[image: image19.jpg]\//&

Jerusaleme.




Understanding The Culture of Judea In Biblical Times

	The Bible is a road map – a historical record of the activities of God relative to humanity.  After the fall, God began to reveal His plan to redeem His creation through a series of encounters with many different  persons.  Combining  archaeological  and  biblical  evidence,  it  must  have 

	been something like eight and a half or nine millennia after the creation, that Jacob, known as Israel, and his family moved to Egypt.  It was about 1900 BCE.

The descendants of Jacob, the Israelites, left Egypt under the leadership of Moses in approximately 1470 BCE, crossing the Red Sea into the wilderness of Sinai.  They encamped at the foot of the mountain where God spoke  to
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	Moses and imparted the commandments of the Law on tablets of stone.  From there it would have taken them less than a year to conquer the land that had been promised to them except for the consequences of their murmurings and their unbelief.   So they wandered for forty years, 
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	Moses died and his protégé, Joshua, finally led them across the Jordan defeating the inhabitants in about 1420 BCE according to Holman Charts and Maps.

The Israelites lived in the land for more than three centuries with no king in Israel.  The nation was ruled by a series of twelve judges.  Othniel, Ehud, Shamgar, Deborah, Gideon, Tola, Jair, Jephthah, Ibzan, Elon, Abdon, Samson, Samuel.



	Samuel was the last of these judges and the first of the prophets and he anointed Saul to be the first king  somewhere  around  1100  BCE.   But shortly after he was crowned, Saul proved that he was unfit for his office and so God chose David to be king.  He was described as a man after God’s own heart.

Jonathan was Saul’s son and heir.  He had a very close relationship with David, which no one seems to be able to adequately explain.  This relationship clearly goes beyond common friendship.  They entered into a covenant before God, which was based on  ancient  custom.  The  scripture 
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	says they removed and exchanged clothing and shared their weapons and other gifts.  At one point Jonathan was reprimanded by his father for the love relationship he shared with David (1 Samuel 20:30).  When they meet for the last time, some translators seem to be trying to cover up the sexual innuendo that is woven into the Hebrew (1 Samuel 20:41).  After Saul and Jonathan both die in battle, David mourns over his lost lover, describing his relationship with Jonathan as more satisfying than the love of women (2 Samuel 1:26).
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	David’s reign was plagued with intrigue and civil war.  He committed murder and adultery.  His son Solomon led the nation into prosperity and built the first Temple in Jerusalem to house the Arc of the Covenant.  The magnificence of the Temple made the ceremonial worship of the Lord the centerpiece of Israel’s culture.  But there were big problems brewing in the land.
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	Not all the former inhabitants had been eradicated; much of the Canaanite cult religious practices continued un-checked in the land.  The worship of Baal and Asherah had become a threat to the integrity of the worship of Yahweh.  These were fertility cults.  They continued to be a threat well into the Christian era.

Through Solomon’s policies, the standard of living in Israel was greatly enhanced, but after his death his son Rehoboam became king and a struggle ensued for the throne.  A civil war divided the nation into two kingdoms  around  975 BCE.  The
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	northern nation consisted of ten tribes and was called Israel and the southern nation consisted of the other two tribes was called Judah.  Judah’s capital was Jerusalem led by King Rehoboam and Israel’s capital was Samaria led by King Jeroboam.

After many warnings by the prophets and a series of a few good and many corrupt kings, 19 in all, though it was richer and more powerful, the northern kingdom of Israel was invaded and destroyed by the Assyrians and the people were led away into oblivion in 721 BCE.

There was no such thing as secular with the Hebrews.  Everyone was aligned – with either Yahweh or the pagan gods or both.  After the Assyrians conquered Israel, Judah managed to stay intact for another 135 years.  During that time the Assyrian empire was defeated and taken over  by  the  Babylonians  in  608 BCE.  King Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon attacked  Judah and

	destroyed Jerusalem and Solomon’s Temple was badly damaged.  With this conquest, the last vestiges of Israelites as a nation ceased to exist in 586 BCE.  The people were led away into exile into Babylon.  And as Jeremiah had prophesied, this lasted seventy years (Jeremiah 25:11).  The people began returning to the land in 515 BCE.
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	While in captivity in Babylon, Daniel, a member of the royal family of Hezekiah, became a eunuch in the court of King Nebuchanezzar.  After a disturbing dream one night, King Nebuchadnezzar awakens and calls for his wise men to interpret the dream.  Daniel interprets the dream.  He tells the king that God is showing him the future starting from the present unto the end of the age.  Daniel’s interpretation is written in the second chapter of Daniel, verses 27-45.  In the dream, the king looked up and saw a very large statue of extraordinary splendor standing in front of him.  Its appearance was  brilliant.   It  had  a  head  of  fine gold, its breast and its arms were made of silver and its belly and its thighs of bronze.  The legs were made of iron, the feet were a mixture of iron and clay.
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	In the dream as he stared at the statue, a great stone was swung and struck the statue and crushed it, pulverizing the pieces into dust.  Then the whole statue was torn down into a pile of clay, bronze, silver and gold that was crushed and became like chaff.  The wind carried the pieces like dust away so that not a trace of them was found.  Then the stone that had struck the statue became a great mountain and filled the whole earth.

Strange dream but here is the interpretation (verse 37): The parts of the statue represent kingdoms that will rule the earth until the end of time.  The gold head was the Babylonian kingdom; the silver chest and arms were the Persians.  The bronze mid-section was the Grecian empire.  Then there will be a fourth kingdom as strong as iron; inasmuch as iron crushes and shatters  all  things, so,
	

	like iron that breaks in pieces, it will crush and break all these in pieces.  This is the Roman empire.  The final kingdom made of iron and clay, indicating that the kingdom would be strong and yet brittle. The Roman empire split into two parts that never completely combined like the iron and clay; and Rome was gradually destroyed by the barbarians.

Finally, according to Daniel, God will establish His everlasting kingdom.  The stone in the dream crushes the statue and the pieces became dust.  Today archeologists sift through the dust of these empires, trying to make sense of them.  This lethal stone is the same that the builders rejected (Psalm 118:22; Matthew 21:42; Acts 4:11).  It is Christ Himself who came to establish the kingdom of God; a kingdom that will fill the earth.  This has come to pass, but only partially.



	After the sagas of Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego and Esther and her uncle Mordechai, exactly seventy years later, when King Cyrus of Persia defeated the Assyrians and granted the Jews to return to the land to repair the city of Jerusalem, Ezra and later Nehemiah led groups of Jews, back to Judah.  They rebuilt Solomon’s Temple, which became the 2nd Temple.  The people repaired it and the city walls and Judah became a semi-autonomous province of Persia.  The 2nd Temple lasted until the Romans knocked it down in 63 BCE.  The conquests of Alexander the Great in 333 BCE saw the land change hands once more and for the next 150 or so years, the people of Judah were indoctrinated into the Greek culture.  This is called Hellenization.  For the Jews this was a severe case of culture shock.  They continued to be exposed  to  the 
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	fertility cults, highly worshiped by the Greeks.  Now they were exposed to gymnasiums, public bathhouses, theaters, art and philosophy and of course the pantheon of gods and goddesses along with the idolatrous fertility cults.
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	The Greek city of Ephesus was the site of one of the wonders of the ancient world, the Temple of Artemis.  A rock identified as the “image that had fallen from heaven,” a reference to what was probably a meteorite, shaped something like the goddess, was in the heart of the temple.  Artemis, or Diana, was the twin sister of Apollo.  She was the goddess of the moon and the hunt and regarded as the main goddess of the fertility cult that used the temple built at the delta of the river near Ephesus in 550 BC, 200 years before the reign of Alexander.

	The Temple of Artemis was big business.  Artemis, or Diana as the Romans called her, was known as the many breasted one.  Temple prostitution was in high gear all over the Greek Empire and drove the economy of many of larger Greek cities.  In Ephesus, small idols in the likeness of Diana were sold as souvenirs and were the economic foundation of the silver trade being sold to the pilgrims who visited the Temple.  When Paul ministered there (Acts 19:23-41) the gospel message took a chunk out of the “take” and it caused a riot.

Openly  bisexual  and  polyamorous  lifestyles  were  common  among  the 
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	Greeks.  While men were expected to marry and raise children, they were also expected to enter into erotic and mentoring relationships with worthy youths.  Intimate relationships between older adult men and male youth were not only common, they were considered a social duty.  Even though male homosexual relations were common, there were certain guidelines to be adhered to.  Greek homosexuality was largely intergenerational.  Relationships between two adult men of similar age were unusual, and open to ridicule, as were relations with overly young boys, however, even Alexander had such a relationship.
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	These relationships were both erotic and educational. A male youth would be courted by many men, and then he would choose one to be his lover. The goal of Greek education was the attainment of male perfection -- both physical and mental perfection.  This education took place in the gymnasium. The gymnasium was the center of every Greek town, and served a far greater purpose than a place for weight lifting. The gymnasium was an elaborate structure with many rooms,  baths,  and  hallways  decorated  with  all

	sorts of artwork including statues of gods and heroes.  It was a cultural center where philosophers, poets, and other intellectuals would come together in these places.  Boys and men would spend their days in both intellectual and physical exercises. Youth weren't just valued for their bodies, but also for their minds -- their ability to reason and debate.  Sports and even the public Olympics were performed in the nude. In fact, public nudity was not at all uncommon.  The body was something to be proud of. It did not elicit the feelings of shame or modesty that many of us feel in modern society.  Though not as common, the Romans continued this arrangement.  This lifestyle cut against the grain of morality among the Jews.
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There is a story of a centurion who sought for Jesus to come and heal his “servant” in Matthew 8.  At Capernaum the centurion implored Jesus saying, "Lord, my servant is lying paralyzed at home, fearfully tormented."  Every version says servant, but the Greek could be properly interpreted as young man.  Allusions to a pederast arrangement is supported by the centurions passionate concern for the young man.

Greek homosexuality was largely a male phenomenon, and Greek society was largely patriarchal and male dominated.  The Greek  ideal  of  beauty  and  intellectualism  was   embodied   in 
	

	young men.  Women were viewed as mothers of a man's children, and generally excluded from public life and intellectual affairs. There were a few exceptions, as in the case of Sappho who taught at her own all girls school.

After Alexander's death the empire was divided among his generals and Judah continued to enjoy a certain level of autonomy though the Greek influence of language and culture continued its influence throughout the Mediterranean world.
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	In 165 BCE, Judah the Maccabee defeated the weakened Greek army that was busy fighting against the Romans in other parts of the empire.  This introduced a brief period of independence.  The Hasmonean line of kings tried to take control of the land, but they fought a lot among themselves, so during this time there was great instability and uncertainty.  Finally, the Romans exerted their authority over Judea and in 63 BCE destroyed the 2nd Temple.  After the destruction of the Temple, the Pharisaic sect that had been established after the return from Babylon, was re-established as   Rabbinic   Judaism   and   emerged   during   the   Hasmonean  

	[image: image15.png]


period  as political factions. The sect was largely a reactionary movement to Hellenism.  The other groups were the Essenes, revolutionaries, and the Sadducees.  The Essenes were apolitical; the revolutionaries, such as the Zealots, emerged specifically to resist the Roman Empire.  At no time did any of these sects constitute a majority; most Jews were non-sectarian.  However, Josephus indicates that the Pharisees received the backing and good-will of the common people.  Nevertheless, these sects are emblematic of the different responses of Jews to the political, economic, and cultural forces that characterized the 2nd Temple era.


	

	Pharisees were the fundamentalist-right-wingers of their day, defining themselves to be in opposition to the more liberal Sadducees.  Similar to modern political debate, the Pharisees and Sadducees represented the interests of the wealthy and the poor respectively.  They also locked horns on Hellenization: those who resisted it and those who favored it.  They continually debated their differences on interpretations of the Bible, and how to apply the Torah to Jewish life.  

The loss of their national identity and the perceived threat to their cultural identity – all that most common Jewish people had to cling to was their religious fervor.  The Pharisees and Sadducees claimed to represent God, but offered blind jaded guidance to the people.  They were the illegitimate heirs of the faith of Abraham and could only feign the ceremonial laws of Moses.  They talked as if they knew God, but they really did not and when John the Baptist came on the scene, it is little wonder that they rejected his message.  The instability and uncertainty of the times brought the hope for the promised Messiah whom they believed would redeem them from their oppressors.  They recalled the prophet Isaiah’s prediction 800 years earlier:

For unto us a child will be born, a son will be given to us; and the government will rest upon His shoulders; and His name shall be called Wonderful Counselor, Mighty God, Eternal Father, Prince of Peace. – Isaiah 9:6

Jesus message was completely incredible to the first century world; that was filled with hate and deceit, envy and greed.  Yet Jesus said, “love your enemies and do good to them that abuse you.  To the one who steals your coat, give him also your shirt.”  This radical message had the power to overcome the world as we know in hindsight, but in the first century and indeed even today, many don’t get it.  Love continues to be a difficult lesson to learn.
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	The Roman general, Mark Antony, exacted the payment of tribute from the client kingdoms on behalf of Julius Caesar.  Antony leveraged his support for a Hasmonean king named Herod, who in return for his throne agreed to pay the tribute.  During this time, to appease their Roman overseers, the wholesale adoption of Greek culture was imposed in Judea.  Herod was successful historically as a king because he built so many structures and cities including the 3rd Temple in 19 BCE.  He did not build this Temple for God, but to appease the growing bitterness of the people.  This was the Temple to which Jesus came.


	

	Life at this time in Judea was plagued by shaky politics.  The assassination of Julius Caesar in Rome rippled uncertainty through the empire and civil war produced a new emperor, Augustus Caesar.  He commanded that a census should be taken in Judea.  King Herod was brutal and tyrannical; noted for his paranoid psychotic outbursts and on a whim had many put to death.  When he died in 4 BCE, most of his major heirs were dead because he himself had put them to death.
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	Nazareth was and still is today, just a small agricultural town.  Everyone must have known everyone else there.  Joseph, Jesus’ supposed father was a carpenter and no doubt was the only carpenter in Nazareth.  Homosexuality in Judea would not have been acceptable among the Jews.  Augustus had no interest in keeping the Jewish identity.  He split the territories of the former Israel and Judah into three parts and set about to tame the Jewish problem through the plan of Romanization (Hellenization).  Galilee, Golan Heights and Judea (Judea, Samaria and Idomea).  He appointed the crazy family of Herod to be kings and tetrarchs over the land.

Judea-Samaria-Idomea was given to Archelaus a bastard son of Herod.  But he only held office for only a short period, 2 ½ years.  The Jewish religious leaders hated him so much they sent an envoy to Rome to appeal to Caesar.  They told him that there would be rebellion in the land if he 
	

	didn’t get rid of Herod.  The Emperor deposed him and made Judea a Roman province.  Jerusalem became the seat of the Roman procurator.  It was to this position that Pontius Pilate was appointed, becoming the fifth Roman procurator of Judea in 26 CE.Because of its location between the capitals of the Nile and those of the Tigris and Euphrates, Judea was a crossroads that brought trade to the region.  But it also brought war, time and time again.  The geography of the land was semi-arid and mountainous described by Moses as the land flowing with milk and honey; a land of brooks and waters that sprang out of valleys and hills running down into fertile fields of wheat and barley that dotted the landscape. Vineyards were planted along with fig trees and pomegranates.  Produce included olive oil and honey.



	Even though pagan cults still existed in Judea, Judaism, the worship of Yahweh, dominated religious life, and when Christianity came along, it was considered a Jewish sect.  The Temple in Jerusalem was the center of Jewish worship.  But ultimately tribal rivalries and arguments between the successors of the “royal priests” would ultimately cause the complete demise of the national identity and the final destruction of Jerusalem and the 3rd Temple, the Temple of Herod.  Though the land was prosperous and would have been a land of peace if it had not been for the volatile political climate.  The Jews were completely intolerant of the Romans.



	Many Jews left Judea in search of a less volatile lifestyle.  They found it in places like Tarsus, Ephesus, Colossae, Corinth, Thessalonica, Athens and Rome.  It was to these cities that the Apostle Paul went to with the gospel message.  There in the synagogues 
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	of Asia and Greece, the church of Jesus Christ became the stronghold of hope in the hopelessness of the 1st century.

The tension in Judea mounted to tender box level between 50 and 70 CE first with the Jews fighting among themselves.  The Romans considered the Jews to be more trouble than they were worth.  When the tension in Judea led to revolt, the Romans raised the Temple and decimated the city of Jerusalem.  The Jewish people were scattered throughout the empire until 1947, the year of the Zionists return.

Beyond Judea and the gates of Jerusalem, the Jewish religious influence could be felt all around the coast of the Mediterranean world, especially in the lands along the eastern shore.  Archeology has unearthed the remains of Jewish synagogues in virtually every major and many minor cities in Egypt, Syria, Phoenicia, Lebanon, Asia Minor, Persia, Greece, Italy, France and Spain.  The Jews later spread their culture to the rest of Europe.  They brought with them the ideals of the law and the rich heritage of Jewish history with their encounter with the living God.
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