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New Testament Prologue 

Since the books of the Pentateuch 1400 years have passed. Israel united under 
Joshua’s leadership went in to repossess the Promised Land (the book of Joshua); 
although not all the tribes were able to secure their allotted land. Lacking the further 
leadership the likes of Moses and Joshua, Israel has fractured into individual tribal 
leadership.  Four hundred years later (1050 BC), King David once again reunited the 
tribes of Israel. The very next generation, at the coronation of David’s son, Rehoboam, 
the confederation was torn apart; ten tribes splitting and going north to form the 
Kingdom of Israel. Only two tribes (Judah and Benjamin) remained loyal to David’s 
dynasty, forming the Kingdom of Judah. Due to their continued disobedience to God, 
the Kingdom of Israel was finally defeated and taken into exile to Assyria (722 BC); 
never to be heard of again. In 586 BC Jerusalem fell and the Kingdom of Judah was 
taken to exile in Babylon.  

By 559 BC Babylon had receded from the world stage to be replaced by Persia. The 
transition from Babylon to Persia and Judah’s return to their homeland begins with 
Gobryas (Gubaru), who as one of Babylon’s top generals was rewarded for his faithful 
service by promotion to governor of the Babylonian province of Elam, situated on the 
border of Persia.  

Made uneasy by the decline of the Babylonian Empire and the corruption and 
assassination that followed the change from the “old guard” to “new guard,” Gobryas 
defected to Persia, the now arising Middle East superpower. Some suggest that it was 
he who told the Persians about a way into Babylon through a submerged river 
opening. The question was how to access it with a large invasion force.  

Babylon resting on its past laurels and glory of Nebuchadnezzar had neglected the 
status of their once victorious army. Now finding itself under siege by Cyrus of Persia, 
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Babylon was still lulled into a sense of false security by their vast stockpiles of food 
and endless fresh water from the Euphrates River flowing through the city.  

However, unbeknownst to them the Persian army knew the secret of getting into the 
city and was been busy digging a diversion1 for the Euphrates River. It would be used 
at the right time to change the course of the river away from the city to an existing 
Babylonian canal linked to a lake.  

The time came for Persia to invade the city during a festival of heavy drinking hosted 
by Belshazzar (Dan 5:1-31). The Persian army opened the diversion, and the invasion 
troops entered Babylon without notice through a water tunnel taking the city and 
empire without resistance. The single death of the invasion was King Belshazzar.  Pride 
and apathy are always that way; just when we think we have it all together, safe and 
secure, something jumps out and causes havoc with our plans.  Plans without the Lord 
involved in them from the beginning will always lead us astray.   

Each political/military takeover throughout history, and even today, government’s 
change and each sets its own agenda for the time they are in power.2   in the more 
stable countries, such as Canada, the electoral process tends to be far less dramatic 
than a military coup.  For Israel, the last two verses of 2 Chronicles 36:14-21 hides 
their dismal end with a yet promise of hope (v. 22-23).  This promise, however, will 
include their exile from Jerusalem and Judah for 70 years, and 250 years in desperate 
poverty rebuilding Jerusalem and the Temple. 

In the first year that Cyrus, King of Persia, ruled over 
the Babylonian Empire (559BC) he released the 
captives held from Nebuchadnezzar’s military 
victories.  Unlike Babylon, the Persian Empire had a 
policy of repatriation that allowed the Jews to return 
to their homeland.  Cyrus claiming that “The Lord, 
the God of Heaven” had spoken to him (Ezra 1:2) 
commanding him to release the Jews to “build a 
house for the God of heaven…in Jerusalem” (v. 2, 5).  
Cyrus in turn commanded them “whichever is 
among you of all God’s people may go…supported 
by those who remain (v. 4, 6). 
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One year later (558 BC) Zerubbabel, Joshua the Priest, and 50,000 Jews returned to 
Jerusalem with the responsibility of rebuilding the city and Temple (2 Chronicles 
36:23; Ezra 1:1-11).  Fifty seven years expired before a second delegation returned to 
Jerusalem (458 BC) with Ezra, priest and scribe, with 1,700 other reluctant priests and 
Levites to resume worship in the new Jerusalem Temple (Ezra 4:5; 24:5).  Twelve years 
later (445 BC) Nehemiah returned to Jerusalem to rebuild the wall around Jerusalem 
(Ezra 4:7-23; 7:1ff; Neh. 2:1). 

For about a century after Nehemiah’s governorship in Jerusalem (445-425 BC) there 
was relative peace in Judea.  The tribe of Judah, or Judeans, through a Babylonian 
derivation of their name, now became known as the “Jews.”  They had been able to 
maintain their faith and their distinctive heritage throughout their Babylonian exile 
and Persian domination.  The downfall was that to ensure religious autonomy, the 
office of High Priest became directly responsible to the Persian government.  From the 
perspective of the Persians, the priesthood was yet one more political office of the 
government.  From the Jew’s perspective it allowed them to gather unmolested for the 
religious instruction and maintain their faith.   

The Israelite Old Testament history ends about 100 years after the Jews returned to 
Jerusalem from their captivity in Babylon.  From the end of the book of Nehemiah and 
Malachi to the beginning of the New Testament, there is 400 years of silence, when no 
“inspired” prophet was sent or spoke to Israel.  Although the “silent years” saw a 
cessation of God speaking to the Jews, it certainly wasn’t wanting in political events.  
Mankind still rolled through history oblivious of God.  

The Jews who were allowed to return to Jerusalem, found themselves poorly situated 
for the constant wars between Egypt and Persia for domination of Israel’s strategically 
important north-south trade route. Wanting to further broaden the Persian Empire, 
Darius made the ill-fated decision to expand his empire into Greece.  Greatly under 
estimating the Greek army’s ability, the Persian army was defeated by much inferior 
numbers.  When Xerxes (Ahasuerus of the book of Esther) succeeded his father, he 
recalled all his commanders to Susa to plan how to reconcile his father’s defeat 
against Greece.   

In 480 BC, the decision was made to land an army of over-powering numbers from a 
large armada of triremes (galleys), rather than deal with all the logistics to take his 
army overland.  It was to be a rapid expeditionary force that would hit hard before 
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Greece could prepare any real form of resistance.  The 
catch was that they were hoping that the armada could 
stand out to sea unnoticed by the enemy until it was 
too late to respond. 

The Persians plan for landing their army was to stand 
off shore to protect the fleet, while dispatching small 
numbers of boats to go straight in and quickly land the 
army.  While landing the army the larger individual 
triremes would use their arsenal of catapults and 
archers to protect the beach and landing parties. 

The glitch was that the Persian fleet didn’t go unnoticed by Greece.  Knowing that 
they were not capable of defending 
themselves against the vast number of 
big ships (triremes), the Greek’s 
strategy was to lure them into the 
unnavigable inshore waters at Salamis. 
Then attack the large Persian fleet with 
their inferior number of highly 
maneuverable smaller one deck 
galleys3.  

Sensing an easy victory the large Persian ships were enticed inshore.  The Greeks then 
attached, darting around the shallow water and unwieldy large ships;  that either 
couldn’t move to acquire a firing solution for their catapults or were grounded on the 
rocks and reefs too far from shore to safely land their army.  The Persians were 
soundly defeated, losing more of the army by drowning than were able to reach shore 
to make up an invasion force.  

By 334BC the emerging Greek Empire under Alexander the Great’s leadership, was 
beginning to make its mark in history.  The Persian army would stand to the line twice 
more in an attempt to stop the Greek Empire from expanding into Asia; both times 
they were defeated. 
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This threat now resolved Alexander now turned his attention towards the Middle East, 
capturing Damascus, Sidon, and Tyre in quick succession.  Having stretched his supply 
line by his rapid victories, Alexander sent a letter to the High Priest in Jerusalem 
asking that Israel transfer their allegiance to him.  As tangible proof of their loyalty to 
Alexander they were to resupply his army.  The High Priest denied his request, citing 
an oath not to bear arms against Persia. 

The Samaritans, however, having no allegiance to the Persian Empire sent their own 
delegation to Alexander.  They offered to place 8,000 troops at his disposal against 
Jerusalem, and they would resupply his army as best they were able to.  This offer 
intending to ingratiate them to alexander, the Samaritan’s requested and gained 
permission and funding to build a Temple at Mt. Gerizim.  Alexander now directed his 
army south towards Jerusalem.   

While the army was en route, Jaddua, the High Priest, having being told in a dream, 
lead a procession of priests and people out of the city to meet Alexander. Completely 
overcome by the appearance of the High Priest and regalia, Alexander prostrated 
himself on the ground, and the Jews encircled him welcoming him with one voice. The 
now won-over Alexander was escorted into Jerusalem and shown in the book of 
Daniel (prophesied 100 years earlier) where the Greek Empire would defeat mighty 
Persia. Alexander seeing himself as a fulfillment of this prophesy, granted the Jews 
total autonomy4 and exemption from military service and all tribute.  
The Samaritans troops expecting similar treatment were to their utter dismay ordered 
south towards Egypt. This bad turn of deed further alienated Jewish/Samaritan 
relations, and was remembered with ever-increasing hatred towards the Jews. The 
Samaritans bided their time for another almost 350 years.  

Alexander’s army entered Egypt in 331 B.C. following two months of heavy fighting 
and hostilities Egypt fell. Stand- ing on the shore on the Mediterranean, Alexander 
sketched out his plans in the sand for his navy base and cultural center in his new city 
of Alexandria. Dinocrates was named as the architect and builder; who was in turn 
persuaded by Ptolemy I Soter to include a library5 for the many manuscripts collected 
during Alexander’s campaign of enlarging Greek Empire. To further enlarge the library 
collection, Ptolemy ordered that any books found in the ships off-loading in 
Alexandria would be confiscated. The books were copied, and a copy was returned to 
the owner.  
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Nine years after capturing Egypt, Alexander died of failing health in Afghanistan. The 
empire was divided amongst his generals, Seleucus and his army took Syria and 
Palestine. Ptolemy I Soter and his army claimed Egypt. Then placing one of his own 
on the throne in Thebes, Ptolemy turned his army north invading Palestine, and 
capturing Jerusalem from Seleucus (the Seleucids). Thousands of Jews were taken 
captive and brought back to Alexandria. From amongst the exiles Ptolemy’s son, 
Ptolemy II Philadelphus persuaded 70 Jewish rabbis and scholars to translate their 
Scriptures (Old Testament) into Greek (Septuagint). The original was taken into the 
Alexandria Library collection. Many copies were made and distributed among the 
Jews, and the Septuagint became the Bible of the Jews outside Palestine, and to the 
early Christians.  

Some of the Jews favouring the Selleucids over Ptolemy, sought support from 
Antiochus Epiphanes, now on the Syrian throne, for retaking Palestine. Antiochus’ 
army was friendly to the Jews intentions until reaching Jerusalem, where they turned 
on the Jews; robbing the temple of the sacred vessels and veil of the Holy of Holies. 
Then placing a statue of Zeus in what was the Holy of Holies, the worship of Syrian 
pagan idols was ruthlessly enforced and the army ordered to eradicate the Jewish 
religion.  

When the Jews were commanded to offer a sacrifice to one of the pagan gods an aged 
priest, Mattathias, killed the commanding officer and a Jew who was about to make the 
sacrifice. The Maccabaeus war began in earnest, the Temple and Jerusalem was won 
back after a bloody struggle. Eventually the Temple was cleansed and rededicated to 
Jehovah.   

Roman General Pompey defeated the Seleucids in 63 BC; even the seductive schemes 
of Cleopatra could not save Egypt, falling to Rome 30 years later.  As part of Rome’s 
eastern expansion, Roman General Pompey decided to reorganize Rome’s 
administration of the regions of the eastern Mediterranean.  Hiercanus, a priest, was 
named governor of Galilee, Samaria, Judea, and Perea.  To assist him an Idumaean 
named Antipater was named “Vizier” or chief administrative officer.  His two sons, 
Herod and Phasael, succeeded their father, Antipater, after his murder in 43 BC.  The 
timing was one year after the murder of Julius Caesar, and the Roman world was 
plunged into 15 years of civil war between competing generals.  Herod in 27 BC used 
this opportunity to leave Galilee for Rome, where he befriended General Octavian; 
later to become Augustus Caesar (who was still reigning at the time of Jesus’ birth).  
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Through this influential friendship Herod was appointed king over Hiercanus’ 
previous responsibilities in Galilee and Palestine.  Returning to Israel, Herod won the 
support of the Jews despite their 
otherwise hatred of another 
Roman foreigner.  Herod6 did 
what was needed, with brutality 
and generosity, to bring peace to 
his corner of the Roman Empire.  
He poured vast amounts of 
“Roman” money (Israel’s taxes) 
into rebuilding the Temple and 
expanding the Temple grounds 
in Jerusalem, and creating a 
Gentile nobility.   

Although Rome was happy enough to pass the problematic Jews off to a puppet ruler 
(Herod), they maintained all final authority with a military force of 3,000 soldiers.  
Adding to the suppressed brutality of Rome’s military might, the Jew’s passionate 
nationalism and conviction of the promised Messiah’s intervention in freeing Israel 
again made anything but an easy government. 

By the time Jesus happened on the scene Pontius Pilate was the fifth procurator 
(Roman Governor) of Palestine; presiding over Jesus’ crucifixion, during the reign of 
Tiberius.  James (the brother of John) was martyred during the reign of Emperor 
Claudius (Acts 11:28; 12:1-2).  In a conspiracy against his life Paul appealed to Caesar 
(Acts 25:11 and was sent to Rome under military escort; to be later beheaded by Nero.  
The destruction of Jerusalem (AD 70) was watched over by Emperor Vespasian, when 
his son General Titus lost control of the army and Jerusalem and the Temple were 
burnt (Matt 24; Mk 13; Lk 19:41-44); Titus later also became Caesar. 

The destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple incited a great zeal and hatred towards 
Rome.  For the next 60 years peace with Rome was hampered by the Jewish rebellion, 
until AD 132 when Emperor Hadrian issued orders to abolish Judaism. Prior to this 
time the army’s orders were to kill as was necessary to restore peace. It now became an 
extinction edict; 500,000 Jews were killed and those who weren’t were sold into slavery. 
The few who survived were scattered to cities outside of the new province.  
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Jerusalem was rebuilt as a Roman colony replete with a Roman temple on the site of 
the Jewish Temple. Rome reached its zenith as a world power between AD 100 to 175.  

So why is all this history necessary? It shows the pathway God chose to reveal the 
vileness of man – each one of us, and our need for salvation.  

Oppressed for over 800 years by Assyria, 
Babylon, Persia, and Rome, each succeeding 
empire brought Israel closer to their expected 
Messiah. For 1900 years, from Abraham 
onward, every Jewish woman looked upon 
their pregnancy as potentially being the 
Messiah. However, when Jesus did come, born 
of a woman, He was rejected (Jn 1:11). He 
didn’t meet the Jewish expectancy of a 
military leader to deliver Israel from their 
oppression. Even Judas betrayed Jesus, trying 
to force His hand to step forward. With His 
popularity, Jesus was seen as a natural to 
unite Israel against Rome. But this is not why 
God came in the flesh of man (Jn 1:14) to live 
among us. It was not the worldly kingdom of 
Rome that He came to fight, but against the 
rulers, powers, forces of darkness, and 
spiritual forces of wicked- ness that trap us at the doorway to hell (Eph. 6:12)!  

Every one of us, all mankind, has violated God’s Law and continually falls short of 
what God wants for us (Rom 3:23). His justice 
demands a penalty be paid. God cannot simply 
overlook our sins; atonement must be made. 
So God in His love for us sent a substitute - 
Jesus (Jn 3:17, 18); who would take God’s 
punishment upon Himself for our sins, ending 
all God’s anger against us (Rom 3:25).  

Satan’s design was the horrible death of Roman crucifixion - Jesus would take this 
upon Himself, die, and arise from the dead so that we could be redeemed; reconciled 
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to God and have a personal relationship with Him for all eternity (Rom 8:6-10). God 
uses Christ’s blood and our faith, under the conviction of the Holy Spirit, as the 
means of saving us from His wrath (propitiation). There is no justification outside of 
Jesus’ death for us. Without the shedding of Jesus’ blood there is no remission from 
our sins, and we cannot be saved.  

Jesus, the Messiah came to save the lost sheep of Israel (Matt 10:24; Lk 19:10), granting 
salvation to all people everywhere (Acts 9:15) who believe in Him (Jn 3:16) and takes 
His death for our sins upon Himself.  There is no other way to salvation and 
righteousness in God’s sight (Jn 14:6).   

The book of John now awaits us! 

This Christian Bible Book study is distributed free of charge and has no actual or intended 
commercial value.  There is no copyright other than expected “honour” protection by the 
recipients.  The distribution list for this Bible Book study is “honour” protected and will not 
be disclosed or sold by Marreach@shaw.ca.  This Bible Book study may be emailed 
“forward” to a few recipients at your discretion without prior permission.  No mass 
“forward” distribution is allowed by any individual or group other than 
Marreach@shaw.ca.  This Bible Book study may be downloaded by active service and ex-
service persons of the Canadian military from the “Military Christian Fellowship of 
Canada” Website.  Permission is granted to print and/or photocopy for personal Bible 
study purposes.   
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Scripture Survey Book Study 

New Testament Prologue End Notes 

1. People of our century and sophistication in personal  and national security may 
wonder how it would be possible for an invading army to “manually” excavate a 
river diversion away from their capital city without anyone knowing.  For their time 
in history, Babylon was a vast size and known for its splendor as one of the ancient 
wonders of the world.   

Ancient historians (verified by recent excavations) tell us that the perimeter of 
the city walls was 60 miles, 15 miles along each side of a square.  Built of bricks 
1 foot square and 4 inches thick, the walls were reportedly 80 feet thick made 
up of packed earth between three parallel walls and topped with brick squares, 
allowing two armed chariots travelling abreast on top of the wall to quickly get 
around the city.  Depending upon the terrain, the walls in some places were 
purportedly 300 feet high, extending 35 feet into the ground so that no enemy 
could tunnel under them, and further protected by wide and deep moats.  
There were 250 watchtowers interspersed along the wall, with guardrooms for 
their soldiers and weapons storage.  There were also 100 brass gates allowing 
entrance to the city via a drawbridge, which were removed each night.  Lastly 
the walls were built with a ¼ mile clear space between it and edge of the city  
(Unger. 1966) 

Babylon was almost divided in half by the 
Euphrates River; at each end the river passed 
through an underwater tunnel 15 feet wide 
and 12 feet high.  Both banks through the city 
were protected by high brick walls with 25 
gates for travel from one side to the other.  
Ferries and stone landings were used for 
transporting goods within the city (Unger. 
1966) 

Babylon’s downfall came from two directions. 
They had become overly confident in the 
protection the walls afforded the city.  As a 
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result they had come to ignore the fitness and effectiveness of their army.  
Secondly, the army unheeded by blind leadership had started to ignore their 
responsibilities on the wall; their first line of defense! How could the lookouts 
not have seen their enemy digging a diversion to route the Euphrates River 
away from the city? This would be no small trench, to be misunderstood as 
anything other than protection for an assault upon the city. If the wall defenses 
were blind to the trench, surely they would have [noticed] the drastic water level 
drop coming into and through the city as the river was diverted, or [launched a 
defense against] the large troop movement along the now dry riverbed and 
through the now exposed river opening in the wall. At the very least they could 
have sounded the alarm as the enemy was running across the 1/4-mile clear 
zone towards the city.  

Once inside, given the vast size and poor internal communications of Babylon, 
the inhabitants in the central city knew nothing of what was happening until 
long after the outer portions of the [city] had fallen. [The king and army 
commanders were] involved in a drunken festival, dancing and reveling 
continued until the enemy was truly in their midst, and King Belshazzar’s life 
was in the hands of the soldier holding his sword to his throat (Richards. 1991).  

What does all of this means to us today? Far too many people get caught up in 
their position or wealth, thinking that somehow this is going to protect them, or 
make them insular to market failure, or the emotional upheaval of home/office 

break-in and robbery. They are sadly wrong and on the short-list to disaster. As 

Christians, God’s only safe-guard is of our soul in Christ Jesus – Do 

not fear those who can kill the body but are unable to kill the soul; but rather 
fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell (Matt 10;28), not in 
our material possessions - The land of a rich man was very productive. ... he 
began reasoning ... this is what I will do: I will tear down my barns and build 
larger ones ... And I will say... you have many goods ... take your ease, eat, drink 
and be merry ... But God said ... “You fool! This night your soul is required of 
you; and now who will own what you have prepared?” So is the man who stores 
up treasure for himself, and is not rich towards God (Lk 12:16-21).  

2. The treatment of the Jews from the Northern Kingdom of Israel, at the hands of 
their Assyrian conquerors, differed drastically from that of the Southern Kingdom of 
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Judah and the Babylonians. The Assyrians had a fiendish cruelty towards the nations 
they conquered, and brought 300 years of cruelty and torment upon Israel. Their 
actions were motivated by the belief that swift and unrestrained cruelty ensured that 
their captive nations would neither challenge Assyrian authority nor attempt to escape 
their demanded servitude. Assyrian policy also included deporting the conquered 
nations from their homeland to resettlement and assimilation with Assyrian and other 
stable people groups with the intentions of destroying all national, religious, and 
language separation. The long-term benefit was population stabilization through 
intermarriage with Assyrians and other captured cultures; thinking that those who 
were blood related to each other were less likely to revolt and kill their own. This spelt 
doom for the Northern Kingdom of Israel intermarriage and the translation of their 
faith into a mixture of paganism and Judaism would cost them their Jewish identity. 
Their loss of identity, together with taking part in betraying Judah and Jerusalem’s 
destruction at the hand of Greece and later Rome made them into the much-hated 
Samaritans (2 Kg 17:24f).  

The Babylonians also practiced relocation of their captives, taking Judah back 
to Babylon. The difference was that the Jews, and other faiths, were allowed to 
live separately and continue practicing their faith, albeit without a Temple or 
animal sacrifices. This forced Judah to rethink their worship style. The result 
was the beginning of the local synagogue. Although the term “synagogue” is 
used only once in the Old Testament (Ps 74:8), Jewish tradition relates that 
many of these informal places of worship existed in their exile in Babylon, as 
places of prayer and study. The institution of the synagogue placed its emphasis 
upon worship within the context of the loyal community, through study and the 
preservation of the Holy Scriptures. During the New Testament times 
synagogues were scattered throughout Palestine and Jerusalem. With Jesus’ 
crucifixion and the persecution of the Church, synagogues appeared 
throughout the then known world of the Mediterranean.  

The Persian Empire favoured repatriation and the concept that if you are at 
home you’re happier than exiled elsewhere.  

In some measure these three philosophies continue to be practiced in our own 
day in the immigration policies of the United States and Canada. The United 
States immigration policy is a melting pot culture, not entirely unlike the earlier 
Assyrian policy of assimilation. Canadian immigration encourages repatriation 
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within the confines of their newly adopted country. The United States through 
assimilation and a pervading nationalistic pride fosters a homogeneous country 
of one nationality. This is borne out in asking any US citizen who they are, and 
they will immediately tell you they are an American. Canada, however, boasts of 
its diversity of cultures making up the Canadian mosaic. There are no 
Canadians, we are all hyphenated Canadians: Irish-Canadians, German-
Canadians, Indo-Canadians, Chinese-Canadians, etc... .  

The strength and weakness of these two cultures is that the melting pot 
encourages an adopted nationalism at the cost of the immigrants losing their 
roots. There are of course some exceptions, in our own day, most notably in the 
Islamic cultures; who shun any assimilation or compromise of their identity. In 
the Canadian Mosaic repatriation encourages a multinational identity with little 
nationalistic acceptance of their new home or unifying commonality.  

From these two models we find that nationalism, be it good or bad, is only 
obtained at the loss of our roots. This is also borne out in our Christian faith - 
whoever wishes to save their life shall lose it; but whoever loses his life for My 
sake shall find it. (Matt 16:25)?  

3. Due to the long voyage of half way across the Mediterranean the Persian Army 
chose the large trireme, a 3-deck galley, having three decks of oars or slaves rowing, 
complimented with sails for the deeper waters. This was capable of getting the 
Persians to their target fastest with all the standard naval warfare instruments of 
the time (catapults with large rocks and pots of tar to be set alight, and archers), 
plus a large complement of soldiers and their gear. The Greek naval forces on the 
other hand, due to the rugged shoreline and many rock projections and islands 
had a much smaller single deck galley. Even though having a smaller array of 
catapults, archers, and soldiers for boarding the enemy ships, they were designed 
for maximum maneuverability in the crowded, shallow inland waters amongst 
islands and reefs.  

4. The Hellenist influence eventually caused many of the Jews to live like Gentiles. In 
response a group of fundamental Jews calling themselves Hasidim was founded; 
from which the Essenes and Pharisees had their beginnings. Like the Hasidic Jews 
today, the Hasidim was  
ultra-orthodox insisting on the strict observance of Jewish laws and rituals. The 
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Hasidim eventually formed the Sanhedrin, the Jewish Supreme Court and 
religious legislative body.  
While it was the responsibility of the priests to teach the laws and statutes of God, 
most Jews had lost all respect for the priesthood which was ripe with corruption. 
As a result the Pharisee and scribes were given the responsibility of interpreting 
and applying the Law. Some scribes were priests, and those who were not were 
pious and learned men in the community who had become experts in the Law. The 
Scribes and Pharisees came to enjoy the popular support of the Jews, as opposed 
to the Sadducees, which was made up of rich and powerful priests.  

The Pharisees downfall or Achilles’ heel was that they showed their approval of the 
Law by appearances, while their heart was far from God (Matt 23:25-28; Lk 18:9). 
They became the antagonists of Jesus’ day.  

5.  The library  at Alexandria was to become one of the ancient wonders of the world. 
Its demise came about 100 BC amidst the wars and unrest of the Roman Empire. 
The palace portion of the library (Brucheion) was accidentally burnt by Julius 
Caesar in the Alexandria War of 48 BC. In trying to make up for the loss Mark 
Antony recompensed Cleopatra with 200,000 manuscripts from the library at 
Pergamum, deposited in the Alexandra Library external of the palace (Serepheum). 
The Serepheum was burned by Roman Emperor Aurelian in AD 273 in 
reconquering Egypt for Rome. What remained of the once great Alexandria Library 
was destroyed by Omar with the Moslem conquest of Egypt in AD 645.  

6.  Herod the Great began public life as military prefect of Galilee, appointed by 
Antipater, his father, procurator of Galilee. Given his degree of dedication and 
willingness to use all available resources to suppress any insurrection, however 
slight, the governor of Syria also appointed him military prefect of Coele-Syria. 
After Julius Caesar’s assassination and during the ensuing civil war, Herod sided 
with Mark Antony and was appointed by the Roman Senate as King of the Jews. 
After Antony’s defeat by Octavian (Augustus Caesar) Herod pleaded to keep his life 
and throne; appointed as the King of Judea in 37 BC. To selected Roman cities, 
Herod robbed the Jews, of his own charge, and made lavish gifts to beautify them. 
Within a short few years Judea was left in utter poverty and demoralization. The 
Jew’s suffering and misery under Herod’s rule was greater than at any time since 
returning from exile to Babylon. Even though he later appropriated extravagant 
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expenditures to beautify the Jerusalem Temple, he was never forgiven for his 
brutality.  

Herod had an overly active suspicious nature, and suffered severe bouts of 
depression during which he indiscriminately ordered the murder of family and 
friends alike. Under growing suspicion of Hyrcanus II, the former High Priest, 
Herod had all leading members of his family (Hasmoneans) executed (29 BC). 
Unable to bring harm to the high priest, himself, Herod framed his father-in-law 
Hyrcanus II for plotting insurrection with the Nabateans; destroying whatever 
credibility and influence he may have had against Herod. He then had his wife 
Alexandra (Herod’s mother-in-law), daughter Mariamne (Herod’s wife), and 
younger brother-in-law Aristobulus killed, and executed his own father’s brother 
Joseph for adultery. Many of the Pharisees opposing Herod were tortured and left 
such that the dead counted themselves fortunate.  

Herod married ten times; they and his many sons were systematically executed for 
presumably plotting against his throne. As Herod neared his seventieth birthday he 
became  
obsessed with exterminating all his sons with the sole exception of his chosen heir, 
Antipater. Now in declining health, Herod was visited by Magi from the east (Matt 
2:1-12), who as experts in astronomy were following a star foretelling of the birth of 
the King of the Jews in Bethlehem. Enraged with jealousy, Herod ordered his 
soldiers to kill all newborn and up to two years old males in Bethlehem and “all its 
vicinity” (2:16). Five days before his death, Antipater, his chosen heir, was also 
executed. Fearing that his death would not evoke any mourning from his much-
hated Jews, he ordered that upon his death the civic leaders of Jericho, where he 
was then living, be executed and knowing this would become a time of national 
grief.  

When King Herod died, age seventy, in 4 BC, the lands and responsibilities were 
divided among his three surviving descendants. Achelaus, who succeeded to the 
throne (Matt 2:22), was an incompetent tyrant, governing over Judea. Responding 
to a riot caused by the slaughter in Bethlehem, Achelaus dispatched his troops to 
Jerusalem. Three thousand Jews were butchered in one day; the Temple Courts 
strewn with corpses. A bitter battle ensued and only brought under control by 
additional Roman troops from neighbouring Syria and Arabia; the rebels fled and 
were pursued, captured, and 2,000 men crucified. Rome banished Achelaus from 
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rule and Judea only a few short months into his reign; replaced by Rome’s 
appointed procurator Coponius.  

Herod Antipas ruled over Galilee and Perea until AD 39; he reputedly ordered 
John the Baptist be beheaded. Then fearing that Jesus was John the Baptist 
resurrected (Matt 14:1- 2ff), Antipas presided over Jesus’ arrest and transfer to 
Pontius Pilate (Lk 23:6-12). Philip was appointed tetrarch of part of the Transjordan 
and territory NE of the Lake of Galilee LK 3:1). Later Herod Agrippa I, a grandson 
of Herod, ruled over Judea from AD 37-44. His son Herod Agrippa II maintained 
power and influence over Judea until AD 70, when Jerusalem was destroyed and 
burnt by Roman siege forces (Lockyer. 1986).  
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