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History of the Israelite People to the Roman Conquest

From the Exile to Alexander the Great

Babylon

585 BCE - After the destruction of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar, king of the Neo-Babylonian empire, the upper class of the Kingdom of Judah was exiled to Babylon.

Persia
539 BCE - After the Persians overthrew Babylon, King Cyrus allowed the Jewish captives to return home and to rebuild the Religious Commonwealth of Jerusalem.

The "Second" Temple of Jerusalem was built from 520-15 BCE, city walls begun.

5th Century BCE - Ezra and Nehemiah arrive from Babylon under the authority of the "Great" King of Persia to implement legislation which would preserve the particular character of the Jewish people and establish a semi-independent state.

"The Persian governor was replaced by a council of elders, with the high priest as the presiding officer; this council was directly responsible to the king. The high-priestly family, allied with the leading priestly families, was also charged with the supervision of justice and the regulation of cult and ritual." (Koester, p. 199)

Jerusalem was organized as one of many "Temple States" in the Persian realm.

"Its constitution was completely different from that of a Greek city-state: it drew its authority not from the free citizens of the city and its magistrates, but from a temple, sanctioned by divine presence. The law of this state was not a civil law (albeit one with divine legitimation), but the religious law given by God, and the high priest was the highest official."

The Law (Torah) included sanctions designed to emphasize the religious distinctiveness of the Jewish people, such as purity regulations and prohibition against intermarriage with non-Jews.

"The final consolidation of these laws and their amalgamation with the older legal traditions in the Five Books of Moses, which was accomplished in the 4th century BCE, became valid for Israelites everywhere." (Koester, p. 200)

Greek Influences increase in Palestine during the 5th and 4th centuries.

Greek imports reach past the coastal areas inland to Samaria and Judea. Jewish coins imitate the Attic Drachma with images of Zeus, Athena, and the Athenian Owl. Greek mercenaries serve in the Persian realm. Jewish literature is influenced by Classical Greek prototypes. Religious syncretism is widespread.

Palestine under the "Diadochoi" of Alexander the Great

333 BCE - Battle of Issus - Palestine under the control of Alexander the Great.

323 BCE - Alexander dies; his empire is broken up into several smaller kingdoms Palestine is part of Ptolemaic Egypt.

198 BCE - Antiochus III "the Great" defeats Ptolemy V Epiphanes and takes control of Phoenecia and Palestine. Jerusalem had supported Antiochus in this war; Antiochus renews all the privileges of the Jewish temple state and granted new ones (cf. Josephus, Antiquities, 12.138-44). Good relations between Jews and Seleucids.

"Neither the Ptolemies nor the Seleucids interfered in the internal cultural and religious activities of the people living in Palestine. However, the process of Hellenization, which began in the early Hellenistic period, affected the entire country and eventually also Jerusalem itself. The cities were the primary agents of Hellenization." (Koester, p. 201)

Greek cities founded under the Ptolemies and Seleucids:

Mediterranean Coast: Ptolemais (Akko), Yavneh, Ashkelon, Gaza

Dekapolis: Pella, Philadelphia (Rabbath-Ammon [Amman], Gadara, Skythopolis (Beth-Shean), Seleukia in Bashan, Gerasa (reconstituted by Antiochus IV as Antioch, became the greatest city of the region)

"Some of the inhabitants of the new cities were Macedonians and Greeks, but Hellenized Semites predominated: Syrians, Phoenicians, Arabs, and of course also Israelites. As a consequence, Greek or Hellenized oriental cultural elements, a new style of life, and foreign cults were imported. Gods worshipped in the cities were oriental deities under Greek names (e.g., Ashtoreth as Aphrodite in Ashkelon) or Greek gods, such as Dionysos in Skythopolis, whose coins display the name Nysa, the mythological birthplace of Dionysos, as the official name of the city." (Koester, p. 201)

Loose de-Centralized Administration:
Southern Syria and Palestine had not been incorporated into the Egyptian Administration during the period of Ptolemaic rule. Now under Seleucid rule large parts of the country were still economically oriented to Alexandria but were under the semi-autonomous governance of cities, temples, and princes. 

The shift from Ptolemaic to Seleucid rule caused no basic changes:
Shift in power from the pro-Ptolemaic party to the pro-Seleucid party in Jerusalem.

Hellenization of the Ruling Political, Economic, Social, Religious Elite: 

The Tobiads of Transjordan: wealthy, powerful princes were traditional rivals of Jerusalem since the Persian period. E.g. the Tobiad Joseph, had been Egyptian finance minister for southern Syria, whose father had been the Ptolemaic military commander of Transjordan, and whose mother was the daughter of the high priest of Jerusalem. Joseph, an Israelite, was a "typical Hellenistic tycoon" who had accepted the Greek lifestyle as an adjunct to political and economic power.

Priestly Families were all Hellenized: Leading priestly families from Transjordan, Jerusalem, and Samaria were closely related to each other by intermarriage.

The Maccabean Revolt:

Five Factors:
1) Deepening contrast between the traditional religion and accelerating Hellenization
2) Political infighting among the leading priestly families, the pro-Syrian and pro-Egyptian parties, and the Tobiads
3) Financial difficulties of Antiochus IV in his struggles against Egypt and Rome
4) Utopian Apocalypticism
5) Social tension between the wealthy aristocracy and the poor country people

200 BCE - the Zadokite high priest Simon dies precipitating a controversy between the pro-Syrian and pro-Egyptian parties over the high priestly office and control of the financial interests of the Temple. Simon is succeeded by his son Onias III of the Egyptian faction and supported the youngest son of the Tobiad Joseph in using the banking services of the Temple. 

175 BCE - Seleukos IV is assassinated, the older Tobiads expel Onias III and appointed his brother Jason (Joshua), also a legitimate Zadokite, to the high priesthood with the support of the new Syrian King Antiochus IV Epiphanes. Jason had paid Antiochus for the office of high priest.
“Jason received permission from the king to reconstitute Jerusalem as a Greek city to be named Antioch. This required the appointment of a city council (boule) instead of the traditional council of elders (gerousia) , the organization of an assembly of voting citizens , the building of a gymnasium, and arrangements for educating epheboi.”

“It seems likely, judging from analogies, that this Hellenization program of a Near-Eastern city would also include the identification of the traditional oriental deity (in this case Yahweh) with a Greek god (most likely Zeus Olympios), though neither Antiochus IV nor any of his predecessors would have interfered with the established ritual and religious conventions. Had the Hellenization simply been a nominal identification of Yahweh with Zeus Olympios, a religious revolt would have been unlikely.” (Koester, p. 203)
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172 BCE - Menelaos, brother of an officer of the Temple, replaces Jason as high priest. Menelaos was more Hellenized, had the support of the Tobiads, and had paid Antiochus IV even more money for the high priesthood than Jason had. Menelaos was NOT a Zadokite and not a legitimate high priest! Resistance to Menelaos grows: Political movement of the Hasidim is formed, including the Essenes, the Pharisees, and the family of the Maccabees. 

169-168 BCE – Antiochus IV invades Egypt twice, needs money.
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“Returning from the first campaign, he visited his friends, the city of the new Greek polis Antioch-Jerusalem. It turned out, however, that he was more interested in the temple treasury: the financial crisis of the Seleucids had become so severe that the kings repeatedly resorted to such measures. After Antiochus had left the city, and when an attempt by Jason to reoccupy Jerusalem had failed, the enraged conservative party took possession of the city and locked up Menelaos and his partisans in the Acra, the fortified Hellenistic quarter. This action signaled the beginning of the revolt. Antiochus who had just been humiliated by the Romans—an ultimatum of the Roman Senate had forced him to relinquish his Egyptian conquests—reacted promptly. He captured Jerusalem (probably through his official Apollonius), murdered or expelled the Jewish residents, and made Jerusalem a katoikia, that is, a city inhabited by soldiers, veterans, and other colonists (mostly Syrians). Only now did Apollonius, Antiochos’ governor, begin a persecution of the faithful Jews, not for religious reasons, but in order to subdue a rebellious people. The traditional view, that the rebellion was a reaction to the religious persecution, is untenable. Only now was the temple of Yahweh (called Zeus Olympios since the reform) transformed into the cult of a superficially Hellenized Syrian god, Zeus Baal Shamayin. His sacred rock was brought into the temple, where he was worshiped together with his consorts “Athena” and “Dionysus.” Only at this time were the “laws of the fathers” annulled: they could not serve as the constitution of the Syrian-Greek citizenry of the katoikia Antioch-Jerusalem. The political and religious reorganization, completed with decrees of Antiochos in the year 167, legitimized the new cult and outlawed the practice of Israel’s religion in Jerusalem and Judea (not, however, among the Israelites elsewhere). The persecution of the faithful Judeans was a necessary consequence. It is difficult to estimate the severity of the persecution, because the information provided by the Books of the Maccabees is mostly legendary. Antiochos was correct in identifying the core of the resistance among those people who adhered most faithfully to their religion in the traditional form. He therefore forced the population to participate in the pagan cult and outlawed circumcision. Eating of pork became the test of loyalty: those who refused demonstrated that they were part of the rebellion. No doubt, many who were unwilling to deny their faith were cruelly martyred.” (Koester, pp. 203-204)

168-164 BCE 
Guerrilla warfare between the Hasidim (Maccabees, Essenes, Pharisees) representing the poor country priests and people, and the government supported by Antiochus IV, the Greek cities, the non-Jewish population, the Samaritans, and the vested powers and interest groups in Israel who favored Hellenization, i.e., the Hellenized aristocracy under the leadership of the high priest Menelaos. Hasidim are successful in this war and force the repeal of the royal edicts against the traditional religion (cf. 2 Maccabees 11:22-26). Guerrillas under Judas Maccabaeus (1 Maccabees says Simon was the leader of the resistance) take Jerusalem; the Hellenizers take refuge in the Acra.
163 BCE 

Antiochus IV dies fighting the Parthians in the East. Judas consolidates his power, compromises with the new king, Antiochus V Eupator. 

162 BCE 
Jerusalem Temple returned to the traditional cult. New high priest Alcimus (Zadokite) pro-Hellenism, not recognized by Judas. 
162-150 
Demetrios I becomes king and supports Alcimus; his general Bakchides defeats and kills Judas (160 BCE). Judas’ brother Jonathan becomes “judge” eventually wins independence of Judea by allying with pretender to Syrian throne Alexander Balas. 

152 BCE  
Jonathan becomes high priest, judge and governor of Judea. Pharisees and Essenes split with Maccabee/Hasmonean dynasty.

Dead Sea Scrolls community founded by Essenes - Apocalypticism

