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Ancient Judaism:
Chronology and Definitions

The goal of this book is to interpret ancient Judaism: to identify
its major ideas, to describe its salient practices, to trace its unifying
patterns, and to assess its relationship to Israelite religion and soci-
ety. The book is arranged thematically rather than chronologically,
but in order to make the argument easier to follow, in the first
section of this chapter I briefly survey the chronology of ancient
Judaism, and in the third section I outline the major themes of each
chapter. In the second section I discuss some of the difficulties of
periodization and perspective. I conclude with a brief discussion of
unity and diversity in ancient Judaism.

Chronology

In 587 B.C.E. many of the citizens of the kingdom of Judah were
exiled to Babylonia, thereby inaugurating the exilic period, (“B.C.E.”
and “c.k.,” “Before the Common Era” and “of the Common Era,”
are the religiously neutral equivalents of “B.c.,” “Before Christ,”
and “A.n.,” Anno Domini, “‘Year of the Lord.”) In 587 Jerusalem and
its temple were destroyed and the kingdom was no longer. With the
conquest of Babylonia by the Persians in 539 B.c.E., the Judeans (or
Jews) were permitted by the conqueror, Cyrus the Great, to return
to their homeland. Some of them took advantage of his offer. At
least two waves of Babylonian Jews returned to the land of Judea
during the 530s and 520s B.c.E. After some complex and bitter
feuding with the community of those who never had been exiled, the
Jews rebuilt the temple and dedicated it in 516 B.C.E. Jeremiah and
Ezekiel were active at the beginning of the exilic period; Second
Isaiah and his school (the anonymous authors of Isaiah 40-66),
_Haggai, and Zechariah (the author of Zechariah 1-8) were active at
s end.
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The Persian period lasted only two hundred years, from 539 B.C.E.
(the conquest of Babylonia by Cyrus the Great) to 334 or 333 B.C.E.

(the conquest of Persia by Alexander the Great). The most impor-

tant achievement of the period, aside from the restoration of the

temple, was the activity of Ezra (probably 458 B.C.E., although many
scholars prefer a date approximately thirty years later) and Nehe-
miah (445 B.C.E. and 432 B.c.E.). Ezra led another wave of returnees
from Babylonia, tried to dissolve the marriages with non-Jews that
had been contracted primarily by the priesthood and the aristoc-
racy, and read “the book of the instruction (Torah) of Moses” to the
people. Nehemiah had a more variegated career, including the for-
tification and repopulation of the city of Jerusalem, the cancellation
of the debts of the poor, and a long list of religious reforms. The
generation of Ezra and Nehemiah is the last to be treated by the
biblical historians. Malachi was the last of the prophets (actually
«“Malachi” is probably not a name but a common noun for “my
messenger” or, with a slightly different punctuation, *his messen-
er”; in other words, the book of Malachi is anonymous), and he
probably lived just before Ezra and Nehemiah. Ezra and Nehemiah
mark the end of “the Bible” and “biblical Israel” (see next section
and chapter 6).

The conquest of Persia by Alexander the Great inaugurated the
Hellenistic period. After Alexander’s death his empire was divided by
his generals. Thirty years of fighting followed. Finally the dust set-
tled (301 B.c.E.) and Judea was part of the kingdom of Egypt (of the
Macedonian Ptolemies). A century later Judea was conquered (200
B.C.E.) by the Macedonian kings of Syria (the Seleucids). In the
sphere of cultural history the Hellenistic period endured for centu-
ries, perhaps until the Arab conquests of the seventh century C.E.

From the perspective of political history, however, the Hellenistic
period was much shorter. For most inhabitants of the Levant, it
ended when the rule of the Macedonian kings of Egypt and Syria
was replaced by that of Rome in the first century B.C.E. For the Jews,
it was even shorter.

Throughout the Persian and Hellenistic periods the Jews main-
tained a quiescent attitude toward their rulers. There is no indica-
tion of any serious uprising by the Jews against the empires that
ruled them. This changed dramatically in the 160s B.C.E. In 168-167
8.C.E. Antiochus Epiphanes, the Seleucid king of Syria, profaned the
temple and persecuted Judaism. In the temple he erected an altar
to Zeus, and everywhere he compelled the Jews to violate the laws
of the Torah. Various groups of Jews rebelled against the king, the
most prominent of them being the clan of Mattathias the Has-
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would clearly recognize Roman superiority. The Romans quickly
realized that the Maccabees were a “nationalist” element that could
not be combined easily with their own imperial vision, so the Macca-
bees were pushed aside and a new dynasty was created.
The new dynasty owed everything to the Romans and therefore
supported them wholeheartedly. The founder of the dynasty was
Herod the Great (37-4 B.C.E.). He attempted to be the king over all
his subjects, not just the Jews. He built pagan cities and temples as
well as Jewish cities and the temple of Jerusalem. He also built
numerous fortresses, the most famous of which was Masada. To pay
for all these projects he imposed heavy taxes, and because he always
felt insecure in his rule, he killed numerous members of the aristoc-
racy, whose claims to prestige and status within the Jewish commu-
nity were stronger than his own. He also killed many of his wives
and children, suspecting them (sometimes rightly) of plotting rebel-
lion.
The Roman Jewish symbiosis was at its peak during the reigns of
Herod the Great and his grandson Herod Agrippa I (41-44 C.E.).
.But the Romans were moving away from rule over the Jews through
vassal kings to rule through Roman administrators, called procurators
or prefects. These were a motley lot, and for the most part they were
not very sensitive to the needs of the populace. Some were brutal
(notably Pontius Pilate), others corrupt, most incompetent. As a
result of their mistakes, of ethnic strife in the country between Jews
and pagans, of social unrest in the Jewish polity, and of severe
economic problems, a war broke out against the Romans in 66 C.E.,
approximately 128 years after the Romans first entered Jerusalem
(from 63 B.C.E. to 66 C.E. is 128 years, not 129, because there is no
year 0). This is the ““great revolt” or the “first revolt.”
Taken by surprise, the Romans suffered a few serious defeats at
first, but in the summer of 67 c.E. Vespasian marched from Syria
into Galilee and began the slow and deliberate reconquest. By the
year 68 c.E. the entire country except for Jerusalem and a few
isolated strongholds had been pacified. Vespasian was in no rush,

however, to storm Jerusalem. The Jews were killing each other in

their own power struggles, the siege was causing a famine, and,
Rome in the wake of

most important, there was a power vacuum in
Nero’s suicide in June of 68 C.E. Vespasian had everything to gain
and nothing to lose by taking his time. He played his cards correctly,
with the result that in July of 69 C.E. he had himself proclaimed
emperor, and spent the rest of that year securing his power. A new
emperor needs a victory to prove his worth, and Vespasian en-
trusted the war to his son Titus. In the summer of 70 C.E. Jerusalem
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dressing their teacher (John 1:38). In the second century C.E. the

meaning of the word began to change. It remained a generic title
for “teacher” or anyoneina position of authority, but it also became
a technical term designating 2 member of that society which, from
the second century to the sixth, in both Israel and Babylonia,
created a voluminous and distinctive literature. The earliest of these
works, completed around the year 200 C.E. was the Mishnah. The
Mishnah in turn was the subject of two gigantic commentaries (or,
more accurately, works that claimed to be commentaries): the Tal-
mud of the land of Israel (also called the Palestinian Talmud or the
Jerusalem Talmud), completed around the year 400 C.E., and the
Talmud of Babylonia (the Babylonian Talmud), completed around
the year 500 C.E. (but not edited for another two or three centuries
after that). The rabbis also produced a series of commentaries on
us other works. In this book “the rabbis” and

scripture, and vario
d religion of the second

‘the rabbinic period” refer to the society an
to sixth centuries C.E.

Periodization and Perspective

Periodization derived from the political setting of ancient Judaism
is relatively objective. That the Persians, the Hellenistic dynasties,
the Maccabees, and the Romans successively ruled the Jewish polity
in the land of Israel is a “fact” accepted by all historians. In contrast,
periodization derived from religious or cultural achievements is not
bias-free, at least not when it is applied to ancient Judaism, and
therefore is best avoided. The bias may derive from Judaism, Chris-
tianity, or any other system of belief that has a stake in the interpre-
tation of ancient Judaism.

At the end of the previous section 1 gave a relatively objective
definition of “rabbinic period,” but, as I shall discuss in chapter 7,
even my restricted use of the term has an element of subjectivity.
The Judaism created by the rabbis of antiquity gradually became the
dominant form of Judaism, and thus it remained untl the nine-
teenth century. The rabbis were the “winners” of ancient Jewish
history. But in the second to sixth centuries the rabbis were not
nearly as dominant as they would become later, and the concept
“the rabbinic period” slights the rabbis’ opponents (the losers), and
falsely implies that after 70 .. all Jews accepted the rabbis as their
leaders and followed the way of rabbinic Judaism. Nevertheless, in
spite of this element of pro-rabbinic bias, the “rabbinic period”
remains a useful and justifiable concept because, inasmuch as his-
torians of Judaism rely almost exclusively on literary evidence, it
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“early Judaism” lacks the anti-Jewish overtones of “late Judaism,”
it is chronically vague, and therefore other, more precise expres-
sions are preferable.

Another legacy of Christianity is the term “intertestamental pe-
riod.” Since the “New Testament” is the “end” of the *Old Testa-
ment,” the centuries that linked the two were dubbed ‘‘the
:ntertestamental period.” This perspective is not necessarily preju-
dicial to its subject, but it usually is, because it regards “‘intertesta-
mental Judaism” as the preparation for the emergence of
Christianity. Books with titles like “Judaism in the Age of Jesus’ or
“The Jewish Background to the New Testament” often have as their
purpose, whether explicit or implicit, the demonstration that “‘inter-
testamental Judaism” was somehow “fulfilled” or “completed”
when it gave birth to Christianity. But ancient Judaism is worthy of
study in its own right, not only because it is the matrix of early
Christianity. Whether Christianity is indeed the fulfillment of the
Old Testament and of intertestamental Judaism is 2 question that
a historian cannot answer.

Many writers, both Jewish and Christian, call the period covered
by this book “postbiblical Judaism,” in contrast with “biblical Is-
rael,” the period that preceded it. The contrast between “‘Israel”
and “Judaism” is important, as I shall discuss in the next section,
but the word “biblical” is confusing. By the first century C.E. (see
chapter 6), many Jews in antiquity believed that “the Bible” was
completed in the time of Ezra during the Persian period (mid-fifth
century B.C.E.). If this beliefis correct, the distinction between “‘bib-
lical” and “postbiblical” is simple: something which is “biblical” is

re-Persian, something which is “postbiblical” 1s post-Persian. The
belief, however, is erroneous, because the Bible contains many
works that were written after the Persian period, most obviously the
book of Daniel. Thus if we apply the label “postbiblical” to the
books of Enoch and Ben Sira, because they were written in the third
century B.C.E., we are faced with the anomaly that these ““postbibli-
cal” works predate the “biblical” book of Daniel. (Of course, we
could call Daniel, too, postbiblical, but such a description seems

strange since Daniel is in the Bible.) Thus, the believer can use the
term “'biblical” as a chronological indicator, but the historian can-

not.

From Pre-exilic Israel to Second Temple Judaism

Josephus remarks when describing the rebuilding of the second
temple that those who returned from Babylonia should be called
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Pre-exilic Israel worshiped in the temple through the slaughter
and roasting of animals. Most of the actual service was performed
not by lay Israelites but by the priests, since only priests were per-
mitted entrance into the inner precincts of the temple. Prayer was
not a standard part of worship, either in the temple or anywhere else
(although, to be sure, in moments of crisis and joy the Israelites
knew very well how to pray). For as long as the temple remained
standing, Judaism maintained the sacrificial cult, but it also elabo-
rated new liturgies consisting of prayer as well as the recitation and
re. This mode of worship even influenced the temple

study of scriptu:
cult, but it acquired for itself a special home in a new institution, the

synagogue.

Second temple Judaism also developed a regimen of private wor-
ship unknown to pre-exilic Israel. The word of God was to be the
object of constant study and meditation, not only because this activ-
ity would teach the conduct that God expected, but also because the
very act of study was deemed to be an act of worship. In addition
to study, daily prayer became part of the piety practiced by the
religious elite. The commandments of the Torah were elaborated
and expanded, thus affording the individual Jew an opportunity for
demonstrating his or her loyalty to God. The piety of pre-exilic
Israel centered on the group (the people of Israel or the family),
while the piety of second temple Judaism centered on both the
group and the individual. (Throughout this book I shall refer to the
democratization or individualization of religion, but I concede at
the outset that no ancient society, including ancient Judaism, al-
located the individual as much freedom and importance as does
modern Western culture. Relative to modern culture ancient Juda-

ism is not individualistic at all, but relative to pre-exilic Israel it is.)
Pre-exilic Israel and second temple Judaism also differed in their
understanding of theodicy, God's administration of justice. Everyone

agreed that God rewards the righteous and punishes the wicked, but
e the subject of intense scrutiny.

God's accounting methods wer
Pre-exilic Israel believed that God administered justice in this

world. The righteous and the wicked were not always the direct
recipients of God’s attentions, because God could reward or punish
their offspring in their stead (emphasis on the collective). Second
temple Judaism insisted that God punishes or rewards only those
who deserve it, and that the conduct of one’s ancestors is irrelevant
(emphasis on the individual). Since God does not always seem o set
matters right in this world, he must do so in the next. Second temple
Judaism therefore elaborated complex schemes of reward and pun-
ishment after death and/or at the end time. Some of these schemes
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as well claimed authority on the basis of their superior erudition.
The party against which this superior erudition was brandished

usually was the priesthood.

The first temple, at least after the Deuteronomic reform, was the

sole institution in which the Israelites could worship God. The

second temple too claimed exclusivity, but faced severe competi-

tion. Sects arose in the second century B.C.E. and disappeared only
after the destruction of the temple in 70 ¢.E. Most sects seem to have
argued that the priests were corrupt and that the temple was pol-
luted, or, at least, unworthy of the exclusiveness and importance it
claimed. Each sect presented itself as the true temple and its adher-
ents as the true priests, because only the sect knew how to serve God
properly. Other organizations too competed with the temple, but in
a more benign fashion. Synagogues and schools were built through-
out the land of Israel and the diaspora. After the destruction of the
temple these institutions became the focal points of Jewish worship
and piety (see chapters 4 and 5).

Second temple Judaism is a “book religion.” At its heart lies the
Bible, the book which Jews call “Tanak’’ and Christians call “the
Old Testament.” Pre-exilic Israel produced the raw materials out of
which most of the Bible was constructed, but it was second temple
Judaism that created “the Bible,” venerated the very parchment on
which it was written, and devoted enormous energies to its interpre-
tation. This process is called “canonization.” The Jews of the sec-
ond temple period realized that they lived in a postclassical age.
They studied the books of the ancients and did not try to compete
with them. They turned instead to new literary genres and new
modes of expression. This development is at the heart of the shift
from Israelite religion to Judaism (see chapter 6).

Unity and Diversity

Second temple Judaism was a complex phenomenon. Judaism
changed dramatically during the Persian, Hellenistic, Maccabean,
Roman, and rabbinic periods. Generalizations that may be true for
one period may not be true for another. In addition, at any given
moment Jews practiced their religion in manifold different ways.
The Jewish community of Egypt in the first century C.E. was far from
uniform in practice and belief, and we have no reason to assume that
any of the Egyptian interpretations of Judaism would necessarily
have found favor in the other communities of Greek-speaking Jews
throughout the Roman world (for example, in Rome, Asia Minor,
North Africa, and parts of the land of Israel). The Judaism of the
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in the thousands to Jerusalem in order to witness and participate in
the festival rituals of the temple. Philo describes Jerusalem as the
“mother-city” of the Jews and went there on pilgrimage at least
once.2 The book of Acts mentions that Jews from virtually every part
of the world could be found in Jerusalem (Acts 2:5-11).

The mutual loyalty of Palestinian and diaspora Jews had political
implications too. During the second century B.C.E. two Jewish gen-
erals of the queen of Egypt refused to lead her army against the
Maccabean ruler, because, they said, it was impious for them to fight
their co-religionists. In addition, they warned that the Jews of Egypt
might rebel against the queen were she to attack their home coun-
try. When the last representatives of the Maccabean line were in
Rome in the middle of the first century B.C.E. in order to plead their
respective cases, the Jews of Rome turned out en masse to support
their favorite. During the war of 66-70 C.E. some diaspora Jews
supported the revolutionaries and sent them aid. The fact 18 re-
vealed by a Roman historian of the third century c.E. who wrote that
the rebels were assisted by “their co-religionists from across the
Euphrates (that is, Babylonia) and, indeed, the entire Roman em-
pire.”’3

Thus, like the bumblebee which continues to fly, unaware that the
laws of aerodynamics declare its flight to be impossible, the Jews of
antiquity saw themselves as citizens of one nation and one religion,
unaware of, or oblivious to, the fact that they were separated from
each other by their diverse languages, practices, ideologies, and
political loyalties. In this book I do not minimize the varieties of
Jewish religious expression, but my goal is to see the unity within
the diversity.

2

Jews and Gentiles

The relationship of Jews and Judaism to gentil i
culture is a complex topic that consists of thrge disfiilcatnl()jutg ?:ttelif
relaFed them.es: Political (to what extent should the Jews submit to
foreign don}lnatlon?), cultural (to what extent should the Jews ab-
sorb pagan 1deas gnd practices?), and social (to what extent should
Jews mingle and interact with gentiles?). I shall examine each of
these separately, beginning with the simplest, the political.

Political: Gentile Domination

From 587 B.C.E., the destruction of the first temp] i
to Babylonia, until 1948 c.k., the establishment of 51: :ﬁigi :z(al::
of Israel, the Jews of both the diaspora and the land of Israel lived
a}most exclusively 'upder foreign domination. During extensive por-
tions 0@" the pre-exilic period, the northern kingdom suffered pc?liti-
ﬁ'ﬂ subjugation at the hands of Aram and Assyria, and the southern

ngdom at the hands 'of Aram, Assyria, Egypt, and Babylonia, but
?tts no point befm:e their actual destruction did either ldngdom,lose
o rt&zrirgsg(:;; g}s il:lo,;r;;al indel[();lndence. The dissolution of the

i lom i B.C.E. to the ultimate disa
t[;; ht:e ten tribes” (although the Samaritans would !a}:g: acltlaarillf'le
[utionposfc{?lr;‘:zﬂyd; ;ﬁaiilt?eddescindants of these tribes). The dissoi

gdom, however, did not lead to the disap-
?einm:lgcﬁg ﬂlgé]dudeans. They returned to their land, rebuilt Lhi;i,r
o o tried to continue as before—but without a king and

Ti?im political independence. v
B fhpohu-:al situation raised religious questions: Why did God
! e Jews to be subjugated by gentiles? Why didn’t God
i peoples Why o ; y od protect
ey gentiles but not the Jews deserve temporal

€ answers to these questions will be treated in the next
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