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Assumptions
1. We possess the Word of God that records both spiritual truths & historical 
realities. 2 Timothy 3:16-17
16 “All Scripture is breathed out by God and profitable for teaching, for 
reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, 17 that the man of 
God may be complete, equipped for every good work.”

2. All humanity is created in image of God [imago dei ] thus equipped w/ 
God-given talents. God uses means & people for His sovereign purposes.

3. God has given entire world common grace by which, in His wisdom, He 
restrains evil & encourages good.

4. “All Truth is God’s Truth”: some non-Christian historians are valuable in 
re-constructing our knowledge of the past.
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Source: Dead Sea Scrolls
also Qumran Caves Scrolls =ancient Jewish religious MSS found in 
Qumran Caves, Judaean Desert, northern shore of Dead Sea.

Scholarly consensus dates scrolls from last 300 BC - 1st c. AD. 
Texts have historical, religious, linguistic significance because they 
include 2nd oldest known surviving manuscripts of works later included in 
Hebrew Bible canon along w/deuterocanonical & extra-biblical 
manuscripts which preserve evidence of diversity of religious thought in 
late Second Temple Judaism. 

Almost all of Dead Sea Scrolls are currently in collection in Israel, 
w/ownership disputed b/w Jordan & Palestinian Authority. They are 
housed in Shrine of the Book on the grounds of Israel Museum.
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1947 young Bedouin shepherd discovered scrolls
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Titus Flavius Josephus (37-100 AD) 

Principle non-Christian historian; very well respected.
Initially fought against Romans during 1st Jewish–Roman 
War as head of Jewish forces in Galilee, until 
surrendering 67 CE to Roman forces led by Vespasian. 

Vespasian kept Josephus as slave & interpreter. When Vespasian became 
Emperor 69 CE, he granted Josephus freedom, & Josephus assumed 
emperor's family name Flavius.  He became advisor & friend of Vespasian's 
son Titus (translated for Titus at Siege of Jerusalem). Siege ineffective at 
stopping Jewish revolt. City destroyed.

Most important works= The Jewish Wars (c.75 AD) & Antiquities of the 
Jews (c.94)
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Persian Empire/ Achaemenid Empire
c. 550–330 BC 

539 BC: Cyrus defeated Babylonians at Opis & captured city of Babylon. 
Cyrus depicted himself in propaganda as restoring divine order & restoring 
heritage of Neo-Assyrian Empire by comparing himself to Assyrian king. 

Hebrew Bible has huge praises for Cyrus 
for his conquest of Babylon & help to 
Jews, who  refer to him as Yahweh’s 
anointed. 

He is credited w/ freeing people
of Judah from their exile &
reconstruction of Jerusalem & Second 
Temple.
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“Second Temple Judaism”
From construction of Second Temple in Jerusalem c. 515 BC to 
destruction by Romans in 70 AD. 
Babylonian exile, 586–539 BC
Persian, 539–333 BC
Hellenistic, 333–164 BC
Ptolemaic, 301–200 BC
Seleucid, 200–164 BC
Hasmonean, 164–63 BC
Roman, 63 BC – 70 AD

Modern reconstruction
of 2nd Temple  à
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Achaemenid Empire (Persian) at largest time
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Fall of Achaemenid Empire 
Alexander the Great (356- 323	BC king	of	Macedon)	defeated Persians at 
Granicus (334 BC), then Issus (333 BC) & Gaugamela (331 BC). He also 
marched on Susa & Persepolis which surrendered early 330 BC. From 
Persepolis, Alexander headed north to Pasargadae where he visited tomb of 
Cyrus.
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Extent of Alexander’s empire
Hellenized middle east: Greek language & culture 
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After Alexander’s death, empire divided
Seleucid Empire rules middle east/ Palestine
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Seleucid Empire   312 BC–63 BC
Maccabean Revolt 167–160 BC

Roman occupation of middle east 63 BC
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Seleucid Empire & Jews
After two centuries of peace under Persians, Hebrew state once more 
caught in middle of power struggles b/w two great empires: Seleucid 
state w/capital in Syria to north & Ptolemaic state, w/capital in Egypt 
to south...
Between 319-302 BC, Jerusalem changed hands seven times.
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Seleucid Empire   312 BC–63 BC
Antiochus IV [reigned 175-164 BC]
asserted strict control over 
Seleucid Syria & Phoenicia after 
his successful invasion of 
Ptolemaic Egypt turned back by 
Roman Republic. 

He sacked Jerusalem & Temple, suppressed Jewish & Samaritan 
religious & cultural observances; imposed Hellenistic practices. 

Revolt by Jews (167 BCE) began a period of Jewish independence 
potentiated by steady collapse of Seleucid Empire under attacks from rising 
powers of Roman Republic & Parthian Empire. 
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Maccabean Revolt 167–160 BC

Book I Maccabees : when Antiochus IV restricted Jewish religious practice, 
rural Jewish priest Mattathias the Hasmonean refused to worship Greek 
gods. He killed a Hellenistic Jew who tried to take Mattathias’ place by 
sacrificing to an idol. 
Mattathias & 5 sons fled to wilderness. 

66 BC, his son Judah Maccabee led an army of 
Jewish dissidents & defeated Seleucid dynasty in 
guerrilla warfare & Hellenized Jews.

Maccabees destroyed Greek altars in villages, circumcised boys, forced 
Hellenized Jews into outlawry.

Judah's nickname Maccabbeus used in popular culture to describe Jewish 
partisans as a whole, taken from Hebrew word for hammer.
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Hasmonean dynasty ruling dynasty of Judea & surrounding 
regions c.140- c.116 BC after Judas 
Maccabeus defeated Seleucid & 
created semi-autonomously rule under 
Seleucids.

110 BC Seleucid Empire 
disintegrating, so Hasmonean dynasty 
became fully independent, expanded 
into Samaria, Galilee, Iturea, Perea, 
Idumea, taking title basileus (king)

63 BC Roman general Pompey the 
Great conquered Hasmonean 
kingdom.
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Judea & Jerusalem

Judah a client state of:

1. Seleucid Empire (140-110 BC)
2. Independent (110-63 BC)
3. Roman Republic (63-40 BC)
4. Parthian Empire (40-37 BC)
5. Roman Empire (37 BC- 100 AD)
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Roman Political Structure
Roman Republic & Empire
Consul & proconsul [emperor]
Senate= varied in size (600-900; but only 200 active)
Provinces: all territories outside Rome proper.
1. Provincial government by Governor w/ “imperium” (right to 
punish by death if needed). Governor had civil & judicial 
administration & commander-in-chief of all military units.
2. Fiscal procurator (procurator Augusti) = chief financial officer in 
province 30 BC-284 AD who worked alongside governor but not 
subordinate to him, reporting directly to emperor.

Jewish Province: Sanhedrin worked w/ governor (agreement)
Balance that was tenuous—depends on roman leadership.
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Edomites become Jews & rulers
Hasmonean ruler John Hyrcanus (134–104 BCE), Judea conquered 
Edom forced Edomites to convert to Judaism. Edomites integrated into 
Judean nation, some attained high-ranking positions. 

Edomite Antipas appointed governor of Edom. His son Antipater, father 
of Herod the Great= chief adviser to Hasmonean Hyrcanus II managed to 
establish good relationship with Roman Republic, in 63 BC extended 
influence over region, following conquest of Syria & intervention in a 
civil war in Judea. 

Julius Caesar appointed Antipater to be procurator of Judea 47 BC; 
he appointed sons Phasael & Herod governors of Jerusalem & Galilee. 
Antipater murdered 43 BC; his sons held power & were elevated to rank 
of tetrarchs 41 BC by Roman Emperor Mark Antony.
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Herod the Great (74-4 BC)

Roman client “King of Judea” 
Known for colossal building projects
v renovation of Second Temple in Jerusalem
v expansion of Temple Mount north
v construction of port at Caesarea Maritima
v fortress at Masada & Herodium. 

Herod was extremely paranoid:
Josephus records Herod quick to execute 
anyone he perceived to threaten his rule, including his wife & children 
(Antiquities 15.7.5–6 and 16.11.7). 
Caesar Augustus knew this & is reported to have said that it was safer 
to be Herod’s pig than his son.
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Herod & Massacre of the Innocents
Josephus & Gospel of Matthew record him as ruler of Judea who ordered 
Massacre of the Innocents at time of Jesus’ birth.

Matt. 2:16-18: 16 Then Herod, when he saw that he had been tricked by the 
wise men, became furious, and he sent and killed all the male children in 
Bethlehem and in all that region who were two years old or under, 
according to the time that he had ascertained from the wise men. 17 Then 
was fulfilled what was spoken by the prophet Jeremiah: 18 “A voice was 
heard in Ramah, weeping and loud lamentation, Rachel weeping for her 
children; she refused to be comforted, because they are no more.”

Many scholars question whether this happened and if so how widespread it 
may have been.

21



Roman government in Palestine
After Herod’s death, Roman created Tetrarchy [4 rulers] kingdom 
among 3 sons & sister: 
Archelaus = ethnarch (ethnic group) Samaria, Judea (Biblical Judah), 
Idumea (Biblical Edom) 4 BC - AD 6.

Herod Antipas tetrarch Galilee & Peraea; 

Philip tetrarch territories north & east of 
Jordan; 

Salome I toparchy cities of Jabneh, 
Ashdod, Phasaelis. 
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Herod Antipater (20 BC- 39 AD)

Nickname Antipas = son of Herod the Great 
became ruler of Galilee & Perea; 
39 AD exiled to Spain by emperor Caligula. 

Herod Antipas referenced in Matt. 14:1-12, playing a role in death of John 
the Baptist & trial of Jesus. 

Luke states Jesus first brought before Pontius Pilate for trial, since Pilate 
was governor of Roman Judea (included Jerusalem where Jesus arrested). 

Pilate initially handed him over to Herod Antipas, in whose territory Jesus 
had been most active, but Jesus sent back to Pilate's court. 
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Herod Agrippa (11-44 AD)

Herod Agrippa
[also Herod or Agrippa I] 
King of Judea 41-44 AD= 

last ruler w/ royal title reigning over Judea 
& father of Herod Agrippa II, last king 
from the Herodian dynasty. 

He is king named Herod in the Acts 12:1: 
Herod (Agrippa).
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Pontius Pilate
5th governor of Roman province of Judaea, 
under Emperor Tiberius 26-36 AD. He was 
from an old Italian family (Pontii) and would 
have served as a general in the military prior.

He had power:
v inflict capital punishment,
v responsible for collecting tributes & taxes
v disbursing funds (minting coins). 
v Pilate had right to appoint Jewish High Priest he retained the same 

high priest, Caiaphas, for his entire tenure, thus the priests of 
Sadducee sect were reliable allies to Pilate.
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Pontius Pilate
Romans allowed degree of local control, Pilate shared limited 
amount of civil & religious power w/ Jewish Sanhedrin; 
& the Syrian Legate (head of military “Legion”= 5,000 soldiers)
Pilate ruthless: confiscated temple treasury to build an aqueduct.
Luke 13:1 says he “mixed the blood of Galileans” with their 
sacrifices. His violence eventually offended even Roman 
sensibilities (they had rules about such things & strong sense of 
justice). He was recalled to Rome 36 AD to answer for his attack 
against Samaritans.

However, Coptic & Ethiopian Churches believe Pilate became a 
Christian, thus venerate him as a martyr & saint.
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Zoroastrianism
Zoroastrianism one of oldest continuously practiced religions. Faith 
centered on: 
v dualistic cosmology of good & evil, w/ free will
v eschatology predicted ultimate conquest of evil w/ Messianism, 

judgment after death, heaven, hell
v Ahura Mazda (Wise Lord) = supreme being who is uncreated & 

benevolent deity of wisdom.

Zoraster= Iranian-speaking spiritual leader 

Great influence on other religious/ philosophical systems: Second 
Temple Judaism, Gnosticism, Greek philosophy, Christianity, Islam, 
Buddhism. 
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Zoroastrianism
purpose in life is to become an Ashavan = master of Asha, & bring 
happiness into world, contributing to cosmic battle against evil. 
Asha= truth, cosmic order, the life force that originates from Ahura 
Mazda (good god).

Core teachings include: 
v Follow Threefold Path of Asha: Humata, Huxta, Huvarshta (Good 

Thoughts, Good Words, Good Deeds) 
v Charity = way of maintaining one's soul aligned to Asha & to 

spread happiness.
v Spiritual equality & duty of genders.
v Being good for goodness’ sake without hope of reward.
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Culture of the Hebrews
Biblical Hebrew Ivrit  ִעְבִרית ִמְקָרִאית) Miqra’it [in scholarship 
often called Ivrit ].
term Hebrew not used for language in Bible, but sefat kena'an, i.e. 
language of Canaan or Judaean.
term Hebrew=  derived from Greek 

modern English word Hebrew from Old French Ebrau, via Latin 
from Greek Ἑβραῖος (Hebraîos) and Aramaic 'ibrāy, all derived from 
Biblical Hebrew Ibri. 

historians agree: Jesus & his disciples primarily spoke Jewish 
Palestinian Aramaic= common language of Judea 1st c. AD, most 
likely a Galilean dialect, distinguishable from that of Jerusalem [we 
can assume Jesus’ accent).

29



Diversity of Jewish groups
3 sects Josephus lists, Pharisees, Essenes, & Sadducees—he joined 
Pharisees. In fact, James D. G. Dunn [“Pharisees, Sinners, and Jesus,” in The Social 
World of Formative Christianity and Judaism, ed. Neusner, (Fortress Press, 1988), 264-5] 
believes that Jesus may have been a Pharisee.
Both NT & Rabbinic writers present negative view of Pharisees. Talmud 
lists seven categories of Pharisees, only seventh is laudable. Rabbinic writers 
do not associate with Pharisees, using the term sages (hakamim). 
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Hasidim & Pharisees
Pharisees out of larger group = Hasidim = early faithful Jews who opposed 
Hellenization. From Hasidim derived Essenes [withdrew entirely over 
illegitimate priests] & Pharisees who stayed to argue their case.
Hasideans occurs frequently in Psalms, w/ sense of the pious: Psalms 30:5, 
31:24, 37:28.
Talmudic sources: Hasideans appear as martyrs to their faith, as unselfish 
& long-suffering, as the saints of former times (Hasidim ha-Rishonim), 
those who compose themselves inwardly for an hour before prayer, & enjoy 
special honor on Sukkot.
Sukkot= Feast of Tabernacles 15th day 7th month= perform a pilgrimage to 
Temple.
1. Festival of Ingathering of harvest year's end in Exodus 34:22.
2. more elaborate religious significance= Leviticus 23:42-43= 
commemoration of Exodus & independence of People of Israel. 
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Pharisees
Pharisees mentioned in Acts15: 5; 26:5. word paras, “to divide, 
separate” = separated ones from 'am ha'ares (people of the land) 
who were illiterate & unrefined peasants; their illiteracy impeded 
any faithfulness to religious duties of tithes & cleanness.
Clearly many former Jews had given up the law and faith.
John 7:49: Pharisees describe common people as ignorant & cursed. 
A Pharisee asked Jesus why he ate with them (Matt. 9:11). 
Pharisees higher than peasants, but lower than ruling class. Most 
would be subordinate officials in government, bureaucrats, judges, 
educators. They were retainers who were literate servants of 
governing class.
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Pharisees
Pharisees = small group among many in Israel, & were a primary group 
competed w/ Jesus & w/ other groups for influence of the people; BUT no 
dominant group.
According to Josephus, Pharisees= a political interest group; w/ goals for 
society, fighting to achieve them.
They continually sought access to power & 
influence society to a new communal 
commitment to a strict Jewish way of life.

They were long-lasting & well-connected 
organization; although separatists, they entered 
into many mutual relationships to accomplish 
their aims. They could even join w/ Sadducees 
for some purpose, but not for a long 
relationship.

Distinctive clothing à
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Pharisees
Characteristics:
1. Matt. 23:23-26, Luke 11:39-42= great concern over tithing & 
purity w/ many disputes Jesus had with  Jews over Sabbath day 
reflects their concern for that law as well.

2. Oral traditions: Oral law = traditional rules & observances 
designed to adapt written Law to changes of time. All Jews, 
including Sadducees, had their own interpretations; but Sadducees 
rejected Pharisees' traditions & authority given to them. They added 
many observances by succession from their fathers, which are not 
written in Law of Moses. 
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Sanhedrin
Synedrion = sitting together or assembly, council.
Assemblies of either 23 or 71 elders (known as rabbis after destruction of 
Second Temple), appointed to sit as a tribunal in every city in ancient Land of 
Israel.
[synod from Greek sýnodos= assembly or meeting, synonymous w/ Latin concilium
= council]

Hillel the Elder (110-10 BC) founder of House of Hillel school of tannaim. 
leader, sage, scholar, development Mishnah & Talmud. Popularly known for 
two sayings: 
1. “If I am not for myself, who will be for me? But if I am only for myself, 
who am I? If not now, when?” 
2. expression ethic of reciprocity, or Golden Rule: “That which is hateful to 
you, do not do to your fellow. That is the whole Torah; the rest is the 
explanation; go and learn.”
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Sanhedrin
Creation of council based on 70 elders who aided Moses (Numbers 11:16-
17)
Early courts= priests who received position by appointment by members of 
older families in Israel.
76 BC this changed: Pharisees & Scribes could have seats on the court, but 
ancient families still held control over appointments. 

Under Herod, old nobility lost influence & appointments began favoring 
Pharisees. 
At time of Jesus, the court composed the 
v high priest, 
v members of families of high priest, 
v elders of tribes & notable families,
v notable legal experts.
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Gamaliel the Elder  d.52 AD

leading authority in Sanhedrin in early 1st c. AD.
Acts 5: recognized as a Pharisee doctor of Jewish 
Law & man held in great esteem by all Jews, who
spoke to not condemn apostles of Jesus in 
Acts 5:34 to death, as Jewish law teacher of Paul 
the Apostle.

Acts 5:38-39: “And now I say unto you, Refrain 
of men, it will come to nought: But if it be of 
God, ye cannot overthrow it; lest haply ye be found even to fight against 
God.”
Some sources say Gamaliel embraced Christian faith & tolerant attitude 
toward early Christians shows. Photios I of Constantinople says he was 
baptised by Saint Peter & John the Apostle, w/ his son Abibo & Nicodemus. 
Eastern Orthodox Church venerates Gamaliel as a saint, commemorated 
August 2. 37



Sadducees
upper social & economic echelon of Judean society. Fulfilled various 
political, social, religious roles, including maintaining Temple. Most likely 
they became extinct some time after destruction of Herod’s Temple in 
Jerusalem 70 AD. 
High social status reinforced by priestly responsibilities, mandated in Torah. 
Priests responsible for performing sacrifices at Temple, presiding over 
sacrifices during 3 festivals of pilgrimage to Jerusalem. Religious beliefs & 
social status mutually reinforcing. However, Sadducees & priests not 
completely synonymous.

38



Sadducees Religion
Sadducees rejected Oral Torah of Pharisees. They saw written Torah as sole 
source of divine authority. Written law underlines power & enforced 
hegemony of Sadducees in Judean society. 
Josephus claimed Sadducees believed: 
v There is no fate.
v God does not commit evil.
v Man has free will: man has free choice of good or evil.
v Soul is not immortal; there is no afterlife.
v No rewards or penalties after death.
v Did not believe in resurrection of dead, but believed in traditional 

Jewish concept of Sheol for those who had died. 
v rejected reality of spirits or angels, whereas Pharisees acknowledged.
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Sheol
Sheol= place of darkness where all dead go, both righteous & unrighteous, 
regardless of moral choices made in life. It’s a place of stillness & darkness 
cut off from life & separated from God.

Job 7:7-10: “Remember, O God, that my life is but a breath; my eyes will 
never see happiness again. The eye that now sees me will see me no longer; 
you will look for me, but I will be no more. As a cloud vanishes and is gone, 
so one who goes down to the grave does not return. He will never come to 
his house again; his place will know him no more.”

Psalm 88:2-10: “May my prayer come before you;... I am counted among 
those who go down to the pit; I am like one without strength. I am set apart 
with the dead, like the slain who lie in the grave, whom you remember no 
more, who are cut off from your care. You have put me in the lowest pit, in 
the darkest depths…. I am confined and cannot escape; my eyes are dim 
with grief. I call to you, Lord, every day; I spread out my hands to you. Do 
you show your wonders to the dead? Do their spirits rise up and praise you?
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Sadducees Political role
Sadducees oversaw many formal affairs of state. This gave them 
real power.

Members of Sadducees: 
v Administered state domestically
v Represented state internationally
v Participated in Sanhedrin, struggling w/ Pharisees
v Collected taxes in state & form of international tribute from Jews 

in Diaspora.
v Equipped & led army
v Regulated relations w/ Romans
v Mediated domestic grievances.
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The Pharisees and the Sadducees Come to Tempt Jesus
by James Tissot (Brooklyn Museum)
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Essenes
Essenes lived in various cities but congregated in communal life dedicated 
to voluntary poverty, daily immersion, asceticism (their priestly class 
practiced celibacy).
After 3-year probationary period, new members would 
v take an oath that included commitment to practice piety towards God & 

righteousness towards humanity, 
v maintain a pure lifestyle, 
v abstain from criminal & immoral activities, 
v transmit their rules uncorrupted & 
v preserve books of Essenes & names of angels.

Theology= immortality of soul (souls back after death). Purification water 
rituals important; repentance prerequisite to baptism: “They shall not enter 
the water... for they will not be cleansed unless they have turned from their 
evil.”
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