
To my beloved wife, Joyce,
who like Judith is
“beautiful in appearance, and. . . very lovely to behold. . . .
No one [speaks] ill of her,
for she [fears] God with great devotion.”
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Preface

This book is written primarily for undergraduates, seminary students, pastors and interested lay persons as an introduction to a large corpus of primarily Jewish writings essential for a full-orbed understanding of the New Testament. Included are selections from Apocrypha, Pseudepigrapha, Dead Sea Scrolls, Josephus, Philo, Bar Kochba Letters, Mishnah and excerpts from a few Apostolic Fathers. The selections are comprehensive but not exhaustive.

A primary objective has been to immerse the student in the texts themselves. I have provided just enough introductory matter to make sense of the individual pieces. Secondary literature at the end of each chapter generally consists of easily accessible sources in English. Footnotes occasionally direct the student to more specialized sources. I should emphasize that this book is written not for specialists but for students, though I hope specialists will appreciate some of the synthetic insights offered. As a teacher of the New Testament, my debt to specialists is enormous, as I am not a specialist in any of the above-mentioned literatures.

The classroom birthed this book. Over the years I have taught a course on the Jewish literature of the Second Temple. George Nickelsburg’s introductory text Jewish Literature Between the Bible and the Mishnah has been a mainstay. Gradually the conviction arose that there was a need for a comparable book written from an evangelical perspective. After having devoted seven years to the project, I am more convinced than ever of the importance of this material for understanding the New Testament.

My approach is to treat the respective works, as much as is possible, chronologically. In this way one can more readily appreciate each individual piece within its own time and setting. As will be quickly discovered, however, dating these documents is not an exact science, and for some works considerable difference of opinion exists as to the time of composition. I have tried to make the best judgments possible.

I gratefully acknowledge the assistance and encouragement of several institutions and individuals. Taylor University, where I have been privileged to teach for twenty-three years, granted me a sabbatical for the fall semester of 1995. The encouragement of the Provost and Vice President for Academic Affairs, Dr. Dwight Jessup, and my congenial colleagues in the Department of Biblical Studies, Christian Education, and Philosophy has been greatly appreciated. Thanks also go to the library staff at Taylor, who expeditiously fulfilled many requests for interlibrary loans. The faculty and staff of Regent’s Park College, Oxford, are also gratefully acknowledged for accommodations and assistance during a delightful stay doing research. Special mention goes to Dr. Larry Kreitzer, Fellow and Tutor for Graduates at Regent’s Park College, who took an interest in my project and spent a number of hours discussing various issues relating to it. I am also greatly indebted to Dr. SeJin Koh, President of Jerusalem University College, Jerusalem, Israel, for his assistance in my research and to the École Biblique library in Jerusalem, one of the world’s truly great libraries for biblical studies. Special thanks go to Daniel Reid, senior editor of reference and academic books at InterVarsity Press. His patient, unflagging support and wise counsel are deeply appreciated. Mention must also be made of my copyeditor, Robert Buller, whose eagle-eyed attention to detail and accuracy is extraordinary.

A special word of thanks, however, goes to those for whom the book was initially written. I am indebted to my students over the years who took this course and provided feedback on early editions of the book. Their comments proved to be invaluable. So many contributed that I hesitate to name some for fear of leaving out others. Nonetheless, I must single out Mr. Edward Cyzewski. Ed did yeoman work by carefully proofreading the entire work and coming up with the “Questions for Further Discussion” at the ends of the chapters. Finally, I want to express deep appreciation to Dr. Martin Abegg Jr. for his invaluable assistance in reading the chapters on the Dead Sea Scrolls and correcting errors. His expertise is truly remarkable.

I hope this book will accomplish two things: open up an entirely new perspective on the New Testament by showing its indebtedness to Second Temple Judaism and create a more appreciative attitude toward this Jewish heritage and its ongoing development in modern Judaism.

As this project comes to an end during the Christmas season, I am reminded once again that the New Testament centers on Jesus, “who was descended from David according to the flesh” (Rom 1:4).

Larry R. Helyer
Shamrock Lakes
Hartford City,
Indiana December 26, 2001







Abbreviations

Periodicals, Reference Works, Serials and General




	AB


	Anchor Bible




	ABD


	Anchor Bible Dictionary. Edited by D. N. Freedman. 6 vols. New York: Doubleday, 1992.




	ABRL


	Anchor Bible Reference Library




	AGJU


	Arbeiten zur Geschichte des antiken Judentums und des Urchristentums




	AnBib


	Analecta biblica




	ANET


	Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament. Edited by J. B. Pritchard. 3d ed. Princeton, N.J.: Princeton University Press, 1969.




	ANF


	The Ante-Nicene Fathers. Edited by Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson. 10 vols. 1885-1887; reprint, Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 1994.




	AOT


	The Apocryphal Old Testament. Edited by H. F. D. Sparks. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1985.




	APOT


	The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old Testament. Edited by R. H. Charles. 2 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1913.




	BA


	Biblical Archaeologist




	BAR


	Biblical Archaeology Review




	BBR


	Bulletin for Biblical Research




	BJS


	Brown Judaic Studies




	BRev


	Bible Review




	CBC


	Cambridge Bible Commentary




	CBQMS


	Catholic Biblical Quarterly Monograph Series




	CCWJCW


	Cambridge Commentaries on Writings of the Jewish and Christian World, 200 B.C. to A.D. 200




	CJA


	Christianity and Judaism in Antiquity




	CRINT


	Compendia rerum iudaicarum ad Novum Testamentum




	DJG


	Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels. Edited by Joel B. Green, Scot McKnight and I. Howard Marshall. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1992.




	DLNTD


	Dictionary of the Later New Testament and Its Developments. Edited by Ralph P. Martin and Peter H. Davids. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1997.




	DNTB


	Dictionary of New Testament Background. Edited by Craig A. Evans and Stanley E. Porter. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 2000.




	DPL


	Dictionary of Paul and His Letters. Edited by Gerald F. Hawthorne, Ralph P. Martin and Daniel G. Reid. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1993.




	DSD


	Dead Sea Discoveries




	DSS


	Dead Sea Scrolls




	EBC


	The Expositor’s Bible Commentary. Edited by Frank E. Gaebelein. 12 vols. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1976-1992.




	EDSS


	Encyclopedia of the Dead Sea Scrolls. Edited by Lawrence H. Schiffman and James C. VanderKam. 2 vols. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000.




	EncJud


	Encyclopaedia Judaica. Edited by Cecil Roth. 16 vols. Jerusalem: Encyclopedia Judaica,1972.




	ExpTim


	Expository Times




	frag(s).


	fragment(s)




	Gk


	Greek language




	HBC


	Harper’s Bible Commentary. Edited by James L. Mays. San Francisco: HarperCollins,1988.




	HBD


	HarperCollins Bible Dictionary. Edited by P. J. Achtemeier et al. 2nd ed. San Francisco: HarperCollins, 1996.




	HDR


	Harvard Dissertations in Religion




	Heb


	Hebrew language, New Testament book of Hebrews




	HR


	History of Religions




	HSM


	Harvard Semitic Monographs




	IDB


	The Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible. Edited by G. A. Buttrick. 4 vols. Nashville: Abingdon, 1962.




	IDBSup


	Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible: Supplementary Volume. Edited by K. Crim. Nashville: Abingdon, 1976.




	IEJ


	Israel Exploration Journal




	Int


	Interpretation




	ISBE


	International Standard Bible Encyclopedia. Edited by G. W. Bromiley. 4 vols. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans,1979-1988.




	JAL


	Jewish Apocryphal Literature




	JDS


	Judean Desert Studies




	JETS


	Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society JQR Jewish Quarterly Review




	JSNTSup


	Journal for the Study of the New Testament: Supplement Series




	JSPSup


	Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha: Supplement Series




	LCL


	Loeb Classical Library




	LEC


	Library of Early Christianity




	MS(S)


	manuscript(s)




	MT


	Masoretic Text




	NASB


	New American Standard Bible




	NBD


	New Bible Dictionary. Edited by I. Howard Marshall, A. R. Millard, J. I. Packer and D. J. Wiseman. 3d ed. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1996.




	NIDNTT


	New International Dictionary of New Testament Theology. Edited by C. Brown. 4 vols. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1975-1985.




	NIV


	New International Version




	NRSV


	New Revised Standard Version




	NT


	New Testament




	NTS


	New Testament Studies




	OCD


	Oxford Classical Dictionary. Edited by S. Hornblower and A. Spawforth. 3d ed. Oxford: Oxford University Press,1996.




	OT


	Old Testament




	OTP


	The Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. Edited by J. H. Charlesworth. 2 vols. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1983.




	par.


	parallels




	QC


	Qumran Chronicle




	RB


	Revue biblique




	RevQ


	Revue de Qumran




	SBLMS


	Society of Biblical Literature Monograph Series




	SBLSBS


	Society of Biblical Literature Sources for Biblical Study




	SBLSCS


	Society of Biblical Literature Septuagint and Cognate Studies




	ScrHier


	Scripta hierosolymitana




	SNTSMS


	Society for New Testament Studies Monograph Series




	SVTP


	Studia in Veteris Testamenti pseudepigraphica




	TDNT


	Theological Dictionary of the New Testament. Edited by G. Kittel and G. Friedrich. Translated by G. W. Bromiley. 10 vols. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1964-1976.




	TS


	Theological Studies




	TynB


	Tyndale Bulletin




	UBS4


	The Greek New Testament, United Bible Societies, 4th ed.




	VT


	Vetus Testamentum




	ZPEB


	Zondervan Pictorial Encyclopedia of the Bible. Edited by M. C. Tenney. 5 vols. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Zondervan, 1975.













Ancient Sources




	Ag. Ap.


	Josephus, Against Apion




	Ant.


	Josephus, Jewish Antiquities




	As. Mos.


	Assumption of Moses




	b.


	Babylonian Talmud




	B. Meṣiʿa


	Baba Meṣiʿa




	Bar.


	Baruch




	Barn.


	Barnabas




	Bel


	Bel and the Dragon




	Ber.


	Berakot




	CD


	Cairo Genizah copy of the Damascus Document




	Contempl. Life


	Philo, On the Contemplative Life




	Dial.


	Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho




	Did.


	Didache




	Diogn.


	Diognetus




	1 En.


	1 Enoch




	ʿErub.


	ʿErubin




	Flacc.


	Philo, Against Flaccus




	Gen. Rab.


	Genesis Rabbah




	Git.


	Git t in




	Good Person


	Philo, That Every Good Person Is Free




	Hist. eccl.


	Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History




	Ign. Magn.


	Ignatius, To the Magnesians




	Ign. Phld.


	Ignatius, To the Philadelphians




	J.W.


	Josephus, Jewish War




	Ketub.


	Ketubbot




	Let Jer


	Letter of Jeremiah




	Lev. Rab.


	Leviticus Rabbah




	Life


	Josephus, The Life




	m.


	Mishnah




	Meg.


	Megillah




	Menaḥ.


	Menaḥʾot




	Mid.


	Middot




	Miqw.


	Miqwaʾot




	Nat.


	Pliny the Elder, Natural History




	Num. Rab.


	Numbers Rabbah




	Od.


	Homer, Odyssey




	Pan.


	Epiphanius, Refutation of All Heresies (Panarion)




	Pesah.


	Pesaḥim




	Pesiq. Rab.


	Pesiqta Rabbati




	Pss. Sol.


	Psalms of Soloman




	QG


	Philo, Questions and Answers on Genesis




	Qidd.


	Qiddušin




	Šabb.


	Šabbat




	Sanh.


	Sanhedrin




	Song of Thr


	Song of the Three Young




	Men Sus


	Susanna




	t.


	Tosefta




	Taʿan.


	Taʿanit




	Tg. Ps.-J.


	Targum Pseudo-Jonathan




	Tob


	Tobit




	y.


	Jerusalem Talmud




	Yad.


	Yadayim




	Yebam.


	Yebamot




	Zebaḥ.


	Zebaḥim



















Introduction

Importance

The Second Temple, standing on the same site as Solomon’s great edifice, the First Temple, endured from 516 B.C. to A.D. 70. According to Jewish tradition, this was the same site as Mount Moriah, where Abraham nearly sacrificed his son Isaac (2 Chron 3:1; cf. b. Sanh. 89b). Of course, the structure dedicated in the time of Zerubbabel was but a pale shadow of Solomon’s (cf. Ezra 3:12; Hag 2:3). In time, however, it grew to eclipse even that building in grandeur and splendor. Herod the Great began a tremendous renovation project (c. 20-19 B.C.) that resulted in the Second Temple taking its place among the great wonders of the ancient world. During Jesus’ ministry, the courtyards surrounding the temple were still under construction (cf. Jn 2:20) and were finished only a few short years before its destruction by the Romans in A.D. 70.

Our interest, however, lies not primarily in the Second Temple per se but in the time span designated as the Second Temple period (586 B.C.-A.D. 135). This era was one of immense importance for Jews and Christians. The roots of both Christianity and rabbinic Judaism reach back into the soil of the various expressions of Second Temple Judaism. It was a time of crisis, transition and creativity.1 For the most part, Christians are unacquainted with this era, which is unfortunate, because the New Testament (hereafter NT) Scriptures did not spring into existence out of a vacuum. Rather, Jewish Christians, who were heirs of this rich culture and tradition spanning more than five hundred years, wrote most of what the church now calls the NT. When one studies the NT against the backdrop of the Second Temple period, a new understanding emerges. Christianity now appears as a sister faith, alongside rabbinic Judaism, both of whom are greatly indebted to their mother, namely, Second Temple Judaism, itself a development of the ancestral faith rooted in the Hebrew Bible. Despite common roots, Christianity and rabbinic Judaism struck out in decidedly different directions. But the kinship is unmistakable. The heart of this study lies in demonstrating the indebtedness of Christianity to the Judaism of the Second Temple period. We think the reader will find the process of rediscovering the Jewish roots of Christianity an enriching experience.

Protestant Christians have been accustomed to label the approximately four hundred years between Malachi (the last OT prophet) and the NT the “silent years.” From a Protestant perspective, divine inspiration temporarily ceased after Malachi; the voice of prophecy fell silent and did not resume until John the Baptist began preaching in the Jordan Valley about A.D. 26/27 (Lk 3:1-3). But Jews were not silent, nor did they cease to reflect upon God and his ways with human beings—far from it! As our study will amply demonstrate, a sizable body of literature was composed during the period between 586 B.C. and A.D. 200. This literature, while not part of the Protestant Bible, illuminates the thought of the NT, and many portions edify one’s soul. In short, there is profit in its study.2



Crises That Shaped the Jewish People During the Second Temple Period

The Destruction of the First Commonwealth and the First Temple (586 B.C.)

Like devastating earthquakes or volcanic eruptions, five great events reshaped the landscape in which Jews lived during this era. The first of these was the invasion of Judah by the Babylonian forces of Nebuchadnezzar and the ensuing destruction of Jerusalem with its centerpiece, Solomon’s temple (587/586 B.C.). Thousands perished in the fighting; other thousands were deported hundreds of miles away to resettlement camps along the Euphrates River; thousands more fled to nearby countries as refugees. Some few thousand, the poorest of the land, remained among the ruins barely managing to eke out a living. This catastrophe was the Lord’s long-threatened covenant sanction of expulsion from the land for failing to obey the stipulations of the Sinai Covenant (Ex 24; Lev 26:14-39; Deut 28:15-68; cf. Amos 4:2-3; 6:7; 7:11, 17; 9:9). The northern tribes had already been swept away by Assyrian invasions in 734-721. The long exile had begun. It left a deep scar upon the collective memory of the Jewish people and prompted many soul-searching questions: Had God abandoned Israel forever? Would he return and be gracious, and if so, under what conditions? The literature of the Second Temple period ponders these questions and offers various responses.



The Collapse of the Persian Empire in the Wake of Alexander the Great’s Invasion

The ruthless foreign policy of wholesale destruction and deportation practiced by the Assyrians and Babylonians gave way under the Persian Empire to a more lenient policy. The various ethnic groups who wished to rebuild their religious shrines in their ancestral homelands—demolished by the Neo-Babylonian depredations—were permitted to do so. Some ethnic groups were even allowed to emigrate back home—provided, of course, that they submitted to the political hegemony of the Persian Empire (cf. Ezra 1:1-4). Most Jews opted not to emigrate. Instead, they settled down and became participants in a vast political and commercial network. A few Jews even rose to high ranks in government (cf. Neh 1:1; 2:1; 5:14; Esther 2:5, 19-23; 3:2; Dan 1—6). For the most part, however, they were small farmers, herders, traders, merchants and artisans. On the whole they flourished, all the while continuing to hold fast to the ancestral faith. This relatively tranquil state of affairs lasted for some two centuries.

The calm was shattered by a conqueror. Racing across the Middle East (cf. Dan 8:5-8) and settling an old feud with the Persians, Alexander the Great rapidly became the master of the Near East by 331 B.C. His conquest was not, however, merely military and political; it was nothing short of a cultural revolution. Hellenistic ideals became the measure of all things. Hellenism would last for a millennium and was Alexander’s greatest legacy to Western civilization. Jews now had to contend with a cultural imperialism unlike anything they had ever faced before. Our literature reflects the varied responses of Jews to this cultural phenomenon that seemed to brook no rival. The question now became, How can Jews be a part of this larger world and still remain true to the Mosaic traditions?



Persecution by Antiochus IV Epiphanes (Beginning in 175 B.C.)

One of the Seleucids, a successor dynasty carved out of the empire of Alexander after his death in 323 B.C., etched his name deeply within Jewish memory. It is not of blessed memory! Antiochus IV sought to unify his diverse kingdom by a thoroughgoing hellenization program. Unfortunately, Jews and Judaism did not fit into his grand scheme. Antiochus IV mandated that all Jews become good Greeks. This crisis prompted one of the greatest resistance movements of all time, led by the sons of Mattathias and known by the nickname the Maccabees. Several literary works bear the unmistakable imprint of those hard times when Jews literally had to decide if their faith was worth dying for. After a protracted struggle, the Maccabee family, also known as the Hasmoneans, established an independent Jewish state that lasted from 141 to 63 B.C. We shall later read two versions of the heroic struggle that forged this political reality.



Domination by Rome (Beginning in 63 B.C.)

A new and powerful player assumed center stage in Middle East politics in 63 B.C. Rome ended the relatively short period of Jewish autonomy during the Second Commonwealth. Now Judea became an occupied province of the mighty Roman Empire. The Romans ruled Judea by either native, client kings or directly appointed Roman governors. Resentment seethed and hopes for independence waxed and waned according to living conditions under the occupation. Once again there were varied responses by the Jewish people. Some harked back to the glory days of the Maccabees and called for violent resistance. Others insisted that the people must wait for the Messiah, the promised scion of the house of David, to lead the liberation movement. Still others counseled accommodation with imperial Rome. The question now became, What are the legitimate means by which to realize the messianic prophecies of Israel’s future glory? Those with vested interests tried to keep the lid on a simmering pot.



Roman Destruction of the Jewish State and Temple (A.D. 66-74)

The pot finally boiled over. After a succession of incredibly inept governors, the boiling point was reached and the country erupted into open rebellion. The Roman response was brutal and devastating. The rebels were systematically annihilated as Jewish centers of resistance one by one came under siege. Jerusalem and its splendid temple went up in smoke in A.D. 70. It was one of the darkest days in Jewish history, ironically occurring on the same calendar day (the ninth of Ab) as the destruction of the First Temple. Human losses were so great that one marvels how the Jewish people survived as a distinct entity. Not only did they survive, but they also continue to this very day. We will conclude our study of the Second Temple period by briefly noting how they reorganized and redefined themselves in the wake of this disaster and in the ensuing controversy with the new claimants to the title of “Israel,” namely, the Palestinian Jesus movement.3

Each of these crises produced great trauma and required Jews to adapt to new circumstances. It is a testament to their indomitable spirit and to God’s faithfulness that they did persevere. They are survivors.





The Corpus

The Jewish literature of the Second Temple period is a sizable corpus—considerably larger than the Bible. It is also a bit daunting because no anthology brings all these diverse strands together. First, one must acquire a copy of the Apocrypha (unless one has an edition of the Bible that includes it, such as the NRSV). Second, one needs a copy of the even larger Pseudepigrapha (the editions of R. H. Charles and James H. Charlesworth extend to nearly two thousand pages each). Finally, one needs to secure an edition of the Dead Sea Scrolls (approximately four hundred pages), an edition of Philo (running to about nine hundred pages) and an edition of Josephus (another nine hundred pages). This is no small investment!

This book will delve into portions of the five distinct blocks enumerated in the above paragraph. For now we will briefly define each of these blocks. As we proceed, more detailed introductions will be provided for the individual writings under discussion.

The first block of writings is designated the Apocrypha. This derives from the Greek word άπόκρυϕος (apokryphos), which means “hidden.” In the neuter plural, it means “hidden things” or, in our particular context, “hidden books.” This term is not the best, but since it has been in use since the time of Jerome in the fourth century A.D., we must make do with it. Simply stated, the Apocrypha refers to those books or parts of books not found in the Hebrew Bible but included in the Greek translation of the Hebrew Bible called the Septuagint (abbreviated LXX). Matters are not, however, quite so simple. We will later discuss the formation of the LXX and its important role for both Jews and Christians. Scholars variously date the individual works from as early as the fourth century B.C. down to about A.D. 90.

The second block of material goes under the title of Pseudepigrapha. The Greek neuter plural ψευδεπίγραϕα (pseudepigrapha) literally means “falsely ascribed.” It designates Jewish literature written between 200 B.C. and A.D. 200 and spuriously ascribed to various prophets, kings and ancient worthies mentioned in the Hebrew Scriptures. Once again, this is not the best term to describe the diverse contents of this material, but the designation is long-standing and traditional. It actually encompasses a variety of genres, such as apocalypse, testament, hymn, narrative fiction and so forth. None of this material is found in the Hebrew Scriptures or, for that matter, in the LXX. Thus, it does not appear in English Bibles and, for the most part, is even more unexplored territory than the Apocrypha. I think the reader will have a mixed reaction reading this literature. The apocalyptic writings are at times quite fascinating, especially since they stand in some relationship to the apocalyptic visions of the end times found in both the OT and NT. Other sections are frankly quite tedious: lengthy descriptions of the supposed inner workings of the movement of heavenly bodies and atmospheric conditions generate little enthusiasm! But one cannot fail to be impressed by expressions of sincere piety and unquenchable faith encountered in this literature.

The Dead Sea Scrolls have received much more publicity than the previous two blocks of material, in part because they precipitated fierce scholarly debates over their interpretation, provenance and significance for Judaism and Christianity. But even more sensational have been the fantastic conspiracy theories alleging that their contents were deliberately withheld from the public because they undermined key doctrines of Christianity. As we shall see, there is no basis for such charges. These writings (mostly fragments of works, not complete manuscripts) from the caves of Qumran are perhaps the single most important archaeological discovery of the twentieth century. We may generally date the Qumran library to the period circa 140 B.C.-A.D. 68. Like the Pseudepigrapha, the Dead Sea Scrolls encompass a wide range of literary genres. Probably the most significant for understanding the ethos of this group are the community rules—expositions dealing with standards of behavior and penalties for violations, ritual purity laws, and affirmations of belief. The Dead Sea Scrolls reveal a movement with a degree of commitment rarely matched in Christendom. Some of the hymns produced by this community are deeply moving and spiritually uplifting. The parallels between this community and the early Christian movement will, of course, be of utmost interest.

The Jewish writer Philo, from Alexandria, Egypt (c. 20 B.C.-A.D. 50), has bequeathed to Western civilization a voluminous collection of commentaries on the Bible, along with a number of philosophical treatises. His importance lies in offering us a glimpse into the world of highly educated Jews quite at home in the Hellenistic culture at the end of the first century B.C. and in the first half of the first century A.D. In other words, we have a near contemporary of both Jesus and Paul, but one who continues, in his own mind at least, to adhere faithfully to the traditions handed down from Moses. Philo affords a prime example of how an acculturated Jew harmonized and integrated his faith with the intellectual tradition of the Hellenistic world. It is a fascinating result. Philo’s exegetical and hermeneutical techniques influenced Jews, and especially Christians, for centuries. In a sense, his legacy still lives on.

The importance of Flavius Josephus (c. A.D. 37-100) for understanding the history of early Judaism and early Christianity can scarcely be overemphasized. He fills a huge gap in our knowledge of the Second Temple period. Josephus was a Jewish historian who wrote for a cultured Roman audience. Two of his works are of special importance: Jewish War and Antiquities of the Jews. In both we find a survey of our period. The latter work is much broader in scope, being a sort of paraphrase or running commentary on biblical history as found in the Hebrew Bible (and supplemented by traditional Jewish interpretation—with perhaps a dash of Josephus’s own creativity thrown in!). Antiquities leaves off on the eve of the outbreak of the first revolt against Rome. Jewish War starts with the conquests of Alexander the Great and traces Jewish history up to the end of the war against Rome. Readers will enjoy the works of Josephus, since he knows how to tell a good story, and the story itself is quite amazing. If Josephus stretches the truth a bit here and there— well, so be it! We sample another of his works, Against Apion, because it is an apologetic work defending Judaism against anti-Judaic slanders and phobias. Listening in on this spirited reply will throw light on a larger and ubiquitous problem that continues to this very hour: the plague of anti-Semitism.

To round out our excursion into the Jewish literature of the Second Temple, we will read some private letters and documents recovered by archaeologists from the period of Bar Kokhba, the second revolt against Rome in A.D. 132-135. Reading these pieces clothes with humanity the people mentioned in the correspondence. In spite of war and death, life went on and people made decisions about all sorts of matters, such as marriage and divorce, buying and selling, and the nitty-gritty details of life. We will also briefly introduce the immense world of Mishnah. This demonstrates how Jews transformed themselves and maintained their identity in the centuries following the collapse of the Second Commonwealth. Rabbinic Judaism ushered in, for more than fifteen hundred years, an era of uniformity within Judaism. Only the intellectual earthquake called the Haskalah (the Jewish Enlightenment of the eighteenth century A.D.) eventually unravels the unified, symbolic worldview that rabbinic Judaism fashioned at the end of the Second Temple period.

Finally, it should not be forgotten that the NT itself is a product of Second Temple Judaism.4 As Christians, we all too often forget the larger context in which it emerged. Thus we will at numerous points refer to NT documents as they supplement, amplify or challenge various views and positions staked out by the various groups or individuals within the larger arena of Second Temple Judaism.

We conclude this section by drawing attention to Jacob Neusner’s helpful analysis of Judaism and its developments.5 Neusner posits four Judaic systems that have appeared in history:

1. The age of diversity (586 B.C.-A.D. 70)

2. The formative age of Judaism (A.D. 70-640)

3. The classical period of Judaism (A.D. 640-1787)

4. The modern age—the second age of diversity (A.D. 1787-present)

From this outline it is evident that the Second Temple period was the first great age of diversity. Why did this diversity occur? What factors led to such schism within the Jewish people? These and other questions will be better answered at the conclusion of our study. Working through this era will prompt similar questions for Christians. Why are we so diverse today? What factors have led to such schism? In some respects Jews and Christians are mirror images of each other. I hope that this excursion into a Judaism now long past will provide some light on our own spiritual pilgrimage.
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One
The Rise of the Second Commonwealth

In our introduction we surveyed the landmark events that shaped the era of the Second Temple. We begin our journey through the literature of the Second Temple by first reviewing the biblical description of the collapse of the First Commonwealth.

Destruction and Exile

Second Kings 25 concludes a work (1 and 2 Kings) surveying the kings (and occasionally queens) of Israel and Judah from a theological and religious point of view. Each is evaluated on the basis of adherence to the Mosaic covenant made at Sinai. With the reign of the notorious Manasseh, the sacred historian editorializes that the limit to God’s patience and grace had been reached (2 Kings 21:10-16). The violations of covenant loyalty were too many and too flagrant. The day of reckoning was at hand, and even the godly Josiah could not stave off the inevitable (2 Kings 23:26-27). Thus 2 Kings 25 narrates the tragic moment when the ultimate covenant sanction, expulsion from the land (cf. Lev 26:14-39; Deut 28:15-46), was finally enacted.

As we pick up the story, the last king of Judah, Zedekiah, has made a fatal political decision: attempting to rebel against the Neo-Babylonian Empire of Nebuchadnezzar. The historian narrates the swift response: in late December 589 or early January 588 B.C., Nebuchadnezzar’s army invaded the city and settled in for a long siege.

Siege warfare was not a subtle strategy; it amounted to a grim process of allowing deprivation to take its toll upon the defenders inside a city. Malnutrition and disease militated against the besieged; the besiegers had to fight off boredom and maintain an absolutely tight blockade, permitting nothing in or out. The length of time required for the process depended, of course, upon the provisions available to the besieged. In this case the siege lasted two and a half years, until July 586 B.C.1 According to the sacred historian, “the famine became so severe in the city that there was no food for the people of the land” (2 Kings 25:3). Now was the time for an all-out assault on selected points of the walls judged to be most vulnerable to the battering rams. With the defenders demoralized and weakened, the outcome was not surprising: “Then a breach was made in the city wall” (2 Kings 25:4). The king of Judah and his army made a desperate bid to escape eastward to the ancient kingdoms of Ammon and Moab (today the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan), but the fleet cavalry of Nebuchadnezzar headed them off before they could cross the frontier of the Jordan River. Ironically, near the ancient site of Jericho, where Israel’s national history in the Promised Land had begun so gloriously under Joshua centuries before (cf. Josh 5—6), the kingdom of Judah suffered its final defeat. Judah was no more.

The historian rapidly summarizes the dismantling of all semblance of statehood. Survivors of any standing or consequence were either executed or deported to Babylon. Only the peasants were left in the ruined countryside and rubble to fend for themselves. A Judean governor was placed over the region, directly answerable to the Babylonian government. Of primary importance for the narrator is the description of the burning of the temple and the looting of its last remaining treasures and utensils. Psalm 74:3-8 probably describes this tragic occasion:

Direct your steps to the perpetual ruins; the enemy has destroyed everything in the sanctuary. Your foes have roared within your holy place; they set up their emblems there. At the upper entrance they hacked the wooden trellis with axes. And then, with hatchets and hammers, they smashed all its carved work. They set your sanctuary on fire; they desecrated the dwelling place of your name, bringing it to the ground. They said to themselves, “We will utterly subdue them”; they burned all the meeting places of God in the land.



According to Jewish tradition (t. Taʿan. 4:10; b. Taʿan. 29a), the temple’s destruction occurred on the ninth of Ab (July). The temple treasures, furniture and utensils were toted off to Babylon to grace Nebuchadnezzar’s palace and temples. Some of it, no doubt, was melted down and minted in order to finance the huge costs of waging war. The historian laconically concludes: “So Judah went into exile out of its land” (2 Kings 25:21:21b).

The long narrative of Kings does not, however, end on this melancholy note. Remarkably, we learn that back in the capital of the Neo-Babylonian Empire a change of fortune occurred. Jehoiachin, who preceded Zedekiah and who had been deported to serve a life sentence in prison, probably for treason (2 Kings 24:8-12; cf. Jer 52:31-33), found favor in the eyes of Evilmerodach, a successor of Nebuchadnezzar, and was released from prison. Not only so, he was elevated to the level of a pensioner, regularly dining at the king’s court.2 This extraordinary turn of event signaled in a small way that God had not totally abandoned his people. There was still hope for the Davidic dynasty.

In the meantime, the exiles somehow had to put their lives together and carve out a new living in a strange and foreign land. We possess only a few, but highly valuable, glimpses of this dispersed community. The meager sources at our disposal demonstrate the lasting trauma inflicted by the destruction of Judah and Jerusalem. One of the most poignant of these is the book of Lamentations. Written not long after the great disaster, these communal laments reflect back with deep sadness on what had been.3 In the first chapter (arranged as an acrostic; i.e., each stanza begins with a different letter of the twenty-two-letter Hebrew alphabet), the reader is swept along in a funeral procession as if accompanying a bier to the grave. The grief is nearly inexpressible: “How lonely sits the city. . . . How like a widow she has become. . . . She weeps bitterly in the night, with tears on her cheeks; . . . she has no one to comfort her. . . and finds no resting place” (Lam 1:1-3). The passage personifies Jerusalem as a widow left with no support and consolation in the w orld. This must have seemed like the plight of all who survived the harrowing trek across the desert to their encampments along the Euphrates River.

How would they be able to make new lives for themselves and yet maintain their identity as a people? Several pieces of evidence provide some answers. The book of Lamentations supplies what is doubtless the most important. The human spirit can overcome incredible adversity when there is determination. But determination requires hope and a sense of purpose, which, for the most part, was not lacking among the Jewish people. On the contrary, there was an enduring conviction that God was not finished with them yet, that the last chapter had yet to be written. Lamentations 3:19-24 underscores this conviction. The exiles fell back on the unchanging character of God in the midst of daunting circumstances: “great is your faithfulness” (Lam 3:23b). Christians may recognize that this passage serves as the text for one of the most beloved of all Christian hymns. The Diaspora community rallied around the notion that the kingdom of God was still intact, in spite of the fact that their national existence had come to a crashing end. Out of the ashes, like a phoenix, arose the confession: “But you, O LORD, reign forever; your throne endures to all generations” (Lam 5:19). This, by the way, is the same confession that had launched Israel’s theocratic history at the exodus (cf. Ex 15:18).

As for Jerusalem, its place in the history of Israel would always be kept alive in Jewish memory. “If I forget you, O Jerusalem, let my right hand wither! Let my tongue cling to the roof of my mouth, if I do not remember you, if I do not set Jerusalem above my highest joy” (Ps 137:5-6).4 In a foreign land the deportees faced the taunts of the haughty Babylonians. “For there our captors asked us for songs, and our tormentors asked for mirth, saying, ‘Sing us one of the songs of Zion!’ ” (Ps 137:3). The initial response of the Jewish survivors was understandable: “By the rivers of Babylon—there we sat down and there we wept when we remembered Zion” (Ps 137:1). But one can weep just so long. Life must go on, and so it did.

Two prophets, Ezekiel and Jeremiah, lived through this traumatic era, though in quite different circumstances. They afford further glimpses into those early years of exile and help us understand how this people survived. Ezekiel was deported to Babylon in 597 B.C., well before the destruction of Jerusalem in 586 B.C. (cf. 2 Kings 24:14). Four years later (593 B.C.) the Lord called Ezekiel as a prophet (Ezek 1:1). From his book we glean information about the status and condition of these deportees. According to Ezekiel 1:1, he was settled along a canal, the Chebar, that flowed southeastward from the Euphrates at the bend near Babylon and then rejoined the Euphrates further south in the region of Erech. One of the settlement towns along the Chebar was called Tel-abib (Ezek 3:15), located in the Nippur region.5 The Babylonians probably settled Jews in areas that the government wished to develop.6 One can be sure the locations were not initially well-appointed neighborhoods! The homes were made of the mud brick so typical even today of this region of the world (cf. Ezek 4:1; 8:1). Ezra supplements this information by providing the names of several towns from which Jews emigrated when they returned to Judah (Ezra 2:59; 8:17). We know from archaeological evidence that Jews lived in at least twenty-eight towns out of a total of about two hundred in the Nippur region.7 The Ezra narratives imply that Jews were permitted a measure of self-governance under the direction of “family heads.” Ezekiel mentions a group consisting of “the elders of Judah” and certain “elders of Israel” who seem to have functioned as a sort of council (cf. Ezek 8:1; 14:1). This limited autonomy concerned matters of personal status, such as marriage, divorce and religious questions. Even today in the modern state of Israel the various recognized religious communities adjudicate matters of personal status. This system, called “Millet,” derives from the Ottoman Empire (beginning in the fourteenth century A.D.) but may have roots reaching back into the Babylonian and Persian eras. One of the reasons the Jews survived as a distinct ethnic-religious community lay in their ability to maintain, over the centuries, some form of internal governance, direction, advice and encouragement for the various Diaspora communities.8

In addition to the Jews who were deported to Babylon, there were substantial numbers who fled to neighboring countries at the time of the Babylonian invasion: Ammon, Moab, Edom and especially Egypt (Jer 40:11-12; 41:15; 42:1—44:30; cf. Obad 14, 20). From the Elephantine papyri we learn of a Jewish community in Elephantine, Egypt (about 550 miles south of Cairo at the Aswân Dam), during the Persian period. This community probably had its origins in the aftermath of the Babylonian invasion of Nebuchadnezzar.9 There is reason to believe that these isolated communities did have some contact with one another throughout the exilic and postexilic periods.

The book of Jeremiah adds another important component. Jeremiah lived through the horrors of the final siege of Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar (cf. Jer 39:1—40:6). Before the total collapse of Judah in 586, Jeremiah communicated by letter to the exilic community in Babylon. He urged the exiles to settle down and set about the business of earning a livelihood:

Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel, to all the exiles whom I have sent into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon: Build houses and live in them; plant gardens and eat what they produce. Take wives and have sons and daughters; . . . multiply there, and do not decrease. But seek the welfare of the city where I have sent you into exile, and pray to the LORD on its behalf, for in its welfare you will find your welfare. (Jer 29:4-7)



This exhortation was taken seriously, with the result that Jews soon contributed to the vast Babylonian and Persian empires. They became small farmers, shepherds, irrigation experts, estate managers, skilled artisans and merchants. The discovery in the Nippur region of commercial documents mentioning a Jewish family, the Murashu family, confirms the involvement of Jews in the economy of the late Babylonian period.10 Some Jews, as attested in books such as Daniel and Esther, even rose to positions of great political influence and power. It seems reasonable that the Babylonians (and later the Persians) would capitalize on the bureaucratic expertise of deported Jews who had served in the Judean government.11 This was not, however, typical of most Jews. Some, serving as government purchasing agents, plied the caravan routes radiating across the Middle East and extending even to the Far East. There is no evidence of any Jewish involvement in business and finance during the Babylonian captivity, something that would later become a hallmark of Jewish ethnic identity.12

Both Jeremiah and Ezekiel allude to communication between Jews living in Judah and the exiles in Babylon. Even after the destruction of Jerusalem, some contact was maintained between the remnant in Jerusalem and the Diaspora communities (cf. Neh 1:1-3; Ezek 33:21-22). While it is true that from 586 B.C. to this day a majority of Jews have lived in Diaspora rather than in the land of Israel, never has there been a complete break between the Diaspora and the Holy Land.13 This strong sense of connection between the ancestral homeland and the Diaspora has undoubtedly been a factor in the continuance of the Jewish people as a distinct ethnic-religious community. The last line of the Passover Seder recited annually to commemorate the exodus from Egypt gives voice to this connection: “Next year in Jerusalem!”



Return and Restoration

With Cyrus the Great’s decree in 538 B.C. allowing Jews to return to their ancestral home and to rebuild their temple in Jerusalem, a new optimism surged through the collective hearts of the Diaspora.14 One senses this new-found hope in the majestic poetry of Isaiah 40—55.15 “Get you up to a high mountain, O Zion, herald of good tidings; lift up your voice with strength, . . . lift it up, do not fear; say to the cities of Judah, ‘Here is your God!’ ” (Is 40:9; cf. 43:1-7, 14-21; 44:21-28). The key player who prompted this enthusiasm was Cyrus the Great. Though personally unaware of it, he performed the bidding of the Lord, the God and King of Israel: “Thus says the LORD. . . who says of Jerusalem, ‘It shall be inhabited,’ and of the cities of Judah, ‘They shall be rebuilt, and I will raise up their ruins’; . . . who says of Cyrus, ‘He is my shepherd, and he shall carry out all my purpose’; and who says of Jerusalem, ‘It shall be rebuilt,’ and of the temple, ‘Your foundation shall be laid’ ” (Is 44:24-28; cf. 45:13; 48:14-15, 20-21; 49:8-23).

According to the book of Ezra, God also stirred up the hearts of family heads in the tribes of Judah and Benjamin and of priests and Levites to go back and rebuild the temple (Ezra 1:5). In this endeavor there was financial support by those who elected not to go back to Judah—apparently the sizable majority of exiles. The return seems to have taken place in stages. The first wave (537 B.C.?) was under the leadership of Sheshbazzar (Ezra 1:8), possibly a son of Jehoiachin and thus a Davidide who might reasonably be expected to assume leadership under Persian auspices. For some reason he disappears from the record, and we can only speculate why. Zerubbabel, a nephew of Jehoiachin, and the high priest Jeshua became key players in the second wave of immigration back to the ancestral homeland: a census from this immigration tallies 49,897 persons (Ezra 2:64-65; Neh 7:66-67). The Persian government appointed Zerubbabel governor of the province Yehud (the Aramaic equivalent of Judah). Yehud was a very small province (Esther 1:1 says there were a total of 127 such provinces in the days of Xerxes I [485-464 B.C.]) that was part of a much larger administrative unit, a satrapy called “Beyond the River” (Cf. Ezra 5:3, 6; 6:6). This satrapy stretched all the way from the Euphrates River at Tiphsah to Gaza on the Mediterranean coast. Archaeological finds from this period in the land of Israel include jar handles and coins with the name “Yehud” either impressed or inscribed on them. These artifacts occur only in areas of ancient Judah that the biblical sources indicate were inhabited by Jews during the restoration.16 The high priest Jeshua, a descendant of the great Zadok of Solomonic times, assumed leadership in religious and cultic matters. This dual type of leadership—civil and cultic— characterized much of Jewish life in the postexilic era and became, at times, a source of conflict, as we shall see in later chapters.

Alongside these leaders were prophets who criticized and cajoled the returnees in their endeavors and who were more than a little responsible for the rise of the Second Commonwealth. The prophets Haggai, Zechariah and Malachi throw welcome light on conditions during these difficult years of rebuilding. Haggai captured the hard times in these words: “You have sown much, and harvested little; you eat, but you never have enough; you drink, but you never have your fill; you clothe yourselves, but no one is warm; and you that earn wages earn wages to put them into a bag with holes” (Hag 1:6; cf. Zech 8:10). Haggai and Zechariah, however, laid the blame for these conditions squarely at the feet of the returnees. They had put their own welfare above that of God and his house and had not faithfully observed the moral and ritual requirements of the law (Hag 2:11-14; Zech 1:4-6). Both prophets insisted that when priorities are right, God’s blessing will flow and glory will return (Hag 2:6-9, 19; Zech 2:8-13; 8:3-8).

Of course, towering above all the key figures thus far mentioned are two heroes of the period: Ezra and Nehemiah. Without their dogged persistence and unbending convictions, it is doubtful that the restoration would have succeeded.

Ezra the scribe was a priestly reformer. Empowered by Artaxerxes I, he set off for Yehud with some 1,500 returnees (Ezra 8:1-20) as an official envoy of Persia, arriving there in 458 B.C. (Ezra 7:8). Once there he reacted strongly against mixed marriages with the neighboring peoples.17 All such unions were dissolved and vows taken that none would be contracted in the future (Ezra 9—10). One of the most memorable events of Ezra’s tenure is recorded in Nehemiah 8. Ezra assembled the people in the square before the house of the Lord and read to them from the law “from early morning until midday” (Neh 8:1-8; cf. 9:3). Commitment to the Mosaic law as its basic constitution characterized postexilic Judaism. Controversy over the law would arise, but it would always be a question of the interpretation of the law, not its binding authority.

That other doughty leader, Nehemiah, was also a highly placed official in the Persian government. Bearing the title “cupbearer,” a close confidant and attendant of the king (Neh 1:11), Nehemiah obtained permission from Artaxerxes I in about 445 B.C. to return for a specified time to rebuild Jerusalem’s walls.18 These had apparently been in ruins since the destruction by Nebuchadnezzar’s army. In an extraordinary operation lasting two months, Nehemiah mobilized the Jewish population of Yehud and repaired the breaches in the wall. Archaeological evidence indicates that Nehemiah also considerably reduced the area enclosed by the new walls. All of this was accomplished in the face of overt and covert opposition by the neighboring peoples, especially their leaders, whose self-interests were threatened by an emerging Jewish entity in their midst (Neh 6:15-16; cf. 4:1-23; 6:1-19). Nehemiah served his first term as governor of Yehud for twelve years (Neh 5:14). Besides providing for the security and viability of a Jewish community within the walled city of Jerusalem, Nehemiah vigorously instituted economic reforms designed to alleviate injustices and the oppression of the poor by the more wealthy Jewish citizens (Neh 5).19 Later he returned again (Neh 13:6-7), but we cannot be sure when or how long he served. During his second tenure in Yehud, laxness in sabbath observance and a recurrence of intermarriage, even among priestly families, again required stern measures (Neh 13:15-31).

What becomes evident in all this is that Yehud survived because of the timely appearance of courageous leaders who were prepared to make the necessary sacrifices and hard decisions that ensured the preservation of the restored community. The parallels between this period and the founding of the modern State of Israel are striking.20 Both Ezra and Nehemiah, however, would mention another and, to them, much more important reason for their success—the eye and gracious hand of God was upon them (Ezra 5:5; 7:6, 9, 28; 8:18, 22, 31; Neh 2:8, 18; cf. 6:16). Though neither man is directly mentioned in the NT, we wonder if the writer to the Hebrews had them in mind when he referred to those who “administered justice, obtained promises” (Heb 11:33). Certainly they qualify to be listed in the “Hall of Faith.”



Sociological and Religious Changes in the Old Covenant People of God

Needless to say, the Jewish people underwent significant changes throughout the period of exile and return, changes both sociological and religious in nature.21 Failure to distinguish clearly between the earlier period of the biblical traditions and the era of the Second Temple leads to faulty readings of the later NT documents.

Sociological Changes

The first change is the least important in the total picture, but it helps us avoid confusion. This has to do with the new name of this people. Henceforth they were known as “Jews.” This term first came into use just before the exilic period (cf. Jer 32:12; 40:11). Earlier they had been known as “Hebrews,” “children/people/men of Israel,” “Israelites,” “people/men of Judah” or “Judeans” (the people of the southern kingdom). During the period of the Second Temple they were generally called “Jews,” a shortened form of Judah.

A second, more significant, change involved a shift from an essentially rural to an urban way of life. With this came a move from a primarily agrarianbased economy to a primarily commercial and craft-based economy. Whereas before the exile most Jews lived in small towns and villages, after the exile they resided primarily in the great cities of the reigning empires. This observation is true even today. In the United States, the great majority of Jewish people dwell in the largest cities, such as New York, Los Angeles, Miami and Chicago. A number of factors are responsible for this situation, and it is beyond our scope to go into this in detail.22 We should, however, at least mention that, throughout the Middle Ages, Jews were not allowed to own property and often were confined to specific sections of the cities called ghettos.

Hebrew, a member of the Semitic languages, was not spoken by the surrounding nations. Dispersed Jews, therefore, necessarily learned new languages, as they became an integrated part of the social and economic fabric of their new homes. Throughout the Persian period (c. 586-330 B.C.), Aramaic became the most commonly spoken language of the Near East and thus the primary language of most Jews. Hebrew still maintained its place as the language of worship and scholarship, but it fell out of use as a mother tongue for most Jews. In fact, Jewish scholars paraphrased the Hebrew Bible into Aramaic to facilitate understanding of the sacred Scriptures. These Aramaic paraphrases were called targumim (from Aramaic targûm, “translation,” “interpretation”). Because of their dispersion among the nations, Jews typically became conversant in more than one language. Today, in the modern State of Israel, Hebrew is the official language. Still, one encounters many of the modern European languages, with English and Arabic widely spoken and understood.



Religious Changes

The worship of Israel also underwent significant development. With the destruction of the First Temple and the dispersion of most Jews, a new center of worship was imperative. To be sure, as we have already seen, a rebuilt temple did arise (completed in 516/515 B.C.). In fact, this temple stood until the first century A.D. The reality, however, was that most Jews could afford to make but one pilgrimage to Jerusalem in their lifetimes.23 What, then, was to be done in the various regions where Jews lived? The answer was the synagogue. The Hebrew phrase bêt keneset means literally “a house of gathering.” Readers may know that the modern Israeli parliament building in Jerusalem is called the Knesset. The Greek word synagōgē, from which we get our English transliteration “synagogue,” likewise means “a bringing together, an assembling or assembly.”

The synagogue became the focal point for Jewish life. Although there is considerable scholarly debate about the origins of this institution, there are good reasons to think that the synagogue arose as early as the Babylonian period.24 The felt need to meet together and perpetuate the ancestral traditions may have prompted a spontaneous development of synagogue worship. Be that as it may, by the first century B.C., the synagogue was a fixed feature of Jewish life.25

The synagogue served not only as a place of worship but also as a social center for Jewish life. Here the rites of passage unfolded: boys were circumcised, children attended school, decisions affecting family status were adjudicated—even a market was held during the week! Of course the sabbath services took pride of place. The reading and exposition of Scripture conferred upon the synagogue the epithet bêt hammidrāš, “house of instruction.” Prayers and praises were also offered up to the God of Israel. It was thus a bêt t epillâ, a “house of prayer.” The essential features of a synagogue service left an enduring influence upon Christian worship, since the early church was born in the cradle of Judaism. The glimpses of worship in the NT reveal unmistakably a strong Jewish influence.26

As one reads the literature of the Second Temple Period, theological differences from the canonical Scriptures begin to surface in both emphasis and perspective. Since the majority of Jews were unable to participate regularly in the cultic activity of the Second Temple, almsgiving and charity substituted for animal sacrifice. Observing the miṣwôt (commandments) took on an atoning function. This is reflected, for example, in Tobit, an apocryphal work dating to the third or second century B.C., which we will read in the next chapter (cf. Tob 4:11; 12:8-9).

In this literature we discern a new understanding of how one pleases God and obtains his favor. The inevitable question of the exilic community was, Why did God punish us in this way? The answer was not hard to find. They had violated the Sinai Covenant and the Lord had requited them for disloyalty (cf. Neh 1:5-11; Dan 9:4-19). On the basis of this recognition, the exilic religious leaders set about rectifying the situation. If Israel was ever again to experience God’s favor nationally, there had to be a concerted effort to observe all the covenant stipulations. This raised a serious problem. Many of the stipulations were addressed to a people living a pastoral-agrarian lifestyle in the land of Canaan. How could Jews keep these particular regulations living in cities in the far-flung Diaspora?

This dilemma generated one of the most remarkable responses in the history of religion. Jewish scholars set about adapting and amplifying the 613 commandments, negative and positive, found in the Pentateuch.27 Since the aim was to achieve as much compliance as was humanly possible, these scholars sought to make it difficult to break a miṣwâ. This they did by “hedging the law,” by gradually devising other commandments to surround and protect the original ones. Obviously, the 613 grew rapidly into an everincreasing number of regulations. These new rulings were not written down but taught orally. Hence they became known as the “Oral Torah” or the “tradition of the elders (fathers)” (cf. Mt 15:2; Gal 1:14).

In the process of time, the Oral Torah acquired legitimacy by being ascribed to Moses himself.28 The tradition arose that on Mount Sinai two Torahs were delivered to Moses: the tôrâ ketûb (Written Torah) and the tôrâ šebbeʿalpeh (the Oral Torah, lit. “Torah by means of mouth”). Both were equally authoritative. This concept of the dual Torah became the hallmark of Pharisaism and is still fundamental for Orthodox Judaism. Eventually much of this legal material was written down in what is called the Mishnah (ca. A.D. 200). This body of literature was commented on and expanded over several centuries and eventually codified in the Talmud (ca. A.D. 600).29 For Orthodox or traditional Jews today, the Talmud constitutes the basis for religious authority.

What we see in this long process is a shift in emphasis. While it would be unfair and inaccurate to label postbiblical Judaism as a religion of works and not of grace, a tendency toward ritualism and legalism did appear.30 In much of the literature that we read from the Second Temple period, stress falls upon the performance of deeds and ritual as the means to atone for sins and gain eternal life. Jesus criticized the Pharisaic version of this approach as being superficial (cf. Mt 5:21-48), hypocritical and unnecessarily burdensome (Mt 6:1-18; 15:1-20; 23:1-31). Most of Jesus’ quarrels with the Pharisees revolved around his rejection of their interpretations of the pentateuchal laws. In some cases, according to Jesus, the real intent of the law was subverted by Pharisaic casuistry. “You have a fine way of rejecting the commandment of God in order to keep your tradition!” (Mk 7:9). Thus the Oral Torah appears to have been a primary bone of contention between Jesus and the Pharisees. In contrast to the Pharisaic traditions, which were called “the yoke of the Torah” by the later rabbis (m. ʾAbot 3:6; but see already Sir 51:26), Jesus offered his own: “Come to me, all you that are weary and are carrying heavy burdens, and I will give you rest. Take my yoke upon you, and learn from me; for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For my yoke is easy, and my burden is light” (Mt 11:28-30; italics added).

But in the end, Jesus’ criticism went much deeper than specific religious practices, which are ineffectual to deal with the real problem facing humanity (Mk 7:20-23). Already Mark’s Gospel preserves a saying of Jesus that points in a different direction: “For the Son of Man came not to be served but to serve, and to give his life a ransom for many” (Mk 10:45; cf. Mt 20:28). The NT presentation of Jesus’ death as an atonement for the sins of the world (cf. Jn 3:16; Rom 3:25; Gal 1:3-4; 1 Jn 2:2) differs sharply from all other expressions of Judaism during the Second Temple period. It insists that acceptance before God is received as a gift through faith in Jesus Christ alone. In theological terms, salvation is rooted in Christology (i.e., the person and work of Christ).31 Good works are not unimportant for Christians; rather, good works demonstrate the genuineness of one’s faith in Jesus Christ (Rom 3:21-26; Gal 2:16; 5:3-6; cf. Eph 2:8-10). For Judaism generally, observing the works of Torah maintains one’s position in the covenant community, a status graciously granted by the Lord’s election of Israel to be his special people (cf. Deut 7:6-11). Such an approach has been designated as covenantal nomism.32 But this stands in stark contrast to the NT gospel, and this fundamental difference in perspective between Christians and Jews led ultimately to a parting of the ways (sometime between A.D. 70-135) and a clear demarcation between Christianity and Judaism.33 The centrality and finality of Jesus Christ remains the major obstacle to reconciliation between these two religions to this day.





For Further Discussion

1. How did Jews respond to the exile?

2. What changes occurred among the Jewish people as a result of the exile?

3. How did some of the religious changes during the Second Temple period assist the rise of Christianity? Did any hinder?

4. What are some parallels you see in Christianity to the Pharisaic concept of “hedging the law”?

5. What role do you think the Babylonian captivity played in God’ s plan of redemption?



For Further Reading

Elias J. Bickerman, “The Babylonian Captivity,” in The Cambridge History of Judaism, vol. 1: Introduction; The Persian Period, ed. W. D. Davies and L. Finkelstein (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), pp. 346-48.

Lester L. Grabbe, “Jewish History: Persian Period,” DNTB, pp. 574-76.

T. R. Hatina, “Exile,” DNTB, pp. 348-49.

George W. E. Nickelsburg, Jewish Literature Between the Bible and the Mishnah: A Historical and Literary Introduction (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1981), pp. 9-18.

C. F. Pfeiffer, “Israel, History of the People of,” ISBE 2:918-22.

J. Julius Scott Jr., Customs and Controversies: Intertestamental Jewish Backgrounds of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1995), pp. 73-78, 107-12.

Michael Edward Stone, Scriptures, Sects and Visions (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980), pp. 1-25.

P. R. Trebilco and C. A. Evans, “Diaspora Judaism,” DNTB, pp. 281-96. Edwin Yamauchi, Persia and the Bible (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker, 1990).

Advanced Reading

Jon L. Berquist, Judaism in Persia’s Shadow: A Social and Historical Approach (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), pp. 3-127.

Lester L. Grabbe, Judaism from Cyrus to Hadrian, vol. 1: The Persian and Greek Periods (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992), pp. 27-145.











Two
Tales from the Diaspora

The basic text for the Apocrypha in this study is The New Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version, ed. Bruce M. Metzger and Roland E. Murphy (New York: Oxford University Press, 1991). The third edition of this work has now appeared and could also be used, although the page numbers do not correspond with the 1991 edition used in this book (The New Oxford Annotated Bible Third Edition: New Revised Standard Version with the Apocrypha, ed. Michael D. Coogan [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001]). This work numbers the Apocrypha separately from the canonical books and uses the abbreviation AP. See page xxvii for a list of abbreviations for the books of the Bible and the Apocrypha, since we will use these abbreviations throughout. For this chapter you will need to read the following pages of the Apocrypha (AP): Tob, 1-19; Let Jer, 169-72; Song of Thr, 173-78; Sus, 179-82; Bel, 183-85. One may also consult the New American Bible translation in The Catholic Study Bible, ed. Donald Senior (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), pp. 503-19, 1031-33 [= Bar 6], 1091-93 [=Dan 3:24-90], 1105-7 [= Dan 13], 1107-8 [= Dan 14]; or The Oxford Study Bible: Revised English Bible with the Apocrypha, ed. M. Jack Suggs, Katharine Doob Sakenfeld and James R. Mueller (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), pp. 1058-70, 1184-86, 1187-89, 1190-92, 1193-94).

Introduction

We begin our discussion of these tales from the Diaspora by briefly surveying their content and introductory matters relating to historical and literary issues.



Tobit

Genre

Tobit is a fictional story about the problem of unmerited suffering.1 In classical literary terms, it is a comedy, since it has a happy ending and treats the story with lighthearted humor. God sends an angel to deliver Tobit and Sarah from their afflictions. Even though the author informs the reader of the felicitous outcome near the beginning of the story (Tob 3:16-17), interest is sustained by melodramatic flourishes and delightful irony. The characters are arranged in a triadic pattern as follows:

	□ Tobit (principal character), Tobias (Tobit’s son) and Anna (Tobit’s wife)


	□ Raguel (Tobit’s relative), Sarah (Raguel’s daughter) and Edna (Raguel’s wife)


	□ God (the real hero), Raphael (an angel sent to assist Tobit and Sarah) and Asmodeus (an evil spirit who haunts Sarah)




The plot centers primarily on the trials and tribulations of pious Tobit. Ironically, this man, whose name means “goodness,” suffers because of his good deeds shown to unfortunate and indigent Jews, especially those deprived of proper burial. The author incorporates a subplot involving the harassment of beautiful Sarah, the object of lustful envy by an evil spirit. Seven grooms in succession perish on their wedding night, slain by the evil Asmodeus before they consummate their marriage to Sarah. The plights of Tobit and Sarah are mirror images of each other. We read first of Tobit’s troubles leading to his petition to die because of his misery, then of the illstarred Sarah and her prayer for deliverance by death from an intolerable situation. Interwoven into these two plots is a third: the recovery
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