introduction to the New Testament 

I. In order to understand the Jewish religious world at the time of Christ, one should have some familiarity with the events that transpired after the return from the Babylonian captivity in 516 B.C. and the appearance of John the Baptist.

A. The return from exile and the years immediately following involved the Jews in a number of disappointments.

B. The greatest disappointment was that political independence was not restored, and that the house of David did not regain the throne in Israel.

C. Many Jews thought that the rebuilding of the Temple under Haggai and Zechariah would be followed by political freedom, but nothing happened to justify even the smallest of their hopes.

D. Just over two centuries later, Alexander the Great made Palestine part of the Greek world.

E. This did nothing for Jewish independence; instead, it resulted in the relocation of a large number of Jews into Greek cities.

F. It should be recognized that at no time after the Babylonian exile did the majority of the Jews live in Palestine.

1. Many remained in the settlements in Babylon, or settled in other parts of the Fertile Crescent.

2. Others relocated to Syria, where there were large Jewish settlements, particularly in Antioch and in Damascus.

3. Asia Minor became home to other Jews; cities like Lydia, Phrygia, Ephesus, Pergamum, and Sardis all had significant Jewish populations.

4. These Jews tended to remain loyal to the Temple in Jerusalem, but began to adopt some of the habits and characteristics of their Gentile neighbors.

5. One of the most significant settlements of Jews was in Alexandria, Egypt, from where the Greek translation of the Hebrew Old Testament, the Septuagint (LXX) was assembled.

G. This numbers of Jews involved in this dispersion were considerable, and many of those involved very rapidly adopted Greek as their primary language

This was one of the steps in the process of Hellenizing the Jews, who only avoided assimilation into the Greek culture by continuing to observe the Mosaic Law, and by continuing the pattern of life that was carried on in Palestine.

II. The impact of Hellenism on the Jews.

A. Alexander the Great had not only conquered the entire known world in a very short period of time, he was also acting as a missionary for Hellenism during his campaigns.

B. Alexander had learned from his teacher Aristotle about the virtues of Greek philosophy and the Greek way of life, commonly referred to as Hellenism.

C. Alexander became an apostle of Hellenism, being completely convinced that the Greek way of thinking and living was superior to all other ways of life.

D. One could identify a Hellenistic city by its beautiful public buildings, its open air theater, and the gymnasium, which was devoted to the culture of the body that Greeks so prized; Greek dress was the norm, and the people would generally speak Greek.

E. Under Hellenism, the merchant class was able to amass great wealth, which could provide a better standard of living than the world had previously enjoyed.

F. The great libraries of Alexandria, and other Hellenistic centers, together with schools that emphasized a Greek education became appealing to the younger Jews.

G. This ultimately resulted in a synthesis between Judaism and Hellenism, which created a division among the Jews.

H. If the great attack on Judaism before the exile was the temptation to become involved with its pagan neighbors, the great attack on orthodox Judaism after the exile was the Hellenistic way of life.

I. The recasting of Hebrew religious thought into Greek meant some subtle changes in outlook, which were hardly noticed when Hebrew had been translated into Aramaic.

J. The greatest fascination of Hellenism was its apparent freeing of man's mind, moving human activity away from a totalitarian religious setting.

K. This attempt to synthesize Judaism with Hellenism resulted in a strain of intellectual rationalism invading the Hebrew thought process, which has never been completely eliminated.

L. The Greek system looked on itself as a system given by the gods to unite a fragmented and weary world; however, in order to accomplish this end it adopted a system called syncretism, which is the reconciliation of and uniting of divergent and conflicting beliefs.

1. Instead of seeking to abolish the gods and goddesses of a particular region, Hellenism simply sought to identify them with the Greek gods. 

2. Those in a particular area could then continue to worship their old deities, but they would do so using the names of the Greek gods and goddesses.

M. In the Jewish dispersion, there were not such sharp lines between the Hellenized Jews and the more Orthodox Jews; however, in Judea, the lines of demarcation were seen more clearly.

1. An anti-Hellenistic party emerged, which considered Hellenism as a very real threat to the Jewish way of life.

2. The appearance of nude athletes in the gymnasium, the neglect of Jewish rituals, and the focus on the material aspects of life were regarded as evidence of defection from the Law of God.

N. Although Hellenism was more attractive to the younger, more impressionable Jews, the more orthodox Jews saw it as a form of moral and spiritual decay.

O. In addition to the threat that Hellenism posed to the Jewish way of life, the 1st century B.C. saw the introduction of other Eastern, dualistic systems, which were considered less as philosophies and more as religions.

1. These Gnostic systems also had a great appeal to the Greeks, and on a lesser scale, to those in Palestine.

2. These systems did not try to displace the accepted cults, but sought to imbue them with deeper, esoteric meanings that claimed a superior insight and knowledge.

P. Many Jews believed that they could engage in Hellenism and Gnosticism, without manifesting any disloyalty to the religion of Moses.

Q. As we will observe, there arose a group that was determined to defend their ancestral faith, who were known as the Hasidim, which is derived from the Hebrew dysix' (chasiydh—holy one, godly one, or saint).

III.
The Jewish struggle against Hellenistic dominance.

A. Following the death of Alexander the Great in 323 B.C. the kingdom of Alexander was divided among four of his outstanding leaders, fulfilling the prophecy that was given to Daniel.  Dan. 8:1-8

1. Antigonus, who occupied the region from the Mediterranean Sea to central Asia.

2. Cassander, who ruled in Macedonia.

3. Ptolemy Lagi, who ruled Egypt and southern Syria.

4. Lysimachus, who ruled Thrace.
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B. Ptolemy’s foremost general was Seleucus, who would play an important role in the subsequent history of the Jews.

C. After a period fighting between the four who inherited the empire of Alexander the Great, Seleucus eventually occupied northern Syria, where he made Antioch the capital.

D. Seleucid control of that region would remain in force until the time of the Maccabean revolts.

E. The empire was showing signs of strain by about 190 B.C.; when Antiochus Epiphanes IV ascended the throne in 175 BC, it was clear that a major effort had to be made to unify his kingdom or it would continue to erode.

1. His surname was Epiphanes (means the manifestation, or the illustrious, and borders on being a title for deity).

2. He considered himself to be the incarnate manifestation of Zeus; he concluded that in order to unify and strengthen his kingdom, a religion was needed to act as the mortar.

3. Thus, he determined to civilize (read Hellenize) the domain over which he ruled.

F. Antiochus was not simply a foreigner intent on enslaving minority groups, like the Jews, was likely convinced that his approach was in the best interest of the kingdom.

G. In fact, there were a sizeable number of Jews that were impressed with the possibility of greater conformity to the Hellenistic lifestyle.

H. Therefore, Antiochus used the inner dissension among the Jews in order to interfere in the internal affairs of Judea.

I. He viewed the office of high priest as a political office and not a religious one; therefore, he believed that he should have the right to appoint whomever he chose.

J. However, the orthodox Jews believed the priesthood was of divine origin, and the sale of the office to the highest bidder was considered a sin against God.

K. In about 168 B.C., following a struggle over the office of high priest, Antiochus embarked on a systematic attempt to Hellenize the country by force.

1. An edict demanded the fusion of all nationalities of the Seleucid Empire into one unified people.

2. All people were commanded to worship Greek deities.

3. An Athenian philosopher was sent to Jerusalem in order to supervise the enforcement of the order, who identified the God of Israel with Jupiter, and ordered an image of the deity to be erected on the Temple altar.

4. The practice of circumcision, observing the Sabbath, or observing any of the annual feasts of the Jews were made crimes that were punishable by death.

5. Anyone in possession of the Old Testament scriptures could be killed, and copies of the scriptures were ordered to be destroyed.

6. The drunken orgy associated with the worship of Bacchus was made compulsory.

L. These laws were enforced with utmost cruelty, which led to a period of vigorous, armed resistance under the leadership of Mattathias of Modin, and later under his son, Judas the Maccabee.

M. Their fight is known as the Maccabean revolt, which was basically nothing more than guerrilla warfare that ultimately was successful.

N. After three years of continual fighting, Judas and his army finally moved into Jerusalem, where they removed all the signs of paganism that had been erected.

O. The altar dedicated to Jupiter was torn down, and a new altar was erected to the God of Israel.

P. The Temple was cleansed and independence was restored; this was celebrated by an eight-day Feast of Dedication, Hanukkah, or the Festival of lights.

Q. Following a brief period of independence, Rome subjugated the Jewish state in approximately 63 B.C.; Israel remained under Roman rule until the destruction of the nation in 70 A.D.

IV.
The Jewish religious parties.

A. The rise of the Jewish sects is traceable to the impact of Hellenism on the life and culture of the Near East.

B. Many of the Jews were willing to adopt a synthesis of Greek civilization and Hebrew religion; therefore, some changed their names to Greek names, subscribed to Greek philosophies, and looked to Greek institutions as harbingers of cultural progress.

C. Jews in Palestine were generally more conservative, but they were not unaffected, and some felt that loyalty to the faith of Moses did not preclude peace with the Hellenistic thinking and lifestyle.

D. Others reacted violently against the Hellenizers, seeing the neglect of Jewish rites, coupled with the embracing of Greek mentality as a new temptation to unfaithfulness.

E. The Jews who reacted against this intrusion were known as the Chasidim, the pious or godly ones.

F. Their basic ideology is seen in the sects of the Pharisees and the Essenes, while the ideology of the Hellenizers is observed in the sect of the Sadducees.

G. The Sadducees.

1. This was the party of the Jerusalem aristocracy and the high priesthood.

2. They had compromised and made peace with the political rulers and had attained positions of wealth, prominence, and influence.

3. They were generally somewhat irreligious and held themselves aloof from the common masses, with whom they were unpopular.

4. They are best described theologically by a series of negatives.

a. They did not accept the oral tradition that had developed under the Pharisees.

b. They seem to have limited their canon to the Torah or Pentateuch.

c. They did not believe in resurrection.

d. They did not believe in spirits or angels.

e. Their party was closed and none were permitted to enter, outside of the aristocratic families of Jerusalem.

f. They left no positive theological system.

H. The Pharisees.

1. The word means separated one, and some have suggested that this involved separation from the common people; more likely, it means separation from the influences of Hellenism based on zeal for the law of God.

2. This group is essentially the heirs of the Hasidim, who withstood Hellenism earlier in Jewish history.

3. Josephus says of them, "the Pharisees appear more religious than others, and seem to interpret the laws more accurately."

4. They were meticulously observant and seemed to base their approach to life and their conduct on such passages as Deuteronomy 8:1.

5. One very important issue with the Pharisee was the oral law, which he considered equally inspired and authoritative as the written Word of God.

6. Since the Babylonian captivity was viewed as punishment for the Jewish neglect of the Mosaic Law, people began to build a hedge around the law to avoid accidental, or intentional violations of the Law.

7. The content of the oral law continued to increase and evolve until about 200 A.D. until it  finally achieved the form in the Mishnah.

8. The Mishna/Mishnah is the collection of mostly halachic Jewish traditions compiled about that time, and made the basic part of the Talmud (the authoritative body of Jewish tradition comprising the Mishnah and Gemara).

9. The Pharisees claimed the oral law went back to Moses and was transmitted over the centuries, paralleling the written law.

10. The two great rival schools among the Pharisees included the stringent and unbending conservative, Shammai, and the more liberal, moderate Hillel.
11. Although both these men were respected by their followers, their theology was lacking.

a. They tended to focus on the microscopic precepts of the Law, which they considered to be of the greatest significance.

b. In that regard, they also tended to lose sight of the truly momentous issues.

c. They focused on strict overt compliance with the Law, including tithing herbs, fasting, ceremonial obedience, and long, public prayers.

d. They often did not hesitate to oppress the weak and needy.

e. They tended to place overt piety before the needs of people; they also tended to confuse their overt actions as representing a life lived for God.

f. On a positive note, they did accept angels, free will, the resurrection, and the necessity to bring all things into subjection to God.

I. The Zealots.

1. Those responsible for the Maccabean revolt ultimately came to lead to the formation of another religious group within Israel--the Zealots. 

2. Josephus records the fact that Judas and a Pharisee named Zadok called for an insurrection in the name of Jehovah, which ultimately came to nothing.  Acts 5:36-37

3. However, the fierce dedication of Judas and his followers inspired a group of alienated patriots to break from the Pharisees and form a clandestine rebel party, which had as its goal the ending of occupation. 

4. Judas and the Maccabees, who had withstood the Seleucids, were the heroes and role models of the Jews in their fierce desire to be free. 

5. These militant patriots were looking forward to a leader in the form of the Messiah to overthrow Roman domination and establish God's kingdom on earth. 

6. The Zealots were the leaders of the rebels, a sworn fraternity of fanatics straightforwardly challenging the Romans, who had by military force occupied the Holy Land and the City of David. 

7. The Messiah would insure that God was on the side of Israel and bring them to victory and vanquish their enemies. 

8. The Zealots were the Jewish revolutionaries of Jesus' day, now they would be considered urban guerilla fighters, paramilitary religious fanatics and fierce nationalists. 

9. Their agenda would entail the liberation of God's people by force from foreign rule and included violence, assassinations, murder and terrorism. 

10. Josephus describes them as being bandits and a crowd of partisans, who had brought trouble upon Israel; he also notes that the nation was infected with this doctrine to a great degree. 

11. By the inference of his name, Simon Zelotes, one of the disciples, was of the Zealot party.

12. Jesus had disappointed the Zealots by wanting to change the heart of man, not the political structure; His was a message of peace and the sword of the spirit, not armed revolt, and certainly was rejected by the Zealots .

J. The Essenes.

1. This group continued to believe and practice the more extreme elements of Jewish religion that were observed in the Hasadim.

2. While the Pharisees maintained their very strict orthodoxy within the framework of Judaism, the Essenes separated themselves from Jewish culture.

3. They separated themselves from that which the Pharisee would tolerate, and tended to live in monastic communities.

4. Their lives consisted of  rigor and simplicity, with devotion and religious study having the most prominent place.

5. They copied and studied Scripture, as well as other religious books.

6. Each member was required to perform manual labor to make himself and the community self-supporting.

7. Those groups that renounced marriage (not all Essenes did) adopted boys at an early age in order to perpetuate their ideals.

8. Although the Essenes accepted proselytes, any novice was required to go through a period of strict probation before he could become a full member of the community.

9. The Essene theology.

a. Josephus says that the Essenes believed in immorality, but rejected the doctrine of bodily resurrection.

b. This belief appears to have been related to the concept that the matter is evil; since the body is material, salvation comes by escaping the body.

c. In that regard, they may have reflected an early form of Gnosticism, which has very similar ideas.

d. They tended to discourage or forbid marriage.

e. They separated from normal Jewish Temple services, since they regarded themselves as true Israel.

f. They considered contact with a member of their own group defiling if he was of a lower rank or order.

g. They were strict with regard to observing the Sabbath, and a passage related to the Dead Sea Scrolls says, "it is unlawful to lift an animal out of a pit on the Sabbath."  Matt. 12:11

10. Their theology and practices, which very much consisted of legalism and asceticism, must be seen as violations of what Jesus believed and practiced.  Matt. 11:9, 12:1ff

K. There were other religious groups within Israel, although they were much smaller than the four major groups; each had varying influence and adherents, including, 

1. The Zadokites, likely related to the Essenes.

2. The Zealots, a group that refused to pay taxes and considered it a sin to acknowledge loyalty to Caesar.

L. It should be clear that there was nothing that could be interpreted as a unified approach or belief system that existed in Israel as we approach the time of Christ.

M. Although each of these groups did possess some positive virtues that might commend  them,         none of them were completely sound, and confusion abounded.

N. It is clear from the questions that the priests and Levites asked John that understanding of the religious leaders of Jesus’ day was sadly lacking.  Jn 1:19-24

V. Apocalyptic literature.

A. During the two centuries before Christ much literature was written concerning the imminent coming of God's kingdom and the end of the present, evil age.

B. This literature was generally consistent with  passages such as those found in Joel, Amos, Zechariah, and Daniel.

1. Nations are described as beasts.

2. References are made to horns, heads, watchers and angels.

3. Men are described as animals, nations as beasts, Jews as sheep, and leaders as rams or bulls.

C. The general tenor of these writings manifests pessimism with respect to the current age, which is viewed as inherently evil; on the other hand, these writings manifest some optimism regarding the coming world, which is either the present world changed or, destroyed and replaced.

D. The coming of Messiah, a transcendent figure known as "the Son of Man" is a frequent theme.

1. He is called the Perfect Price, the Davidic prince, the Messiah, and the Anointed One.

2. The Testament of Rueben speaks of a Messiah from the line of Levi, while the Zadokites spoke of a Messiah from the line of Aaron.

3. However, a study of Genesis indicates that Messiah comes from the line of Judah.  Gen. 49:9-10

4. Many speak of Him as a great Judge who will come in the clouds of heaven to punish the wicked and to reward the righteous.

E. General characteristics of these non-canonical, apocalyptic writings include:

1. Their esoteric nature, they claim to be divine revelations given to an individual whose job it is to record them for the instruction of God's chosen remnant.

2. Their literary nature indicates that their works are definitely literary, as opposed to the prophets who primarily spoke first, and recorded their revelations later. 

3. They are written in symbolic language, with some of the images being derived from the Old Testament, but all are marked by a symbolism that fits their esoteric character.

4. These works are generally composed under a pseudonym, often using the name of some honored figure from ancient times; these include the names of Enoch, Moses, Abraham, Isaiah, etc.

5. The reason they used historical names may have been due to the fact that the Old Testament canon was closed with the book of Malachi in about 435 B.C.; the use of a known and respected name was designed to lend credence to their writings.

VI. The synagogue.

A. The exact origin of the synagogue is difficult to trace, and some believe it to have originated  in the time of Moses, while others believe it came into existence after the fall of the Southern Kingdom in 586 B.C.

B. It is very unlikely to be as ancient as Moses, and Jewish tradition suggests that the first synagogues were established during the time of the Babylonian Exile.

C. In any case, it was operative during the intertestamental period; this fact is amply documented by both Philo and Josephus.

D. By 50 B.C. there was probably a synagogue in every Palestinian village with a Jewish population of any size at all.

1. In the larger towns, a body of 23 elders formed the sanhedrin, or the governing body of the synagogue community.

2. In the smaller towns, the number of elders was only seven.

3. Each community had its local sanhedrin, which served as a court; in Judea, it represented the civil as well as the religious government.

4. The sanhedrin located in Jerusalem attained the status of the highest Jewish place of adjudication, and became known as the great Sanhedrin.

5. While the officers of the synagogue were only administrative in nature, the Rabbi was an expert in the Law, to whom all the difficult cases were brought, and whose job it was to guide others in the study of the Law.

E. The original purpose of the synagogue was the reading and teaching of the Mosaic Law.

F. Attached to the synagogue was a school where the boys were taught to read, not as a matter of literacy, but so each man could read the Law himself.

G. Added to the reading of the Law, was a simple service of praise and prayer (Heb. Shema), which was later expanded to a great complex of praise, petition and thanksgiving.

H. The worship services of the synagogue were characterized by great freedom, and any competent Israelite could officiate.

I. Due to geographic constraints, as well as financial considerations, the synagogue had largely  displaced the Temple for the average Jew.

J. During intertestamental times, the Pharisees, Essenes, and others developed a great deal of dissatisfaction with the Sadducean rulers of the Temple, which effectively assured the rapid spread of the synagogue.

K. With synagogues being quite plentiful, they served as a vehicle and a model that effectively aided the spread of Christianity.

VII. The tensions of the times.

A. The Jews found themselves under the iron rule of Rome and, although Julius Caesar had granted them the freedom to observe the Sabbath, to gather in synagogues, exemption from military service, and the right to live according to their own laws, the Roman world did not appreciate these things.

B. In addition, providing a Roman or non-Jew was not involved, the Jews could judge their own legal matters within their own courts.

C. However, while they had a measure of freedom, it was expected that they would not increase their numbers by proselytizing.

D. In fact, the Jews were under greater restrictions under Rome than they had ever been under their Persian or Greek overlords.

E. Following the murder of Julius Caesar, Herod the Great was made Procurator of Judea by Cassius, with the promise that he would one day be named king.

1. He subsequently won the favor of Antony and was named "King of the Jews", and through some shrewd political maneuvering retained his position under Octavian after the defeat of Antony in 31 B.C.

2. This appointment caused a lot of resentment among the Jews since Herod was not a Jew; he was the son of Antipater from Idumea, and the Jews had always looked down upon the Idumeans as being racially impure.

3. In order to improve his reputation with the Jews, Herod the Great began an extensive building program, which included renovations to the Temple, new walls for Jerusalem, and the citadel that guarded the Temple. 

4. Herod imposed a harsh system of taxation in order to pay for his grandiose building projects; some have suggested that the Temple tax, coupled with the other Roman taxes, accounted for 30-40% of one’s income.

5. Herod the Great ruled Israel from 37-1 B.C., and is best known as the king who feared the birth of a rival “King of the Jews”.  Matt. 2:1-18

F. There is ample evidence that the bulk of land holdings and commerce was controlled by a relatively small number of men, who had little regard or compassion for the common people.

G. On the religious front, there was a great deal of tension between the Sadducees, the Pharisees, and other religious groups, which was both political and religious in nature.

H. Some Jewish scholars had discovered that seventy-six generations had passed since the Creation, and there was a well-known prophecy that the Messiah was to deliver Israel from its foreign rulers in the seventy-seventh generation.

I. Therefore, there was a good deal of Messianic expectation, although it was often fueled by ignorance and fanaticism.

J. The political and religious environment was volatile when John the Baptist appeared to begin his public ministry.

VIII. The appearance of Jesus Christ.

A. In the days of Herod the Great, under the reign of Octavian (later changed to Augustus), in an obscure corner of the Roman Empire, Jesus was born.

B. Human history took little note of His appearance, or of His life.

C. Only a very few followers openly espoused His cause.

D. The religious leaders of His day attributed His theology and His miracles to Beelzebub, the Prince of the Devils.

E. The Roman officials viewed Him as an insurrectionist, desiring to throw off the yoke of Roman rule.

F. To the Jews at large He was a blasphemer, speaking evil of God by claiming to be God.

G. In the time of His greatest trial, He was forsaken by the very few disciples He had chosen.

H. He was crucified as an evildoer between two thieves.

I. Yet, His life and death introduces a new age in human history, and from His apparent defeat came triumph.

� Pfeiffer, Between the Testaments


� http://latter-rain.com/ltrain/zeal.htm
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