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After the return from captivity, and the rebuilding of the temple and Jerusalem, the Jews carried on much as before except they no longer worshipped idols on the high places.  About a hundred years after the time of Ezra and Nehemiah, Alexander the Great conquered Judah, along with most of the rest of the known world.  Judah became just one province in the vast Greek-Macedonian Empire, just as Daniel the prophet had foretold.


After the death of Alexander the Great in 323 B.C. his empire was split up between his generals. (Carlton, 1929, p. 229)  His general Seleucus and his descendants ruled the area that included Palestine, but Alexander's general Ptolemy, and his descendants ruled in Egypt, which also exerted considerable influence in Palestine, even governing it for some of the time. (Martin, 1966, p. 357)  As Rome rose to prominence its influence and finally dominance of Palestine was delayed by civil war, and by a reluctance to conquer the Hellenistic world outright.  The Roman aristocracy admired the Greeks and many were dedicated to the continued independence of Greece. (Carlton, 1929, p. 287)

Over time the Seleucids lost control of Persia and Asia Minor.  When Antiochus the Great, one of the Seleucids, tried to regain some control of the Greeks in Asia Minor, he was forced by the might of Rome to retreat and make concessions.  Continued efforts like this among the various components of the Hellenistic world were used by Rome as an excuse to exert more and more control over the region until by the time of Christ’s ministry Judea was governed by the Romans. (Carlton, 1929, p. 289) Galatia was ruled by one of the sons of Herod the Great at this time. (Fiensy, 1994, p. 25)
Antiochus IV (Epiphanes i.e. illustrious) ruled Syria and Palestine 175-164 BC.  He instituted a policy of forced Hellenization which included appointing High Priests who were not Levites, building a Gymnasium, and instituting Zeus worship in God's temple at Jerusalem. (Martin, 1966, p. 360) The Gymnasium was offensive to the Jews because the athletes competed in the nude. (Keller, 1956, p. 328)  This called a lot of unrest and dissatisfaction among the Jewish people.

In 166 B.C. Mattathias of Modin refused to sacrifice to Zeus, and killed a Jewish man who was willing to, and a soldier of Antiochus Epiphanes. (Fiensy, 1994, p. 15) He and his sons fled to the hills and were joined by Hasidim who were a group of Jews dedicated to defending the Torah. (1 Maccabees 2:19-27, Douay Bible, 1962) Together they started a rebellion against Syrian rule.  Mattathias was followed by his sons in succession, Judas who led from 166 to 161 B.C., Jonathan who led from 161 to 143 B.C., and Simon who led from 143 B.C. to 135 B.C..   Judas captured and "cleansed" the temple and made a treaty with Rome.  The cleansing of the temple is still celebrated by Jews today as Hanukkah around the same time of year as Christmas.  Jonathan began the practice of the Jewish king also being the High Priest.  Reaction to this may have started the Essene sect.  Complete independence was finally won by Simon. (Fiensy, 1994, pp. 15-19)
John Hyrcanus, the grandson of Matththias, who ruled from 134 to 104 B.C. added Idumea and Samaria to the kingdom.  He broke the long connection of his dynasty with the Pharisees and connected with Sadducees instead.  Aristobulus  who ruled from 104 to 103 B.C. annexed Galilee and was first in the Hasmonean line that was called "King."  Alexander Jannaeus who ruled from 103  to 77 B.C. presided over civil war.  It was the Pharisees who provided the leadership of the rebellion.  The losers of the failed revolt swelled the ranks of the Essenes in the wilderness. (Fiensy, 1994, pp. 19-20)
Queen Alexandra who ruled from 77 to 68 B.C. consolidated the kingdom and made peace with the Pharisees.  Her son, Hyrcanus II, was quickly deposed by little brother, Aristobulus II who ruled from 68 to 63 B.C. (Fiensy, 1994, p. 20)  When Aristobulus II was imprisoned by the Roman general Pompey, Hyrcanus II was installed as High Priest and Palestine was put under a Roman governor. (Dimont, 1971, p. 96)
Hyrcanus II was subverted by Antipater, ending the Hasmonean dynasty. (Fiensy, 1994, pp. 15-16)  Interestingly Antipater was from Idumea also known as Edom which was peopled by the descendants of Esau. (Smith, 1884, p. 155)  Antipater thru favors to Caesar gained control of Palestine.  Antipater's sons, Phasael and Herod ruled from Jerusalem and Galilee until 40 B.C.  Antigonas their cousin took over as king from 40 to  37 B.C..   Herod with the help of Rome won Palestine back in 37.  He ruled over Idumea, Judea, Samaria, Galilee, Perea and Gaulantitis from 37 to 4 B.C.   Herod, called the Great, rebuilt the temple of Zerubbabel.  He killed his wife, sons, and many relatives to maintain his rule.  He was an astute politician who maintained the favor of Rome thru civil war and regime change.  His three sons, Archelaus, Antipas and Philip were given control of the kingdom on Herod's death.  Antipas is the one that killed John the Baptist.  They ruled their various regions for various times but all areas except Judea, which was governered by a Roman procurator, ended up being taken over by Agrippa I.  Agrippa is the one that killed James and first persecuted Christians. (Fiensy, 1994, pp. 21-27)
Direct governance by Roman officers began in AD 6 when Archelaus was banished.  Pontius Pilate, who ordered the crucifixion of Christ, was one of these governors and was very unpopular.  Felix was another of these governors who held Paul in hopes of getting a bribe from him.  It was another of these governors, Festus, who sent Paul to Rome. (Fiensy, 1994, pp. 26-30)
There was a temple tax that had to be paid in Jewish currency, but the money people used to trade with was Roman, so the money changers were required.  There were different sections in the temple for different kinds of people.  Levites kept the gates between them, sang songs, and burned incense.  There were washings for purity and animal sacrifices conducted by the priests.  The High Priest was the religious head of nation and administrator of temple.  The temple opened and closed each day with the offering of a lamb about 9AM and 3PM.  The Sanhedrin which met at the temple, was  made up of 72 chief men of Israel.  People came all the time to the temple but mostly at three main feasts - Weeks (Pentecost), Tabernacles, and Passover.  Yom Kippur or Day of Atonement was a fast, not a feast and also drew crowds to Jerusalem. (Fiensy, 1994, pp. 41-47)
It is not certain when they began, but Synagogues were widespread by the time of Christ.  The Synagogue was operated by the people, not the priests or Levites.  Their two main functions were prayer and study.  Study was mostly a male endeavor, but there were a few women scholars.  Synagogues also functioned as the local school.  A Synagogue may have had its own building, or they met in someone’s home. (Fiensy, 1994, pp. 47-50)

Several groups arose among the Jews during the intertestamental period.  Two sects that we find mentioned in the Gospels are the Pharisees and Sadducees.  Pharisees, which means "separated," were first mentioned by Josephus as being out of favor with John Hyrcanus 134 B.C. when they retreated from politics to piety.  This separation lasted until after the Jewish war of 66 A.D. when they became the dominate political force in Jewish life. They believed strongly in the Torah and oral traditions of the Jewish forefathers. (Fiensy, 1994, pp. 54-58)  It is believed they came from the Hasidim which were the strictest followers of Judaism. (Martin, 1966, p. 358)  They also believed in resurrection, angels, and spirits.  They believed that God is sovereign, but men have free will.  Pharisees were concerned about dietary, purity and tithing laws.  They were probably no more hypocritical than any other religious movement.  It is thought that they had about 6,000 members at the time of Jesus Christ. (Fiensy, 1994, pp. 54-58)
The Sadducees saw themselves as true sons of Zadok.  Their true origin is unknown outside of their own claim.  Literature written by them is non-existent.  They were aristocratic, rejected oral tradition, were severe, were strict as to the law, and did not believe in resurrection, angels, or an afterlife. They believed people had a free will.   Though few in numbers, (perhaps a 1,000) they ruled supreme during this time, until destruction of Temple in A.D. 70. (Fiensy, 1994, pp. 58-59)  No Sadducees are known to have survived the genocide of the Jews by the Romans at that time.


Another group mentioned in the Gospels were the Scribes.   They were not a sect or an ethnic group but a loosely affiliated association of professionals.  They were highly educated and worked as government ministers and village lawyers making wills, contracts, etc. (Fiensy, 1994, pp. 63-64)
The Samaritans are another group mentioned in the Gospels.   They were not a sect but more of an ethnic group.  These were the descendants of ten Northern Tribes.  They had their own High Priesthood, believed in Yahweh as did the Jews, and like the Sadducees, accepted only the Pentateuch (the books of Moses) as God's word, and had a temple at Mt. Gerizim.  They joined with the Jews in the rebellion against Roman rule in 66-73 A.D..  They lost their temple but they still sacrificed at Mt. Gerizim.  They believed in a coming day of judgement, and did not get along with the Jews from Judah. (Fiensy, 1994, pp. 61-63)

Knowledge of the people and times into which Christ was born gives us a better understanding of the New Testament.  With this information we can better form judgements concerning the context of the various stories conveyed and thoughts expressed by the New Testament writers.
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