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Chapter 1 


Preamble and Background 
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1.1. Galilee Introduced  

In Northern Israel the 1st Century CE was an amazing era, for both good and evil. It was the century of ‘the Jesus movement’ but also of the first invasion by the Roman legions in the First Jewish Revolt (or War) and was also the birthplace of Rabbinic Judaism, the Mishnah and the Talmud of the Land. ‘Galilee’ had specific political boundaries, which changed over the course of the 1st century. In the Early Roman Period, Galilee, in general, stretched from the Jezreel Valley to the Litani River in Lebanon, and from Haifa on Coast to East of the Jordan Valley and North to Mt Hermon. Therefore the term is used here rather loosely to indicate lands north of Samaria to Lebanon. It had been a frontier area with few Jewish settlements but the gentile population had been conquered and the territory annexed from Syria by Judah Aristobulus I in 102/104 BC. The gentiles were forcibly converted to Judaism, with mixed success. Many immigrants arrived from Judea and intermarried with the converts.  

Galilee was such a separate region that the people’s speech had a distinct accent (Mat. 26:73) but, in big events, it had shared, and would share, the same fate as Judea. Its qualities of resilience and strength resulted from its remoteness, its landforms and its climate. The Kinneret, or Lake of Galilee, was a key element, providing food, water and employment, despite its high temperatures and the threat of malaria.  

The history of the Children of Israel goes back, of course, to Abraham and Sarah and the other Patriarchs and Matriarchs, in about 2,000 BCE and flows down the centuries to Moses in Egypt, the Exodus and the giving of the Ten Commandments, then onwards to King David and to King Solomon’s construction of the magnificent First Temple in Jerusalem. This, the First Temple, was destroyed by the Babylonians, in 587 BCE, and the leaders and most of the people of Judah were taken away, to live in exile as captives for 70 years until Babylon was overthrown by the Persians. This set the scene for a dramatic change for the Jewish people. King Cyrus II of Persia permitted the exiles to return home and he encouraged them to rebuild their Temple in Jerusalem. He also returned all 5,400 items of the looted temple treasures (Ez. 1:7-9). Quickly they rebuilt the altar of sacrifice (Ez. 3:3) but rebuilding the Temple itself took 17 years longer and the Second Temple was smaller and more rudimentary than its Solomonic predecessor (Ez. 6:13-18; Hag. 2:1-3). Ezra and Nehemiah worked hard to secure the city, complete the Temple and restore correct worship of YHWH and Judaism’s correct, biblical, cultic praxis.  

Long after the days of David and Solomon, the Greeks grew in strength and, under Alexander the Great (356-323 BCE), son of King Philip of Macedonia, they conquered all the lands across to Afghanistan. With a view to unifying his empire, Alexander the Great introduced changes wherever his conquering army went in the 4th century BCE. He settled large groups of retired Greek soldiers in diverse areas to introduce Hellenism, including Greek language, religion, customs, architecture, art and literature, attempting to unify his newly-created but diverse empire. He he did not live long, nor leave a son to secure the empire, which immediately fragmented as his rival generals jostled for territory. 

Alexander’s successors in Syria, the Selucid dynasty (312 BCE-64 CE), continued this policy, even persecuting Jewish observances (such as circumcision). Israel became merely a province in the Seleucid Empire, called Southern Syria. When the Jews were well-led and highly motivated to defend their monotheistic beliefs and its defining rituals, they were able to rise up under their own leaders, the Maccabees (who ruled as the Hasmoneans). They gained their independence for 132 years after a revolt led by a priest of the House of Hasmon named Mattathias and his five sons, the most famous of whom was Judas called ‘Maccabeeas’ (the hammer).  
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1.2. The Hasmoneans  

Galilee underwent great changes from 104 BC when it was claimed by the Jewish Hasmonaean Dynasty who won independence from the declining Seleucid Empire. The Hasmoneans were nationalists and, being a priestly family, were monotheists with a strong adherence to traditional, biblical Judaism. Beginning with Judas Maccabeeas, numbers of the dynasty became both king and high-priest.1 The Hasmoneans began in Judea but Judah Aristobulus I managed to annex parts of Galilee in 104/103 BCE and the ruthless Alexander Jannais (103-76 BCE) added even more territory in the North, but lost his army to the Nabateans.2  

Hasmonean policies led to many changes in lifestyle and religious observance associated with the migration of perhaps 10,000 people from Judea to the North. The ethnic mix of the population changed so that Galilee became less and less ‘Galilee of the Gentiles’.3 Previously Galilee was sparsely populated with cultural and political connections to Syria and Syro-Phoenecia (now Lebanon) but it grew closer to Judea and the Temple with this influx. Due to the pressure for land, people willingly settled around the Lake of Galilee and on the fertile lowlands, which, however, were infested with malarial mosquitoes, with a high mortality. Jesus’ family origins were in Bethlehem (the city of David) but an ancestor must have been among those who migrated to the North.4  

From the 4th century B.C.E. society adjusted to two divergent forces: one pulling towards biblical Judaism and a newer one that pulled them towards Greek cult and culture. The latter, Hellenism, spread out from Judea across the land and increased with each century.5 Galilee could be considered ‘semi-pagan’6 but, even in Jerusalem, traces of pagan practices have been uncovered in graves.  
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1.3. Roman Hegemony and Hellenism  

Rome had risen to become the greatest and most ruthless of imperial powers, eventually controlling land from England to the Danube River and South to the Sahara Desert. In 63 BCE, Rome conquered all of the Levant, including Jordan and Israel. The victorious Roman general, Pompey, desecrated the Temple in Jerusalem, as Antiochus Epiphanes IV of Syria had previously done, although Pompey did not slaughter a pig there. He entered the Holy of Holies, perhaps to destroy Israel’s gods, but it was empty. His entry into the Holy Place demonstrated Rome’s power over Jews and Judaism.  

After Rome’s conquest Hellenism came from the new overlord, as Rome had absorbed many Greek cultural influences. Greek and Roman influences were similar but material culture is indicative, beginning with temples and statues of the gods. The grid pattern of streets and their diagonal cobblestones are Roman, as are great highways, milestones, aqueducts, hot-bath houses, triumphal monuments, nymphaea to provide water, gladiatorial combats, colosseums, mosaics and references to Roman mythology in painting, mosaic and sculpture. Evidence of Greek culture includes temples and statues to Greek gods, artwork that references Greek mythology, Greek speech and written language, theatres, gymnasia and palaestrae (exercise yards): but much Greek culture was mediated via Roman culture.7 This was more so in Judea than in Galilee, for example in 

Jerusalem many inscriptions were in Latin and Greek but most ancient Galilean inscriptions (especially in Northern Galilee) are in Hebrew or Aramaic (Greek is less common and Latin rarely found).  

Although Hellenism was strongest in Judea, it was also influential in the North. In the 1970s a nymphaeum8 was discovered in Magdala by Franciscan archaeologist, Father Corbo, and another was found across the Lake at Gadara, so a non-Jewish element clearly lived among the Jewish residents of Galilee. A Greek bathhouse was excavated in Magdala, revealing a, now famous, mosaic featuring a Galilean boat.  
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Plate 1.1. Mosaic of a Magdala fishing boat. 

Photograph: Ian Finnin, 2018. 
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1.4. Forces for Change  

Galilee in the early-1st century CE was the main setting for Jesus, Mary, Joseph, Saints Peter, James and John, nine more Apostles, the origins of Christianity, the military career of the Jewish historian Josephus and many other remarkable people and events. It was also the setting for the first decimation of Jewish populations by the Roman legions early in the First War of the Jews. (The legions moved South from 67 CE, destroyed Jerusalem and burnt Herod’s masterpiece, the Temple, in 70 CE. By the following century, however, Galilee had become the spiritual centre of Judaism.  

Rome preferred to rule through loyal, local, client kings, an option that Herod, an ambitious man, exploited. He was the son of Antipater the Idumaean (called Antipas by the historian Josephus), who was the power behind Hyrcanus II’s throne. Antipater appointed Herod governor of Southern-Syria and Samaria in 46 BCE but, in 40 BCE, when the Parthians invaded and his brother, Phasael (governor of Jerusalem) suicided, Herod fled to Rome where he ingratiated himself with Julius Caesar’s adopted son, Octavian.9 When Octavian (Augustus) became the new Emperor Herod was given consent to claim control of Jerusalem, although he took three years of ruthless guerrilla warfare to conquer it from the Parthians, and the Galileans who opposed him and were hiding in the caves of Mt Nitri (visible in Plate 8.12).10  

The Levant, being at the crossing point of Africa, Europe and Asia, was often a battleground for the armies of the great empires, and Coeopatra of Egypt had designs on it. (Even Napoleon Bonaparte came, with more than 12,000 men, and made his base in Egypt before invading Syria. In 1799, he easily captured Jaffa, massacred the population, marched North, besieged Acre/Acco [unsuccessfully], then marched through the Sinai from occupied Egypt to seized Gaza City before sailing for France to become dictator.)11  

Ancient societies usually changed slowly over time but a conquest or change of ruler could precipitate rapid change, such as the devastations in Roman Palestina in 70 CE and again in 132-135 CE. Post-destruction Galilee looked vastly different from the Galilee of ‘the Jesus Period’: much more sparsely populated, much poorer, with many ruins and ‘ghost towns’, but more urbanised because the cities of Sepphoris (now Zippori) and Tiberius survived.  

Prior to this destruction Galilee had been strongly influenced by other cultures, Egyptian, Roman, Syrian, Hellenistic and notably, the Phoenecians of Lebanon to the North. This book considers daily life in the Galilee area of Israel (defined rather loosely), in the first century of the Common Era (the days of Earliest Christianity) up to and beyond the disaster of the First Revolt, which brought slaughter and destruction in 67-73 CE., beginning in the North.  

There are many aspects to ‘life’ in this century in the North but scholars have often made general pronouncements based upon either a lack of evidence or rich finds in one site or another. It is still a great challenge to get an overall picture as the fieldwork has yet to be done, or (as in the case of Tiberius) cannot be done because modern buildings cover sites. In other cases, where excavations have been long and thorough, such as Sepphoris/Tzippori, findings may be accorded too much weight. In fact, the re-built city of Sepphoris was not typical of Galilee. It and Tiberius were exceptions: purposely built (or rebuilt) with generous royal funding by Galilee’s ruler, Herod Antipas, son of Herod the Great.  

Galilee’s archaeological discoveries of recent decades are revealing more of the regions socio-cultural history, solving archaeological mysteries, and upturning or refining many previously held conclusions and increasingly shedding light on Gospel texts.  

The next two chapters continue the historical background of Galilee and the Herodion family of rulers. Judea and Galilee were both part of Herod I’s kingdom, which was divided up after his death and apportioned to three of his four surviving sons, which is quite a complicated matter. Chapters 3 and 4 will lay out the political scene for the social history of later chapters.  
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Chapter 2 


Herod I: Government and Buildings 



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


2.1: Was Herod a Jew?  

King Herod tried to placate the Jews but, being of mixed heritage, was not fully accepted. His mother was a Nabatean noblewoman. The Roman writer Julius Africanus (170-243) said that his father, Antipater, had been abducted by Nabateans and not ransomed by his father, Herod of Ascalon, who was a temple-slave of Apollo.12 Antipater the Idumean, an active and seditious man (Ant. 14.1.3), had been appointed procurator (governor) of Idumea by King Alexander Jannaeus (103-76 B.C.E.) who appointed his own wife, Alexandra Salome (76-67 B.C.E.) successor to his throne. Their sons, Hyrcanus and Aristobulus, jealously fought for supremacy, but Antipater favoured Hyrcanus, the less aggressive brother, whom he could control. Queen Alexandra appointed Hrycanus High Priest, but he was ousted by his younger brother, Aristbulus II, who virtually usurped the throne as Queen Alexandra was failing, and held both offices: high priest and king (Ant XX.10. (243). Alexandra died, aged 73 (Ant. 14.13.6). Her moderate nine-year-long reign had been popular and she gave the Pharisees, who had been her husband’s enemies, a free rein.  

Within months of Hyrcanus II coming into his birthright as the firstborn son, his brother, Aristobulus II, had struck, but Hyrcanus was supported by the Nabatean troops of King Aretas III. By 63 B.C.E., the Roman General Pompey had conquered Jerusalem and restored Hyrcanus II as high priest (but not king). Aristobulus II and his son, Antigonus Mattathias, were taken to Rome as prisoners. They escaped but Aristobulus II was recaptured, while Antigonus Mattathias returned to Judea.  

Pompey’s rival, Julius Caesar, freed Aristobulus II and sent him, with two legions, in a failed attempt against Pompey. Julius Caesar also appointed Hyrcanus II ethnarch of Judea, the income of which he received from c.47 B.C.E. to 40 B.C.E., but Antipater was the power behind his throne. Antipater was favoured by Rome as procurator of Judea and, in 47 B.C.E., he appointed his son, Herod, governor of Galilee: his first step to the crown.   

A prominent Jew, Malichus, poisoned Antipater and Herod took revenge by assassinating Malichus (c.43 BCE).13 Mark Antony (who co-ruled Rome) and married Augustus’s sister, Octavia, made Herod tetrarch of Galilee in 41 BCE, but, when the Parthians invaded his territory in 40 B.C.E., Herod fled to Rome. There he bound himself to Mark Antony and to Rome’s gods in a ceremony in the Temple of Jupiter. Herod supported Mark Antony in his doomed ‘arm-wrestle’ for power against Octavian (Augustus Caesar) but Mark Antony was defeated at the Battle of Actium (2/9/31 BCE). After Julius Caesar’s assassination in 44 B.C.E., Herod I was clever enough to switch allegiance to Octavian (Emperor Augustus). Herod had remained friends with Mark Antony, even though his mistress, Cleopatra of Egypt, had taken Herod’s territory at Jericho with its lucrative balsam trees (which Octavian/Augustus returned) but Herod was quick to sense a lost cause.14  

With Octavian’s favour, the Roman Senate granted Herod the title King of Judea and an army to expel the Parthian invaders. Herod proved to be a clever military commander, but the war lasted three years, even with Rome’s help. After 40 B.C.E. Augustus gave Herod Trachonitis, Auranitis and Batanea (in modern Jordan). Ten years later Herod I was made procurator of Syria and given the territory between Trachonitis and Galilee15 so that he controlled the North as well as Judea.  

Herod had been betrothed to the beautiful Hasmonean princess, Mariamne, when she was eight, but he married Doris, who had Davidic ancestry. Doris bore his first son, Antipater II (named after Herod’s father). Herod I was besotted with Mariamne but their engagement lasted five years. She had what he wanted: royal ‘blood’.  

Doris and her son, Antipater, were removed from court (although he and Doris returned as Mariamne’s sons were falling from favour when Herod’s family life was disintegrating and court intrigues increased). Herod would have this firstborn son killed: in 4 B.C.E..16 Herod I was devoted to Mariamne, and their marriage (in 37 B.C.E.) enhanced his status as she was the granddaughter of two Hasmonean kings, brothers Hyrcanus II and Aristobulus II (as her parents, Alexandra and the short-lived Alexander were first-cousins). She brought Herod some legitimacy but he was just a puppet of Rome, who had made good through his father Antipater’s influence over Hyrcanus II, and his own cunning, intelligence and political acumen. 
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Plate 2.1. Herod I. Public domain. 
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When the Parthians had conquered Jerusalem in 40 BCE they had supported Hyrcanus II’s nephew, Antigonas Mattathias (40-37 BCE) as both king and high priest, but Hyrcanus II was supported by King Aretas/Harith of Nabatea.17 This was when Hyrcanus II’s ears were cut off and he was exiled to Babylon, until recalled by Herod I.18 Antigonus Mattathias had taken control as both king and High Priest, but Herod I captured him and sent him to Antioch, where the Romans beheaded him. Herod hoped to end Hasmonean royal claims and, over many years, killed his own mother-in-law (Hyrcannus II’s daughter Alexandra the Maccabee, c.28 B.C.E.), his favourite wife (Mariamne I) and her young brother, the High Priest, Aristobulus III. Herod’s secret police also killed many dissidents and most of the Sanhedrin (a council of 71 sages). In 7 B.C.E., Herod had Mariamne’s adult sons, Alexander and Aristobulus, killed. Herod’s affection for them had been undermined by malicious court intrigues and he had hoped to wipe out any chance of a Hasmonean rival, as he feared the popularity and power of the Hasmonean bloodline: but Mariamne’s grandson, Marcus Julius Agrippa (Agrippa I), did become king and ruled between 41 and 44 C.E., succeeded by his son, Agrippa II, the last king of Israel.  
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2.2. Herod I’s Administration   

Herod I clearly was Rome’s man for Judea: a ruthless but effective administrator, which suited Rome. When Emperor Augustus arrived in Judaea he rewarded Herod with Straton’s Tower on the coast: land upon which Herod built the white city of Caesarea and where he built Sebaste Harbour: a marvel of Italian concrete technology. He flattered Augustus by building a huge temple to Roma and Augustus, although the cult of emperor worship was just beginning in the Eastern Provinces. Augustus, himself, built a temple in the Roman Forum to his deceased uncle, Julius Caesar, but he and his own successor, Tiberius (14-37 C.E.) discouraged being given worship in Rome for political reasons.19  

There was a powerful political synergy between Herod I and Augustus: Roman troops were provided to help Herod conquer Galilee, and Augustus gave him more land: around Gaza and Joppa/Jaffa and the cities of Jericho, Samaria and Gadara (East of the Lake of Galilee (the Kinneret).  Eventually Herod’s kingdom extended north to include the Golan Heights and Panias (later Caesarea Philipi) at the foot of Mt Hermon.  
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2.3. Herod the Builder  

Herod I was great in the sense that he was a great builder. The peace and prosperity achieved by Rome during Augustus’ rule enabled Herod I to engage in lavish building projects: temples, palaces, fortresses, tombs, cities, aqueducts and a total renovation of the Jewish Temple. Herod I’s main motivations were his own security, his own pleasure and his own grandeur. For prestige he built grand palaces and temples for various deities and multiple aqueducts and fountains. For pleasure he built swimming pools and Roman bathhouses in his palaces: swimming pools in Caesarea, Jericho and Massada and eleven Roman baths in his palaces (Jerusalem, Caesarea Miaritima, Jericho, Massada, Machaerus in Jordan and Herodium near Bethlehem). He built many aqueducts to provide water for the people, which terminated in fountains, pools and baths. For security Herod built great fortresses: at Arad, Aroer, Beersheba, Tel Ira, Machaerus and perhaps Tel Judeiden.20 He fortified Jerusalem with three great towers at today’s Jaffa Gate, naming one ‘Phasael’ after his deceased brother, another after Mariamne and the third after his deceased friend, Hippicus. Herod I also built the Antonia Fortress beside the Temple, both of which Rome destroyed in 70 C.E. Herod needed fortresses for protection as he made many enemies by his devious scheming, his harsh taxation and his ruthless brutality. The more waring wives and difficult children he acquired and the older he grew the more paranoid he became; and therefore the more erratic and dangerous.  

Herod’s Tomb of the Patriarchs in Hebron has survived well, unlike his great building achievements in Caesarea, where his only lasting monument is the high aqueduct.21  
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2.4. Herod’s Policies  

Herod was a gentile at heart, but, in trying to placate his Jewish subjects, he avoided images, until he placed a golden eagle on the door of the renewed Temple: but he placated pagans and Samaritans as well. He tried to appear to be a Jew, and rebuilt the Temple in a splendid manner, but outside of Jerusalem he built temples for other faith traditions, such as a temple to Augustus in Panias/Banias and temples to Roma and Augustus in Sebaste (Samaria)22 and the previously noted one at Caesarea Maritima.23 Herod built on a grand scale, which kept local people in employment. He facilitated trade, stabilized the economy, improved prosperity and, after driving out the Parthians, he kept Judea safe and secure, with Rome’s help. Herod’s accomplishments enabled his cities to expand and his kingdom, to prosper through trade.  
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2.5. Conclusions  

Herod I ruled for 33 years. He was a towering, powerful figure, more Roman and foreign than Jewish. Life was not easy for him with so many wives and relatives at court, each making secret plots and overt demands. Herod, himself, was constantly plotting and scheming and moving from one of his fortresses to another out of fear. His brother, Pheroras, his sister, Salome, and Mariamne I’s mother, Alexandra, were manipulative schemers and many of his sons were as devious as their father, which resulted in the deaths of many at court as Herod was swayed by lies and rumours. There was political instability in the next generation, as will be apparent in the next chapter. 

Judea was the centre of King Herod’s operations but his rule gradually extended; to Galilee, Samaria and lands across the Jordan River. 
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Chapter 3 


The Herodian Family and Rome 
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3.1. Herod I’s Ten Wives  

As might be expected when a king has ten wives and fourteen children by six of them, succession and inheritance were quite complicated, but five of Herod’s wives are forgotten because they did not produce sons: two of them are unknown. Herod’s five ‘important’ wives and their sons were:  


•  Doris, mother of Antipater.  

•  Mariamne I, mother of Alexander and Aristobulus.  

•  Mariamne II, mother of Herod Philip.  

•  Malthace, mother of Archelaus and Herod Antipas.  

•  Cleopatra of Jerusalem, mother of Philip.  


Of these sons Herod had the oldest three killed, but only three of the remaining four sons each inherited a territory to rule, with Rome’s consent. They were Archelaus, Herod Antipas and Philip: but which Philip? In scholarship there is much confusion and some conflation between Herod’s two sons named Philip.  
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3.2. Doris’s son Antipater  

After Herod I’s oldest son, Antipater, and his mother, Doris, were recalled to court, Antipater, was so jealous of Mariamne‘s sons that he poisoned Herod’s mind against them, but, three years after they were killed for sedition, he, too, was executed, in 4 B.C.E.24  
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3.3: Mariamne I’s sons Alexander and Aristobulus  

Herod’s favourite wife, Mariamne I, bore him two daughters (Salampso and Cypros) and three sons, who were sent to the Roman court to be brought up and educated and where one of them drowned. Two sons, Alexander and Aristobulus, survived to adulthood and married.  

When Herod had Mariamne killed in 29 B.C.E. (violence which the people could not forgive) he had her body embalmed in honey for seven years because he could not part with her, or for unnatural acts, called in the Talmud “deeds of Herod”.25 It is thought that insanity set in then. Alexander and Aristobulus were designated heirs but they must have felt endangered because, in an effort to erase any threat from the Hasmonean royal line, their father had killed Mariamne’s young brother, the seventeen-year-old High Priest Aristobulus III, by having him drowned in a swimming pool at Jericho in 36 BCE. As noted, Herod had their grandfather Hyrcanus II (a former High Priest and older son of Queen Alexandra Salome (Shalom Zion) killed, in an effort to erase any threat from the Hasmonean royal line.  

Alexander and Aristobulus returned from Rome, but Herod I had them killed in 7 B.C.E. Alexander had married Glaphyra, who later (in her second widowhood) married her brother-in-law, Archelaus (son of Malthace) which offended the Jews. Alexander’s brother, Aristobulus, had two daughters (Mariamne and the infamous Herodias, mother of Salome who danced) and three sons, Herod I of Chalcis, Aristobulus the younger and Herod Agrippa, who would become king.26  
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3.4. Mariamne II’s son Herod Philip  

Emperor Augustus did not allocate any territory to Herod Philip as Herod I had dropped him from the list. In short, Herod Philip (also called Herodus Philipus), son of Mariamne II, never ruled territory. He lost his wife to his half-brother, lived quietly
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