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HISTORICAL BACKGROUND FOR AGRIPPA I

An understanding of the historical backgrounds for Herod I and Agrippa I is needed to better comprehend the main points of the thesis including the archaeological material.

Historical Roman Palestine is divided into three eras, Early Roman, Middle Roman and Late Roman. The Herodian era takes place during the Early Roman period, beginning at the time of Pompey’s first arrival in the region in 63 BCE and ending with the completion of the Second Jewish Revolt under Bar Kokhba, in CE 135. The Middle Roman period ends in the middle of the third century CE, while the Late Roman period ends in the fourth century CE [Chancey 01]. Figure 1.1 below details Roman Judaea, with the nearby Greek Decapolis cities being located to the west across the Jordan River:

Figure 1.1

Map of Herodian Judaea and the Decapolis
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[Ditter, n.d.]

The earliest and main sources on the life of Agrippa I, written during and just after his lifetime by two writers closely associated with and personally known to Agrippa I and his son, Agrippa II, respectively, are the Jewish elite members, Philo of Alexandria and Flavius Josephus. Both write positively and sympathetically on Agrippa I. Modern historians seem divided between taking these accounts and positive references in the later rabbinic literature at face value, or being overly cautious and inclining towards seeing them as overly obsequious and positively biased [Schwartz 89]. Interestingly, although Josephus writes well of Agrippa I, he was apparently in Rome with Agrippa II and they were connected. An attempt at a middle road between the extremes might be preferable, since the effort to avoid being influenced by a potentially positive bias could also be construed as partial.

One of Josephus’ sources on the grandfather of Agrippa I, Herod I, Herod’s court historian, Nicolaus of Damascus, claims that Herod’s father, Antipater I’s, family were from the elite Jews who had moved to Judaea from Babylon [Antiquities, 14.9] but Josephus claims that Nicolaus had made this claim to please Herod [Antiquities, 16.7.1], which would have helped justify Herod’s claim as the king of the Jews. On the other hand, Josephus [Antiquities, 13.9.1] states that Herod’s family were Idumaean (from Edom/Roman Idumaea, occupied by an ethnic group tracing their descent from Esau, a son of Abraham and brother to Jacob who had fathered the Israelites; Edom’s territory was in southern Judaea) but had been required to convert to Judaism in the second century BCE , while Kokkinos and other scholars (Kokkinos, 291) suggest that their ancestry was Phoenician from Ashkelon, and his being Syrian is mentioned by Philo [In Flaccum, 39].

More specifically, the Herodian Dynasty was a Roman-Jewish, officially Idumaean (Edomite), powerful upper class family. Herod I’s father, Antipater I, had raised an army to help Gaius Julius Caesar during a military crisis in Alexandria, and in turn been rewarded with Roman citizenship, client adoption into the Julian gens and the position of procurator of Judaea. He died by poisoning. Rome made his son, Herod I, king of Judaea, which he achieved after the last Hasmonean (Macabee descendant) Jewish king, Antigonus, was beheaded for obtaining Parthian aid in 40 BCE in an attempt to cede from Rome’s sphere of influence. The Parthians had spread throughout most of Syria during this invasion although, as Chancey and Porter believe [01], they may not have intended to hold the region but only to place Antigonus on the throne. Still, the experience had threatened Rome and made it extremely cautious for the next century regarding its Eastern buffer zone. Both Antipater and Herod I were very skilled at diplomacy and completely loyal to Rome itself regardless of its leadership, and had been able to convincingly change allegiances between prevailing Roman leaders as they succeeded one another, in this way cementing their careers. Although Antipater had been the power and intelligence behind the last Hasmonaean king’s rule, Herod was Judaea’s first Herodian ruler. Despite having had several, possibly successive, wives, the Hasmonaean Mariamne I was his only queen [Rocca 14].

A point of note is that when Pompey had conquered Jerusalem in 70 BCE, he had also removed non-Jewish land from Judaean jurisdiction, returning the Greek cities, which had been ruled by the Hasmonaeans, to Greek self-rule. The cities freed from Hasmonaean rule were, “Hippus, Scythopolis, Pella, Dium, Samaria, Marisa, Azotus, Jamneia and Arethusa”; Pompey also rebuilt Gadara [Josephus, Antiquities, 14.75]. These cities include several from the Transjordan Decapolis, namely, Hippus, Scythopolis, Pella, Dium and Gadara. While there is no evidence from
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