary figures who now proliferated. Belief in angels was quite acceptable, so was it legitimate to blame some of them for worldly evil and the existence of human sinfulness? No later than the mid-third century, speculations about rebel angels were becoming commonplace. Increasingly, too, one particular intermediary was being identified as an evil overlord, under various names that included Satan, Mastema, and Belial. If that figure was not (yet) an evil counterpart of God himself, then writers were well on their way to such a construction. Such speculations were already beginning to appear in the book of Job, which probably dates from the fifth or fourth centuries BCE. (We will return to that work shortly.)23 In the centuries following the “closing of the Bible,” then, not only was there an upsurge in the number of angels and other intermediary figures, but those figures spanned a whole spectrum of morality and malice.


ANOTHER APPROACH TO divine justice was to relocate to another life the vindication of the righteous and the punishment of the wicked. That in turn demanded a much stronger belief in the afterlife.


In the canonical Hebrew Bible, concepts of the afterlife are pallid and indistinct. In the pre-Exilic Jewish world, individuals who died survived at best as shades who had little distinct identity, and in the grim words of Psalm 115, “The dead praise not the LORD, neither any that go down into silence” (17). The Bible refers often to Sheol, the place of the dead, but this miserable place was not reserved for notorious sinners or wrongdoers. Regardless of one’s virtue or piety, the ultimate fate of humanity was the grave, with its maggots and worms. In the third century BCE, the author of Ecclesiastes reflected the traditional view when he wrote that the same fate ultimately came to righteous and evil alike, to the pious and blasphemous. All go down to the dead, to Sheol, where “the dead know not any thing, neither have they any more a reward; for the memory of them is forgotten. Also their love, and their hatred, and their envy, is now perished; neither have they any more a portion for ever in any thing that is done under the sun.… [T]here is no work, nor device, nor knowledge, nor wisdom, in the grave, whither thou goest.” Hence, “to him that is joined to all the living there is hope: for a living dog is better than a dead lion” (9:5–10). The fact that the book was notionally credited to King Solomon helped ensure that such a materialist manifesto remained within the biblical canon.24


Escape from Sheol was not a realistic possibility. The book of 1 Samuel (28:3–25) tells how King Saul used a medium or witch to summon the spirit of the deceased prophet Samuel, but even such a glorious figure had not been granted anything like heavenly rest or bliss. He was a pathetic shade. Given such dreary prospects, biblical authors could never use the afterlife as the solution to the dilemma of why many good people died miserably, while the evil enjoyed their splendor and comfort until their last moment. Some passages portray Sheol as an entity or even a deity, but these statements are metaphorical rather than theological. As a state of nonexistence, Sheol is not an enemy whom God will someday defeat or subdue.


Only a few statements in the Hebrew Bible itself point to any more optimistic outcomes, and they were isolated outliers or literary metaphors rather than statements of doctrine. Although they are difficult to date, two psalms (49:15 and 73:24) both imply that good and evil had different destinies after death, so that the righteous went to God, while the evil descended to Sheol. The psalmist could even hope that “God will redeem my soul from the power of the grave; for he shall receive me.” A few texts hint at resurrection, albeit communal rather than individual, but again these are outliers. The prophet Ezekiel reported the baffling vision of the valley of bones and skeletons, who would one day be raised from their graves and returned to the house of Israel (37:1–14). A Christian reads this in terms of the resurrection at the Day of Judgment, but in context the passage refers to a national restoration and revival without any suggestion of individual postmortem continuity. Such passages raise an issue that we will encounter repeatedly, namely, that Hebrew thinkers sometimes used the image of a person or a man to represent a whole community or nation, commonly Israel itself. It is tempting, but misleading, to understand such accounts as if they refer to individuals rather than communities.25


The older view of the afterlife changed utterly in the centuries following the Bible’s supposed “closure” during the Second Temple era. Sheol is a major theme of the book of Job, which was written during the Persian rule over Palestine, and that Persian connection might have contributed to a new interest in the afterlife. Whatever its origins, Job is by far the most direct and sustained consideration of theodicy in the whole Bible, using a dramatic story to frame weighty questions of moral vindication and divine righteousness. Job begins the work possessed of great riches and happiness. In order to test Job’s faith, God allows his servant or minister Satan to destroy Job’s family and belongings and to inflict terrible diseases on him. Most of the book comprises Job’s attempt to comprehend what has happened to him and to reconcile that with a belief in God’s goodness.


Those meditations involve discussions of the afterlife. In an extraordinary passage, Job expresses the hope for survival after death and even for resurrection:




If a man die, shall he live again?


All the days of my appointed time will I wait, till my change come.


Thou shalt call, and I will answer thee. (14:13–15, KJV)





The exact meaning of the text is controversial, but a later passage has Job proclaim:




For I know that my redeemer liveth,


and that he shall stand at the latter day upon the earth:


And though after my skin worms destroy this body,


Yet in my flesh shall I see God. (19:25–26, KJV)





The text can be translated in many ways, and I am deliberately here using the King James version, which unabashedly brings out Christian resonances. But implications of resurrection are clearly present in the text. Christians love these words and have no problem in identifying the redeemer as Christ. “I know that my redeemer liveth” is a beloved hymn, while the second part seems to confirm the idea of resurrection. Unlike in Ezekiel, moreover, this expectation is expressed in the first person, suggesting an individual resurrection.26


But if such ideas were not yet official doctrine, at least they were being contemplated as a necessary solution to the quandaries of monotheism. By the third and second centuries BCE, visions of Heaven and Hell became commonplace, with holy figures and sinners consigned to their appropriate eternal destinies. In both cases, heavenly and hellish, angels served as custodians as well as messengers. For most Jews (if not all), the afterlife became a natural expectation, to the point that a text like the book of Wisdom (first century BCE) offers a telling parody of the Ecclesiastes text we noted earlier. As the author of chapter 2 of Wisdom asks: So you believe that we are shadows that just fade away and nobody returns after death? So what is to prevent you from committing every form of sin and exploitation?27


In the third century CE, Jewish oral traditions were collected and transcribed in the Mishnah, a text that became a foundation of rabbinic Judaism. When it listed the deadliest errors that could separate a Jew from the world to come, it specifically condemned “one who says that [the belief in] resurrection of the dead is not from the Torah.” How could anyone ever have doubted so fundamental a belief?28


REWARDS AND PUNISHMENTS could take many forms, but commonly they were associated with a special Day of Judgment, the grand climax of history. As in the case of resurrection and the afterlife, such ideas grew steadily in significance from the fifth century BCE onward.29


The theme was not wholly new. Later readers could authentically look back to biblical passages that warned of a Day of the Lord, when God’s justice and power would break into human affairs and overwhelm human arrangements and power structures. The image drew on the ancient mythology of YHWH, the warrior king, conquering and defeating his enemies. Such an idea already appeared in the eighth century in the prophecies of Amos and Isaiah. Isaiah warns of a time of imminent battles and catastrophes, the mighty Day of the Lord, when sinners will be destroyed and the heavens will tremble. It is a day of wrath and reckoning, “to make the earth a desolation, and to destroy its sinners from it” (13:9–11).


But the differences with later images are also striking, especially Isaiah’s concentration on how divine wrath will strike one particular place, in this instance Babylon. Despite some universal language, it is not obvious that Isaiah is referring to anything like the Day of Judgment as known in later religions. The identity of those being rewarded and punished is also critical, as there is no sense of individuals being sorted and certainly not of the dead being summoned to answer for the misdeeds they committed during their lives. As in most such early accounts, the beneficiary of God’s intervention is the nation of Israel as a whole rather than singularly moral or righteous individuals. What had made Amos so subversive in his day was that he actually challenged Israelites to ask themselves if they would survive a day of righteous judgment that might claim sinful Jews alongside wicked Gentiles.30


The most compelling biblical vision of judgment is found in the prophet Joel, whose well-developed scenario for the End Times meshes readily with later apocalypses: “And I will shew wonders in the heavens and in the earth, blood, and fire, and pillars of smoke. The sun shall be turned into darkness, and the moon into blood, before the great and terrible day of the LORD come” (2:30–31, KJV). Nations that had maltreated and exploited Israel would be subjected to a formal trial. Even so, salvation would still be available to a remnant of true believers, those who called on God’s name. So well did this text harmonize with later views that it formed the basis for the first recorded Christian sermon preached in Jerusalem after Jesus’s death and resurrection, on the Day of Pentecost. Joel is very difficult to date, but the most probable setting is the fifth century, after a captivity affected Judah and Jerusalem and “Greeks” were a known part of the Jewish world.
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