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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Ancient names are, with a few exceptions, spelled following the style of the standard reference works: Ehsan Yarshater, ed., Encyclopaedia Iranica (New York: Columbia University, Center for Iranian Studies, 1996); Sander M. Goldberg, Oxford Classical Dictionary, 5th ed. (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2016); Fred Skolnik and Michael Berenbaum, eds., Encyclopaedia Judaica, 2nd ed. (Detroit: Macmillan Reference USA in association with Keter Publishing House, 2007).

Citations follow the guidelines of The Chicago Manual of Style Online, https://www-chicagomanualofstyle-org.proxy.library.cornell.edu/home.html. Rabbinic works are cited following guidelines of the Association for Jewish Studies, https://www.associationforjewishstudies.org/publications-research/ajs-review/submission-instructions.

For ancient places that are well-known modern cities I have used the modern names, e.g., Athens, Jerusalem, Rome.

“Judea,” sometimes spelled “Judaea,” has several different meanings. On the one hand, it refers either to a country that was first an independent kingdom and then a province in the Roman Empire. On the other hand, it refers to a region within that country, namely, the region of Jerusalem and its hinterland. To avoid confusion, I refer to the province and kingdom as Judea and to the region as Judah. Both are the same word in Hebrew, Yehudah, or in Latin, Iudaea.






CHRONOLOGY


	Pompey conquers Jerusalem 63 BCE

	Hezekiah raids Roman Syria 46

	Pacorus invades Judea 40

	Herod the Great rules Judea 37–4

	Varus suppresses revolt in Judea 4 BCE

	Rome annexes Judea 6 CE

	Judah the Galilean and Zadok lead Tax Revolt 6

	Pontius Pilate is prefect of Judea 26–36/37

	Crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth ca. 30

	Caligula demands his statue in Jerusalem Temple 39/40

	Agrippa is king of Judea 41–44

	Tiberius Julius Alexander is procurator of Judea 46–48

	Sicarii active in Judea 50s–60s

	Roman defeat by Parthia at Rhandeia 62

	Florus is procurator of Judea 64–67

	Outbreak of Great Revolt 66

	Battle of Beth Horon 66

	Conquest of Jotapata and Gamala 67

	Year of the Four Emperors 69

	Destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple 70

	Rabbi Johanan ben Zakkai founds Academy at Jabneh ca. 70

	Triumph of Vespasian and Titus 71

	Fall of Masada 74

	Berenice in Rome 75–79

	Trajan’s Parthian War 115–117

	Diaspora Revolt 116–117

	Hadrian refounds Jerusalem as Aelia Capitolina 130

	Bar Kokhba Revolt 132–136

	Mishnah completed ca. 200

	Gallus Revolt 351–352

	Palestinian (Jerusalem) and Babylonian Talmuds completed ca. 400–ca. 500

	Sasanians, Byzantines, and Muslims in turn conquer Jerusalem 614–638








CAST OF CHARACTERS

POMPEY (GNAEUS POMPEIUS MAGNUS), 106–48 BCE. A leading Roman general and statesman, Pompey conquered Judea in 63 BCE and ended its independence.

PACORUS (PAKUR), Parthian prince, who possibly ruled as Pacorus I, d. 38 BCE. He invaded the Roman Near East and put a pro-Parthian king on the throne in Judea.

HEROD THE GREAT, ca. 73–4 BCE, king of Judea 37–4 BCE. Ambitious, tyrannical, and murderous ruler, famous as a builder, Herod tried to make Judea the most loyal of Rome’s client states, but faced Jewish opposition.

AUGUSTUS (EARLIER, OCTAVIAN), 63 BCE–14 CE. The brilliant Augustus ended an era of civil war and became Rome’s first emperor. He treated Herod as a valuable partner in the Roman East.

AGRIPPA (also known as Herod Agrippa, whose Roman name was Marcus Julius Agrippa), 10 BCE–44 CE, r. 41–44 CE. Grandson of Herod the Great, he was educated in Rome, helped make Claudius emperor, and was rewarded with the kingship of Judea. An assertive and popular ruler, he died prematurely amid rumors of poison.

TIBERIUS JULIUS ALEXANDER, ca. 15–after 71 CE. Member of an elite family of Alexandria, he turned away from his Jewish heritage and rose high in Roman ranks. Among other offices, he served as procurator of Judea (46–48 CE) and as Titus’s chief of staff in the siege of Jerusalem (70 CE).

HELENA, QUEEN OF ADIABENE, d. ca. 60 CE. Wife and mother of kings of Adiabene, a Parthian client state. Helena and her sons converted to Judaism. She lived in Jerusalem and forged ties that later led to Adiabenian participation in the Great Revolt.

NERO (NERO CLAUDIUS CAESAR DRUSUS GERMANICUS), 37–68 CE, emperor 54–68, notorious for his decadence, but not without statesmanlike qualities. His greed and favoritism to the Greek population of Judea sparked the Great Revolt by Jews against Rome.

JOSEPHUS (JOSEPH SON OF MATTATHIAS, LATER T. FLAVIUS JOSEPHUS), ca. 37–after 100 CE. Born into the Jerusalem aristocracy, Josephus first fought for the rebels and then defected to the Romans. He spent the rest of his life in Rome with the financial support of the emperor. Josephus wrote the Antiquities of the Jews and The Jewish War, among other books.

JOHN OF GISCALA, d. after 70 CE. After leading the opposition to Rome in his home city in Galilee, John fled to Jerusalem, bringing his supporters with him. He was a major figure among the rebels until the end.

SIMON SON OF GIORA, d. 71 CE. A Jewish commander in the Great Revolt, 66–70, he engaged both in civil strife and in the defense of Jerusalem. Considered by the Romans to be the leader of the rebels.

VESPASIAN (TITUS FLAVIUS VESPASIANUS), 9–79 CE. Roman general who reconquered most of rebel Judea in 67–68, Vespasian emerged victorious in the Year of the Four Emperors (69 CE) and was the founding emperor (r. 69–79) of the Flavian dynasty.

TITUS (TITUS CAESAR VESPASIANUS), 39–81 CE, Vespasian’s son, he conquered Jerusalem in 70 CE and destroyed both the city and the Temple, for which he celebrated a Triumph with his father in 71. Titus reigned as emperor 79–81.

BERENICE, b. 28 CE. Officially Julia Berenice but better known as Berenice, she was daughter of King Agrippa and queen by virtue of her marriage to the king of Chalcis. In 66, she tried to prevent the Great Revolt, without success. Afterward she supported the Romans. Berenice had a long-term love affair with Titus.

VOLOGASES I (BALSH OR WALGASH IN PARTHIAN), r. ca. 51–79 CE. One of Parthia’s more successful rulers, he reasserted control of Armenia from Rome but declined to intervene in Judea against Rome during the Great Revolt.

RABBI JOHANAN BEN ZAKKAI, first century CE. Jewish tradition considers him the leading sage at the time of the destruction of the Temple. He is said to have escaped Jerusalem under siege and won permission from Vespasian to found an academy at Jabneh, where he instituted some of the practices that allowed Judaism to survive.

TRAJAN (MARCUS ULPIUS TRAIANUS), ca. 53–117 CE, reigned as emperor 98–117. He invaded Parthian territory and tried to conquer Armenia and Mesopotamia (115–117), but failed, in part because of a revolt in the Jewish Diaspora that sprung up during his campaign.

SIMON BAR KOKHBA, d. 135 CE. He led a revolt in Judea that broke out in 132. Born Bar Koseva (sometimes Ben Koseva), he was acclaimed by some as the messiah, leading to his appellation of Bar Kokhba, literally, “Son of a Star.”

HADRIAN (PUBLIUS AELIUS HADRIANUS), 76–138 CE. Emperor, r. 117–138, Hadrian decided to rebuild ruined Jerusalem as a pagan, Roman colony. That probably sparked the bloody Bar Kokhba Revolt (132–136).

RABBI JUDAH THE PRINCE (YEHUDAH HA NASI), later second–early third centuries CE. The greatest rabbi of his generation, he and his students redacted the Mishnah, which, along with the Talmud a few centuries later, is the foundation text for rabbinic Judaism.

GALLUS (FLAVIUS CONSTANTIUS GALLUS CAESAR), d. 354, suppressed a Jewish insurgency in Palestine, sometime in 351–352, that is remembered as the Gallus Revolt.

PATRICIUS, Jewish leader in the Gallus Revolt of 351–352, possibly regarded by some as the messiah.

KHOSROW II, ca. 570–628, r. 590–628, ambitious Sasanian monarch whose armies conquered much of the Eastern Roman Empire, including Palestine.

HERACLIUS, ca. 575–641, Eastern Roman (Byzantine) emperor, r. 610–641. Heraclius won back the territory conquered by Khosrow II, including Palestine, only to lose it to the rising new power of Islam.
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PROLOGUE

It was an age of unscrupulous intrigue and messianic longing, of empire and insurrection, and of geopolitical warfare that still has modern echoes.

The era from 63 BCE to 136 CE marked two centuries of violence and revolution. They witnessed the decline and fall of the Roman Republic, the rise of Rome of the Caesars and its continuing wars for dominance against the Iranian empire of Parthia, the only imperial rival to Rome left after the conquest of Carthage and the Hellenistic kingdoms. Caught in the middle, both geographically and politically, was the cauldron of tiny Judea—home of Rome’s most determined insurgencies and the soil from which the seedlings of both rabbinic Judaism and Christianity would begin to grow.

Judea was fighting for its survival as a religion, a people, and a nation. It was caught between countries and empires many times its size and strength, negotiating among ever-changing allies and enemies and facing mutual hostility with its neighbors. Because Judea was not a unified state it faced ethnic conflict within its own borders. Meanwhile, the dominant group in Judea, the Jewish people, fought among themselves for power, influence, and their own conceptions of a holy life.

For today’s reader, this story may seem painfully familiar. Certainly, the names of many battlefields are eerily the same in today’s news as in the pages of this book. The names of our story’s protagonists remain renowned, and the historical consequences of this era live on with us today. Nor were the challenges that confronted Judea two thousand years ago unique to that era. Small countries, and large countries, too, still face them in our time.

It is my hope that the history of this period, these people and these struggles, will offer context for the clash of civilizations we are witnessing today and forge a deeper understanding of the forces that propel them.

It would be hard to exaggerate the degree of excitement, anticipation, anxiety, and bloodlust that echoed in this era. What an explosion of creativity and destruction! These were two of the most dramatic and consequential centuries in history. And for the Jewish people in particular, these centuries were cataclysmic.

For the Jews, it was an era of revolution—many small uprisings during more than a century, culminating in an era of three great wars: the Great Revolt, also known as the Jewish War, 66 to 74 CE; the Diaspora Revolt, 116 to 117; and the Bar Kokhba Revolt, 132 to 136. And against whom did the Jews revolt? Only against perhaps the greatest empire in history: Rome.

From the Scottish Highlands to the Atlas Mountains, from the Atlantic Ocean to the Euphrates River, and for a moment, even to the Persian Gulf, Rome ruled a vast realm. It governed what a Roman writer called “the immeasurable majesty of the Roman peace.”1 Fifty million people lived under Roman rule in what was then, along with Han China, the largest empire on earth. Among its other achievements, Rome conquered all the people around the Mediterranean Sea and united them under one government for the first and only time in history.

And yet during the space of seventy years, the Jews, one of the many peoples under Roman rule, revolted not once but three times. No other people in the empire—and there were many other rebel nations—had such a record. Two of the rebellions took place in the Jewish homeland, Judea, the third in the Diaspora, the emigrant communities of Jews.

Today people argue over the names Israel and Palestine, but that is nothing new. They argued over the country’s name in antiquity as well, with both Israel and Palestine attested long before Rome came on the scene. In the Roman era the country was commonly called Judea. The more ancient Jewish name for the country, which some patriots preferred, was Israel. It is attested as early as the thirteenth century BCE.2

Most rebellions occurred in recently conquered provinces. Judea was different. It was not newly conquered. In fact, Rome subdued Judea in 63 BCE, more than 120 years before the Jewish revolt of 66 CE. And Judea had first became a Roman ally even earlier, in 160 BCE. Close observers should have seen the storm coming, what with so much unrest in Judea in earlier years. But in Rome, far away and preoccupied with other, bigger provinces, it came as a surprise.

The rebels of 66 CE humiliated the Roman legions. They first threatened, and then succeeded in contributing to a Roman defeat at the hands of the only rival empire that Rome still feared. They cost the legions a huge expenditure of blood and treasure before finally the rebellions were put down. A vengeful Rome responded with a savagery not seen since the destruction of Carthage two centuries earlier.

The rebels were freedom fighters, daring and heroic, and to that extent they deserve our admiration. But they were also murderous and deluded. The revolts were magnificent, but misguided. How could the rebels hope to defeat the mighty Romans? They represented a great tide of anger and violence that sometimes turned on itself, at least in the Great Revolt, because that Jewish war against Rome was also a war of Jew against Jew: it was a Jewish civil war.

For Jewish history, the rebellions against Rome mark a major turning point. They cost hundreds of thousands of Jewish lives and sent many of the survivors into slavery and exile. They reduced the Jewish people to secondary status in their own homeland. Indeed, the revolts put the future of Jewish survival there in question, although they did not end it. It’s a common misconception to think that the Romans finished the Jewish presence in the Land of Israel. They did not, but they did do an enormous amount of damage. Rome destroyed the Jewish capital, Jerusalem, and its crowning glory, the Temple. Rome ended the daily sacrifices that marked the heart of Judaism and ruined the priesthood who carried them out. Rome decimated the largest and most prestigious Jewish Diaspora community in the Roman Empire, the Jews of Egypt. As if to add insult to injury, the Romans changed the name of the country from Judea (“land of the Jews”) to Syria Palaestina, or simply Palestine (“land of the Philistines”). In no other case did the Romans punish a rebellious province by changing its name. Then again, no people had rebelled as often as the Jews.

There is a holy fire, burning in the hearts of warriors, that leads to glory or oblivion. For two centuries it burned in the hearts of the nation that is the subject of this book, the Jewish people. Messiahs added to the conflagration. Even priests, resistant at first, grew dazzled by the white-hot light. Sober men saw the fire’s destructiveness and tried to douse the flames. None succeeded. It was left to the Romans to drown the blaze in rivers of blood. Only then did a new generation of rabbis emerge from the ruins and turn the fire into light. At the same time, another offshoot from the Jewish experience of this turbulent era also began to grow: Christianity.

The Jewish people survived, learning how to become a religion without a state. Then, twenty centuries later, they created a sovereign state in their ancestral homeland, Israel. The survival of the Jews is one of history’s great cases of resilience. Paradoxically, the same spiritual fire that drove some men unwisely if bravely into an unequal contest against an unyielding empire was the same spirituality that inspired Jewish endurance over the millennia.

Rome was not the only empire in play: there was also Parthia. The shrewd descendants of horse-riding nomads created a mighty realm, originating in what is now Iran, that stretched from today’s Turkmenistan to Syria. The Parthian Empire stood astride the world’s wealthiest trade routes, between China, India, and Arabia on the one hand, and the Mediterranean world on the other. Parthia was the sole empire remaining in Rome’s orbit that could challenge its power. And challenge it, Parthia did: by the start of the Great Revolt, Parthia had inflicted a series of catastrophic defeats on Rome again and again. From time to time, Rome got revenge, but the defeats stung.

Judea, located near the eastern edge of Rome’s empire, looked both ways. To the west, the Jewish Diaspora stretched to Egypt, Libya, and all the way to Rome and beyond. To the north, it extended to Cyprus, Syria, and Asia Minor. The Diaspora also stretched eastward to Mesopotamia, where the Jewish population centered in the region of Babylonia. This was Parthian territory, and its inhabitants had close connections with Judea. The border between the empires was usually open, and Jews traveled back and forth as diplomats, soldiers, merchants, scholars, sages, and pilgrims. Rome fretted about Judea’s loyalty, and not without reason. It was a time-honored tradition for a small state to play one large party off the other. When Rome looked at Judea, it saw the shadow of Parthia.



Many books have been written on the Jewish revolts against Rome. The scholarship is superb, and I gratefully and humbly acknowledge my debt. This book’s contribution is to focus on the Jewish state’s unique position between East and West, between Parthia and Rome. The narrative weaves its way through a world whose inhabitants were equally at home with apocalypse and geostrategy. And it raises the ghosts of the often-forgotten men and women of the past, whose great and marvelous deeds should not be without glory—as Herodotus, the father of history, put it long ago.

Our story begins in 63 BCE, when Rome conquered Judea. At the time, Judea was an independent country and proud of its hard-won independence from its Greco-Syrian overlords, making it the first independent Jewish state in more than four centuries. Now Rome took that away. Most Jews greatly resented that loss. The result was a constant roiling discontent that occasionally broke out into outright rebellion—and this was before the Great Revolt began in 66 CE. There was a seemingly endless cycle of dissidents, rebels, and prophets of change. Messianism grew popular. To maintain control of Judea required constant vigilance by Rome, through the measured application of carrots and sticks, and via the help of local collaborators. It all worked until it didn’t.

In 63 BCE, the Great Revolt was over a century away, but all the elements were present in embryo: Roman aggression, Jewish division between acceptance and rebellion, Parthian intervention, power politics and messianic hopes, ethnic conflict between Jew and Gentile in Judea. The same themes would be sounded over and over again for the next two centuries. To understand them, we need to begin at the beginning.






Chapter One POMPEY, PACORUS, AND HEROD


The sixty years between 63 and 4 BCE proved to be among the most dramatic in the annals of the Jewish people, a nation that had already experienced a history of revelation, exile, return, and revolution. These six decades turned life upside down in the Jewish homeland, Judea. At the start of 63 BCE, Judea was free and independent. By year’s end it was a client state of the Roman Empire. Over the next twenty-five years Judea witnessed invasion first by Rome, then by Parthia, and then again by Rome. After the Romans finally established their rule, they installed a Jewish usurper as king. He governed the country with an iron fist and a taste for despotic splendor. He rebuilt the Temple in Jerusalem and restored Judea to roughly its size under Kings David and Solomon centuries earlier. But the price was tyranny and, from many Jews’ point of view, excessive concessions to Rome and to the culture of the Greeks, who formed a large part of the client kingdom’s urban population. Those Greeks enthusiastically supported Rome as a counterweight to their Jewish neighbors. While some Jews collaborated with Rome, others preached resistance or engaged in sedition and violence. When Rome’s client king died in 4 BCE, sedition turned into outright rebellion. A dramatic period indeed, but one of its most consequential events took place quietly. At the end of this era, perhaps in 4 BCE, the founder of one of the world’s great religions was born in Bethlehem.


Judea before Rome

About six hundred years before the start of the Common Era—before the birth of Christ, for Christians—the Jews1 marched off into exile. The Neo-Babylonian Empire sacked Jerusalem, destroyed the Temple, and deported the Jewish elite to Babylonia. Then, several decades later, a new imperial people, the Persians, conquered the Neo-Babylonians. The Persian ruler, Cyrus the Great, is one of history’s great founders of empire. What he looked like, we have no idea. A carved relief in his palace of a four-winged guardian angel, tall, regal, and imposing, will have to stand in for him. That, and his tomb, a stepped pyramid in southwestern Iran, which once contained a golden coffin and a couch covered with purple-dyed hides.

Cyrus allowed the Jews to return from exile. According to the Bible, Cyrus proclaimed the freedom of the Jews to “go up to Jerusalem, which is in Judah, and build the house of the LORD God of Israel, (he is the God,) which is in Jerusalem.”2 Many of the exiles took Cyrus up on his offer. It was about seventy years after the destruction of Jerusalem. The returnees slowly began rebuilding the city, and they eventually rebuilt the Temple.

At first glance, Judeans looked like other people in the region. They tended to have olive skin and black hair. The men wore beards, the women covered their hair. (The kippah, or skullcap, for men only came later.) The basic articles of clothing, as elsewhere in the ancient Mediterranean, were woolen tunics, belted at the waist, covered by a mantle, which was colored for women, white for men. Sandals were the basic footwear.3

A closer look showed that these people were often different. Ancient women in general were expected to dress modestly, but Jewish women were expected to pay particular attention to wearing a veil in public and to keeping their hair hidden. Some Jewish men wore a mantle that had fringes (tzitzit) at each corner. Neither sex mixed wool and linen in a single garment. Some Jewish men wore tefillin, or leather phylacteries, in private and sometimes in public.4

These customs followed the laws of the Jews’ holy book, the Torah, that is, the Five Books of Moses. They showed devotion to God, the one deity whom the Jews worshipped exclusively, setting them apart in a world of polytheism.5 God, Torah, and the Temple were “the three pillars of ancient Judaism,” as one scholar put it.6

The Jews were not independent. Judea (more properly in that period, Yehud) was an administrative district of the Persian Empire, answerable to the regional governor.7 Still, many Jews felt they had all the freedom they needed. They were allowed to live in their homeland and to worship their God in His House, the Temple in Jerusalem. Political independence was not required or even desirable: better to have a good patron. Judea was a small nation, a sheep in a world of imperial wolves. Persia, which ruled with a light touch, was a good shepherd.

The chief official in Judea was the High Priest, who was in charge both of religious and political matters. He worked with a council of elders. The people had no king, and many Jews were glad of it. Monarchy was an uneasy fit for a people whose king was God. Nevertheless, the Jews had had kings in the past, both good and bad, and they would have kings again.

Judea survived for two hundred years until the Persian Empire was conquered by the Macedonian king, Alexander the Great. After Alexander’s death, Judea passed from one of the successor states to another. The cities along the Mediterranean coast and to the east and south of the Sea of Galilee were largely pagan and Greek in culture. Several were settled by Alexander’s veterans. Jews as well felt the impact of Greek culture. Hellenism represented the wave of progress, or so it seemed to a portion of the Jewish elite. They worked with the Greco-Macedonian king of Syria to turn Jerusalem into a pagan city and to put the Jewish religion on the road to extinction. Then a rebellion in 167 BCE led by the members of a priestly family, the Maccabees, eventually drove the Syrians out of Judea. By 140 BCE Judea was semiautonomous and by 116 BCE Judea became an independent state. But success depended on the weakness of the Syrian state, which was, in fact, going through a long, slow-death agony.

The Maccabee brothers and their descendants ruled first as princes; eventually they took the title of king. They also obtained the support of an assembly of priests and notables to become High Priest, a hereditary office. Their dynasty was known as the Hasmoneans.8 They emphasized Torah and Temple, but they also embraced aspects of Greek culture.

At least three groups of Jews emerged under the Hasmoneans; there were surely others, lost to the historical record.9 The Sadducees, or “Righteous Ones,” represented the hereditary priesthood who, wearing splendid robes, carried out the rituals and sacrifices at the Temple. They were an aristocracy who followed the strict letter of the Law in the Torah. The Essenes (meaning of the name is unknown) stood at the opposite end of the religious spectrum. They were a small, separatist sect who believed that they alone possessed the truth and so were the real Jews. They lived in monastic communities, such as the one at Qumran in the Judean Desert that produced the famous Dead Sea Scrolls, papyrus documents whose discovery in the mid-twentieth century revolutionized our knowledge of ancient Judaism and early Christianity. They lived ascetic lives, wearing white linen garments symbolizing purity. They observed Jewish law meticulously, but did not worship at the Temple, which, they believed, had grown corrupt.

Much of what the Essenes wrote comes under the category of apocalypse, a Greek word meaning “revelation.” The Essenes were only one among several Jewish groups in this era who often thought in apocalyptic terms. Indeed, the four centuries between 200 BCE and 200 CE marked a period of apocalyptic writings in Jewish and, in turn, Christian culture. The authors of apocalyptic texts wrote as if they lived in the last generation before the end of days. As they saw it, natural disasters, such as earthquakes, signaled a greater, cosmic upheaval. History would reach its climax. The reign of wickedness would be replaced by a new and righteous world.

The third group called themselves sages—strictly speaking, the word “rabbi” was not used before the mid-first century CE—but are better known by the negative label that their opponents pinned on them: the Pharisees, or “Separatists.” They were teachers and scholars who wanted to bring Judaism to ordinary people. Although some Pharisees were priests, most were not. They dressed like other Jews, except perhaps for wearing longer fringes on the corners of their mantles. The Pharisees believed in interpreting the Written Law of the Torah by means of the Oral Law, which they believed had been given to Moses at Sinai by God and passed down through the generations. They accepted the importance of the Temple, but they promoted the synagogue as a place of prayer and reading sections of the Bible. The Pharisees wanted to spread holiness among the people, and they were beloved for it. They were by far the most popular of the three groups. Like most people, they objected to foreign domination, but they preferred a hands-off foreign ruler to an impious Jewish government.




Enter the Roman Legions

The Hasmoneans expanded in all directions, making Judea a regional power. Galilee, Gaulanitis (roughly, today’s Golan region of Israel), the Mediterranean coast, Idumea, Perea (roughly, today’s central western part of Jordan), and areas of southern Lebanon and Syria all became part of the Hasmonean state. The central part of the country, and the Jews’ original homeland, was known as Judah. It was about 1,000 square miles (2,600 km2) in size, making it roughly the size of the territory of ancient Athens (Attica). Accurate population statistics for the country are not available, but literary and archaeological evidence suggests the following data points: Judah was almost entirely Jewish. Jerusalem was Judah’s main city, and the national capital, but most of Judah’s inhabitants lived in villages. Galilee, Perea, and Idumea probably had Jewish majorities. The rest of the countryside had large numbers of Jews.10 The cities had Jewish minorities, but were largely pagan and Greek. The country was rich, vibrant, and divided.11

In the first century BCE, division was found even within Judea’s ruling family, where two brothers fought over the throne. Eventually one of them called in help from a superpower—Rome. It seemed like the smart move. Judea had been in Rome’s orbit as early as 160 BCE, with an alliance between the Maccabees and Rome. Rome supported the Jews against the Greco-Syrians, and helped win Jewish independence, but Roman support never came without a price. As far as the Romans were concerned, Judea was free—free, that is, to obey Rome. In 63 BCE, Rome’s legions conquered Judea’s neighbor, Syria. The Roman Empire now stretched from the Atlantic Ocean to the Euphrates River. An imperial titan now bordered the Jewish realm.

The Roman victor in Syria was Gnaeus Pompeius Magnus, that is, Pompey the Great, his country’s most successful general at the time. Pompey was handsome, composed, and vain. People said that he resembled Alexander the Great, and Pompey did nothing to discourage the comparison. Pompey was a master of logistics and diplomacy. He prided himself on all the kings, consuls, and princes in his debt. He was attractive and dignified, but looks can deceive. Pompey was famously cruel. As a young commander he won the nickname “the teenage butcher.”12

Both royal brothers as well as other Jewish leaders traveled to Damascus to make their case to Pompey, who accepted a large bribe from one of them, but kept his own counsel. He also considered a third possibility. A delegation of over two hundred eminent Jews met with him and asked that the monarchy be abolished altogether. They said that they had never accepted the legitimacy of the Hasmoneans. They preferred to be governed by the priests and the elders, as in earlier times, and they claimed strong popular support at home. Pompey chose the weaker of the two brothers, Hyrcanus, who seemed the most pliant of the three possibilities. And so, the Romans invaded Judea.

Pompey and his army, helped by Hyrcanus’s supporters, marched into Jerusalem. But they still had to take the Temple Mount. They laid siege to it in summer 63 BCE and conquered the mount three months later, massacring as many as twelve thousand Jews along the way.13 The victorious Pompey entered the Holy of Holies, to the horror of the Jewish people, but reportedly left its treasures intact. Pompey punished Judea harshly. He imposed tribute, that is, taxes, payable to Rome’s agents. He took away most of Judea’s territory, including its access to the sea. He freed the Greek cities of Judea from Jewish rule and granted them autonomy. The Greek elites were ecstatic, as they had hated being ruled by a Jewish king. In one city, for example, they redated the calendar from Pompey’s liberation, which they called Year One.14

Pompey abolished the Jewish monarchy. He made Hyrcanus accept the lesser title of ethnarch, that is, provincial leader. Pompey carted off the other brother and his family to march in his Triumph in Rome. He also took thousands of Jewish prisoners to Italy. Josephus, the great historian of the Jews’ troubled relationship with Rome, commented bitterly: “For this misfortune, which befell Jerusalem,… [the two brothers] were responsible, because of their dissension. For we lost our freedom, and became subject to the Romans….”15

Josephus is by far the most important source for Jewish history of this period. He will be an important player later in our story, so a detailed look at the man will be deferred until then. For now, suffice it to say that he lived his life in three acts. In the first, he was the son of a minor priestly family in Jerusalem. Like most members of his class, he collaborated with the empire. He represented his country on a mission to Rome and met the emperor Nero. In the second act, he joined the rebellion in 66 CE. At the young age of thirty he got the heady responsibility of serving as governor of Galilee and organizing its defense. But he failed, which brings us to his third act: collaborator again, and on a grand scale. After personally witnessing the destruction of the city that he loved, he went to Rome and spent the rest of his life there. He became a Roman citizen and lived on a generous pension from the emperor. He devoted his last three decades to writing, and voluminously. His main subject was Jewish history, and his twin goals were to defend his people and to warn them never, ever again to revolt against the brutal and irresistible power of Rome.

In broad terms, two Jewish reactions to their loss of freedom may be imagined. For some, the story went like this: Under the Maccabees the Jews defeated a mighty empire and regained their ancestral freedom. Then the Romans came and enslaved them. Now the Jews had to fight to be free once again. And all, from start to finish, depended upon God’s help. Others told a different tale: it was God’s will that the Romans conquered the world, including Judea. The Jews would have to make their peace with that. Rebellion would be suicidal, even impious.

Ah, the first group might have replied, but God has not left the Jews bereft. Remember how Cyrus the Persian, an Iranian king, freed us from captivity in Babylon and let us return to our homeland? Now large numbers of fellow Jews live and prosper in the East under the rule of another Iranian dynasty, the Parthians. The Parthians have an empire, too, and they are Rome’s enemies; the Parthians will help the Jews be free, either with their own soldiers or by allowing their Jewish subjects to come to our aid. And the second group might have replied: That’s a dream! The Parthians will not go to war with Rome for the Jews. So the debate might have gone the day after Pompey violated the Holy of Holies and placed Judea under the thumb of Rome. And so it continued for the next two centuries. A main theme of Jewish history between 63 BCE and 136 CE was whether the Jews would learn to tolerate the hard hand of Rome or whether they would fight to death to free themselves from it.

In theory Hyrcanus ruled what was now a Roman client state, but real power lay in the hands of his strong-armed administrator, Antipater. He was an Idumean Jew who never lost an opportunity to prove himself useful to Rome. Always keeping an eye on Roman politics, Antipater changed loyalties as needed and ended up on the winning side of the civil war between Julius Caesar and Pompey and his supporters in the Senate, 49 to 45 BCE. Pompey was defeated in battle and assassinated. Antipater joined the war on Caesar’s side, and Caesar rewarded him in 47 BCE by naming him the chief official in Judea. The next year, one of Antipater’s four sons emerged as the terror of Jews who fought against Rome. He had been appointed by Rome to govern Galilee, Samaria, and part of what is now Lebanon. His name was Herod.




Enter the Freedom Fighters

Later, during the Great Revolt, the Roman commander Titus would be quoted by Josephus as saying angrily to the Jews, “You who from the moment Pompey’s forces crushed you have never stopped rebelling.”16 Titus might have been referring to Jewish support for Parthia, but more likely he had homegrown Judean rebels in mind. They make their first appearance in the historical record in 46 BCE. Around that time some Jews had identified the Romans as the evil invaders of Judea par excellence, a distinction previously reserved, in the time of the Maccabees, for the Syrians and other Greeks.17

In 46 BCE, Herod was governor of Galilee, and he took the law in his hands. At the time, a group of Jewish guerrillas was pushing back against Rome by raiding Gentile towns over the border in the Roman province of Syria. By demonstrating Rome’s inability to protect villages in their province, the rebels struck a blow against the power of their hated enemy. The leader of the fighters was one Hezekiah, who came from a distinguished family of scholars, although the Romans and their supporters branded him a terrorist—actually, “chief bandit.”18 To many Jews he was a freedom fighter who raised the banner of resistance against the idolatrous and oppressive Romans.

Herod captured the guerrillas, including Hezekiah, and executed them all summarily. He received a commendation from the Roman governor of Syria, but some Jews in Galilee and Jerusalem were outraged. The mothers of the victims went day after day to the Temple to pray for justice. A reluctant Ethnarch Hyrcanus finally agreed to have Herod put on trial for murder before the Sanhedrin.

Just what the Sanhedrin was is a matter of debate. Was it a political and judicial council or a legislative body for religious matters that also occasionally functioned as a court? Was it composed of Sadducees, Pharisees, secular officials, or all of the above? Did it change over time? Was there one large Sanhedrin or several smaller ones? The sources disagree. For the trial of Herod, we know that it included Pharisees.

Defendants in murder trials often appeared in court dressed in sackcloth, pleading for mercy. Herod showed up dressed in royal purple and surrounded by armed retainers. The accusers were too terrified to push the matter. Perhaps they knew that the Roman governor of Syria had written to Hyrcanus, insisting that Herod go unpunished. And so, he did. But before the court adjourned, one of the judges stood up and protested against Hyrcanus. He predicted that one day Herod would kill them all, Hyrcanus included. Josephus calls the judge Samias; some identify him with Shemaiah, one of the leading Pharisees of the day. This Shemaiah is quoted as saying, “Love work; hate ruling; and do not become close with those in power.”19

After the poisoning of both Antipater and his rival, Hyrcanus’s brother, a new generation rose to the fore. Besides Herod, Antipater had a daughter and three other sons, but they faced a powerful rival in a new claimant to the throne, Antigonus, Hyrcanus’s nephew.

The geostrategic map had changed dramatically since Pompey’s invasion of Judea in 63 BCE. Antigonus could read the map, and in 40 BCE, he called in the Parthians.




Thunder in the East

Rome could not think about Judea without hearing the thunder of Parthian horsemen in the distance. For years, Parthia had loomed on Rome’s horizon.

In 53 BCE, the Roman warlord Marcus Licinius Crassus marched off on what he thought would be a campaign of conquest against Parthia. It was a strong rival state that was hard to ignore—Rome had already defeated all other competing empires on its borders. Rome crushed the mighty Carthage, Macedon, the Mithradatic kingdom (stretching at its height from Asia Minor to Crimea), and Seleucid Syria, and demoted Ptolemaic Egypt to a mere client kingdom. Parthia was the only great empire left. “These two empires are the greatest: the Romans and Parthians,” declared the emperor Caracalla centuries later.20 Beginning in the third century BCE, Parthia’s horsemen had ridden out of the east and carved out a powerful realm. Their empire stretched from the Euphrates River in today’s Syria to the Merv Oasis in today’s Turkmenistan. And it was rich, both from its own natural resources and from its control of the land route, the so-called Silk Road, as well as the maritime trade route to China, India, and Arabia.

To a predator like Crassus, Rome’s wealthiest man and possibly its least scrupulous, Parthia looked like easy prey, the next victim of the mighty legions. Unfortunately for him, the Parthians thought otherwise. They had become the ancient world’s best horsemen. Their ranks included both heavy and light cavalry. The heavy cavalrymen are also known as cataphracts, from the Greek for “covered.” The men each wore a full suit of body armor, made of iron and tanned leather, protecting the legs and neck as well as the torso. They also wore a metal helmet. Parthian horses were covered with plate armor. The weapon of the Parthian heavy cavalryman was a long spear with an iron head, supposedly able to transfix two men at one go. The light cavalrymen each carried a bow and leather bow case, as well as a long sword and a dagger in scabbards suspended from a belt at their waist. They wore practical, Scythian-style tunics and trousers. They were expert archers, capable of shooting arrows about 50 yards (45 meters) in a frontal attack. The horse archers could also retreat at high speed, then suddenly turn and shoot the enemy, who had been lured into pursuit: the notorious “Parthian shot.” It took skill and practice to carry out. The Romans were unprepared, and the Parthians mauled Crassus and his army.

The battle took place outside of Carrhae, a city on the plains east of the Euphrates River. The Euphrates was the only natural boundary in this relatively flat area, and Parthia wanted the river to mark the dividing point between the two empires, but the Romans refused. Crassus crossed the Euphrates with contempt, but Parthia’s cavalrymen were waiting. On a day in May, before the plain turned dry and yellow in the summer, the Parthians crushed the Roman invaders, inflicting massive casualties on Crassus’s force of about forty thousand men. The Parthians added insult to injury by capturing several legionary eagles. Crassus was murdered in a post-battle conference to negotiate surrender terms with the victors.

After 53 BCE, Parthia became a preoccupation—no, an obsession, and one that lasted for centuries. Before that year the Parthians were a challenge and an opportunity; afterward, they were a threat and a humiliation. Empires can tolerate neither.21

The only bright spot in Rome’s tarnished honor at Carrhae belonged to Crassus’s deputy, Gaius Cassius Longinus. Best known for his later role as one of Julius Caesar’s assassins, the man immortalized by Shakespeare for his “lean and hungry look,” Cassius was also a skilled commander. After the battle, he saved the remnants of the Roman army by marching the men to safety in the Roman province of Syria; ten thousand Roman soldiers owed their lives to Cassius.

Parthia’s friends in Judea were not so fortunate. In the years after the battle, Cassius served as virtual governor of Roman Syria. After turning back a Parthian army of invasion, in 52 BCE Cassius went after a pro-Parthian stronghold to the south, in Galilee. A small Jewish city there, on the Sea of Galilee, was a rallying point for Parthia’s friends. Cassius attacked the city, captured the ringleader, and had him executed. Then Cassius enslaved the inhabitants, who amounted to thirty thousand people, according to Josephus—probably a vast exaggeration to titillate his Roman readers. But there was certainly a considerable haul of slaves. Enslavement was big business and Cassius had a reputation for avarice.22

Cassius’s attack gave a vivid warning to the people of Judea. They were caught between two empires, Rome and Parthia. That truth would be underlined in 40 BCE, about a dozen years after Rome’s massive defeat at Carrhae. It was then that the Parthians invaded Syria, Asia Minor, and Judea.




The Parthian Connection

Pacorus the Parthian rode into Jerusalem in May 40 BCE.23 Pacorus (in Parthian, Pakur) was a royal cupbearer, a man privileged to share the name of Parthia’s crown prince, also called Pacorus. He was a person of unimpeachable loyalty, as was required of the man entrusted with pouring the king’s drinks in a world in which poison was a constant threat. The cupbearer was an important person at court because of his access to the king, and he could also hold a military command. To judge by an earlier Persian image, a cupbearer could balance a tall drinking cup in each of his hands. At court he would be formally attired, but this day he probably wore armor.24

In Parthia, cupbearers came from elite families. We might speculate that Pacorus was a Jew. It would have been useful for the crown prince to choose a Jew to represent him in Jerusalem. There was precedent, as Cyrus had a Jewish cupbearer, Nehemiah, at least according to the biblical account. Babylonia, where the Parthian capital city was located, had a large Jewish population. The name Pacorus was Parthian, but it was sometimes used by Jewish Parthians, including a Jewish member of the Parthian elite.25

The crown prince was a three days’ ride to the north, at Ptolemaïs, a port city on the Mediterranean. He was, to judge by coin portraits, a clean-shaven man with a long neck, prominent ears, and an aquiline nose.26 He wore a ribbon of royalty—the sign of kings in the ancient world—around a head of curly hair, and a gold torque necklace, the latter a Parthian trademark.27

The prince had just crowned his career with the conquest of Syria, an opulent land, the jewel of the Eastern Mediterranean. There, Pacorus’s men washed their spears in the sea, which extended the Parthian Empire from the mountains of Afghanistan to the Mediterranean and recalled the glory of Cyrus the Great and his dynasty. By contrast, what awaited in Jerusalem was a mere family quarrel.

The Parthians now chose to support Antigonus in his fight against his Roman-backed uncle Hyrcanus. They planned to install Antigonus in power as their client, in return for a hefty bribe: 60,000 pounds of silver (1,000 talents) and 500 women from Hyrcanus’s faction, presumably for the Parthian prince’s harem. Pacorus gave the mission to his cupbearer. An army of Jewish volunteers had sprung up to fight for Parthia’s client, so there was no need to send in the Parthian army. The crown prince dispatched only a troop of horsemen with the cupbearer, as much to scout the country as to fight.

The Jews witnessed a popular groundswell in favor of Antigonus, or, more accurately, against Herod and his brothers, who supported Hyrcanus. Jews hated them as commoners and as foreigners: “half Jews,” Antigonus called them.28 On their father’s side they were Idumeans, grandsons of a convert to Judaism. Idumeans had converted to Judaism en masse and largely voluntarily, as scholars now think, when they were conquered by the Hasmoneans in the second century BCE.29 Even so, many Jews hated Idumeans because they traced their ancestry to migrants from Edom, hereditary enemies of the Jews. The mother of Herod and his siblings was an Arab princess, but that didn’t make them less Jewish. In those days, unlike later, a Jew’s religion passed through the father and not the mother.

The adversaries fought with inconclusive results. Antigonus counted on Pacorus the Cupbearer, supposedly to serve as a mediator, but instead to favor him. The other side saw through his intentions, but Parthia was too strong for them to refuse.

Five hundred Parthian horsemen escorted the cupbearer as he entered Jerusalem. They surely cut an impressive figure, even in a city of tens of thousands of people, even with its numbers swollen by pilgrims come to celebrate the harvest festival of Shavuot (Weeks), because the population was packed into 165 acres (about 70 hectares)—smaller than many modern university campuses. The Parthians were the finest horsemen of the ancient world, and the cupbearer may well have recruited his five hundred cavalrymen himself. They included members of the highest-ranking families in Parthian society.30

The cavalrymen rode great warhorses. The men, to judge from ancient representations, had short beards, heavy mustaches, and long hair.31 And they wore the Parthian horsemen’s trademark trousers, rare in Mediterranean lands.

Pacorus’s shoulders carried hundreds of years of history as the cupbearer rode into Jerusalem. For the first time in three centuries Iranians were back in the city that their ancestors had once ruled. The Parthian crown prince agreed to make Antigonus not just High Priest but king, thereby restoring the Jewish monarchy that Pompey had abolished. All that stood in the way of a new order in Judea was three men in the royal palace, Hyrcanus, Herod, and one of his brothers. Pacorus the Cupbearer offered to bring the three men to a high-ranking Parthian official in Syria to negotiate an end to the conflict. He guaranteed their safety. Hyrcanus and Herod’s brother accepted the offer. Not Herod; the mother of his fiancée, a royal princess known for shrewdness, urged him to flee rather than trust a foreigner. She was right. The Parthians imprisoned Herod’s brother Phasael, who chose suicide rather than suffer torture. Hyrcanus had his ears mutilated by his nephew Antigonus, who ripped them with his own teeth, according to one version of the story. This disqualified Hyrcanus from the High Priesthood because the High Priest had to be physically perfect.32

Herod took his future mother-in-law’s advice and left Jerusalem at night with armed loyalists and female family members. Parthian and Jewish forces went after them. After depositing his family members in safety, Herod got away, fighting and negotiating at every step. He probably cut an impressive figure. He was every inch a soldier, strong and athletic, and a good hunter, too. After a failed effort to get support from his mother’s people in Petra, he turned westward.




Rome’s Man in Jerusalem

Herod went first to Egypt. Queen Cleopatra received him warmly, because they had a common ally, Mark Antony. Antony was one of the triumvirs who ruled the Roman Republic. As the name suggests, triumvirs were three men, but only two of them mattered, Antony and Octavian. Both were connected to Rome’s greatest general and late dictator, Julius Caesar, assassinated on the Ides of March, 44 BCE. Antony was Caesar’s distant cousin and one of his chief lieutenants. Octavian was Caesar’s grandnephew and designated heir. Antony ruled the eastern half of the Roman Empire and Octavian most of the West. Both men were ambitious and ruthless leaders. Antony was a better soldier, Octavian a more cunning strategist.33

Cleopatra, Antony, and Octavian each radiated charisma. Cleopatra was highly seductive but, to judge from coin images, more because of her charm than her looks. Her allure was magical. She had the dignity of an ancient royal family plus the wit and brilliance of a polymath. As queen she was a goddess on earth, but she was not above cracking a dirty joke or slumming at night in the poorer parts of town.34 An audacious and cunning strategist, she won as lovers in turn the two most powerful men in the Roman world, Julius Caesar, allegedly the father of her eldest son, and Antony, who was her ally in love and war.

Herod had met Antony years earlier, when Antony fought in a Roman army sent to Judea to suppress a rebellion against the pro-Roman faction led by Herod’s father. Herod impressed him enough to be named in due course “tetrarch,” that is, ruler of Galilee.

Cleopatra coveted Judea. It had once been an Egyptian possession, in an earlier century, and she wanted it back. Aware of the queen’s agenda, Herod accepted Cleopatra’s hospitality, but left Egypt as quickly as possible. He took ship in midwinter, a dangerous season for sailing. After a rough journey, Herod reached Rome in late autumn 40 BCE.

Rome was the right place for Herod, and not just because of his family’s connections there. Herod and the Romans had a culture in common, and that culture was Greek. Greek was not just the main language of the Roman East; it was the great language of ancient elite culture from Hispania to Mesopotamia. Roman nobles learned Greek the way Russian nobles in the tsarist era would learn French. Herod spoke Greek. His very name was Greek and came from the word herōs, “hero.” Later, when he was in power, the Jew Herod surrounded himself with Greek intellectuals.

His mission in the capital was to see Antony. The ruler of the East was back in Italy to patch up differences with Octavian, with whom he had almost gone to war. Antony didn’t waste time after hearing Herod’s story. He decided then and there to make Herod not just tetrarch but king. On the face of it this was a nonstarter. Few Jews would accept a commoner and an Idumean on the throne. Others wanted no king at all, preferring rule by a council of priests and notables. The Roman Senate, for its part, liked to give the nod to a member of the reigning family, whenever the Senate had to approve a foreign king.35

Herod nevertheless served Rome’s purposes. Precisely because he had so many enemies at home, he would depend on Rome; no danger of him turning to Parthia. As an old acquaintance of Herod, Antony felt that he knew the man. Octavian remembered Herod’s father’s support for Caesar. Both Romans found Herod’s dynamism impressive. Octavian convened a meeting of the Senate, where, after various speeches, Antony sealed the deal. He put the case for Herod bluntly: he told the senators that “it was an advantage in their war against the Parthians for Herod to be king.”36 Judea was a problem; Herod was the solution. The Senate voted unanimously in favor of the motion.

Antony and Octavian walked out of the Senate House with Herod between them. The two consuls and Rome’s public officials led a parade up to the Capitoline Hill nearby. There, the newly proclaimed king of the Jews took part in a sacrifice to the pagan deity, Jupiter, the chief god of Rome. A copy of the Senate’s decree in favor of Herod was then deposited in the state archive.

To cap a day to be remembered, Antony gave a banquet in Herod’s honor. It is doubtful that the cuisine was kosher. Never in history had a king of Israel been named in stranger circumstances.




A Throne, If You Can Keep It

Herod headed home and gathered an army to fight for his throne, but with Antigonus he faced an enemy who had the support of the Parthians and of most Jews, who considered Herod a usurper.

Fortunately for Herod, Antony and his generals launched a major effort to drive the Parthians back east beyond the Euphrates. The Roman counteroffensive inflicted defeat after defeat on the Parthians. Finally, in 38 BCE, they met the main Parthian force in northern Syria. They lured the Parthian cavalry into riding uphill. Roman heavy infantrymen and slingers drove the enemy back downhill and into confusion and disorder. Suddenly, Pacorus the Crown Prince himself fell in the thick of fighting. Some of his men tried to recover his body, but they, too, were killed. At that point, the rest of the Parthian army broke and ran. The victorious Romans sent a message to the various cities of Syria that had been playing a waiting game. That message was crude but clear: it was Prince Pacorus’s severed head. The province now fell into line back behind Rome. As for Pacorus the Cupbearer, nothing more is known of him.37

At the same time, the Romans sent troops to help Herod, but they were poorly led and ill-motivated. Herod was made of sterner stuff: he defeated Antigonus in battle, but an insurgency quickly sprang up. For two years he fought a frustrating campaign up and down the country.

Outlaws and bandits roamed the countryside in these disordered times; at least Josephus refers to them as bandits: presumably some were insurgents and supporters of Antigonus. Herod faced a battle with the so-called bandits in Galilee. Herod subdued them. Antony gave Herod one of his most trusted generals to fight in Judea: Gaius Sosius, recently appointed governor of Syria and Cilicia.38

In autumn 38 BCE, Herod and Sosius set up their camp outside Jerusalem. In spring 37 BCE, they attacked the city in force. Antigonus and his troops defended the city vigorously, but they were no match for the combined forces of Herod and the Roman legions, who took the city after a siege of more than four months.

The victors went on a rampage, looting property and killing everyone in their path, whether soldier or civilian, male or female, young or old. The legionaries were eager to enter the Temple and its Holy of Holies, in imitation of Pompey’s sacrilege. Herod asked Sosius to stop the slaughter, or Herod would be king of a desert. Sosius shot back, saying in effect that soldiers will be soldiers. Herod finally had to buy the Romans off, with payments to every soldier out of his own pocket. He made sure to give the officers extra and to hand over a king’s ransom to Sosius, enough so that he could donate a golden crown in the Temple.

A defeated Antigonus threw himself at Sosius’s feet, begging for mercy. Sosius laughed at Antigonus uproariously, called him a girl, “Antigone,” put him in chains, imprisoned him, and shipped him off to Antony in Syria. Antony wanted to send Antigonus to Rome, but Herod sent a large bribe and convinced Antony to execute Antigonus.39 Antony took the money and had Antigonus killed in a humiliating manner—the sources disagree about the details—that shocked public opinion.40

Herod settled another score once he had the throne. He had all the members of the Sanhedrin executed, no doubt in retaliation for the humiliation of having put him on trial for murder of the rebel Hezekiah. He spared Samias, who had criticized the trial and predicted Herod’s rise to power and ultimate vengeance.

Sosius was permitted to celebrate a triumph in Rome in 34 BCE for his victory over Judea.




King of Judea

In 37 BCE, Herod had won the throne, but only by force and only with the help of his foreign patrons, especially Antony. Unfortunately for Herod, Antony would soon lose a bloody power struggle with Octavian—a civil war, in fact. The contest was decided at the Battle of Actium, a naval battle off the west coast of Greece in 31 BCE. Fortunately, Herod wasn’t there. Cleopatra had sent him to fight the Nabatean Arabs, which provided a useful alibi when, in 30 BCE, Herod excused himself to the victorious Octavian. Alternating between groveling and priding himself on his value as a potential friend, Herod won Octavian’s approval and kept his throne. Octavian was a realist and knew that Herod was the best man to keep Judea loyal to Rome. Shortly afterward, Antony and Cleopatra each took their own lives. Octavian was now the most powerful man in the Roman Empire. He was, in effect, Rome’s first emperor, and became known as Augustus. Herod proved to be one of his most loyal supporters and was duly rewarded.

Rome gave Herod back most of the land that had been taken from Judea by Pompey. The result was a big kingdom with a complex ethnic mix. This is not surprising, because ancient states were rarely ethnically homogeneous. Judea consisted of Jews, Greeks, and Samaritans. Two Arab peoples also lived in Herod’s Judea, Nabateans in the south and Itureans in the north.

There was little love lost among the various peoples under Herod’s rule, especially between Greeks and Jews. Friction often prevailed between Jews and Samaritans, although the Samaritans loved the Romans no more than the Jews did. Like the Jews, the Samaritans accepted the Torah, but denied the supremacy of Jerusalem and had their own Temple. Animosities forced Herod into a balancing act that was bound to make him unpopular with some. Most of his Jewish subjects hated Herod and never accepted him as a legitimate king.41 He was a commoner and an Idumean and was so loyal to Rome that he sent two of his sons there to be educated, eschewing a Jewish education in Jerusalem.

For the ruler of a small kingdom, Herod had a large army, an estimated 15,000 to 20,000 men. He needed it, both to suppress opposition at home and to prove his worth to Rome abroad. Most of Herod’s soldiers were infantry, but there were some cavalrymen as well. Herod was first and foremost a military leader. The army’s job was to hold his kingdom together, deter internal resistance, and offer the Romans a strong and reliable ally. Most of his troops were Jews, many of them Idumeans. The army also included Greeks and Syrians, as well as Nabatean mercenaries. His bodyguard consisted of foreign mercenaries: Celts, Germans, and Thracians. Some of Herod’s commanders were Romans or at least Italians. They surely enabled certain Roman features in Herod’s army such as Roman-style marching camps and siegecraft. Herod built a series of fortresses around the kingdom, including in Jerusalem. Their purpose, to paraphrase a Greek assessment of Macedonian garrisons in central and southern Greece, was to serve as “the shackles of Judea.”42




The Fighting Jews of Babylon

To defend the road that led from Judea to Babylon, Herod selected a battalion of Babylonian Jewish cavalrymen. It was a good choice. In fact, the unit was so effective that it was eventually absorbed into the Roman army.43 But it originated in the Parthian empire. Jewish communities were prominent in that empire; indeed, Jews had lived in Mesopotamia for centuries when the Parthians conquered the region in the second century BCE. Jewish farmers, shepherds, merchants, sages, and scholars lived in Mesopotamia, especially in the southern part, known as Babylonia. Parthian Jews paid the temple tax to Jerusalem, and Parthian Jewish pilgrims visited the Holy City.44

Mesopotamian Jews had a reputation in antiquity for military expertise. They included men who were risk-takers and enthusiastically joined in battle.45 Babylonian Jews knew how to fight, a skill they used both in the service of Rome and in deadly opposition to it.




The Builder

No king of Israel had ever built on a grander scale than Herod. He reshaped the architecture and economy of his country from top to bottom, and he proved to be a major funder of construction projects abroad as well. Building takes money, and Herod was rich. His wealth came from landholdings, taxes, profits on natural resources, and corruption.46

Herod’s construction projects fit under three rubrics: Roman, Greek, and Jewish. Roman, first. In part to show that he was a faithful ally, in part for his own glory, Herod rebuilt much of his own kingdom in the Roman manner. He focused his Romanizing projects outside the majority-Jewish parts of his realm.

Rome was eager to spread the cult of Augustus around the empire. Worshipping the emperor as a god offended Jews, but pagan elites embraced it as a way of winning the empire’s favor. In the East, those elites had to get in line behind Herod.

Herod built three temples to Augustus. In the hill country north of Jerusalem, he rebuilt the ancient city of Samaria as Sebaste—Greek for Augusta. A Temple of Augustus dominated the site from a hilltop. Farther north, in the foothills of Mount Hermon, close to the current Israeli-Lebanon border, Herod built another Temple of Augustus in what Josephus calls beautiful white marble. It stood on the ancient road to Damascus, which in turn led to Mesopotamia. Jewish pilgrims to Jerusalem, coming from Parthian lands, would have passed by this shrine to Augustus.47

Herod’s third Augustus temple stood on the central coast, where he turned a small Phoenician trading post into a major port. Caesarea Maritima, or Caesarea-by-the-Sea, rivaled the harbors of Athens and Alexandria as a trading center of the Eastern Mediterranean. The earlier Phoenician city lacked a good harbor; in fact, there were no harbors facing favorable winds on the kingdom’s coast. Herod solved the problem by having his engineers sink a mixture of cement and stones to build breakwaters around an enormous double harbor. A set of quays and warehouses completed the infrastructure of the port. Nearby, the Temple of Augustus overlooked the town from a high podium. The city also boasted several other pagan temples. Caesarea’s urban infrastructure was Roman, from its baths to its aqueduct and theater. An amphitheater housed gladiatorial games. There was also a royal palace. The population was mostly Greek; Jews were a minority. Every four years Caesarea hosted the Actian Games, in honor of Augustus’s victory at the Battle of Actium. On the coast south of Caesarea, near Gaza, Herod renamed a city after Augustus’s closest adviser, Marcus Vipsanius Agrippa.48

Herod also endowed temples, dockyards, gymnasia, theaters, baths, fountains, and colonnades all over the Greek-speaking cities of the Eastern Mediterranean. He gave funding to the financially strapped Olympic Games in Greece. His contribution was big enough to have Herod elected permanent president of the Olympics, an honor that he was able to enjoy in person when he attended the games in 12 BCE.

Building pagan temples in the Holy Land offended pious Jewish opinion, but Herod also defended Jewish rights. In fact, he emerged as a champion of Jews in the Diaspora. He intervened with Augustus, for instance, to protect the rights of Jews in Asia Minor.

Herod didn’t dare build a Temple of Augustus in Jerusalem, but he did build a theater—location unknown—as well as a hippodrome that doubled as an amphitheater, outside the city walls. As in Caesarea, so in Jerusalem Herod held quadrennial games in honor of Augustus. In addition to sporting events, musical competitions, and chariot races, the games featured lions and other wild animals brought in from abroad at great expense. The animals fought each other as well as condemned criminals. Gold and silver trophies celebrating Augustus’s victories were mounted on the walls.49

Many Jews were outraged, especially by the throwing of men to the beasts and the trophies, which appeared to them to be graven images. The public considered gladiatorial games to be a clear violation of Jewish law and custom, as Josephus reports.50 The Talmud states that “One who sits in a stadium is a shedder of blood,” adding that it is forbidden to sell bears and lions for use in the arena.51 The Talmud, a collection of legal opinions, stories, and traditions, is a foundational text for later Judaism. It was compiled in late antiquity.

So aroused was Jewish opinion that an assassination plot was formed. Ten Jerusalemites with daggers hidden under their cloaks planned to kill Herod while he was attending the theater. One of his spies discovered the plot, however, and the men were seized with their daggers. Defiant, they said they were ready to die to preserve the laws of the Jews. Herod had them tortured and executed. But the people found Herod’s spy, seized him, killed him, tore him limb from limb, and fed the pieces to the dogs. There were many witnesses, but they refused to hand over the killers until Herod had some women tortured and they confessed. He then had the perpetrators and their entire families executed. Yet Herod still felt insecure. Knowing how much opposition he faced, he redoubled his efforts to dot the country with fortresses in case of rebellion.52

Herod repaired and rebuilt Jerusalem’s existing walls and added a new wall that extended the city to the north. He built himself a sumptuous palace whose two wings were named after Augustus and Agrippa. The palace was surrounded by walls that made it a virtual fortress. The mansions of the wealthy stood nearby.

Herod’s most notable building project was reconstructing the central shrine of the Jewish people, the Temple. He began the undertaking around 19 BCE. Josephus says that the king thought that the structure would make his name live forever.53

The prior sanctuary, over which the new Temple was built, was showing the signs of age. It was old, small, and humble. Herod wanted to replace it with a structure that was nothing less than magnificent. The Talmud says that “One who has not seen Herod’s building has never seen a beautiful building in his life.”54 Herod was careful to put the building process in the hands of the priests. Although the Talmud considers Herod to have been generally wicked, it approves of his rebuilding the Temple.55

The Temple was the central part of a compound consisting of walls, gates, courts, and porticoes, all erected on a massive platform overlooking the city. The Temple stood in an enclosure. The outer court was the Court of the Gentiles. Only Jews could go beyond it to the Court of the Women, then the Court of the Israelites, and finally the Court of the Priests. Sacrifices took place on an altar in this latter court.

As for the Temple itself, Josephus says that the front of the sanctuary was gilded and “cast a fiery light” in the morning sun. He adds that from a distance, the building’s white marble looked like a mountain covered with snow.56 Enormous doors, draped by multicolored tapestries, led inward. Above them hung a golden vine with a larger-than-life-size bunch of grapes.

The Temple building consisted of three parts. The main chamber housed an altar for incense and a golden menorah, a seven-branched candlestick. There was also a table for the showbread, that is, the twelve loaves symbolizing the Twelve Tribes of Israel and the support and nourishment that God gave the Jewish people. The loaves were placed there on the Sabbath and eaten during the week by the priests. Finally, beyond a veil of embroidered Babylonian linen, another set of doors led to the inviolable Holy of Holies.

The Temple building was completed within seventeen months. Herod dedicated it with a ceremony capped by the sacrifice of three hundred oxen. But the Temple was just part—the most important part—of the vast complex that Herod had in mind. So ambitious was Herod’s plan that it took eighty years to complete or, rather, to come near to completing it. It was never finished.

The Temple stood on the Temple Mount, a square-shaped hill, which Herod expanded and supported with a retaining wall, whose monumental stones are still visible. The Temple precinct was surrounded by porticoes. On the south side, the largest portico consisted of 162 columns with Corinthian capitals. Known as the Royal Portico, it served as a center for the sale of items for sacrifice.

Herod did not forget to honor his Roman patrons even in this most Jewish of sites. He had Agrippa’s name engraved on the Temple gate. Herod couldn’t build a shrine to Augustus on the Temple Mount, but he came up with an ingenious alternative: daily sacrifices at the Temple on behalf of the emperor. Augustus showed his approval by funding them out of his own purse.57

Under Herod and his successors, Jerusalem reached the peak of its prosperity. The city grew to a size that it would not attain again until the nineteenth century.58 The Temple pulled in contributions from east and west. Jews from both the Roman and Parthian empires contributed an annual half-shekel tax to the Temple. Foreign visitors, whether Jew or Gentile, often left gifts, sometimes lavish ones.59

The Temple supported a large population of priests and their assistants (Levites), as well as administrators, provisioners, and builders. A large infrastructure was needed to service the pilgrims, who took part in annual festivals and saw the sights. Jews from Italy and Mesopotamia, from Alexandria and Antioch, from Libya and Assyria all poured in. Jerusalem, said the Roman writer Pliny the Elder, was “by far the most famous city of the East and not just of Judea.”60 Exaggeration, perhaps, in a region that also included Athens, Alexandria, and Antioch, but with its massive walls, its palaces, its pilgrims, and the ancient world’s largest temple complex, Jerusalem was indeed famous.




An Insurrection to Avenge God’s Honor

In his last years Herod suffered a putrefying illness in which parts of his body began to rot and give off a stench. The pain was so severe that he had to be stopped from taking his life. The sages said that Herod’s illness was divine punishment for his misdeeds.

With the news of Herod’s condition, many Jews took heart. They loathed the king, as an incident in late winter 4 BCE showed. Herod had installed a golden eagle above the Temple gate, which infuriated many Jews both as a sacrilege and as a symbol of Rome. Jewish law forbade graven images. Two Jewish sages ordered their students to tear down the hated eagle.61 The sages were Pharisees and renowned Torah scholars. Josephus says that they attracted “an army of young men in their prime” to their daily lectures. When the sages heard that Herod was dying, they suggested to their pupils that it was the right time to “avenge God’s honor and to pull down the structures that had been erected against the laws of their fathers.”62 They admitted that the deed was risky, but said that only the ignoble, those who were ignorant of the sages’ teaching, would fear death.

When a rumor arose that the king was dead, the students turned to the task at hand. Presumably just a small number of youths carried out the mission. The young men climbed up to the roof of the Temple gate in broad daylight, before a large crowd. Then they rappelled down and hewed the eagle with hatchets. But Herod was not dead. He sent an officer with enough soldiers to control the crowd. Most of the onlookers fled, but forty men stayed to support the perpetrators. They were all arrested.

The arrestees were brought before Herod. They confessed their guilt. The king asked them why they had done the deed. They replied, defiantly, that they were obeying the law of their fathers. They also said that they were not afraid to die, since they were confident that they would enjoy many good things after their death. The Pharisees, it should be noted, believed in resurrection.

A furious Herod had all the offenders bound and carted off to Jericho, presumably because they would find fewer supporters there than in the feverishly religious atmosphere of Jerusalem. The king summoned the Jewish officials to a public assembly in the Jericho amphitheater. Herod wasn’t well enough to stand, so he lay on a couch. After justifying himself and his record of rebuilding the Temple, Herod demanded that the officials agree that the arrestees had committed sacrilege and needed to be punished. In fear of their own lives, the officials agreed.

Herod now took his revenge. He had the men who had cut down the eagles and their two teachers burned alive as punishment. There was an eclipse of the moon that night, which allows the event to be dated precisely: it was March 13, 4 BCE. Herod handed the others over to his executioners for a less gruesome death. Finally, for good measure, Herod deposed the High Priest, on the grounds that he shared some of the blame for what happened.

The incident of the eagle demonstrated the strength of the spirit of rebellion against Rome and its enabler, Herod. It also shows how fine the line was between religion and politics in Jerusalem. It wasn’t professional revolutionaries who stirred up the young rebels: it was two sages, renowned for their knowledge of Jewish law. It also demonstrates the willingness of Herod to repress rebellion brutally, at the end of his career as at the beginning. But men who were willing to die for the honor of God would not be easy to put down, nor would they lack successors.

Herod is famously accused of another atrocity. According to the Gospel of Matthew, Herod heard that the King of the Jews had been born in Bethlehem.63 He commanded the killing of all boys two years old and younger in and around Bethlehem. Christianity refers to this as the Massacre of the Innocents. If indeed it happened, it probably took place near the very end of Herod’s life. Most scholars doubt the historicity of the story because it appears in no other source. Still, its brutality and paranoia are consistent with Herod’s character.

Seeing the end coming, Herod feared that the country would celebrate his death. To make sure that Judea resounded with the sound of mourning instead, he had the leading men of the country rounded up and imprisoned in the hippodrome at Jericho. He ordered that all the prisoners be immediately executed upon the news of his death. Herod died just before Passover, probably in 4 BCE. His sister gave the order, no doubt to mass relief, that the prisoners be freed. So much for Herod’s diabolical plan.




Balance Sheet

Many people shaped the fate of Judea in the six decades between 63 and 4 BCE, but three men stand out: Pompey, Pacorus, and Herod. If Pompey and Pacorus each represented an extreme in the history of Judea—a stripped-down, chastened Roman client state under Pompey’s iron hand; a revived Iranian vassal kingdom under Pacorus—Herod represented a new departure altogether. He would make Judea Roman and make Rome, if not quite Jewish, then at least friendlier to the Jews than ever before. He would champion Jewish, Greek, and Roman culture at home and abroad.

Herod found a way for Judea to flourish under the Roman Empire and for Jews and Gentiles alike to live in peace and prosperity in his kingdom. He would engage in a balancing act, one that was deeply unpopular with hotheads and fanatics of various stripes, but Herod kept them under control because he was, to be blunt, a tyrant. And often a murderous one as well, vicious to his own family, several of whom he ordered killed. He was one of the most creative and terrible leaders in his nation’s history.

Herod made Judea an integral part of the Roman Empire. Josephus claims that Augustus considered Herod second in importance only to his loyal general Agrippa, and Agrippa considered Herod second only to Augustus.64 As one historian puts it, “The kingdom of Herod in Judea was a jewel in the crown of Augustus’s Roman revolution.”65

Herod is often called Herod the Great, and not without reason, but it is not known if he was called the Great in his lifetime, as some other ancient kings and statesmen were. Herod made himself indispensable. He convinced Rome that he was the only man who could maintain peace in a strategic area. Judea was the hinge between the two golden doors of the Roman East, the two provinces of Syria and Egypt. Herod was the guardian of the eastern marches, Rome’s local ally who could help the legions keep the Parthians out and the empire safe. And Rome did not discount the Parthian threat, even after a peace agreement in 20 BCE, which Herod helped to negotiate. The northern cities of Roman Syria lay close to the Euphrates River border, within easy striking distance of Parthia’s armies.

Herod’s countrymen cheered his death. Herod had struck an uneasy balance and it started to fall apart as soon as he was gone. Herod wanted the Jews to be good Romans. Providence had other plans in mind. Far from being Rome’s best friend, Judea would become the empire’s most rebellious province.66








Chapter Two THE WAR FOR HEROD’S LEGACY


Herod had made a fatal error. He forgot the most important feature of a dynasty: succession. He killed his most talented and promising heirs because he found them threatening. Shortly before his death in 4 BCE, Herod turned on the forty-year-old son whom he had planned to name as heir after executing two older sons. Herod accused him of plotting a rebellion, which, in his bloodthirsty family, was entirely plausible. Herod had him killed only five days before Herod himself died. That left three sons, among whom Herod decided to divide his kingdom. The son who received the main part of the kingdom, consisting of Judah and Samaria, was the nineteen-year-old Archelaus. He was not merely young, but incompetent. Herod’s mistake proved disastrous to the kingdom.


Succession

Herod gave Galilee and the Perea to another son, Antipas, and Gaulanitis and other nearby northern regions to a third son, Philip. Herod also left three small territories to his sister, as well as money and revenues to his other relatives. Always alert to the power of Rome, he left a fortune to Augustus and about half that amount to Augustus’s wife, Livia. Herod knew that Augustus had the final say over the succession in Judea.

Archelaus started off on the wrong foot: he broke the laws of power. If one is wise, a new ruler starts out by laying down the law and being harsh to one’s enemies; concessions can come later, once authority is secure. Instead, Archelaus began by making concessions, including tax reductions and the release of prisoners. He also gave in to protesters by agreeing to replace the High Priest. They opposed the man because he was Herod’s appointee and because they considered him insufficiently pure or pious.

In principle, the High Priest was supposed to be a descendant of Zadok, appointed by King Solomon when he built the First Temple. The Hasmoneans broke the rule because they served as High Priests, but were not of Zadokite descent. In the eyes of the pious, that was bad enough, but Herod had made things worse by appointing non-Hasmoneans and various men who came from outside Jerusalem and its priestly elite. Critics said they had no better qualifications than loyalty to Herod.

Archelaus’s concessions demonstrated weakness, which inspired revolt. That in turn forced Archelaus to be not merely tough but cruel, a dangerous policy for a new ruler, and sure to arouse additional revolt.

Herod’s army acclaimed Archelaus, but many people dissented. Some hated him because his mother was a Samaritan. Some demanded vengeance on the killers of the men who had removed the golden eagle from the Temple. Some objected to the dynasty’s choice of High Priests. Some didn’t want any king at all. And some despised the way Herod and his family bowed to the Romans. At Passover, when worshippers crowded into Jerusalem, they vented their anger. They rioted violently in the Temple. Archelaus sent his cavalry against them, and when it was over, three thousand people were dead. Having unleashed a massacre, Archelaus then departed for Rome to seek Augustus’s approval to his kingship. But he had to oppose his brother Antipas, who followed him to Rome and made his own case to be king. If Augustus had reason to hesitate about Archelaus, it increased when he received a letter from the legate, that is, governor of Syria, Publius Quinctilius Varus. As the Roman official in charge of the province next door to quasi-independent Judea, Varus could not tolerate disorder there, especially with no king in charge.

Varus came from a patrician family. His people claimed to be one of Rome’s most ancient and noblest clans, but they had fallen on hard times. Varus reversed their fortunes. He chose wisely during Rome’s civil wars and supported Augustus, and afterward he rose steadily up the ladder. One indicator is his advantageous marriages to first one and then another woman in Augustus’s extended family, marriages that surely required the emperor’s approval. Another is Varus’s public career, which began probably in 23 BCE when on a trip to the East he served as Augustus’s quaestor (roughly, quartermaster).

In 13 BCE, Varus held the consulship with Tiberius, Augustus’s stepson and eventual successor. In 7 to 6 BCE, Varus was made governor of Roman Africa (roughly, modern Tunisia), a wealthy province, but not a security challenge. Then came an even more responsible assignment: governing Syria, which was both wealthy and on the front lines. Syria bordered the Parthian Empire, which is why it was staffed under Augustus by three legions—that is, a little more than one-tenth of the empire’s legionary manpower.

Varus’s letter to Augustus announced that the rebellion had spread in Archelaus’s absence. The details are unknown, but the trouble was enough to galvanize Varus into action. He marched into Judea with all three of Syria’s legions, a force of 15,000 to 18,000 men. That the governor of Syria would leave his province bare of legions underscores the seriousness of the revolt in Judea. Varus put down the revolt and left one legion in Jerusalem to stop any further outbreaks. They were 5,000 to 6,000 men, with 3,000 Herodian troops to support them. They would soon have a fight on their hands. The war is referred to in a later Jewish source as the “war of Varus.”1

The problem was the financial administrator (procurator) of Syria, one Sabinus. In theory he was Varus’s subordinate, but in practice, he had his own agenda, and he was out of control. He was, frankly, eager to loot Judea. He harassed the rebels in Jerusalem, and their supporters responded with a show of strength.
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