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Historians try to make people and developments
understandable by looking into their background,
sometimes called their “context.” First-century Judaism
was the main context for the rise of the Jesus Movement.
In this chapter 1 shall lay out features of that period in the
long history of Judaism, with my eye on providing a
context for the development of what is often called
“Jewish Christianity,” that is, groups of Jews who both
accepted Jesus as the Messiah and remained Jews.
Jesus’ relatively brief life was lived on a small stage.
Galilee, where he spent much of his public ministry, and
Judea, the heartland of the Jews and the site of their
Temple at Jerusalem, - were like small islands in a sea of
other peoples, most prominent of whom were Greeks and
Romans. Jesus and his early followers lived in the midst
of political and cultural tensions that had deep historical
roots. After his death, Roman political domination,
coupled with Greek cultural threats to the Jewish way of
life, provoked unrest among Palestinian Jews that
exploded in unsuccessful revolts in 66 and again in  132.
Jesus’ earliest followers were influenced by the complex
world in which they lived. 

Between about 700 and 400 BCE, in the region
around the Aegean Sea, Greek-speaking peoples
created a remarkable civilization that still influences the
modern world. Because Greece and western Turkey
were relatively poor lands, for centuries Greek-speaking
people had emigrated Out of their homeland to settle in
colonies, especially around the Black Sea, in southern
Italy, and in southern France. W hen Alexander the Great
(356–323 BCE), a successful Macedonian Greek
general, conquered Egypt and the Near East, including
Judea, he set in motion a massive expansion of Greek
culture. His conquests opened rich opportunities for
Greeks, who poured out of their traditional homeland
around the Aegean Sea. Some found jobs as mercenary
soldiers and bureaucrats who controlled the millions of
people conquered by Alexander; others enriched
themselves as merchants, manufacturers, and tax
collectors; and still others earned a living as teachers,
artists, sculptors, and architects. W herever the Greek
emigrants settled, they recreated as well as they could
their traditional way of life, whose focus was the city-
state, called in Greek a polis. They brought their gods,
and they built temples, gymnasia, public baths, and
marketplaces. The Greek settlers also tried to preserve
their language and their values, which were embodied in
their literature. Teachers in Greek cities instructed the
young in the Greek language, literawre, and way of life,
especially the poems of Homer and other central
documents of Greek civilization. A simplified form of
Greek, called “Koiné” (“common Greek”), developed for
everyday use and for written documents as well. The
Christian New Testament was written in Koiné Greek.
The simplified form of Greek was spoken, written, and
understood, especially in cities, from what is now

Pakistan to the Atlantic Ocean. Like English today, Koiné
Greek became the language for business and for
documents of all sorts across a broad area around the
Mediterranean Sea.

In political, economic, and military matters, the
Greeks dominated the conquered peoples, including
Egyptians, Babylonians, Persians, Syrians, and Jews. To
a large degree the local ethnic groups continued to use
their own languages and to live in their own ways,
especially in the countryside. But the opportunities for
worldly success that the Greek way of life offered were
attractive to ambitious non-Greeks, some of whom
aspired to live that way, too. in general, Greek prejudices
were cultural rather than racial. Greeks called people who
lived in non-Greek ways “barbarians.” But if non-Greeks
learned Greek and absorbed Greek values, they might be
able to join the dominant group. Because the Greeks
called themselves “Hellenes,” the process of learning to
live like a Greek has been called “Hellenization.” The
Greek expansion into Egypt and the Near East–and the
Hellenization after that expansion–had a lasting impact.
For at least a thousand years, urban peoples all over the
Near East lived more or less in a Greek way.
Hellenization influenced many conservative rural subjects
as well. 

THE JEWS AND HELLENIZATION

Judea, the Jewish homeland, was just one of the
areas swept up in the Greek conquests. W hen Alexander
died unexpectedly at Babylon in 323 BCE, at the age of
thirty-three, his vast empire was divided among his
leading generals. Although most Jews cherished
memories of the independent kingdom of David and
Solomon (about 1000–about 920 BCE), they were ruled
from the fourth century BCE to the sixth century CE first
by Greek kings, then by Jewish rulers who were to one
degree or another Hellenized, and finally by Romans. The
pressure to adopt a Greek way of life provoked profound
divisions within Judaism. Some Jews were attracted to
the Greek way of life; other Jews hated it; and some held
positions in between. 

Judea was disputed territory, claimed by the
descendants of Alexander’s General Antiochus, who
ruled to the north in Syria, and by the descendants of
Alexander’s General Ptolemy, who ruled to the south in
Egypt. King Antiochus IV Epiphanes (175–164 BCE) was
troubled by his Jewish subjects’ aloofness and strong
desire for independence. He decided that a thorough
Hellenization, by force if necessary, would increase his
control of this border territory. His strong measures
provoked a crisis within Palestinian Judaism. In 171 BCE,
Antiochus ousted the high priestly family and sold the
chief priesthood to the highest bidder, a Jew who had
accepted much of the Greek way of life. in 168 BCE,



Antiochus forbade Jews to observe their ancestral law
and customs. He tried to impose Greek law and religious
practices on the Jews. There were to be no more burnt
offerings to the God of Israel, no circumcision of male
children, and no observance of the dietary laws. Because
Jews believed that their God should not be represented
in art, there were no statues in his Temple. Antiochus
placed statues of Greek gods in the Jewish Temple and
worshipped them with Greek religious rituals. This was
probably the “Abomination of Desolation” condemned in
Daniel 11:31 and 12:11. The Jews fervently believed that
their God was the only god, but Antiochus IV demoted
him to a local god among many others. Some Jews,
favorable to Hellenism, accepted Antiochus’ measures.
But other Jews, particularly conservative and rural Jews,
rose up in a long, bitter war (167–142 BCE) under the
leadership of Judas Maccabeus (“the Hammer”) and his
brothers. By 142 BCE, the Syrian rulers were forced to
concede defeat. For about eighty years (142–63 BCE),
relatives of Judas Maccabeus, called the “Hasmonean
dynasty,” ruled a small independent Jewish kingdom
centered on Jerusalem. 

The crisis over forced Hellenization and the long war
that followed had profound consequences that still
shaped the Judaism of Jesus’ lifetime and of generations
thereafter. First, the Jewish sense of separation from
(and superiority to) non-Jews intensified. Second, in
reaction against Antiochus’ direct attack on the Law of
Moses, the pious parties within Judaism promoted strict
observance of the Law, which was to them not just a set
of beliefs but a detailed way of life given directly by their
God. Third, the Jewish avoidance of outsiders, who were
called “goyim” or “gentiles,” was met with a corresponding
dislike of Jews in much of the Greco-Roman world.
Fourth, the Jewish martyrs (literally “witnesses”) who died
for their religion set a precedent for future struggles. The
ancient Mediterranean religions generally did not
encourage dying for one’s religious beliefs. But in
reaction to twenty-five years of hitter warfare, Judaism
(and later Christianity) exalted those who chose death
rather than compromise in religion. Fifth, during the long
war, there were times when defeat led to discouragement
for the Jews. To assure their fellow Jews that things
would turn out well in the end, some Jews wrote hooks or
pamphlets that predicted that God was about to intervene
on their side, to smash the gentiles, and to usher in an
age of Jewish independence. Such views are called
“apocalyptic” (from a Greek word meaning “uncovering”).
Apocalyptic hopes persisted and perhaps even intensified
within Judaism in the time of Jesus and in the first
generations of the Jesus Movement.

From 142 to 63 BCE, the Hasmonean rulers of Judea
presented themselves to their Jewish subjects as the
high priests of the God of Israel and to outsiders as
Hellenized kings. For instance, some coins had Hebrew
inscriptions on one side and Greek inscriptions on the
other. The years of Hasmonean rule were strife-ridden,
both because the Hasmoneans fought among
themselves and because some of their Jewish subjects
disapproved of their religious policies and personal
behavior. In 63 BCE the Roman general Pompey
conquered much of the eastern shore of the
Mediterranean Sea for Rome. He made the Kingdom of
the Jews a “client” state, that is, he left the Hasmonean
dynasty in charge but under Roman supervision. The
Romans were gentiles and Hellenized: Their rule was no
more welcome to pious Jews than that of any non-Jewish
ruler would have been, The strife and unrest continued.

In about 40 BCE, the Romans tried a new strategy to
control Judea without ruling it directly. The Roman
Senate appointed as king a man named Herod, later
called “the Great” (37– 4 BCE), who was hated by many
of his Jewish subjects. Herod undertook important
building projects, including fortresses, palaces, roads,
new cities, and the port at Caesarea. Above all, he began
the renovation of the Temple in Jerusalem. But he was
also ruthless and kept order in brutal ways. After Herod’s
death in 4 BCE his sons succeeded to his subdivided
kingdom, although Roman officials still maintained
general control through a Roman legate in Syria who had
a significant army. After a revolt in Judea in 6 CE, the
Romans took direct rule of Judea and its chief city,
Jerusalem, but left outlying areas under the control of
Herod’s descendants. Most Jews hated the rule of the
gentile Romans over their sacred city but disagreed
among themselves about what to do. Jesus’ ministry and
the lives of his earliest followers took place against the
background of bitter struggles about Roman political
control and Greek cultural threats to Judaism. 

THE TEMPLE

Long before Jesus’ lifetime, Jews had concluded that
the Temple at Jerusalem was the only place where Jews
could properly worship their God with the animal
sacrifices and rituals that the Law demanded. In 586
BCE, the Babylonians destroyed the first Temple, which
had been built by King Solomon in about 964 BCE. W hen
the Persian King Cyrus allowed Jews to return from exile
in Babylon to Jerusalem in 538 BCE, they built a second
Temple on the same site. To win favor with his hostile
Jewish subjects, King Herod began a massive renovation
of that second Temple in 20 BCE. In Jesus’ lifetime, the
Temple was an impressive complex of walls, courtyards,
and buildings. It was also a busy place where Jewish
priests and other Temple attendants carried out the
elaborate worship of the God of Israel. Perhaps as many
as twenty thousand priests and Levites served in the
Temple in shifts. Twice daily there were sacrifices of
animals and food, which were burned to the
accompaniment of music. Twice daily incense was
burned as an offering to God. There were special
offerings on each Sabbath. Individual Jews could arrange
private offerings in the Temple to atone for their sins and
to express thanks for a divine favor. During the important
annual festivals, great numbers of Jews came to the
Temple, sometimes from long distances, to pray, make
offerings, and witness the impressive spectacle. The
Temple was also a major employer and economic engine
for Jerusalem. Every male Jew over the age of twenty,
wherever he lived, was expected to pay an annual tax to
support the Temple. In addition, the priests and other
personnel of the Temple received a share in the
offerings, fees, and sacrificial animals, which could be
considerable, especially during feast days when great
crowds came to the Temple. A gentile, that is, anyone
who was not a Jew, could enter an outer courtyard of the
Temple but was forbidden under pain of death from
entering the Temple’s inner courtyards. 

SYNAGOGUES

There was only one Jewish Temple, and its primary
role was to worship God as the Mosaic Law prescribed.



Synagogues (a Greek word meaning “a coming together”
or a “congregation”) or “houses of prayer” developed to
meet the religious needs of the vast majority of Jews who
lived away from the Temple, whether they were seventy-
five miles away in Galilee or hundreds of miles away in
Greece. The early history of the synagogues is murky,
but by the first century CE, the weekly gathering in a
house of prayer had an important place in Judaism, A
synagogue was often a building, but it did not have to be.
Jews who met to worship anywhere, perhaps in a private
home, could constitute a synagogue. The synagogue was
a flexible institution that kept Judaism alive in places
distant from the Temple. The organization of first-century
synagogues is not well documented. There was variation
in first- century synagogue services, which probably
consisted of different combinations of reading from the
scriptures in Hebrew, with a paraphrase in Aramaic or
Greek for those who needed it. The reading was followed
by an explanation of what had been read. The attendees
sang, offered a series of blessings and curses, and
prayed. In a synagogue there were no sacrifices because
they could be offered only in the Jerusalem Temple. The
synagogue became essential to Jewish communal and
religious life, including the knowledge of the Law. The
Mosaic Law directed not just religious ritual and worship
but also moral conduct and social behavior. Taken as a
whole, the Law laid out a way of life. The complexity of
the Law and the seriousness with which many wanted to
observe it gave rise to a body of experts and teachers
called “scribes” in the Christian gospels. Synagogues
were not just places of worship and instruction in the Law.
The Jews had a reputation in antiquity for their generosity
to their needy fellow Jews. The synagogue was often the
place where charity was organized for Jewish widows,
orphans, the ill, and the aged. Synagogues were places
of worship, community organization, teaching, and
charity. They were com m on in the eastern
Mediterranean, where many first-century Jews lived. 

ORDINARY JUDAISM IN PALESTINE 

There were hundreds of thousands of Jews in Judea
and Galilee. Many were fervent about their religion, but
they disagreed about many topics. As a result, a precise,
uniform description of Jewish belief and practice is not
possible. But it is possible to describe briefly “ordinary”
first-century Judaism and then describe the activist sects
or parties within Judaism. Almost all Jews agreed on the
central features of their religion. They believed that their
God was the only God, the creator and controller of the
universe. They believed that he had made a pact, a
covenant, with their ancestors and with them that made
them God’s special people, whom he would protect. They
believed that through Moses God had given them a Law
that they must obey if they wanted to maintain their side
of the covenant. The English word “Law” can be
misleading here. The Law of Moses prescribed a full way
of life, including such matters as how to worship God,
how to treat one’s neighbor, and how to carry out some
agricultural tasks. The Jews believed that the holiest
place on Earth was the Temple at Jerusalem. God was
thought to dwell in the innermost chamber of the Temple,
called the “Holy of Holies,” although he was also thought
to he everywhere in his creation. Following detailed
instructions in the Law, the hereditary priests offered
sacrifices of incense, food, and above all birds, lambs,
rams, and cattle to God in his Temple. Jews who were

not priests willingly supported the Temple and the
priesthood. Ordinary Jews also came to the Temple in
great numbers for annual festivals, especially Passover
(in the spring), W eeks (fifty days after Passover), and
Booths or Tabernacles (in the autumn). In their homes
Jews recited the Shema (Deut 6:4 “Hear, 0 Israel, the
Lord is our God, the Lord is one....”) and offered personal
prayers, often twice a day. In day-to-day life, many Jews
sought to observe the Law correctly, although they might
be puzzled or disagree about exactly how to do that. The
priests claimed the authority to interpret the Law. But
because the Law was written down, they had rivals. Non-
priests could and did study it and expressed a broad
spectrum of opinions about it.

I cannot describe everything most Jews did, but a few
things stand out. One way to look at first- century
Judaism is to study what contemporary pagans found
noteworthy in it. Some non-Jewish writers commented on
the Jews’ observance of the Sabbath, on the seventh day
of the week, which was a visible characteristic of
Judaism. On the Sabbath, Jews went to the synagogue
for scripture study, refrained from all work, and ate a
festive meal. Gentiles were also aware that Jews
circumcised their sons. The Jews were not the only
ancient peoples to do so, but their practice drew
comment from outsiders, much of it negative. Gentiles
were also aware that Jews ate certain foods and avoided
other kinds of food. Some observers judged that to be
fussy and superstitious. Outsiders sometimes made fun
of their avoidance of pork, a meat common in the diets of
non-Jews. Gentiles were also aware that Jews were
willing to die for the sacredness of the Temple and their
right to observe their ancestral Law, The frequent riots
and uprisings in Jewish Palestine when Jews thought the
Temple or the Law was in danger demonstrated the
point. The major rebellions in 66 and 132 were motivated
in large part by zeal for the Law.

Sects and Parties
The ordinary Judaism of the first century CE was not

the whole story. Jews generally agreed on the importance
of the five books of Moses (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus,
Numbers, and Deuteronomy), called the “Torah” or “the
Law.” Pious Jews were concerned to observe the Law
properly, which is often called “orthopraxy” (“correct
behavior”), but they were less concerned with uniformity
of belief, which is often called “orthodoxy” (“correct
belief”). Judaism had no official creed beyond a strict
monotheism. No person or group was universally
recognized as having a binding teaching authority. Thus,
Jews who believed rather different things could accept
other people as Jews, provided that they were
orthopractic, that is, that they carried out the commands
and obeyed the prohibitions of the Law of Moses. A life of
orthopraxy was demanding. Many, perhaps most, Jews
in Palestine were uneducated, poor, downtrodden, and
hard- pressed by taxes. Such people were often not
willing or able to observe every provision of the Law, but
they certainly considered themselves Jews. 

In Jesus’ lifetime, Judaism in Palestine was split by
serious internal divisions. The pressures of Greek culture
and Roman political domination had created within
Judaism groups of activists, sometimes called “sects” or
“parties,” the best known of which are Sadducees,
Pharisees, Essenes, and the followers of Jesus whom I
shall call “Jewish Christians.” The sects, which were often
rather small, observed the Law strictly, although they
disagreed with one another vigorously about what was



proper and improper. They also competed with one
another for influence among the ordinary Jewish people.

Because no sources survive that were written by
Sadducees, general statements about them need to be
cautious. The Sadducees were not numerous but were
important because they were often aristocrats and major
landholders. They included the higher members of the
hereditary priesthood, who controlled the Temple.
W herever they could, the Romans tried to rule through
cooperation with local elites. In Judea, they gave
significant political power to the Sadducees and their
aristocratic allies, who already had wealth, high social
status, and religious authority. The Sadducees often
represented the interests of the Jews to the Roman
authorities and the interests of the Roman authorities to
their own people. Some rival sects perceived them as
collaborators with the Romans. This was not an entirely
fair accusation. Although they could not avoid all contact
with the Roman rulers, like all orthopractic Jews the
Sadducees kept their distance when possible from the
gentiles. The Sadducees were conservative in their
religious views, accepting as authoritative only the written
Torah, embodied in the books of Genesis, Exodus,
Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. In particular they
rejected the rich body of oral traditions that the rival sect
of the Pharisees accepted. Because the Sadducees
believed that they could not find in the five books of
Moses a clear teaching about the resurrection of the
dead, the existence of angels, and the expectation of a
coming Messiah, they rejected those beliefs. The
Sadducees did not favor armed resistance to Roman
rule, perhaps because they had so much to lose. 

The first-century Jewish historian Josephus, a priest
who joined the sect of the Pharisees, wrote that there
were six thousand Pharisees, probably the largest group
of Jewish activists. They were strict observers of the Law,
but what set them apart was their desire to adapt it to
changing circumstances and to make it relevant to their
own times, They were skilled interpreters of the Law and,
unlike the Sadducees, also revered an oral law,
sometimes called the “traditions of the fathers,” that they
believed had been handed down from Moses through a
succession of teachers. They thought that the oral
traditions were as binding as the written Law itself. They
were generally not aristocrats or religious “professionals.”
Instead, they were often non-priestly Jews who earned
their living in some occupation, perhaps as farmers or
merchants. They devoted themselves to intense study
and meditation on the Law, which they tried to observe in
every detail. Many Jews respected them for their religious
zeal and their detailed knowledge of the Law. People
consulted them about difficult religious matters. They
urged other Jews to follow their interpretations of the
Law, they gave religious advice, but ordinarily they could
not force anyone to do anything. The Pharisees may have
been influential in at least some synagogues, where the
teachers, called “scribes,” were often their allies.
Because they accepted a wide selection of books as
authoritative and added to them the traditions of the
fathers, they believed in the resurrection of the dead,
rewards and punishments in the next world, and the
existence of angels and demons. They were anti-Hellenic
and anti-Roman but did not call for revolt. They expected
God to set things right without violence on their part. They
hoped for the expulsion of foreign rulers, the return of
Jewish exiles and emigrants, and the restoration of
Jewish independence. They were the main rivals to the
Sadducees for leadership within Palestinian Judaism.

The gospels gave the Pharisees a negative reputation as
“hypocrites” that still survives in some places. The writers
of the Christian gospels, who criticized the Pharisees
severely, probably saw them as important rivals precisely
because the Pharisees shared many ideas with the Jesus
Movement. 

The Alexandrian Jewish writer Philo (20 BCE–50 CE)
wrote that there were four thousand Essenes, who had
separated completely from other Jews whom they
regarded as impure and impious. The Essenes were a
closed, secretive society that can be described as
monastic. Some Essene men lived in a community with
strict rules that regulated diet, property, prayers,
discipline, celibacy, and ritual baths to restore purity.
They had married followers as well, although we know
almost nothing about them. The Essenes rejected the
Sadducee high priests as illegitimate and avoided the
Temple. They saw the Pharisees as not strict enough.
The Essenes eagerly expected a battle between the
children of light, who were themselves, and the children
of darkness, who were the gentiles and unworthy Jews.
They may have thought the final battle had begun in 66
when Palestinian Jews rebelled against Roman rule. But
they were destroyed in the Roman victory. The famous
Dead Sea Scrolls, which were found in 1947 in clay jars
near the Essene settlement at Qumran, were probably
their library. Although the Essenes were contemporaries
of Jesus, they were never mentioned in the four canonical
gospels. 

The most militantly anti-Roman sect was that of the
Zealots, who saw the Sadducees as collaborators and
the Pharisees as too pacifistic. Depending on your
viewpoint, the Zealots were terrorists, rebels, freedom
fighters, or uncompromising nationalists who would
accept only God as their king. They took the lead in the
violence that led up to the uprising of 66. There were
other activists in Jesus’ lifetime who are more difficult to
identify with specific sects. Some Palestinian Jews had a
strong apocalyptic conviction that the end of this world
was near.  Apocalyptic preachers, often working on their
own or with a few disciples, criss-crossed the land. John
the Baptist is the best known, but there were others.
Finally, the Jewish Christians, who were Jews who
accepted Jesus as Messiah, were also a sect within
Judaism in the years between Jesus’ death in about 29
and the rebellion of 66.

DIASPORA (“DISPERSION”)

One prominent feature of Judaism had an important
influence on the Jesus Movement. The majority of first-
century Jews lived outside Palestine, concentrated in the
cities of the eastern Mediterranean and farther east in
Babylonia, which is in modem Iraq. Palestine was a
relatively poor place, and for centuries Jews migrated out
of their homeland. As a result of Alexander the Great’s
conquests in the fourth century BCE, Greeks gained the
most opportunities, but members of other ethnic groups
also migrated, primarily for economic or political reasons.
The Jews who migrated and their descendants are said
to have lived in the Diaspora, a Greek word meaning
“dispersion” or “scattering.” The Diaspora was not a
particular place; it was a state of being. It was where
Jews lived who did not dwell in Judea but who still
regarded it as their homeland and themselves as Jews.
Although there are no reliable numbers, Jews were
numerous in the Roman Empire. They were a minority



large enough to be politically and socially important. In
the Diaspora there was a wide spectrum of Jewish life.
Some Jews adopted a Hellenized way of life, but others
continued to observe the Law, which they sometimes
adapted to the circumstances in which they lived.
Because Jews in the Diaspora were far from the Temple,
they found their religious and social center in
synagogues, the scriptures, and customs. Many Diaspora
Jews made, or wished to make, at least one pilgrimage
to the Temple in Jerusalem. Even Jews who never saw
Jerusalem–and there must have been many–kept ties to
the holy city and its Temple. They had with them the
sacred books of their ancestors, although they often read
them in a Greek translation called the Septuagint
because many no longer knew Hebrew after living for
generations in the Diaspora. Male Jews over the age of
twenty, including those in the Diaspora, paid a tax to
support the Temple. 

To the degree that the Law governed their behavior,
the Jews of the Diaspora were quite distinct from their
gentile neighbors. They socialized among themselves–a
good Jew should not eat with gentiles. Jews refused to
participate in pagan worship because they were strict
monotheists who regarded Greek and Roman gods with
contempt. W here the Jews were very numerous, as they
were in the city of Alexandria in Egypt, they obtained a
privileged status, which often meant some degree of self-
government. In reaction, many gentiles, although
attracted to Jewish monotheism, were puzzled or repelled
by the requirements of the Jewish religious practices. Life
for Jews in the Diaspora was a combination of fitting in
and feeling tension with their gentile neighbors. Violence
between gentiles and Jews was a recurring reality in the
cities of the eastern Mediterranean. In some places
Jewish communities looked to the central Roman state to
protect them from local governments. In return, they were
often supporters of the empire against local interests.

Proselytes and God-Fearers 

On the one hand, Judaism was the religion of a
particular people; on the other hand, it had an appeal to
some Greeks and Romans. Some gentiles were attracted
by Judaism’s elevated moral code, its prestigious
antiquity, and its clear assertion that there was just one
god. Some gentile admirers, called “proselytes,”
converted to Judaism. But Judaism had features that
made other sympathetic gentiles hesitant to go so far as
to convert. The Law of Moses required that converts give
up their gentile families and friends. Circumcision for
adult men in an era before anesthetics or antibiotics was
also a serious step. The gentiles who admired Judaism
but would not convert had a special status. They could
attend Sabbath services, where they heard the reading of
scripture and sermons, often in Greek, a language they
could understand. Jews called these people “God-
fearers.” They were at the margins of the synagogue,
never members, It was from the ranks of the god-fearers
that some of the earliest gentile converts came to the
Jesus Movement.

ROMAN RULE AND THE JEWS 

In a vast empire that stretched from northern Gaul to
southern Egypt, the Romans wanted peace, quiet, and
taxes. The Jews were numerous, and, as they showed in
their struggle against Antiochus Epiphanes and in urban
strife in places such as Alexandria, they were willing to

fight and die as martyrs for their God, their Law, and their
traditional rights. The Roman authorities were forced to
take into account Jewish numbers and willingness to
resist. The Roman authorities often protected Jews from
their fellow citizens, who sometimes resented Jewish
aloofness and political privileges. The Romans granted
Judaism a special status on the grounds that it was an
ancient national religion to which its members owed
allegiance, even when they lived in the Diaspora. For
instance, Jews were exempt from the worship of the
emperor, to which other conquered peoples were subject
in the Temple, the Jewish priests offered daily sacrifices
to their God for the emperor. Roman tolerance for
Judaism, occasionally leaning toward favor or toward
repression, was usually successful in keeping peace in
the Diaspora. 

The situation in Palestine was different from that in
the Diaspora. After 6 CE, direct Roman rule of Judea
(and Jerusalem) created ongoing tension. Some Roman
magistrates tried to respect Jewish sensitivities that could
easily be inflamed by a gentile presence in the holy city.
As a concession, the Roman procurator, who governed
Judea, lived not in Jerusalem but in Caesarea, a mostly
gentile city on the sea coast. Much of the day-today
governance of Jerusalem and Judea was left in the
hands of the high priest, the chief priests, and a council
called the “Sanhedrin,” dominated by Sadducees and
Pharisees. But the Roman rulers still occasionally
offended their Jewish subjects. For instance, Pontius
Pilate, the procurator of Judea from 26 to 36, once
brought into Jerusalem Roman military standards, called
signa, which had pagan symbols on them. Rioting
followed, He also took money from the Temple treasury
to pay for an aqueduct. W hat he probably regarded as a
reasonable way to pay for a public works project also led
to rioting. The Emperor Gaius Caligula (37– 41), who did
not like Jews and had an exalted view of himself, ordered
his statue to be put up in Temple. The Roman authorities
in Judea delayed carrying out the emperor’s order
because they foresaw the explosion that would occur in
Judea and perhaps in the Diaspora. Caligula was
assassinated at Rome in 41, and the crisis passed. 

The Roman policy of limited concessions to the Jews
did not work in Palestine. Almost all Jews in Palestine
yearned for their God to rule them directly or at least
through legitimate Jewish rulers. The Jewish sects
differed in their reaction to Roman rule, but none
welcomed it. The Essenes expected a great war that
would lead to the destruction of the sons of darkness; the
Zealots agitated for warfare; and the Pharisees kept a
hostile distance from the gentile rulers. To end the
profound resentment of their rule, the Romans could do
nothing short of giving Judea independence, which they
were not going to do. Apocalyptic preachers and
apocalyptic documents stirred up the political and
religious atmosphere by proclaiming that the time was
near when gentile rule would be overthrown. The agitated
times were favorable to prophets, messiahs, and rebels.

The hatred of Roman rule was not just talk. in the
decades before war broke out in 66, there were
assassinations, riots, and unsuccessful uprisings. Roman
repression of political threats in Palestine was swift and
bloody, as it was wherever conquered people resisted
Roman rule. Luke made a passing reference to two such
episodes: “There was Theudas who became notorious
not so long ago. He claimed to be someone important
and he even collected about 400 followers; but when he
was killed all his followers scattered and that was the end



of them. And then there was Judas the Galilean at the
time of the census who attracted crowds of supporters
but he was killed too and all his followers dispersed” (Acts
5:36). In Jesus’ lifetime and in the three decades
thereafter, the Jewish homeland was a powder keg. 

The Jewish War of 66–73 

Political and economic causes strengthened Jewish
religious grievances. Direct Roman rule was relatively
recent, only about sixty years old. The Jewish desire for
independence was much older, fueled by memories of
the kingdom of David and Solomon one thousand years
earlier. Roman officials, local Jewish rulers, and landlords
imposed heavy taxes and rents in a poor land. Roman
repression of small outbreaks of dissent was heavy-
handed and fueled more unrest. In 66, a full-scale
rebellion broke out in Palestine but not in the Diaspora. In
a declaration of revolt, the priests ceased to offer the
daily Temple sacrifice for the emperor. The Roman
general Vespasian responded with two legions,
supported by troops from neighboring client kingdoms.
He systematically captured cities and fortified places.
W hile the military campaign was still under way,
Vespasian returned in 68 to Rome to become emperor
after Nero committed suicide. Vespasian’s son Titus
besieged Jerusalem with sixty- five thousand troops. The
city held out for five months, but famine and factional
fighting among Jews raged inside its walls, even as the
Roman surrounded it, W hen the Roman troops captured
Jerusalem in August of 70, the Temple was ransacked
and burned, the city’s walls were destroyed, and the
survivors were slaughtered or sold into slavery. The Jews
of the entire empire were ordered to pay the traditional
Temple tax to the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus
(“Jupiter the Best and Greatest”) in Rome. Titus built a
triumphal arch at Rome to celebrate his victory. On the
arch, which is still standing, he depicted his soldiers
carrying off the magnificent objects that had been used in
the Temple worship, including the altars and the massive
seven-branched candelabra. 

The Roman victory had tremendous consequences
for the future of Palestinian Judaism and for the Jesus
Movement. The Temple, the only legitimate site of Jewish
worship, was destroyed and with it the base of power of
the Sadducees, who controlled the Temple. The Essenes
and Zealots, who had probably welcomed the war, were
destroyed militarily. Not every sect disappeared
immediately after the military defeat, but within a
generation only two Jewish sects with a future ahead of
them survived the catastrophe: the Pharisees from whom
rabbinic Judaism gradually developed over the following
centuries and the Jewish Christians from whom the
Christian Movement developed. Defeat did not end
Jewish unrest. In 115–117 there was a Jewish rebellion
in Egypt, Libya, and Cyprus over Jewish political rights in
the cities. The Emperor Trajan (98–117) put down the
uprising, but the legacy of intense hatred persisted.

The Jewish War of I 32–I 35

The Romans had decisively defeated the Jews by 73,
but Palestine continued to bubble with anger. A second
significant Jewish rebellion began in 132, Akiba, a leading
rabbi, declared that the leader of the second rebellion,
Simon bar Kochba (“Son of the Star”), was the Messiah.
After initial successes, including the recapture of
Jerusalem and perhaps the reinstitution of sacrifices on

the site of the ruined Temple, the Roman army prevailed.
Simon bar Kochba was killed in battle. A bitter, desperate
war ended in massive defeat. The victorious Emperor
Hadrian (117–138) took severe measures to prevent a
future uprising. Because Hadrian forbade Jews to live in
Jerusalem or close to it, the city was inhabited primarily
by gentiles for at least two centuries. He renamed
Jerusalem “Aelia” (based on his name) “Capitolina” (in
honor of Jupiter, whose temple was on the Capitoline hill
in Rome). Jupiter was worshipped on the site of the
Jewish Temple. The Christian Emperor Constantine
(306–337) allowed the name “Jerusalem” to be used
again, although Jews could not legally live in the city until
the Emperor Julian the Apostate (361–363) gave them
permission. The two unsuccessful rebellions changed
Judaism in significant ways. The end of the Temple
meant that the synagogue gradually emerged between
the second and fourth centuries as Judaism’s main
religious and social institution. Many Jews intensified their
devotion to those aspects of the Law that could be
observed without the Temple. In earlier times, Judaism
had been to some degree open to converts, but after the
Second W ar it generally turned in on itself in order to
survive. Some Jewish teachers went so far as to forbid or
discourage conversion, although some conversions did
occur. The “new” Judaism rejected–or at least tried to
reject–the Hellenic way of life and its dominant language,
Greek, at least for religious purposes. Jews stopped
using the Greek translation of the Hebrew scriptures, the
Septuagint, which had by then become the scriptures of
the Christians. Judaism gradually gave religious authority
only to books written in Hebrew or Aramaic, that is, they
created a “canon,” an official list, of the Hebrew
scriptures. 

The Romans allowed surviving teachers, who were
mostly Pharisees in their orientation, to reconstitute
Judaism as a religion. Although the Pharisees could not
live in Jerusalem, they were allowed to set up a school at
Jamnia, where the prince or patriarch of the Jews, called
the Nasi, lived. After two disastrous defeats, most Jews
were suspicious of the violent forms of apocalyptic views,
which never disappeared. Jews still prayed for their
deliverance from gentile rule and for a return to
Jerusalem. In return for acceptance of their rule, the
Roman state again tolerated and protected Jews.

Thus, Jesus and his earliest followers lived in and
were shaped by a tumultuous period in the history of the
Jews in which they, as Jews, shared. 


