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I apologise this is a lengthy newsletter. It is
reference material about the cultural
background of Jesus. If we know the
background and what certain phrases meant to
the people of the day, it also helps our reading of
the Gospels.

newsletter is a monthly
publication. I hope it will offer
words that will inspire and
words that will give you food
for thought.

If you would like to receive this

Herod the Great and his offspring are mentioned
in the bible. A king Herod was ruler of Jerusalem
when the Wise Men visited there as recorded in
the Nativity narratives. Then, at the end of Jesus’
ministry, Pilate’s soldiers took him to a King
Herod to be tried because he claimed to be The
King of the Jews. These two King Herods are not
one and the same person but father and son. A
little background history needs to be known to
realise that the first King Herod we encounter in
the gospels was Herod the Great; the one who
ordered the slaughter of the Holy Innocents. The
second was his son Herod Antipas, who beheaded
John the Baptist.
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Herod the Great’s main offspring:


Herod Antipas – Pilate sent Jesus to this
Herod.



Herod Archelaus – he was so bad the
Romans replaced him with a series of
procurators.

Philip the Tetrarch- ruled the Northern
Territories.
Jesus was born in Palestine under the rule of
Herod the Great, who died in 4 BC. Herod
Herod the Great reign Palestine 37-4BC
the Great was an Edomite and not a Jew.
However, he was made king of the Jews by
the Romans; for a tidy sum of gold coin! He converted to Judaism for political
expediency. The Herod family was greatly involved in politics for decades, during and
long after, the death of Herod the Great. When Herod the Great died the Romans
divided his Kingdom into:
Judea –
Samaria, Judah and Idumea
Galilee and The Trans-Jordan


Herod Archelaus inherited the rule of Samaria, Judah and Idumea. He was a terrible
leader. Consequently, the Romans deposed him and instead put in a Roman
Procurator. Pontius Pilate, the most famous of
them, was Procurator 26-36AD. He presided over
the trial of Jesus.

Pontius
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The Procurator’s role was to keep order, keep the
taxes flowing to Rome, keep the peace and
maintain good government of the area. The
Procurators lived on the coast at Caesarea-Philippi
where the climate was pleasant. They only
travelled to Jerusalem for the big Jewish festivals.
The presence of the Procurator and his garrison
was to deter civil disturbances.
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Jews took advantage and tried
Reuters
their own cases: and that is why
they were able to stone Stephen to
death, but not Jesus. Stephen was
prosecuted by Saul of Tarsus who
was on a mission to rid Judaism of
these followers of Jesus. After the
stoning of Stephen, Saul was on
his way to Damascus when he encountered the risen Lord. In accord with Biblical
tradition Saul’s name was changed when given a mission by God; e.g. Abram became
Abraham, Simon became Peter and Saul became Paul.
The Procurator left the Jews very much to themselves and only interfered with their
internal matters if they threatened the security of the State. Israel was not a conquered
state therefore the Jews had more freedom. One of the Jewish privileges was that the
young men would not be conscripted into the Roman army.
Why were the Romans there? Two descendants of the Maccabees, who overthrew the
Greek rulers of Israel, were vying for power. The weaker descendant invited in the
Romans, to secure power for himself, and “the Romans” stayed.
Pilate was obstructive to the Jewish prosecution of Jesus. Any Roman leader worth his
salt, would have numerous spies who reported the political happenings of the day to
him. The intelligence reports he received, demonstrated that Jesus was no political
threat. However, he was a thorn in the side of the Jewish establishment. Despite not
wanting to prosecute Jesus he relented under a threat of being denounced to the
Emperor. So, he executed Jesus by crucifixion; a gruesome punishment the Romans
learned from the Syrians. The fact that Jesus was put to death by the Romans, means
that there can be no quibble about his death; some try to dismiss the Resurrection by
saying that he was not dead and the cold tomb revived him. Death by the Romans
makes this argument untenable; when you were made dead by the Romans – you were
dead, period.

At first, the Procurators were fairly good but by the 50s AD they were corrupt and
cruel. They exacted a heavy burden on the Jews which in turn incited them towards
rebellion. The rebellion finally irrupted in 70AD. The Jews knew they could not win a
rebellion against the Romans. So why try? A theory, proposed strongly by the Zealots,
was that if they had a war with the Romans, God would have to intervene to save his
people. However, God did not interfere and the Jews were utterly crushed and
Jerusalem destroyed; including the Temple. The Wailing Wall, along with the plaza,
are the only parts still standing. The plaza was a great feat of engineering on the part
of Herod the Great. He needed a great gathering space to show off his refurbished
Temple. Jerusalem is built on a hill and so Herod created the plaza by a series of tiered
Roman style stone arches to create a large level area spanning the ravine. These same
arches can been seen today.
The Temple of Solomon was
destroyed by the Babylonians
and the people exiled to
Babylon. In one sense, it was a
productive period. It was in the
exile that the bible was edited.
The result was basically the Old
Testament, the Hebrew
Scriptures, that we use today.
The impetus for this was to save
their faith in “pagan” lands. The
Hebrew scriptures are common
to three religions; Judaism,
Christianity and Islam; aka the
peoples of The Book.
In time, a new Babylonian ruler
arose, Cyrus, who encouraged
the Israelites to return to their land and rebuild the Temple; amazingly Cyrus funded
this project. Read Isaiah 40 for a description of the return – the Lord will raise the
valleys and lower the hills; in other words, the Lord will make returning to him easy.
The Jews saw the hand of God at work in this return from exile.
Artist rendition of the Temple of Solomon

The second Temple was a simple edifice on the site of Solomon’s Temple. Herod the

Great undertook the rebuilding and the refurbishment of this structure on a grand
scale. It took 46 years to accomplish. The period between the building of the second
Temple and 70AD is known as the “Second Temple Era”. When the Jews returned
from Babylon to rebuild the temple, they added two more branches to the 7-branch
Menorah. They did this because it was now a different Temple. That is why you will
see images of 7 and 9 branch Menorahs; the nine branch being representing the
second temple era.
Even though the Jews had returned from Babylon they still regarded themselves as
being in exile, because, God was not dwelling with them. Before the Babylonian exile,
God dwelt with Israel via the Ark of the Covenant. In this conquest of the Southern
Kingdom of Judah the Temple of Solomon was destroyed and the Ark disappeared
completely.

In Jesus’ time the Jews still regarded themselves as being in exile. Their great hope
was for a messiah who would restore Israel. Under Roman occupation this hope
greatly increased. Every group was eagerly looking for signs of the coming messiah
who would usher in the reign of God. But they were looking for a military type messiah
and therefore dismissed Jesus because he is not what they are hoping for. Especially
when he tells them to “Love your enemies”. That was the last thing the Jews wanted to
do.
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The Strata of Jewish Society

In the Babylonian period the exiled Israelites
became known as Jews. The name change seems to
be derived from their worship of Yahweh. Early
scholars transliterated the Hebrew “yot” as a “J”. As
a result, they wrongly translated the Hebrew word
for God as Jehovah (as in Jehovah ’s Witness). The Hebrew written language was what
is called “unpointed”; it contained no vowels only the consonants. Yahweh was thus
written YHWH in Hebrew. Today, it is accepted that the correct translation is Yahweh.
However, the Jews were in such awe of the name that they would never say it on their
lips. When they came to the word Yahweh in a text they would say Adonai which
means Lord. In common parlance they referred to Yahweh as “Ha shem”; which
means The Name.

Israel was ruled by the Sanhedrin. This was a body of 72 members governed by the
High Priest. The members of the Sanhedrin were:
The High Priest
Chief Priests
Elders
Scribes – Many of the scribes were Pharisees
In many scripture passages the Sanhedrin is referred to as simply the Scribes and
Elders.
Priests
Hebrew is read right to left.
So you open the book at what we
call the back page.
Why was it written this way? The

first writing was carved in stone.
Since most people are right
handed they would hold the chisel
in the left hand and the natural
flow is therefore right to left.

The Ordinary Priest - lived in the country and
took it in turns to go up to Jerusalem for a twoweek period, twice a year; e.g. Zachariah, the
father of John the Baptist, was one of these
priests. Lots were drawn to see who got what
duty during the two week period. One day
Zachariah drew the lot to incense the High
Altar with the blood of the sacrificed lamb
when the angel appeared to him to announced
the birth of his son, John.

In the story of the Good Samaritan the two priests did not stop because to touch the
blood of the victim would render them impure. If they were impure it would take 10 of
their 14 day tour of duty to render themselves clean again.
The Chief Priests came from four
important families that lived in Jerusalem.
From this class came the High Priest.
According to Jewish law there should be
only one High Priest and by tradition he
was elected for life. But this was one area
with which the Romans interfered and
appointed their own man.
In Jesus’ time there was a confusion about
who was the High Priest. Annas had been
the High Priest but the Romans deposed
him in favour of Caiaphas. Five of Annas’
sons became High Priests.

The Role of High Priest
The High Priest was in charge of the
worship in the Temple and a representative
Chief Priest
to the Romans. Under Jewish Law he was a
sacred person who could not be touched.
But the Romans paid little heed to this and hired and fired them as it suited their
purposes.
2nd High Priest — was in charge of sacrifices.
3rd High Priest — was in charge of the treasury.
After the Return from Exile, sacrifices were only offered in the temple in Jerusalem.
There were temples also in Samaria and Egypt but the High priest of Jerusalem
plotted and sent men down to destroy both, so that there would only be sacrifices in
the Jerusalem Temple.
Why sacrifice? The Jews perceived that sin had consequences even if you could not see
them. Sacrifices were a reminder that sin causes death. The sacrificed animal was a
way to atone for sins.

Costs of Priests and Temple
The Temple received many gifts from the people. Jesus remarked about the gift of the
widow’s mite; she gave to the treasury from the little she had, whereas the other
people gave from their surplus. Also,
every Jew over the age of 12 had to
The Temple sheep were the ones grazing in the
pay an annual tax equivalent to two
fields around Bethlehem when Jesus was born.
day’s pay, to the temple. They also
This indicates that Jesus was born in the
had to pay 1/10th of their produce for
spring not in the winter, because, the sheep
the upkeep of the priests.
could not graze the hills in winter. Since
The Temple coffers also benefitted
from the sale of animals for sacrifice:
without spot or blemish. This became
a big racket because the Temple
guards would only approved Temple
animals.

nobody knew the actual birth date of Jesus, the
Church celebrated it on the feast of the
Epiphany for the first three hundred years.
Emperor Constantine wanted to merge the
pagan religious feasts and Christian ones
together. December 25th was the pagan festival
of the Sun god and so Constantine decreed that
this date should also celebrate the birth of
Christ.

The Sanhedrin was the religious
authority, as well as being the politbureau, of Jerusalem. It was a big
business; the temple supplied
animals for slaughter, bread for the people, incense, musicians, wood and metal
workers, stone masons, money changing... Everybody in Jerusalem lived off the
temple in one way or another.

The Social Makeup

The Elders
The Elders were the senior members of the aristocracy; mostly, the big land owners
who did not like political change. Most were Sadducees, as the Gospel describes them,
the ones who do not believe in the afterlife.

The Sadducees
The Pentateuch = The Torah = The Law
Pentateuch/ Torah/ The Law all refer to
the first five books of the Bible. The
Jews believed these books were written
by Moses but scholars today have
indicated that four separate traditions
have been melded together to form this
body of literature. The final edit was
made during the Babylonian Exile.
The term “The Law and the Prophets” is
how people in those days referred to
scripture.

The Sadducees were the priestly and
aristocratic classes. They were
conservative in politics and religion.
They only accepted the five books of
the Pentateuch (Genesis, Exodus,
Numbers, Leviticus and Deuteronomy). In
contrast the Pharisees accepted the
scripture books known as the
Prophets as well as an oral tradition
of interpreting Scripture.

The Sadducees guarded zealously
their priestly prerogatives. They
Bible = Basic Instructions Before
opposed violently the Pharisee’s oral
Leaving Earth
interpretation of the Torah, mainly
because it infringed on their priestly
privilege. On one occasion when Paul
was on trial he noticed a large number of Sadducees
amongst his accusers. He declared himself to be a
Pharisee. This caused a heated debate between the
Pharisees and the Sadducees. Seeing the mayhem
amongst his accusers the judge told Paul “get out of
here”.
The Sadducees were at the top of the social strata
and did not want any change, political or religious,
because it could dislodge them. They accepted the
Status Quo (Roman occupation) very readily
because they were not really suffering under the
Romans.

The Temple Guards
The Temple Guards were drawn from the Levites:
Temple guards during Holy Week
the priestly class. In Judaism you became a priest by
Re-enactment in Dingli, Malta

birth, not calling. John the Baptist being a son of Zachariah was therefore a priest like
his father. This fact is very much overlooked.
The Captain of the Guard was ranked just a little lower than the High Priest.

The Scribes
The Scribes were largely
drawn from the Pharisees and
were educated in law and
scripture. Their business was
to study the Law, transcribe
it, and write commentaries on
it. They were also hired on
occasions when the need for a
written document arose or
when an interpretation of a
legal point was needed.
The scribes took their job of
preserving Scripture very
seriously; they would copy
and recopy the Bible
meticulously, even counting
letters and spaces to ensure each copy was correct. They became professionals at
spelling out the letter of the Law while ignoring the spirit behind it. This blind
following of the letter of the Law is what brought them into contention with Jesus.
Eventually it was the Scribes who plotted Jesus’ downfall.

The Pharisees
The Sanhedrin consisted of Elders and Scribes. The Pharisees were well represented
in the scribal group; e.g. Nicodemus. The Pharisees, due to their oral tradition of
scripture interpretation, were more liberal in their theology and far more progressive
than the Sadducees.

The Pharisees were men who tried to
live a particular way of life. This way
was based not only on the Torah; the
Law of Moses but also on oral
tradition. The Talmud was an oral
tradition interpreting the Torah and
nearly as old as the Torah itself. They
held both as important.
On a practical level, they imitated the
Priestly ritual washings. There was no
compulsion for them to do so. It was
part of their desire to become holy.
However, they did criticize others
who failed to do this, i.e. Jesus’
disciples.
In the Torah, there are 613
Commandments on how to live your
life. So, if you knew all these
Commandments and lived by them then the Lord would be pleased with you and bless
you. Paul in his letter to the Romans, cuts right through this notion when he says that
the Law leads to death and it is the spirit that leads to eternal life. He saw that it is
impossible for a person to keep all the laws laid down. Therefore, we can only fail and
the Law will condemn us, but if the Holy Spirit dwells in our hearts; then, even though
we fail, Christ will be merciful towards us.
The main preoccupations of the Pharisees were:Paying tithes — took it very seriously.
Obtaining ritual purity.
Meticulous observances of the Law — Torah.
Good and pure lineage.
Ritual purity was a kind of taboo - touching certain items (i.e. leather hides), blood
and certain foods made you unclean. You had to be clean to be right with God. The
Pharisees were so fanatical about who they touched that they would only buy from
other Pharisees. Vessels were also washed ritually in case they had been touched
wrongly.

It was this fanatical way of life that gave a certain meaning and identity to their lives like Catholics eating fish on Fridays. Although they were small in number they had a
large influence, because most of them were educated. They thought they were doing it
the right way, but it discouraged the rest of the people because they proclaimed that
God only loves those that keep all these 613 commandments of God. This was the
main reason Jesus tried so hard to educate them in the ways of God’s mercy.
The people always gave
them reverence and the
best seats but in return
they gave the people a
distorted view of the
relationship between God
and man. They portrayed a
merchant God who only
weighed good and evil. The
Pharisees despised all the
other people because they
believed that the nonPharisee did not make an
effort. They believed that if
all kept the law for a single
day the Kingdom of God would come. Thus they despised “sinners” for keeping God
away.
For the Pharisees, the emphasis was on human achievement and by it one gained
salvation. For Paul this was their “mistaken zeal” Rom 10;1—13. Relationship with
God is not a credit balance but one based on and in Love.
The word Pharisee means “Separated Ones” so named by their opponents because of
their avoidance of gentiles and sinners. They were basically a lay group who pursued
legalism to such an extent it separated them from sinners and the uneducated = the
“rabble that knows not the law” Jn 7;49.
Because of the adherence to the oral traditions they were able to adapt more easily and
so this group survived long after the others. After the destruction of Jerusalem, when
sacrifice was no longer available, they became the rallying point of Judaism. Their
influence stretches to the present-day Judaism.

Herodians Mk 22;16
There are only three mentions of this in the Gospels. They supported Herod Antipas
and opposed Jesus. They teamed up with the Pharisees to destroy Jesus. Their main
grievance with Jesus was that they thought he would cause social unrest and in
consequence the Romans would crack down and they might lose some power.
Herod Antipas was like his Father- hostile and crafty, hence Jesus refers to him as
“that fox”. He was the one who had John the Baptist beheaded because John
challenged him about living with his brother’s wife, Herodias. Herodias was the wife
of Philip Mk6; 17—29, Mt14; 3—12

Essenes
The Essenes were a sect that had broken away
from the main stream of Judaism and make up
the third branch;
Sadducees(priestly)
Pharisees(Lay)
Essenes (monastic).
The Essenes or “Pious Ones”, were an extreme
form of Pharisee. They felt that all of society was
corrupt and so they had to remove themselves
from it.
The sect began when a deposed high priest
decided that he would leave and set up in
opposition to the new high priest. They lived in
community at Qumran on the Dead Sea. They
One of the caves where the Dead
believed that they were the true people of God;
Sea Scrolls were found.
even more exclusive than the Pharisees, for they
believed that only Essenes would be in the
kingdom of God.
They are not mentioned in the NT more than likely because of their aloofness.
However, today they are better well known because, it was more likely that, members

of the Essene community hid the Dead Sea Scrolls during
the Roman wars. These finds paralleled some of the books
in the bible but also other texts not found in the bible; e.g.
Jubilees, Psalm 151… These are some of the oldest surviving
manuscripts we have today,

Zealots
The Zealots were a national group, usually secret, whose
aim it was to remove the Romans by armed force if
necessary. It started with Judas the Galilean, different to
Typical pot in which Dead
Jesus’ disciple Judas. He instigated an insurrection by not
Sea Scrolls were stored.
paying taxes. His actions led to a riot. The Romans quelled
this rebellion in 12AD; Judas and all his followers were crucified – a fact that played
on the mind of the disciples when Jesus was crucified.
Zealots also had the tactic of stabbing certain political figures or persons who were
collaborating with the Romans. They had a lot of support from the poor people
because they felt the brunt of the Romans. The poor liked them because the Zealots
wanted to redistribute the land.
To disrupt the Roman economy they attacked tax-collectors. Frequently they also
destroyed their records; which again endeared them to the poor.

They thought they could force God’s hand by using force. They knew they would be
annihilated in a war with the Romans therefore God would have to intervene on their
side to save his people.

Samaritans
After the reign of Solomon, Israel was split into two kingdoms:

The Northern Kingdom of Israel - elected charismatic leaders
The Southern Kingdom of Judah - ruled by the David/Solomon dynasty
In 721BC, Assyria overran the Northern Kingdom. They exiled the people to Assyria
(modern day Northern Iran -not to be confused with Syria) and were never heard of again.
These exiles became known as the ten lost tribes of Israel.

The Assyrians overran Galilee and Samaria. Under the reign of Joshua Galilee was
given to the tribes of Zebulen and Napthali. The Assyrians exiled the inhabitants and
re-populated Galilee and Samaria with gentiles. Hence, Matthews reference to Galilee
of the Gentiles.
In Samaria the planted
Assyrians and the remaining
Israelites intermarried. Like
their conquerors, the
Israelites, began to worship
the five gods of Baal. This
then gave them six gods to
worship – Yahweh the God
of Israel and the gods of
Baal. When Jesus met the
woman at the well his
conversation with her
brought up the fact that she
had six husbands. This refers
to her religious practice not
her moral life. She was
adulterous religiously by
worshipping Yahweh and
Baal.
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A century later, the Babylonians conquered the
kingdom of Judah and the two remaining tribes
were exiled to Babylon. In time a new Emperor, Cyrus, allowed the Jews to return to
their land and rebuild the Temple. The returning Babylonian exiles could not stomach
how the Samaritans had corrupted their faith with the worships of the gods of Baal.
Thus, the enmity grew and spiraled so much so that in Jesus’ day the two groups
utterly despised each. In Lk 9; 52 we read that the Samaritans were so hostile to Jesus’
disciples, that they could not find lodging there. The biggest insult you could pay a
Pharisee was to call him a Samaritan.
A great contributing factor in their dislike for each other was that the Samaritans
never forgave the Jews for destroying their Temple. The high priest, John Hyrcanus,

sent down men to destroy the Samaritan Temple. It was a grievous wound on the
Samaritan psyche.
“And who the Hell were the Hellenists”
This was a title of an article which I never forgot. In Jerusalem there lived many Jews
who were born and raised outside of Palestine. Their mother tongue was Greek and
not Aramaic. Right
from the beginning of
the church they are
very much part of
Jesus’ followers. The
appointment of the
deacons to look after
the Greek widows is a
good example.
Particularly so,
because the names of
the deacons are all
Greek names.
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People living in Palestine at that time needed a working knowledge of Greek and/or
Latin for civil purposes. The scriptures were in Hebrew and all Jews learned Hebrew;
mainly by singing verses of scripture. They also learned all the Psalms by heart as well
as many texts of scripture. The book of Psalms was Jesus’ prayer book. Maybe
something we should note today.
How come the Jews were Aramaic speaking? In the Babylonian exile, the language of
the Jews switched from Hebrew to Persian Aramaic.

The Hope of Israel — The Kingdom of God

All the groups of Israel believed in the Kingdom of God and that it was approaching.
When the Kingdom arrives then all will be good. Whilst there was a common belief

each group viewed it somewhat differently in accordance with what they expected to
get out of the Kingdom.

The Common Ground
The kingdom would be ushered in by the Messiah; the Christ of God, a leader specially
chosen by God.
He would be a king of Israel.
He would restore the Royal Line of David (ended 561BC).
He would be a mighty warrior.
He would be a religious leader.
He will be a custodian of the law and a judge.
There would be no more poverty or oppression.
Sin would be at an end and every one would be happy.
Most believed that he would make his appearance at the Temple.
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