Critically outline the main historical, political, and religious events that occurred in Jerusalem and Masada between 66-73 CE. 

The Jewish War from 66-73 CE was a war between the Romans and Jewish rebels. The Jewish rebels were trying to fight for independence from the Romans. The war ended officially at the fall of Jerusalem in 70 CE but the fortress at Masada, which contained just under a thousand Jewish rebels including their families, did not fall until 73 CE.

Until the Romans took over in 63 BCE, the Jews had been living in a sovereign state in Judea. They were ruled by the Hasmonean kings. After the Romans took over in 63 BCE, Judea was not a sovereign state again until the creation of Israel in 1948 CE.

This essay is going to explore two important areas from the Jewish War why they are still significant in the Jewish world today. These areas are firstly, the fall of Jerusalem and the destruction of the second Temple and secondly the fall of Masada and the alleged mass suicide reported by Josephus.

One of the main problems about the Jewish War is the reliability of the textual accounts. There is only one main textual account which is from Josephus. It is a very detailed eyewitness account, but it is also unreliable. Josephus was originally a Jewish rebel fighting at Jotapata, but instead of committing suicide, he surrendered and joined the Romans. Josephus is unreliable because at some points in his text he is biased towards the Romans even though he is Jewish. There are also some sections where he is the only person to have written an account of particular events in the war such as Masada therefore it is uncertain whether they really happened or not or whether they were a fabrication by Josephus.

Van Henton comments on how Josephus opens his narrative with a description of the destruction of the Temple by Antiochus IV Epiphanes.[footnoteRef:1] By placing this event at the beginning of the narrative, Josephus demonstrates that “the Temple is not invulnerable to attack”,[footnoteRef:2] and creates the theme of the destruction of the Temple. [1:  Van Henton, 131, Joseph, J.W. 1.31-33]  [2:  Van Henton, 131] 


The destruction of the Second Temple had been prophesised several times in the Bible by Jesus and in Jerimiah’s Temple sermon.[footnoteRef:3] Ferda explores in his article how Josephus uses Jerimiah in Jewish War. Jerimiah had predicted in his sermon at Jerimiah 7 that the Temple would be destroyed.[footnoteRef:4] Josephus also prophesises the destruction of the Temple which can be seen through his inclusion of Jesus ben Ananias who quotes Jerimiah 7 almost directly. [3:  Ferda, 2013, 158]  [4: Jer., 7:1-34] 


“a voice against Jerusalem and the sanctuary, a voice against the bridegroom and the bride, a voice against all the people.”[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Joseph, J.W. 6.301] 

Freda also notes that there are other similarities between Jesus ben Ananias and Jerimiah such as both being dismissed as madmen.[footnoteRef:6] By Josephus including this prophecy from Jesus ben Ananias and alluding to Jerimiah, he is foreshadowing the destruction of the Temple which he describes later in the book.  [6:  Freda, 2013, 168] 


One of the reasons why Josephus is so well preserved may be because he was originally popular with early Christians. This is may be because they believed that Josephus’s work contained the fulfilment of Jesus’ prediction of the destruction of the Temple.[footnoteRef:7]  [7:  Van Henton, 122] 


Josephus can be seen to have a pro-Roman bias in Jewish War. This can be seen in his description of the destruction of the Temple. Josephus tries to claim that the fire was caused by accident, which may not be true, but the fact that he includes this in the text could show his bias.

Josephus claims that the fire was an accident or a mistake. This can be seen when the Roman soldier is described to have thrown the torch into the Temple through “some supernatural impulse”.[footnoteRef:8] Not only does this make the burning of the Temple seem unplanned by the Romans “awaiting no orders,”[footnoteRef:9] and acting on “impulse,”[footnoteRef:10] but it could even be seen as an act of God. If the Temple had been burned down by a “supernatural”[footnoteRef:11] force, this could be interpreted as an example of God abandoning the Jews because he is burning down his own Temple. [8:  Joseph, J.W., 6.252]  [9:  Joseph, J.W., 6.252]  [10:  Joseph, J.W., 6.252]  [11:  Joseph, J.W., 6.252] 


To add to this, Josephus tries to portray the Roman leader Titus in a positive light because he describes how Titus attempts to stop the fire. “Rushed out and by personal appeals endeavoured the soldiers to quench the fire.”[footnoteRef:12] This is highly unrealistic because it is unlikely that Titus would have tried to stop the fire even if it had been a mistake.  Josephus may have been trying to portray Titus in a positive light because he was a client of Titus’ father, the emperor Vespasian.[footnoteRef:13] This could also help to explain his pro-Roman bias. [12:  Joseph, J.W., 6.262]  [13:  find reference] 


The destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem had a huge symbolic importance to the Romans. This can be seen through Josephus’s description of the Flavian triumph. 
The triumph celebrated Vespasian and Titus and their defeat of the Jews but what had been a triumph for the Romans had been “a catastrophe for the Judeans of Josephus’s homeland.”[footnoteRef:14] This is because their Temple had been destroyed and their rebellion had failed.  [14:  Chapman, 2009, 108] 

The symbolic importance of the destruction of the Temple is shown when the spoils of the campaign where described by Josephus. “The spoils in general were borne in promiscuous heaps but conspicuous above all stood out those captured in the Temple of Jerusalem.”[footnoteRef:15]  As Titus could not bring back the actual Temple to Rome, he brought other artefacts such as the menorah and the Torah scrolls which symbolize the Temple’s destruction.  [15:  Joseph, J.W., 7.148] 


Josephus highlights the importance of the Temple artefacts over the rest of the spoils, “promiscuous heaps”,[footnoteRef:16] “conspicuous above all.”[footnoteRef:17] Josephus makes it clear to his readers that the Temple artefacts were so magnificent that they literally “stood out.”[footnoteRef:18] He even suggests that Vespasian placed more importance on the Jewish objects than the others,[footnoteRef:19] “the vessels of gold from the Temple of the Jews on which he prided himself.”[footnoteRef:20] [16:  Joseph, J.W., 7.148]  [17:  Joseph, J.W., 7.148]  [18:  Joseph, J.W., 7.148]  [19: Chapman, 2009, 113]  [20:  Joseph, J.W., 7.162] 

This shows that Josephus placed great importance on the Jewish artefacts in his description. Chapman explains how authors saw the “Temple of peace through his own eyes from a different cultural perspective.”[footnoteRef:21] For example, Josephus does not focus on the wonders of Greece or Egypt, whereas Pliny does not mention the Judean artefacts. This could show that Josephus gave prominence to the Jewish objects such as the menorah because he was Jewish himself, therefore, this is what he had a personal interest in.  [21:  Chapman, 2009, 112-3] 

Some scholars suggest that the sacred vessels and the Torah may have represented the Jewish God to the Romans.[footnoteRef:22] With the destruction of the Temple, Vespasian had “effectively ended Jewish religion as he understood religion”.[footnoteRef:23] This is because he had destroyed their God‘s house or Temple and Romans worshipped Gods from [22:  Schmidt, 2010, 8]  [23:  Schmidt, 2010, 8] 

temples. This shows the symbolic importance of the destruction of the Jews to the Romans because by defeating the Jewish God, they have therefore defeated the Jews.
Even though Josephus prophesises the destruction of the Temple, he does not believe that the Temple would not be rebuilt. Chapman notes that Josephus writes on other famous temples that had been destroyed but then rebuilt such as the temples in Delphi and Athens.[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Chapman, 2009, 108] 

Josephus believed that the Temple would be rebuilt because he thought that God’s punishment of destroying the Temple was only temporary,[footnoteRef:25] which can be seen through the way that Josephus describes the time when the Temple had been destroyed previously. In book 6, Josephus gives a brief history of the Temple.[footnoteRef:26] When he mentions that the Temple had been destroyed before “second time devastated”,[footnoteRef:27] he is alluding to when it had previously been destroyed by the Babylonians. Josephus including to the fact that the Temple had already been destroyed in the past could show that Josephus believed that the Temple could be rebuilt like it had been previously.  [25:  Hollander, 2015, 3]  [26:  Joseph, J.W., 6.435-42]  [27:  Joseph, J.W., 6.436] 

After the destruction of the Temple, the Jewish religion had to change drastically. As they could no longer worship in the Temple, the Jews began to pray instead of making sacrifices and worship became more Torah or text based. These changes are still effective today.
Josephus believed that the Temple could be rebuilt but, as of yet, it has not been. The Jews still mourn the loss of the Temple every single year on Tisha B’av. This shows that the loss of the Temple is still important in the Jewish faith today because it has not been rebuilt and they still mourn the loss of the Temple.

The second half of this essay is focusing on the fall of Masada in 73 CE which happened three years after the official end of the Jewish War in 70 CE. The siege at Masada is interesting for several reasons. It is the perfect example of Roman siege works because the ramp is still there today and the alleged mass suicide of the rebels.

The actual siege of Masada did not last three years, but somewhere between six months and seven weeks.[footnoteRef:28] The reason that the siege of Masada was completed so quickly is because Rome had a professional army, so they were extremely efficient.[footnoteRef:29] [28:  Magness, 2013]  [29:  Magness, 2019, 6] 

Masada was the holdout for the Jewish rebels, the fortress at Masada contained 967 rebels.[footnoteRef:30] This included their families however, so there would not have been 967 fighting men at Masada. The Romans brought a force of somewhere between            8-10,000 men.[footnoteRef:31] Magness notes that she believes that the Romans brought so many men because it would have affected Roman prestige if such a small group of rebels could hold out against the mighty Roman Empire.[footnoteRef:32] It is also possible that the Romans feared that the rebels at Masada would have tried to restart the rebellion.  [30:  Magness, 2013]  [31:  Magness, 2013]  [32:  Magness, 2013] 


Masada was a logistical challenge for the Romans because Masada was in the middle of the desert, which meant that it was difficult for the Romans to find supplies.[footnoteRef:33] In some sieges, they could starve an enemy into surrender. This was not possible with Masada because the rebels had huge stores of food and water.[footnoteRef:34] This is because when the rebels had arrived at Masada the stores were full of supplies. “But the stores laid up within would have excited still more amazement, alike for their lavish splendour and their durability.”[footnoteRef:35] As the rebels had huge supplies of food and water, whilst the Romans did not, the siege had to be brought to a quick end.  [33:  Magness, 2019, 10]  [34:  Magness, 2019, 12]  [35:  Josephus, J.W. 7.295] 


As the siege had to be quick because the Romans were having to import all their supplies, they built a large ramp.[footnoteRef:36] The site of Masada contains some of the best-preserved siege works built by the Romans.[footnoteRef:37] This is for two reasons: firstly, the ramp was built of stone rather than a more perishable material such as wood,[footnoteRef:38] secondly, Masada is a very remote location because it is in the Israeli desert, which is why it has not been built over or destroyed.[footnoteRef:39]  This means that Masada is an important site archaeologically because it can be used to explore how Romans conducted sieges.  [36:  Josephus, J.W., 7.304-5]  [37:  Magness, 2019, 9]  [38:  Magness, 2019, 9]  [39:  Magness, 2019, 9] 


According to Josephus, when the Romans besieged Masada, the rebels were already dead because they had committed mass suicide preferring death to Roman slavery.
Let our wives die undishonoured, our children unacquainted with slavery; and when they are gone let us render a generous service to each other, preserving our liberty as a noble winding sheet.[footnoteRef:40]  [40:  Joseph, J.W., 7.334-5] 

Some scholars believe that although Josephus is an extensive source, we do not know that much about the Jewish War because Josephus “is so unreliable our knowledge is very defective”[footnoteRef:41] and he is our only detailed source.  [41:  Magness, 2019, 23] 

Josephus is the only ancient source to describe the mass suicide at Masada. As he is an unreliable source due to his biases, and also as he is the only author to write on the suicides, one could wonder whether it actually happened.[footnoteRef:42] [42:  Magness, 2013] 

This is not the only section of Josephus’s Jewish War that ends is mass suicide, Jotapata also ends in mass suicide.[footnoteRef:43] Josephus was meant to commit suicide himself at Jotapata but instead betrayed the Jews and joined the Romans. Magness believes that Josephus may have created mass suicide as a literary device to make the story more exciting.[footnoteRef:44] The Romans did not care about objectivity when reading histories, they were more interested in the “different and exotic and bizarre, not mundane”,[footnoteRef:45]as they read histories to be entertained.  [43:  Magness, 2013]  [44:  Magness, 2013]  [45:  Magness, 2013] 


 Josephus is the only source to mention the suicide at Masada, he could have made it up to make the story more interesting. Magness notes that there were not enough corpses for 967 people, fewer than thirty skeletons were found in total at Masada, this could suggest that there was no mass suicide.[footnoteRef:46] But even if there had been a mass suicide, the Romans would have probably buried the bodies in a mass grave, so this does not help the reader to know whether there was actually mass suicide at Masada or not.[footnoteRef:47] [46:  Magness, 2013]  [47:  Magness, 2013] 


As Josephus is not a reliable source and hundreds of bodies have not been found, it is difficult to tell whether the suicides at Masada are a myth or not. Masada is an important part of Jewish heritage today because it represents the ancient Jewish “military valour”[footnoteRef:48] that sets an example to contemporary Jews.  [48:  Kelner, Sasson, 2008, 147 ] 

Kelner and Sasson’s article From Shrine to Forum: Masada and the Politics of Jewish Extremism, explores how the suicides at Masada are still important in the Jewish community today. They state that this is because the story of Masada shows Jewish heroism when fighting against external threats.[footnoteRef:49]  [49:  Kelner, Sasson, 2008, 159] 

Masada is important for Israel which can be seen through the phrase “Masada shall not fall again,”[footnoteRef:50] which is used as an oath by the inductees in the Israeli Defence Force.  The fall of Masada marked the end of over a thousand years of Jewish people living in their homeland. This was followed by 2000 years of wandering when the Jewish people were “despised, oppressed, persecuted, and nearly annihilated.”[footnoteRef:51] This wandering ended in 1948 shortly after the “greatest tragedy in Jewish history”, the Holocaust. The people who survived the Holocaust helped to found the new nation of Israel, in Brown‘s opinion “Masada like Israel, represents the Jews that won’t go away quietly.”[footnoteRef:52] [50:  Brown]  [51:  Brown]  [52:  Brown] 

Masada is not an example to be followed but a warning to the Jewish people that they must never be placed in the position again where they have to choose between “statelessness or suicide.”[footnoteRef:53] Masada is an integral part of Israel because the story of the rebels fighting their oppressors and preferring death to slavery could be seen as reminding the Jews to never give up against external threats. [53:  Brown] 

To conclude, as Josephus is an unreliable source because of his biases, it is difficult to know whether events such as the suicides at Masada really happened. But, if it were not for Josephus, there would be hardly any information at all about the Jewish War, let alone an eyewitness account. The reason why Josephus is still an important source today is because even though he is unreliable as he includes unrealistic events such as mass suicides, he does give us a detailed account of the rebellion. If Josephus had not been so well preserved, there would not be much information about the rebellion, the destruction of the Second temple or Masada and their relevance to important parts of Jewish heritage.
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