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Persians and Greeks

We do not have to conjecture about what the early Israelite religion consisted of, and 
we need not depend upon the tendentious descriptions of the bible. It is described in 
documents (A E Cowley, Aramaic Papyri of the Fifth Century BC) from the Jewish 
colony at Elephantine, an island in the Nile below the First Cataract—now submerged 
by the Aswan Dam—dated towards the end of the fifth century BC, just at the time the 
Persians were setting up their temple state in Yehud. The Jews of that colony happily 
worshipped five deities, including Yah’s consort, Anath. The Persians eliminated the 
Israelites’ goddess and their gods, and recognized Yah (or Yao), a god known to the 
Canaanites, as the patron god of their temple.

Persia was an empire extending in time for 200 years and in space from India to Libya 
and Turkestan to Ethiopia, and comprising one hundred and twenty-seven provinces. 
Yet, its influence on the Jewish scriptures is carefully ignored, even in basic ways such 
as the references to Persia in them:

• Persia (Esth 1:1; Dan 6:1),
• Government of, restricted by law (Esth 8:8; Dan. 6:8-12),
• Municipal governments in, provided with dual governors (Neh 3:9, 12, 16-18),
• The princes, advisory in matters of administration (Dan 6:1-7),
• Status of women in, queen sat on the throne with the king (Neh 2:6),
• Vashti divorced for refusing to appear before the king’s courtiers (Esth 1:10-22; 2:4),
• Israel captive in (2 Chr 36:20),
• Captivity foretold (Hos 13:16),
• Men of, in the Tyrian army (Ezek 27:10,
• Rulers of:
     ¤—Ahasuerus (Xerxes?) (Esth 1:3),
     ¤—Darius (Dan 5:31; 6; 9:1),
     ¤—Artaxerxes I (Ezra 4:7-24),
     ¤—Artaxerxes II (Ezra 7; Neh 2; 5:14),
     ¤—Cyrus (2 Chr 36:22, 23; Ezra 1; 3:7; 4:3; 5:13, 14, 17; 6:3; Isa 41:2, 3; 44:28; 
45:1-4, 13; 46:11; 48:14, 15),
• Princes of (Esth 1:14),
• System of justice (Ezra 7:25),
• Prophecies concerning (Isa 13: 17; 21:1-10; Jer 49:34-39; 51:11-64; Ezek 32:24, 25; 
38:5; Dan 2:31-45; 5:28; 7; 8; 11:1-4,)

The Persians sought to convert Yehouah from a tribal deity, who fought for his people 
and overcame the gods of other nations, into the unique and supreme god of the 
universe. But they had just got the new god, Yehouah, accepted when their empire 
collapsed, and faced with Greek gods, some Jews began to reclaim Yehouah as a tribal 
god.
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In Palestine, the Israelites adopted Canaanite or Old Phoenician, otherwise called 
Hebrew, the language of Abarnahara, although the Jews called it correctly “the 
language of Canaan”. Aramaic was already the commercial and diplomatic language of 
the ancient near east in Assyrian times, whence it was often called Assyrian, and also 
became the administrative language during the Persian period. The Jews therefore used 
it, and Hebrew became a holy language known only to holy men.

The Hellenistic Age extends from the conquests of Alexander to the defeat of Bar 
Kosiba. After Alexander’s death, Alexander’s Greek generals had carved out two main 
kingdoms from his empire, the Ptolemies took Egypt and the Seleucids Syria and the 
east. The Jews of Palestine were caught up in the rivalry between the Ptolemaic and 
Seleucid kingdoms. Palestine itself was a disputed territory, initially in the possession 
of the Ptolemies before 200 BC but claimed by the Seleucids and held by them until the 
Maccabaean revolution succeeded about 140 BC.

Under these large Greek kingdoms, Asia Minor, Egypt, the Levant, Syria and 
Mesopotamia all were subject to the Hellenistic world. All Eastern peoples, the Jews 
included, were a part of this world. “Greek” ceased to be just an ethnic description and 
became one of culture. Hellenization concerned many different areas of life: language, 
custom, religion, commerce, architecture, dress, government, literary and philosophical 
ideals. Only the life of the poor peasant in the Near East did not alter—nor did it much 
until the nineteenth century. Under the Greeks, they continued to work the land, as they 
had under the Persians and Assyrians. Only the recipient of their rents and taxes had 
changed.

International trade was a feature of the Hellenistic world. Even in the Persian period, 
widely travelled merchants, soldiers and administrators often knew Greek. Trade with 
the Aegean had already brought Greek influence to the coasts of the Levant before 
Alexander.

In the century after Alexander’s death, things gradually changed. Everyone above the 
peasantry imitated the Greeks, attending athletic contests and games. The Greeks built 
cities that were the focus of a great and rational culture. The conquered populations 
hastened to learn as much Greek as they could. Aramaic declined in these Hellenistic 
times to be the dialect of the most ignorant classes.

Alexander’s successors were Greeks who became intent on spreading Greek culture. 
Pride of place in society was to go to “Greeks”, at first Greek settlers but within a few 
generations, mixed races and the wealthier conquered people. Alexander had 
encouraged his men to marry women of the Persian aristocracy. Initially, Greek ideals 
were preserved in the Greek foundations, with citizenship and membership of the 
gymnasium the privileges of the Greek settlers. Orientals might live in the Greek cities 
but they were not citizens.

The Jews learned Greek and changed their Canaanite names for distinctively Greek 
names. A man named Joshua called himself Jason, by allusion to the famous Argonaut,
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and Matthew became Menelaus, in honor of the celebrated husband of Helen. The 
names of cities were likewise changed. Amorah became Ariopolis, and Akko became 
Ptolemais. In the temple at Jerusalem, the signs regulating admission to the sanctuary 
were written in Greek. The Jews continued to enjoy, under Alexander and the Diadochi 
who succeeded him, the privileges they had been given by the Persians. The Jewish 
Encyclopaedia admits (sub voce ‘Hellenism’):

Alexander… and the first Ptolemies and Seleucids… treated their Jewish subjects with 
much benevolence.

After Alexander, the language of trade and administration was Greek. Greek became a 
lingua franca in many parts of the Hellenistic East, as Aramaic had been under the 
Assyrian, neo-Babylonian and Achaemenid empires. The Ptolemaic and Seleucid kings 
appointed local officers, who had Greek secretaries. Such favoured natives gave their 
children a Greek education, and early in the Greek period, educated Orientals spoke 
Greek, read the classics, dressed as Greeks and were called Greeks. Manetho in Egypt 
and Berosus in Babylon were writing treatises in Greek in the early part of the 3rd 
century, and its direct influence on the Jews can be deduced from a variety of sources.

Palestine was an important crossroads in the trade between north and south and 
between Egypt and Arabia. In the Tobiad romance, Joseph and later his son Hyrcanus 
(second half of the 3rd century) dealt with the Ptolemaic court on an equal footing 
(Josephus, Ant 12:4:2-11). They apparently did not need an interpreter, nor were they 
considered inferior. Long distance merchants will have used Greek for dealing with 
officialdom and to be understood in different countries, but local trade would be 
negotiated in Aramaic rather than Greek.

An ostracon in Aramaic from about the middle of the 3rd century BC already contains 
two Greek words. Another ostracon from Khirbet el-Kom in the Idumean area, dated 
about 275 BC, is a bilingual in both Greek and Aramaic. Yet, only one formal bilingual 
inscription is known in the whole of Syria—that from Tel Dan about 200 BC. The 
widespread use of Greek cannot be doubted but to the time of the Maccabees it was 
confined to the educated upper-class. The number of Jews outside the Greek cities 
fluent in Greek was probably small, though a greater number must have had a 
smattering of Greek. A few hundred years later, at the time of Jesus, Greek would have 
been more common, but the Hasmonaean influence would have polarized society so 
that some were thoroughly anti-Greek and others favoured it as more modern and 
progressive.

The Jewish scriptures, originally written in Hebrew and Aramaic, had to be translated 
into Greek, including books and parts of books that are omitted in most Christian 
bibles, for the benefit of Jews who could no longer read Aramaic. The Greek 
translation was the Septuagint, which takes its name from a letter concocted in the 
name of Aristeas, which claimed that seventy-two learned rabbis independently 
translated the Jewish scriptures into Greek copies. Yehouah saw to it that the 
seventy-two independent translations were identical, even to the smallest jot or tittle.
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Judaism and Hellenism were not mutually exclusive at first. The Jews of Palestine did 
not stay aloof from Greek culture. From the middle of the third century BC Judaism 
was “Hellenistic Judaism”. Under the Assyrians, the Persians and then the Greeks, the 
Jews had shown themselves loyal supporters of the colonial rulers. Though some Jews 
came to rebel against the Seleucid Greeks, they had previously shown no strong 
resistance to Hellenistic culture, and after a few generations of Greek occupation, it is a 
moot point whether many could clearly distinguish between what was Greek and what 
was Jewish.

The Greeks were good administrators and Ptolemaic and later Seleucid officialdom 
reached to the lowest levels of Jewish society. Every village was supervised by the 
Greek administration and had its officials seeing that taxes were paid. Although 
Aramaic speakers were delegated as supervisors at the lower levels, Greeks and 
Greek-speaking natives were preferred, especially at the higher levels.

Greek education had its influence on Jews and Jewish education. Greek influence on 
Jewish literature is documented as early as Alexander’s conquest and can be illustrated 
from literature in Hebrew and Aramaic as well as those works composed directly in 
Greek. Evidence of the influence of Greek philosophy occurs in such Jewish circles as 
Qumran and writings such as 1 Enoch.

Against this, critics say that almost no information about education in Judaea at this 
time exists much less education in Greek, and Greek influence on literature in Hebrew 
and Aramaic is less clear than it plainly is in Greek writing. Apparent Greek parallels 
and influence cannot be shown not to be from other possible sources. Some Jews had a 
reasonable knowledge of Greek and many more had a smattering, but the actual 
number of Jews who could be considered to have spoken Greek in Palestine was 
probably not many—the evidence is not conclusive for a pervasive use of Greek 
throughout Jewish society in Palestine.

Was Galilee bilingual? Evidently not, if it means that Greek was widely used 
everywhere. Martin Hengel thinks that because it was completely encircled by 
Hellenized cities, it will have been largely bilingual. But, others find almost no 
evidence of Greek in Upper Galilee. Doubtless Greek had its place in Galilee but was 
not dominant. Aramaic was the colloquial language, as it was in most of the Near East. 
Royal inscriptions and many other sorts of documents were issued in Greek, but no law 
imposed it as the sole language of administration.
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Hellenization

Critics say there is not much evidence of Hellenization before 175 BC in Palestine and 
in the Diaspora. Hellenization took longer than historians have allowed and only 
reached the lowest evels of Jewish society under the Romans. Fergus Millar concludes 
that “the evidence shows how un-Greek in structure, customs, observance, literary 
culture, language and historical outlook the Jewish community had remained down to 
the earlier second century, and how basic to it the rules imposed by Ezra and Nehemiah 
had remained”. Millar however regards a Hellenized Jew as not being Jewish and uses 
extreme interpretations such as that the Qumranites were not Essenes. For Millar, Jews 
would not attend the amphitheaters, gymnasia and sports stadia set up by the Greeks 
and Hellenized rulers like Herod.

The Hellenized countries were neither purely Greek nor purely Oriental. Some 
Orientals, including Jews, might be more Hellenized than others. The changes in Near 
Eastern culture instituted by the conquests of Alexander had not reached an 
equilibrium—the process was still evolving. Some places were strongly Greek, some 
remained strongly Oriental, and others were mixtures of various degrees. Anyone could 
be said to be “Hellenized” if they accepted some Greek ideals and customs.

Jews had kept intact aspects of their own culture while progressively adopting the 
Greek culture. Hellenized Jews began saying that sons of Abraham had been 
companions of Hercules, and descendants of Isaac had sailed with the Argonauts. 
Later, they identified Moses with Musaeus, the mythical son of Orpheus, who 
putatively lived long before Homer, wrote didactic verse and hymns, and, being a 
divinely gifted seer, like Tiresias, left a collection of oracular utterances. The link is not 
as absurd as it first looks since the name Orpheus might itself be a version of 
Ahuramazda, and have meant originally the same thing, “Shining Lord”.

There were educated and enlightened Jews who saw that they had to jettison the 
Persian cult, and to adopt at least the trappings of Greek civilization. That is what 
incensed the Maccabees. The process of Hellenization by adoption had reached the 
stage where strongly traditional Jews felt threatened. The reactions against 
Hellenization were complex and diverse, but the Jews were by no means the only 
people to fight it. Anti-Hellenism spread among Near Eastern peoples, including armed 
rebellion. The Maccabees were unusual in succeeding.

The Seleucid kings were not as oppressive as Maccabaean propaganda makes out. 
Were the Syrian Greeks worse than the Ptolemies? Although Egypt is famous for its 
finds of papyri in Greek, as much material was produced in Demotic in this period. 
Much of the work of the bureaucracy was bilingual. The Egyptian literary tradition 
flourished, and Demotic documents recorded bureaucratic and legal activity. Business 
and everyday transactions were still effected in the Egyptian language by Egyptians at 
all levels of society.
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If Greek was imposed in Syria as the official language of the conquered territories and, 
for example, slave sale documents were issued only in Greek after 275 BC, the 
Seleucid kings made little attempt to enforce the law and the Greek Syrian kingdom 
continued to allow local languages to be used in official documents.

A Jew named Jesus, who had adopted the Greek name, Jason, became the high priest in 
Jerusalem, about 173 BC, representing those who wanted to introduce Greek culture. 
He cleared an area in the city and founded a gymnasium, a Greek institution that served 
both for athletics, which Jews abominated, and as an open club in which educated men 
could meet for intelligent, and often philosophical discussion, and where books were 
kept for consultation. The author of 2 Maccabees opposed the Hellenizing faction.

The main concern for Jews was the extent to which the adoption of some Greek culture 
implied religious apostasy. The propagandists for the Maccabees depicted the crisis in 
Judaea not as one of Hellenizing but one of religious suppression. In this sense, it is 
possible to speak of a clear distinction between the Hellenized Jews and the traditional 
ones. The Jewish state successfully gained independence when 
anti-Hellenizing—Judaizing—Jews, helped by the Hellenized Romans through their 
Hellenized Egyptian allies, rebelled against their Hellenized rulers. The Romans were 
simply fomenting dissension to undermine the declining Greek state. A few years later 
they annexed it.

Anti-Greek reaction stimulated the writing of literary propaganda against the Greeks. In 
Egypt, prophecies of the overthrow of Greek rule were made, including the Oracle of 
Bocchoris or the Lamb, the Potter’s Oracle, and the Demotic Chronicle. From Persia 
came the Oracle of Hystaspes. The Jews produced fake Sibylline Oracles, the Book of 
Daniel and rewrote the scriptures emphasising foreign influences in which the Greeks 
were disguised as Canaanites and Philistines. This literature itself was a way of 
kindling hope and venting frustration. It served to inspire the native peoples to active 
resistance and revolt and fed the apocalyptic religious mood.

Martin Hengel says talk of Judaism versus Hellenism or of Palestinian versus 
Hellenistic Judaism is wrong because it reduces a complex society to black and white, 
and treats a process as if it were static. The criticism doubtless has some truth, but 
depends on when and what is being referred to. Hellenization was a process, but the 
stories of the Maccabees and the gospels show that Jews themselves saw themselves as 
divided into Greeks and Hebrews. It is therefore perfectly valid to use Hellenization to 
represent this split. Hellenized Jews were therefore “Greeks” and those who resisted 
Hellenization in favour of traditional ways were “Hebrews”. Some scholars complain 
about this, as though historians who make these distinctions are somehow anti-Semitic.

Lester L Grabbe of the University of Hull, England, says in Ioudaios:

The stark dichotomy of “Hellenizers” and “Judaizers” of 1 Maccabees has been used 
too simplistically and thus has caused gross distortion. It assumes a narrow, prejudicial 
definition of what it means to be a loyal Jew with no allowance made for those of a
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different opinion. It is as if, to take a modern analogy, the only form of Judaism 
allowed to be “Jewish” were Orthodox Judaism. This may indeed be the view of some 
Orthodox Jews, but it is hardly the perspective of Conservative, Reform, Liberal, 
Karaite, Falasha, and other forms of Judaism. It is not the job of the historian to take 
sides or adopt the denominational prejudice of the sources.

While we can accept the point that matters are never distinctly black or white, Grabbe 
is effectively saying that historians should ignore their sources in favour of the 
enlightened ideas of today. Warfare, and particularly civil war, polarizes opinion, and 
the sources, even if they seem opposite extremes have to be respected unless we have 
other reasons to think they are propaganda. That is how the historian finds out why 
history happened. Other scholars tell us we must learn how to think like the people of 
old, but Grabbe seems to think they should think like him.

If Hellenism was a culture and Judaism a religion (in itself a questionable assertion), 
many aspects of Hellenism were not only irrelevant to the Jewish religion, but could be 
beneficial to Jews whether in religion or society at large. A Jewish philosopher, 
Aristobulus, in c 150 BC, claimed that the philosophy of Aristotle and the whole of 
Greek culture was derived from the scriptures!

But the historian wants to know what motivated the Jews in the 300 years from the 
Maccabaean rebellion through the events of the gospels to the rebellion of bar Kosiba. 
The main motivation they had was that many Jews saw Hellenization as pollution! 
They seemed still to think in the Persian mode of good and evil creations, and the 
traditional Persian religion was naturally the good one. We can disapprove of such a 
position, but we cannot ignore it on the grounds that “it is hardly the perspective of 
Conservative, Reform, Liberal, Karaite, Falasha, and other forms of Judaism”.
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The Maccabees

In 171 BC, Jason was succeeded as high priest by a man whose name “after” was 
Menelaus. Josephus says that he was Onias, the brother of Onias, showing that these 
were not blood brothers but members of a brotherhood. These were Essenes or their 
precursors.

Menelaus was depicted as a wicked Jew. He became the instrument of the Pagan king, 
Antiochus IV Epiphanes, who allegedly persecuted the Jews and suppressed worship of 
Yehouah. It is absurd. The Seleucids were descendants of one of Alexander’s generals 
and were cultivated men with the same ambition as Alexander. They wanted Greek as 
the dominant civilization of their multi-racial subjects, but knew it could be achieved 
only by peace and good sense. Antiochus particularly wanted peace in Judaea, where 
normal communications along the major trade routes were made difficult by Jews 
perpetually rioting and using religious pretexts to justify a perpetual succession of petty 
but destructive civil wars. Antiochus had ambitions against Egypt which also required 
security in the rear.

Menelaus was a cultivated and highly intelligent Jew who saw that the future was with 
Greek culture, and that modernization meant the Jews had to change their Persian 
religion. That attitude won him the sympathy of Antiochus and a measure of support 
that was soon greatly increased. Menelaus offered Antiochus a large sum of money, 
which was doubtless welcome to finance his armies.

Antiochus was at war with Ptolemaic Egypt, and invaded that country. In 168 BC, a 
rumour reached Palestine that Antiochus had been defeated and killed. Menelaus was 
expelled by Jason and his faction, who had been engaged in treasonable intrigues with 
the Egyptians, in preparation for an Egyptian occupation of Jerusalem.

What had really happened was that Antiochus had won what should have been a 
decisive victory, but had been prevented from following it up by the intervention of an 
envoy from the Roman Senate, Popillius Laenas, who, in effect, made Egypt a Roman 
protectorate. As soon as the truth was known, Jason fled and Menelaus was restored to 
his priestly dignity. Both Hellenizers had large popular followings.

The net effect of this was to make Antiochus, who had been humiliated by the Romans 
and prevented from ending the menace to his kingdom from Egypt, willing to use his 
army to support Menelaus, who, officially the high priest of the Jews, proceeded to 
abolish all the innumerable and vulgar regulations of the law, the superstition about the 
sabbath, and circumcision. Menelaus was undoubtedly supported by a sizeable minority 
of educated Jews, many of whom engaged surgeons to uncircumcize them, the 
operation hitherto being nothing more than a nick in the foreskin.
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A member of the family of Hasmonaeus murdered a priest who was about to perform a 
sacrifice in accordance with the new rule, and fled to the wilderness, where he 
organized gangs of bandits who flourished by raiding towns, slaying wealthy educated 
Jews, and grabbing their property. They won the support of the Aramaic speaking 
classes. Antiochus’s governor, Lysias, underestimated the difficulty and made 
ineffectual attempts to suppress them, which Jewish writers magnified into great 
victories for Yehouah’s resistance. These Hasmonaeans, now more commonly known 
as Maccabees from the epithet given them, derived from an Aramaic word meaning 
“hammer”, were terrorists.

Antiochus was now prepared to give Menelaus full support, and would have prevailed 
against the Maccabees, despite their Roman support, with his army still organized with 
Macedonian tactics and discipline. But he had to protect his eastern borders against the 
Parthians, and died, either poisoned or from a chronic fever at Gabae in Afghanistan.

Lysias, Antiochus’s governor of Syria, compromised and gave the terrorists an 
amnesty. The Hasmonaeans were admitted to the city and the traditional rites of 
Yehouah restored. The Hasmonaeans used their new position for aggression on the 
Hellenizing faction everywhere. Lysias saw his error and acted. He mobilized his army, 
occupied Jerusalem and other cities, and restored order. Lurid accounts of the 
thousands and thousands of martyrs slain by the Greeks were published, but the Jewish 
rebels were again saved.

Antiochus’s heir was a boy of ten, who had been left in the care of Lysias, but 
Antiochus, shortly before his death, discontented with Lysias’s blundering, named one 
his friends, Philip, the regent for the boy and governor of Syria. The boy’s uncle, 
Demetrius, also claimed the throne with Roman support, thus initiating a series of civil 
wars that weakened the Seleucid Empire and led to its downfall, as the Romans had 
planned. The news of Philip’s advent reached Lysias in Jerusalem and, in a panic, he 
negotiated another compromise with the Hasmonaeans, sacrificing even Menelaus.

The Hasmonaeans profited from the weakening of the Seleucid Empire to make their 
country independent, ruled Judaea, and occupied themselves with wars of aggression 
against their neighbours to increase the territory under their rule. Yet they soon proved 
that they too were Hellenizing opportunists, and assumed Greek names, from Hyrcanus 
and Aristobulus to the last of the line, Antiochus. They soon offended the puritans, the 
Hasidim, who split into Pharisees and Essenes. The Hellenizing Sadducees, accepted 
the five Mosaic books only, and were granted the priesthood. The Essenes withdrew to 
the desert in disgust. Surviving Hellenizers either escaped from Judaea or became 
Sadducees.

We do not need to be told that all Jews were not opposed to all aspects of Hellenistic 
culture. The various Jewish revolutions were obviously not supported unquestioningly 
by all Jews, but the ones who did not give unquestioning support would have been 
classified by the Hebrews as “Greeks”.
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The “anti-Greek” forces which followed on the Maccabean crisis did not try to erase 
the Greek influence of the previous century and a half, and Jewish Palestine even as it 
gained independence under the Hasmoneans remained a part of the Hellenistic world. 
Even gaining independence from Greek rule did not necessarily mean the overthrow of 
Hellenistic culture or the rooting out of all Greek elements or influences.

The Maccabees and their supporters supposedly reacted against the colonial powers 
because of oppression, yet retained much of the foreign culture that had become their 
normal way of life. The Hasmonean state threw off the Seleucid yoke but did not 
eliminate Greek culture from Judaea. Judaea under Hasmonean rule was typical of 
Hellenistic kingdoms. Indeed the Macabees caused distress to their supporters by 
openly allying with Rome and refusing to turn the priesthood over to the Zadokites.

Philo Judaeus (c 20 BC-c 50 AD) was a well-educated and learned man, versed in 
Greek literature and philosophy, a model of a Hellenized Jew, those he described as the 
Letzim. He knew only the Septuagint. Wherever Philo wrote Jesus, the name is 
dishonestly changed to Joshua, to prevent Christian sheep from wondering about their 
Old Testament. Philo admits that the tale in the Old Testament about an armed 
conquest of Palestine led by Jesus or Joshua is preposterous.

Philo affirmed that the Divine Plan arranges the rise and fall of nations “to the end that 
the whole of our world should be as a single state, enjoying that best of constitutions, 
democracy”.

Truth is something that can and must be objectively determined—the opposite of lying, 
facts not fancies, reality not illusion. Truth for Philo is not what is, but what ought to 
be—it is what Yehouah commanded in the scriptures. It is the Jewish religion, as he 
understands it, after revising it with allegorical interpretations. It is faith and therefore 
irrational—the “truth of unreason”, as Bertrand Russell described faith in religions. 
Rational and objective truth is the antithesis of faith. The Jewish scriptures are fictions 
about a monstrous God giving human wimps the third degree, alternately bullying them 
into fear, then comforting them with love—scaring then soothing cissies unable to face 
the real world.

Philo was not interested in truth as the Greeks and all rational men conceive it. Philo 
tried to equate his religion to Stoicism, but no Stoic would ever have countenanced his 
faith in the “truth of unreason”. Philo even adapted to his religion the famous Stoic 
paradox that the vast majority of men are slaves, since they are enslaved by their desire 
for such things as pleasure, wealth, or glory, and that only a wise man (the Stoic sage) 
is free, because, even if he is in chains and being tortured, he retains command of his 
own mind and his moral integrity. Philo substitutes righteousness for Stoic wisdom.

Judaism in the first century was not a unified set of doctrines, but included many 
groups of Jews who were heretics according to the standards of the others. The real 
centre of Jewish power was not in Alexandria or Judaea, but still in Babylon, reflecting 
the invention of Judaism by the Persians. The wealthy Jews of Babylon in the fifth
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century BC had never thought of emigrating to Judaea, and their opulent descendants 
later continued to flourish in the city. Except for a brief time, Babylon was outside the 
borders of the Graeco-Roman world, increasingly centered in Rome.

With the fall of the Persian empire, the Zoroastrian Magi had spallated. By the first 
century BC and the following century, Egypt, Palestine, and adjacent parts of the Near 
East swarmed with itinerant mountebanks who practiced thaumaturgy, performing 
tricks of magic to make the yokels gawk and part with their money. They evolved a 
variety of speculations from the original Zoroastrianism, fusing with Greek and Jewish 
ideas but retaining a redeeming figure—the original Saoshyant.

They would validate his existence with “prophecies” culled from the sacred writings of 
the Jews, and they would promise to open the temples of holiness to everyone, 
including the unholy—thereby providing the masses with a broader-based creed than 
any existing in western Asia. They were in the salvation-business and promised some 
sort of posthumous happiness to generous contributors in the name of whatever deities 
the given set of dupes venerated. The more talented ones often succeeded in setting 
themselves up in a first-class business with numerous adherents. Many were Jews.

Jews were scattered throughout the ancient world long before 70 AD. The Hellenized 
aliens from the East spoke Greek and were the Graeculi of Cicero’s sarcasms and 
Juvenal’s satires. In 179 BC, P Cornelius Scipio Hispalus, the Urban Praetor, tried to 
expel Jews from Rome, who had not become Roman citizens, because of their numbers 
and because they were a bad influence—they were Syrians and 
Levantines—Canaanites in short—who could have been expected to favour the 
Carthaginians in the Punic wars. After his year of office, the decree was revoked. In 
Cicero’s time, Jews in Rome were taking advantage of economic crises and were 
influential enough to campaign effectively against provincial governors who tried to 
take action against them. They favoured Julius Caesar, whose revolution destroyed the 
Republic, but who had given the Jews privileges, and bewailed his death as a calamity. 
Strabo, writing in c 35 BC, stated that by 87 BC, the habitable world—the 
œcumene—was “full of Jews” who had “penetrated every city” and become so 
ubiquitous that:

“It is hard to find a place in the œcumene that has not admitted this tribe of men and 
has not been possessed by them.”

He also noted that they had privileges and were allowed to function as an enclave 
largely independent of the local government. Josephus in Antiquities was proud of the 
universal success of his fellow Jews.

By the time of the events of the gospels, some Jews welcomed the Roman invaders and 
others resented them. Collaborators in Judaea were called “publicans and sinners”, 
Hellenized apostates were called “Greeks” and pious Jews were called “Hebrews”, 
though all were Jews.
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Were the “Hebrews” correct to regard all Hellenized Jews as apostates? Again, 
“Hellenized Jews” means here the ones that the traditional Jews opposed, and that is 
what is important for understanding the Jewish rebellions. Many of the militant Jews 
had Greek names, so were already participants in one aspect of Hellenization, but they 
were concerned that, if it went too far, even the remnant might disappear. The militants 
were themselves diverse, including the Hasidim, the Maccabees, the partisans of Onias, 
the Essenes, the Galilaeans and, evidently, the Nazarenes.

Hellenizers were doubtless equally diverse and certainly included the Sadducees and 
Herodians. Philo of Alexandria was a Hellenized Jew that considered himself to be 
doing the world a service by uniting Greek and Jewish ccultures. The Jason who 
became high priest (2 Macc 4:13); considered himself a full and faithful Jew, but 
obtained permission for Jerusalem to become a Greek foundation. Grabbe says that 
because “some Jews may have judged him an apostate is irrelevant to the question of 
his own self designation or Jewish identity”. Too true, but the relevant point is that 
Jason was thought by his opponents to have been an apostate and evidently the 
Sadducees that followed him were all thought of in the same way, even though they 
were administering the temple! It was the cause of the war as far as the Maccabees 
were concerned.
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Christians

What is more to the point, by the time of the gospel events, is to what extent were 
Hellenized Jews considered as apostates by the “Hebrews?” Grabbe insists that “in 
accommodating to Hellenistic culture the Jews always maintained one area which 
could not be compromised without affecting their Judaism, that of religion”, yet, if 
Hellenization is a process, it must have at one extreme the purely Greek culture, 
religion and all. Palestinian Jews must have had good reason for concern when they 
saw their temple taken over by Greeks. It was only a question of time before Yehouah 
became Zeus, and surely that is the point about the “Abomination of Desolation”. It is 
simplistic to say that “Jews were unique and did not lose their identity”. The early 
success of Christianity was surely precisely because it appealed to those Hellenized 
Jews that were crossing the boundary from Judaism.

Jews seemed only to mix with gentiles for commercial reasons and even these were 
restricted by the purity laws. The pious Jew could not dine at the table of a gentile or 
receive a gentile as a dinner guest. They were not allowed to visit the theatre, the 
circus, the gymnasium or even to read a non-Jewish book, except at twilight, when it 
was obviously not easy to do. As the Persian administrators, like Ezra, following the 
Persian precedent had presecribed, mixed marriages were forbidden and were severely 
penalized. They sound so strict as to have been Essenes rather than typical Jews, and it 
is true that we know the Essenes had strict rules for managing the relations between 
their members and gentiles.

Diaspora Jews lived apart, in separate quarters grouped around their synagogues. The 
synagogue is described by Philo as a great centre of religious teaching, and there were 
many of them in Egypt. What is remarkable, and never commented on by Christian ot 
Jewish commentators, is that Philo, writing about the Essenes, refers to a “sacred spot” 
called a “synagogue” that he describes as “their name” for “their institution!” For the 
prayer houses of the Therapeutae Philo uses the word “semneion” and in other cases, 
words like “proseuche” were used, but—muddying the water as ever—Christian and 
Jewish translators have rendered this quite different word also as “synagogue”. If we 
are to believe Philo, then, the synagogue was not any place where Jews met, but a place 
organized by Essenes for Jews to meet.

If, “Jews alone in the Greco-Roman world refused honor to gods, shrines, and cults 
other than their own”, they were only a subset of Jews—the Jews who refused to be 
Hellenized in matters of religion because they had simple but specific rules against it 
and overseers to impose them. Grabbe says the majority would not cross the final 
barrier from Judaism and says we know only a handful of examples from antiquity in 
which Jews abandoned their Judaism. Can he tell us how many examples we should 
expect? And what of the chances that Jewish congregations absorbed Hellenization?
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Archaeological excavations have shown that opulent synagogues in Asia outside 
Judaea took their orthodoxy lightly, ignoring even the injunction about not worshipping 
other deities before Yehouah. If Greek gods were not worshipped in those synagogues, 
and there is at least one example of a prayer to Helios, composed in Greek but written 
in the Hebrew alphabet, they were at least sufficiently venerated to be given iconic 
representation. Everyone was astonished when the excavations at Dura-Europos 
reached the remains of a monumental third century AD synagogue in which at least two 
Greek deities were portrayed on the walls.

More recently and more astonishingly, a synagogue built, regardless of cost, in the 
fourth century AD at Tiberias, on the western shore of the Sea of Galilee and hence in 
Judaea itself, had a finely-wrought central mosaic, in which Helios is encircled by the 
zodiac, with its constellations represented by the customary figures. Three of the four 
corners of the mosaic are preserved. In one corner is the head of a woman wearing a 
radiant crown, a goddess, holding a sickle. In the opposite corner a maiden with the 
white headdress of a virgin is pouring water from an ewer. In the third corner, a 
woman, perhaps garlanded, seems to be holding up a bowl of some fruit. Each figure is 
identified by a word in an alphabet similar to Hebrew.

Undoubtedly proselytizing went on in synagogues, but there is no suggestion that 
Essenes refused to accept non-Jews, despite their exclusivity. Synagogues attracted 
god-fearers, and, if potential converts agreed to accept the law and the Essenic special 
rules, then they were admitted to the order. One of the four castes of the Essenes was 
that of proselyte. This admits of the possibility of diaspora synagogues melting into a 
Hellenistic form of Judaism. Surely that is what we read in the letters of Paul and is the 
way Christianity began.

Millions of diaspora Jews eventually abandoned their old religion to fit into the Roman 
world. Many of them were called Christians. Because they had been caught up in the 
process of Hellenization and had gone beyond the point of return, they can have 
thought of it as no big deal. It would have seemed as natural, banal and unnoteworthy 
as abandoning Christianity has been to the 90 per cent of secular Britons and many 
Americans today.
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Bultmann

Professor Rudolf Bultmann of Marburg is a notable Christian scholar who established 
“form criticism” as a way of understanding the New Testament documents. He also 
wrote a well known essay called The New Testament and Mythology which Christians 
of a different kind from Bultmann reject along with their own brains as the work of 
Satan. In another notable book, Primitive Christianity in its Contemporary Setting 
(1956), Bultmann tried to do what most Baptists and Fundamentalists would also 
consider as Satanic—to put Christianity into the real world in which it developed, not a 
fantasy world of saintly rabbinic apostles, but one in which the Jewish and Greek 
cultures were in conflict, sectarianism was rife and Gnosticism was to be a major 
influence and a rival of Christianity.

Unlike the dishonest evangelicals of today, Bultmann had no doubt that social 
phenomena were influenced by the society in which they arose, and considered it 
almost axiomatic that Christianity was influenced by Hellenism from the outset. Since 
the Judaism from which it branched was itself already influenced by Hellenism, it is 
hardly surprising, though many modern Christians, wanting to see God acting linearly 
through the history of the Jews alone, for fear of admitting any Pagan influence on their 
fetish, deny any contemporary influences on Christianity except some idealized form of 
Judaism.

Bultmann not only accepts the influence of Paganism but, unlike the puerile view of 
most Christians that Paganism was only an excuse for sexual orgies, Bultmann 
recognized Paganism as itself immensely complex. Within the milieu of Judaism, 
Hellenistic Magic and Eastern Mysteries, Christianity arose as a movement which 
accepted certain outlooks as basic while being critical of others, and in addressing 
questions which other religions inevitably were addressing at the same time, found 
itself in rivalry with those that also gave answers to these questions.

Bultmann is clear that Christianity was not an inevitable consequence of contemporary 
events, and that scholars had to study these contemporary phenomena objectively to 
seek what Christianity had in common with its rivals, if its differences from them were 
to be appreciated. Bultmann saw with the utmost clarity that Christian scholars had no 
business trying to prove that Christianity was true, or that it was a natural pinnacle of 
religious understanding through its superiority over other religions. Christian 
theologians, not Christian historians had that job. The historians had to describe what 
they had discovered to clarify the issues, and seek to understand human existence 
through history, and show its relevance to the present situation.

Historians present evidence as honestly as possible, and try to show how the people of 
the time saw things. Rarely will that be how modern people see them, especially in 
religion, but modern people will make up their own mind what they believe whether it 
is based on an earnest attempt to understand what happened, or on some deep seated
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emotional need. The outcomes rarely coincide.

Bultmann rejects the idea that the Jewish scriptures have any pseudo-scientific 
speculation about the origin of the cosmos. The first chapters of Genesis depict God as 
the Creator to show that the universe is His, not to explain it. The idea of a creation by 
an act of God is itself another act of faith. Believers in God will believe in Creation 
because it justifies their belief in God acting in the world. Life is owed to God in this 
faith, and humanity therefore owes God obedience. It follows that those who try to 
uphold Creation as scientific,

• are being stupid, and,

• are trying to justify their faith, the opposite of the intention.

Nor was there only one god. Bultmann points out what is obvious to everyone except 
the average Christian from a reading of the scriptures—different people had their own 
gods which the scriptures did not deny but treated as irrelevant to the Jews whose own 
god was Yehouah! Though Bultmann did not realize it, the Persians conditioned the 
Jews to think of Jehouah as a universal god, and this universalism shines through many 
of the prophetic writings, but when Judaea became an independent country under the 
Maccabees, Yehouah was proclaimed the Jewish natiuonal god—the universal god still 
but also the special god of the people he had chosen. These people called Him “Lord”, 
just as other people in the Ancient near East called their god, “Lord”. Each of these 
people had a “Lord” who was exclusively their own. And for each of them, their own 
“Lord” was the “one true god”.

The Persian God was transcendent before the Jewish one, but he had also created all 
that was good and therefore harmonious—what the Greeks called the cosmos. The 
Greek mind saw the harmony as important and realized that what was harmonious 
could be worked out and understood. The Jews had no interest in the harmony of God’s 
creation, only the awe of it. God was awesome. The prime meaning of “awe” is “fear”!

Both “harmony” and “awe” are natural phenomena. They are aspects of Nature. A god 
creating and controlling Nature is an unnecessary male construct, a male vanity 
preserved only by male propaganda, possible because males exclusively controlled 
patriarchal religions.

In fact, the Jewish concept of God eschewed any rationality in God’s Creation, 
emphasizing only its awe. The reason was that the Persians imposed the Jewish notion 
of God because they wanted their subject people to be intimidated. The Greeks, 
however, although they took their cues from the Persian cosmogony, did it 
independently, free to develop their ideas as they wished. This struggle between 
freedom and coercion has been central to western religion, and from it, politics, ever 
since. Rarely has institutional Christianity been on the side of freedom.



21-May-2003 Christianity Revealed Page 20

Christianity Revealed AskWhy! Publications Dr M D Magee

So, the doctrine of Creation expressed humanity’s utter dependence on God and 
therefore His holy institutions on earth. The original one was the Persian 
Shahanshah—king of kings—God’s earthly regent and the original messiah of the 
Jews. After the collapse of the Persian empire, priests and parsons were free to assign 
the power of God to whoever they favoured—that is whoever favoured them.

“Woe unto him that striveth with his maker… Shall the clay say to Him that fashioneth 
it, What makest thou?” (Isaiah 45:9)

Whatever God did was not to be questioned by a lump of animated clay. This is the 
diametric opposite of the Greek sense of inquiry, but it is the very attitude of modern 
Christians.

“Will ye command me regarding the work of my hands? I have made the earth and 
created man upon it. I, even my hands, have stretched out the heavens and all their host 
have I commanded.” (Isaiah 45:12)

This is demonstrably a paraphrase of passages in Zoroaster’s Gathas. Bultmann 
recognizes that the Canaanite Yehouah was not a god of the world but, became one 
under the influence of the prophets. Perhaps he suspected that the prophets had been 
anachronistically set in the time of the Assyrians, when they were really from the time 
of their cultural protegés, the Persians.

The Persians introduced the notion of linear history—a journey in time from Creation 
to Eschaton. Earlier religions had seen history as an annual cycle, gods and goddesses 
being originally vegetation and fertility principles, participating in an annual drama of 
renewal or revivification. Zoroaster first expressed the idea of history as a way of 
distinguishing good and bad, so that the righteous could feel justified in their 
righteousness and the wicked, however successful in life, could be condemned to an 
ultimate judgement or punishment. History was therefore the theatre of the battle of 
Good and Evil, and required everyone to play a part on one side or the other. Good 
would ultimately triumph but only by good people playing a greater part than wicked 
people. There was no point in studying history. Acting in it was all that was important 
to the future outcome.

What happened in the Jewish scriptures is that God was elevated even above the height 
He occupied in Zoroastrianism. The war of Good and Evil was played down and Evil 
attributed to God’s punishment. This change was surely effected even in Persian times. 
The vassals of the Persians were being depicted as being punished for their 
disobedience by the Good God. God had to struggle to achieve His own purpose 
contrary to the rebellions of His own people. They had to realize they were being 
punished for what they did—to face their responsibilities for the future and act 
accordingly. Thus they were intimidated into doing what the ruling power wanted.

Bultmann knows the truth, or gets remarkably close to it:
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“The writing of history was the direct outcome of historical experience—with the 
Greeks, their wars of liberation against the Persians, in Israel, the victorious struggle 
against the Philistines and the conquest of the cities of Canaan.”

Bultmann notes that both began with an interest in myth and folklore but only the 
Greeks evolved into the scientific study of history. Now we know that the Israelites did 
not conquer Canaan, and the Philistines settled or were allowed to settle by the 
Egyptians on the coast of Palestine and asimilated mainly peacefully with the native 
Semitic speaking population. The truth in the conquest myth is that it was an allegory 
of the settlement of Yehud by the Persian colonists in the fifth century. The Philistines 
and Canaanites were names given to those who opposed the Persian colonists.

The Persians were the instigators of the evolution of both cultures, directly in the case 
of the Jews and indirectly in the case of the Greeks. The direct influence on the Jews 
put God at the source of history, but for the Greeks it was the response of the people to 
the situations they met in the world. Both interpretations looked to the future, but the 
Jewish one was eschatological, God’s judgement, whereas the Greek one was didactic, 
to teach the practical consequences of failure of duty.

The Jewish god was invisible but could be heard. Hearing was more important than 
seeing, but the Jewish god was not only invisible, He could not be known. God put 
words into people’s ears to tell them what to do. In modern society such people would 
be cracking up! But in Jewish mythology such words were the “Word of God” and the 
only way He could be known. To know God was therefore to know His will not to 
know His nature. Many prophets, ancient and modern have claimed to know God’s 
will, and it is astonishing how easily people believe them. It has been a cause of 
perpetual trouble in the world.

Truth is not, in the Judaeo-Christian scheme, anything that can be proved to be true, 
anything that can be verified in the real world and therefore be real itself. Truth is the 
will of God. And who knows the will of God? Those, mainly men, who can hear God 
talking to them! Bultmann comes close to admitting that Patriarchal religions are the 
religions of the insane, yet billions of people put their trusts in one or another 
Patriarchal prophets. The reason they do is that the prophets inculcate in their followers 
a profound fear of God. For those who believe in the scriptural God, wisdom is not 
knowledge, experience or sagacity. It is “fear of God”.

“The fear of Yehouah is the beginning of wisdom but fools despise wisdom and 
instruction.” (Prov 1:7)

“The fear of Yehouah is the instruction of wisdom.” (Prov 15:33)

The prophet Isaiah tells the Israelites that they should fear and dread Yehouah Sebaoth 
(Isa 8:13), this being the Persian name of Yehouah—Yehouah of hosts. It was a natural 
emotion to give to subject people to keep them in order. This fear of God stems from
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Deuteronomy which, far from being the second law, is the original law given to the 
Jews by Ezra, the Persian official:

“Ye shall walk after Yehouah Elohim, and fear Him and keep His commandments, and 
obey His voice, and ye shall serve Him and cleave unto Him.” (Dt 13:4)

Jeremiah says that God put fear in the people’s hearts that they would not depart from 
Him and they would fear Him forever (Jer 32:39)! This fear of God was just what the 
Persians intended, but it would not do for Christians, even Bultmann, so he 
immediately tells us it is not really fear at all! That is God’s Truth! Christians were to 
be Moslems for this “fear” was really “submission” to God’s will and “awe” at His 
power. Bultmann is doubtless correct that submission and awe it was meant to be, but 
the inducement to submit and be obedient was fear—fear of God’s retribution. Who 
though would procure this retribution on God’s behalf if His Chosen did not submit? 
The imperial authorities of Persia acting on the instructions of the Shah. In practice, it 
was the Shah’s word not God’s that was law, but how was an ignorant peasant to know?

This God controls the world, but never directly. He controls Nature and can effect 
retribution that way, or He controls people like the Shah, and can effect retribution that 
way. He does everything at second hand and rules by fiat. He is an eastern potentate 
writ large—the Shah of Heaven! Misfortune and suffering are God’s punishments for 
disobedience, and there is no rule that He has made that He will not violate to wreak 
His punishments.

There is no need to try to fit suffering into an overall scheme of Nature in a sense like 
“one man’s meat is another man’s poison” or “what is good for some is bad for others”, 
as the Greeks and Stoics did. People had to bear their suffering all right but because it 
had been imposed by God as a punishment. Whether you were a Stoic or a Yehouist, 
you had to put up with it. Christians, however, through the more Persianized version of 
Judaism preserved by the Essenes and rejected by the Rabbis, could blame suffering on 
to an Evil Spirit, Satan, and could fight against Evil and not merely suffer it—unless, of 
course, you were a Christian designated as evil by the power faction in which case you 
had to suffer the consequences of your Christian brothers’ fight against the evil you 
represented. This they have done diligently ever since, quite contrary to the ostensible 
emphasis placed on love in their belief.

The Stoic was assisted in bearing the burden of life in knowing that they were a part of 
the whole, and each piece in the structure of the cosmos had its part to play. The 
suffering endured by a Stoic is an altruistic act for the benefit of the rest of life. Marcus 
Aurelius told Stoics they had to consider everything not just themselves. Stoicism is 
primarily concerned with real life, and does not shrug off the duty involved for empty 
supernatural promises. In the Jewish scripture, much of Wisdom (Qoheleth) is atheistic. 
It is closer to Stoicism than to Yehouism. Supernatural rewards are rejected in:

“There is nothing better for man than that he should eat and drink, and make his soul 
enjoy good in his labour.” (Ecc 2:24)
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This is man’s portion, and the punishment of God elsewhere is the gift of God here! 
God gives Job no answer to his sufferings, though the author is apparently cynical. 
God’s wisdom so surpasses man’s that even God’s sadistic torture of a righteous man 
has a proper reason. Injustices like this are resolved in the future Eschaton, so the 
Jewish God can have a bit of fun at the expense of a loyal devotee, because he will be 
rewarded in the end!



21-May-2003 Christianity Revealed Page 24

Christianity Revealed AskWhy! Publications Dr M D Magee

The Hebrew God and Festivals

The message of the prophets was that God was not one of the old fertility gods, the 
power of fertility, but was a god with a much grander scope. The Hebrew God was 
their god because he had specially chosen them but was a universal god. As the god of 
the Hebrews, he was like the god of any Greek polis, except that the polis expressed the 
will of the people, whereas the Hebrew God expressed an alien will, that of the Persian 
kings. The deity of the Greek polis was the expression of the will of the community and 
therefore the guardian of it. This is democracy. The Hebrew God was never democratic 
and expressed no communal will even in Hasmonaean times.

The Hebrew God always looked to the history of His people—how they had been 
privileged but constantly reneged on the covenants they had made with Him. The 
trouble was the history was mainly bogus—a present of those imposing the religion to 
keep the people compliant. It began as an authoritarian religion, saying: “You never do 
as you are told, so you deserve to be punished”, and so it has remained in its various 
epiphanies. The Persians promised to make their colonists in Yehud rich, but the Jews 
had to remember it was a gift, not an ability:

“And say thou not in thine heart: My power and the might of my hand hath gotten me 
this wealth.” (Dt 8:17)

It was given to them by God—the Persian king, in practice. The real act of creation was 
the creation of the temple state by the Persians. The scriptures show throughout that the 
Hebrews never did anything for themselves. Whenever they did, it was wrong and 
failed or was punished. What succeeded was God’s work. God saved them from the 
Egyptians and gave them a covenant. God gave them a land that was said to have been 
the land of their fathers.

The native Canaanite feasts on traditional seasonal occasions, and these occasions in 
the vegetation cycle were transformed into celebrations of mystical historic events. 
Who could have made a people do this except a powerful conqueror? The Passover was 
when the sun passed over the celestial equator signalling the barley harvest. It was the 
start of the religious year when the kind winter sun that brought the rains to fertilize the 
crops was crucified and the cruel summer sun that shrivelled up the crops rose into the 
heavens—in Persian interpretation.

In the summer heat, the harvests had to be gathered before they were scorched. The 
feast of Booths in the month of Tishri was probably introduced by Ezra, on the 
occasion when he read the law to the Jews, as a Persian custom signalling the 
crucifixion of the cruel sun and the coming of the first rains, the beginning of the civil 
year, but, in the older seasonal interpretation, celebrated the end of the harvest season.
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The Persian interpretations were given their present “historical” meanings when the 
story of Moses was invented in the third century BC. Passover was excused as a 
celebration of a murderous angel passing over Egypt killing innocent Egyptian kids but 
sparing Hebrew ones. The myth is tacked on to the older seasonal myth with crude 
stitches. Shavuot, the feast of Weeks, another harvest festival was excused as a 
celebration of God’s covenant. Booths was excused as a memorial of the time the 
Israelites lived in the desert in crude shelters. Yehud was created artificially and the 
Jewish religion was similarly artificial, though it took over older Canaanite festivals.

Deuteronomy 26:5-9 seems to be a basic rendering of the what became the sagas of 
Abraham and Moses:

“An Aramaean ready to perish was my father, and he went down to Egypt, and 
sojourned there with a few, and became there a nation, great, mighty, and populous. 
And the Egyptians evil entreated us, and afflicted us, and laid upon us hard bondage. 
And when we cried unto Yehouah the God of our fathers, Yehouah heard our voice, 
and looked on our affliction, and our labour, and our oppression. And Yehouah brought 
us out of Egypt with a mighty hand, and with an outstretched arm, and with great 
terribleness, and with signs, and with wonders. And he hath brought us into this place, 
and hath given us this land, even a land that floweth with milk and honey.”

Now since Aram was in the north, the area near the Euphrates river about the towns of 
Haran and Urfa, the Aramaean could go down into Canaan and be in Egypt, since 
Canaan was an Egyptian colony. Equally the great nation could have been brought out 
of Egypt because the Egyptians were forced to give up their Canaanite colony. God had 
indeed brought them into a land of milk and honey, which was their own, as soon as the 
Egyptians were forced to give it up. This story, in other words does not imply any 
Exodus, but a liberation of Canaan from Egyptian rule. This will have been the Persian 
propaganda put over to persuade the people that they had been slaves of the Egyptians 
in their own land. This basic tale was expanded in the time of the Ptolemies into the full 
blown Joseph and Moses sagas.

The bond of God and the nation is depicted as marriage, while disloyalty to Yehouah is 
depicted as fornication and adultery. Loyalty means obedience to the law. The Persians, 
through their propagandists, the prophets, emphasized that God could exercise His 
power against Israel. He was not obliged to stand up for people who refused to accept 
His laws. The laws were Persian laws and the implied threat was that the Persians who 
set up the colony could destroy it, acting for God, of course. The failings of the people 
constantly emphasized by the prophets and the Deuteronomistic Historian meant that 
the covenant had never been fulfilled except by a remnant of the people. The promise 
that it would be fulfilled was a future promise always. The occasion would be the End 
of the World. As Bultmann puts it:

“The covenant is not capable of realization in actual histoty. Its realization is only 
conceivable in some mythical future of redemption.”
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Semitic people regarded their god as their real king, their king merely being their god’s 
approved minister on earth. This is the belief that the Persians were taking advantage 
of. By ensuring that the god was the sort of God that reflected the policies they 
professed, the Persians knew they could use religion as a politicial tool. It was not a 
new policy but it was put into effect particularly well.

The king, Yehouah, was acclaimed at the New Year ceremony with the cry: “Yehouah 
is king”. The Persian king was similarly renewed as king at the Persian New Year 
ceremony, in which he acted the part of God slaying the Dragon of Chaos. For both, the 
New Year ceremonies were not held in the middle of winter as we do, but on the 
occasions when the sun crosses the celestial equator, as we have seen. Ceremonial 
hymns praise Yehouah as god of the universe, the equivalent of Ahuramazda. But 
prophetic propaganda could not condone a Jewish king to act as God’s regent. There 
was only one king—in Susa, Persepolis or Babylon.

Any clamour for a local king was countered in the mythological history. God did not 
want the people to have their own king, and, when he yielded to their demands, the 
kings proved to be flawed. So, no one at the time when the Persians invented this 
propaganda could have called for a local king without appearing to deny the sacred 
history. The prophet, Hosea, blamed the wickedness of the people in the sacred history 
to the crowning of Saul at Gilgal (Hos 9:15). The glory of David and Solomon, running 
counter to the rest of the prophetic propaganda against kings, was mainly a later 
invention, probably by the Maccabees,whose purpose it served, written about a briefer 
Persian core, just as the Moses saga was.

God anointed His kings but God’s anointed was a term that came to stand for the 
eschatological king who would act as God’s judge at the end of the world. Thus the full 
realization of the temple state of Yehud came in the future. Setting up Yehud and its 
temple were therefore eschatological steps. The Persian colonists who took on the task 
were particularly holy people helping God to defeat Evil. From the outset they were 
given this purpose as their destiny and were called a nation of priests. They had been 
specially chosen and would come to consider themselves the holy people of God.

Bultmann notes that after the “exile” the nation of Israel was reconstituted as a 
“church”:

“Israel ceased to be a nation and became a church. All the foundations of government, 
except the administration of justice, which remained in the hands of the priests, were 
managed by the foreign power. Cyrus was hailed by the Jews as the Lord’s anointed.”

What nation would reconstitute itself as a church? The people of Yehud were 
constituted as a church because the Persians set them up as a temple state—a trouble 
free way of collecting taxes voluntarily.
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Righteousness

Much of the litany of things absent from the scriptures are things that show it is not a 
natural compilation of literature. Most secular songs, poems and legends of the Levant 
did not find their way into the Jewish scriptures. This is literature put together with a 
narrow purpose in mind, and although later additions admitted some more popular 
genres than the original, the purpose was not forgotten. It was to denigrate the Israelites 
as incorrigible apostates from God. The Jews came to believe it themselves, and only in 
Chronicles does it seem that the Deuteronomic tone is weakening.

The rules of the religion are restrictive and negative. The assumption is that the people 
will not obey God and would turn to practices He would not like. The law is dominant 
in this religion because it expressed a law imposed, and an order imposed by the 
Persians. Much of the law is negative. The Decalogue tells mainly what must not be 
done. By accepting these restrictions, people could be considered “righteous” by their 
fellows, and that would please God. Greek concepts like Virtue and Duty are mainly 
absent because the prime concern of the legislators was obedience and order. 
Righteousness served to encompass qualities encouraged by the Greeks like Virtue and 
Duty.

Bultmann rather over eggs his own pudding in seeing nothing in the Jewish scriptures 
comparable with qualities admired by the Greeks. It seems that he cannot recognize 
them if they are not as they ought to be in a Greek work, but this is not a Greek work, 
and what was written after Alexander was written consciously aware of its differences 
from Greek forms and expressions. There was a battle going on between modernizers 
and traditionalists, and so far as the sacred writings were concerned, the traditionalists 
predominated. Whatever additions were made in Hellenistic times tend to conform with 
tradition, and that was what had already been laid down by the Deuteronomists.

Of course, it is impossible to stop time, and evenually the Greek books were considered 
sufficiently holy to be admitted to the Jewish scripture, but, by then the bulk of 
scripture had been stabilized. This is about the end of the second century BC. The two 
main periods of Hellenistic revision will have been under the third century Ptolemies, 
and then after the victory of the Maccabees. Whatever obvious Greek influence was 
introduced in Ptolemaic times will have been edited out by the Maccabaean editors, but 
by then there was no stopping the admission of new Hellenized books like ben Sirach.

The prophets who were propagating the Persian innovations had God disapproving of 
the feasts of the fertility gods of Canaan, and demanding instead 
“righteousness”—obedience to God’s law. The cultic practices that they seemed to rail 
against did not stop. Sacrificing, burning offerings and burning incenses continued, so 
cannot have been seen as a problem. The point was all of this was vanity unless the 
people were righteous! The animals brought as offerings had to be perfect, 
unblemished, and the worshippers were told it stood for their own righteousness.
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They too had to be perfect. The criterion of perfection and righteousness was obedience 
to the law! Not to obey them was sin. Bultmann said:

“All particular transgressions are expressions of the same underlying spirit, man’s 
rebellion against lawfully constituted authority, his desire to be his own master. It is a 
rebellion against God.”

Here is a Greek concept clearly enough, that Bultmann did not notice—hubris.

Scribes were a combination of lawyer and theologian because the Persians had made 
obedience of the law into an act of piety before God. Thus religion and morality were 
combined in jurisprudence, and civil and criminal law were considered to be divine. 
One trouble was that the law as prescribed by the Persians and modified by the 
Ptolemies and perhaps the Maccabees was fixed as God’s law. As circumstances 
changed and some laws became obsolete, the people were still obliged by the scribes to 
obey them!

The other side of this coin was that new circumstances that had arisen went unregulated 
by law. It meant that schools of interpretation arose in which the new circumstances 
were interpreted in terms of outmoded law. These schools effectively became the 
equivalent of political parties, as the Python team show excellently in Life of Brian, 
and the Sadducees and Pharisees were the main two. Any interpretations were set down 
as equals. No one had the thought of testing them to see which was true, or practicable, 
because it was God’s law and God was not to be tested. The result was the growth of 
vast volumes of commentary and interpretation, all pointless. Teaching was taught by 
rote learning, the teacher pointing out the various opinions that were relevant in each 
lesson.

The motive of ethics was obedience. The law was given as commandments, and 
commandments had to be obeyed.

“The Holy one says: I have prescribed a statute for you, I have issued a decree for you. 
You have no right to transgress my decree, for it is written: This is the statute of my 
law.” (Johanan ben Zaccai)

Johanan ben Zaccai said men were made to practice the law! Enforcement was fear. 
Jews had to fear God. There is no escaping this plain fact even though the Rabbis try to 
tell us fear was really love of God. Failure to obey a command required a punishment. 
It was called divine retribution. Some sinners seemed to do very well in life but it was 
only an earthly illusion. They would suffer divine retribution after death. Meanwhile 
the righteous suffered in this life to be rewarded in the next. What more effective 
scam—sorry—scheme could have been invented?

In Judaism, the loss of Persia and the changed circumstances under the Greeks meant 
that many of the precepts had become unintelligible or seemed trivial. They no longer
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served the purpose for which they were written. Obedience of them became a religious 
formalism serving to distinguish the pious from the impious.

When the law had no provision for a circumstance, people were free to decide for 
themselves what to do. Righteous people knew from Zoroastrianism that good deeds 
made up for deficiencies of observance of the law. A final judgement and suitable 
punishment was expected for evil deeds while good deeds could make up for bad 
deeds. Good and bad deeds were weighed in the balance at the end, an idea that 
ignorant Christians got rid of. Rabbi Hillel saw a skull floating down a river and 
observed:

“Because they drowned thee, thou art drowned, but they that drowned thee shall 
themselves be drowned at the last.”

People were never sure that they had been good enough for salvation. Pious people felt 
uneasy and guilty, and ben Zaccai wept on his sick bed, unsure that he had been 
righteous enough if he should die. Penitential prayers, in which God’s forgiveness was 
implored were constantly on the lips of the devout. “Forgive us for we have sinned!” 
Repentance became a way of life, apparently meritorious in itself. Some modern 
Christians are the same.
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Jesus

Jesus proclaimed nothing new. He was not a Christian but a devout Jew, albeit certainly 
an Essene rather than a Pharisee or Sadducee. The Christian gospels are explicit that 
Jesus had no intention of criticizing the Jewish law. Whatever there is in the mythology 
of Jesus that is interpreted as being abrogation of the law was introduced by those who 
did not care for it and wanted shot of it as an unnecessary burden—the gentile bishops! 
Jesus taught obedience to God, and the law was God’s law, not a jot or tittle of which 
could be altered.

The source of apparent differences with Judaism were:

• He was an Essene not a Pharisee.

• Even Pharisaism was not then what Rabbinic Judaism became.

• Jesus was expecting the imminent End of the World, which meant that the most 
important thing was to save sinners.

Bultmann tries to maintain that Jesus introduced the idea of inner motivation, but he 
must know that Jeremiah was the originator of it. Jesus restates that people are abject 
slaves before God. They can make no demands of God, but must dedicate their whole 
person to Him. It sounds just what the Persians wanted to inculcate almost 500 years 
before, when they started Judaism. It seems no coincidence that the Essenes, from the 
Dead Sea Scrolls, still strongly adhered to the Persian norms of the religion, unlike the 
pragmatic Pharisees and the Hellenistic Sadducees. But Bultmann misunderstands 
Jesus’s motivation, as all Christians who ignore his apocalypticism do. Jesus was 
expecting the world to end, of that there is no doubt.

Life is entirely a vital conception not one dependent on a spiritual background or 
framework. Bultmann denies that the scriptural view of the soul is opposed to the flesh. 
Man is indifferently called flesh or soul in the scriptures. So, the scriptural soul does 
not belong intrinsically to a higher plane, but is the energy whch gives life to the flesh. 
It resides in the blood or in the breath. Soul was then just a synonym for life. Yet, the 
sinner is punished with a premature death and it could not merely be ordinary death. 
Bultmann says:

“Palestinian Judaism… adopted the Iranian conception of the resurrection of the body.”

Here are distinctions that are not easily understood at this distance, but it seems that the 
belief in resurrection was that physical death was not really death. Death was what God 
had ordained for sinners. But if there were no higher planes, restored life was in this 
world not in some other. The righteous must therefore have been resurrected into life 
again—in this world! The difference was this world had become the “World to Come”,
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a world identical to this one except free of sin and corruption. The world, in 
Zoroastrian terms, was returned to its original state of perfection when it was first made 
by God. This was the kingdom of God that Jesus was expecting.

Bultmann says that Jesus was opposed to the idea of trying to accumulate merit through 
good works, making all reward the gift of God. He cites the parable of the labourer who 
laboured on for the last hour but had the same reward for his endeavours as those who 
had laboured all day. Jesus is not laying down any principle of worldly remuneration, 
or saying that God is arbitrary. His clear point is eschatological. Those who have had a 
lifetime of righteousness can receive no greater reward than those who have repented 
just in time to be forgiven and baptized. The reward is to enter God’s kingdom.

God is not capricious. Only righteous people can be thus rewarded. Not crooks, 
confidence tricksters, liars or clergymen. Righteous people only, but so long as they are 
righteous, they can expect to enter the kingdom. It might be God’s own gift, but God is 
just, and rewards goodness, not the opposite. Certainly, the point of the parable is that 
sinners can be saved, but not as long as they are sinners. Christians have always fooled 
themselves into thinking that sinners were welcomed with open arms and pints of wine 
by Jesus. He accepted only those who had repented. Repentance had to be sincere and 
followed by righteous living until the kingdom came. Jesus repeatedly warned that the 
least backsliding could mean the gates of heaven could be slammed in the face of the 
backslider. The man who laboured only at the end of the day was a penitent Jew, the 
very people that Jesus thought he was sent to save. The gospels have the same parable 
in different forms, the lost sheep and the widow’s missing coin being two.

Many of the apparently non-Jewish teachings of Jesus have turned out to be Jewish all 
right but Essenic, not Rabbinic. Besides that, the Rabbis purged apocalyptic from 
Judaism, except in a mystic expectation of a world to come. Few commentators of 
today seem to realize that Judaism of the time of Jesus was not the Judaism of the 
modern synagogue. Humility, poverty and meekness were Essene characteristics, not 
generally Jewish. Most Jews thought wealth showed God’s favour, but Jesus certainly 
thought the precise opposite, in numerous passages utterly ignored by every modern 
Christian.

Much of the Essenic criticism of the Pharisees was that they were compliant with the 
Romans over the occupation. They followed the commandments of men not God. They 
did not agree with the Roman occupation, but consented to it as a practical matter. To 
Essenes, like Jesus, it was a major violation of the Persian law to accept that anyone 
other than God ruled Judah. Even in the original gospels, the Christian evangelists had 
set up legal straw dolls to prove that Jesus was abrogating the law when he was not. 
Mainly they were practical measures for people unable to practice the law fully in their 
constrained positions.

The Jews had more than once been slaughtered by enemies taking advantage of the 
sabbath restrictions. Pious Jews would rather die than work by lifting a sword on the 
sabbath. Jesus taught that God did not expect every detail of the law to be observed
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when it was not possible, because people were forced by their enemies to bear arms or 
eat from impure vessels, or flee on the sabbath. His message was that God knew of the 
purity in the heart, so in peculiar circumstances the law need not be closely observed. 
He was not abrogating it.

Nor was Jesus ever “a glutton and a winebibber”. Introducing this was an attempt by 
the evangelists to cover up the truth that Jesus frequently offered penitents the 
messianic meal of bread and wine. This was the Essene holy meal and was the same as 
the Christian eucharist, but the Christians had to make out that Jesus had started it in 
commemoration of himself. It meant that the other instances just became feasts, making 
Jesus appear a glutton and a winebibber. The feeding miracles were large scale 
examples of the same phenomenon, but the wine has been deliberately dropped out. It 
was, in any case, water, not wine.

Loving your neighbour did not mean loving the Roman occupiers, although that was 
quickly a convenient interpretation for gentile Christians. Jews were neighbours of the 
Jews. Even Samaritans were, but not Greeks and Romans.

Bultmann says Jesus has no easy recipes for salvation such as appear in the Jewish 
scriptures, but this is incredible nonsense. Jesus taught the same as John the 
Baptist—repent! Those who repented and were baptized were saved. Sure, they had to 
be sincere, but few Christians know what sincerity means, so they felt secure that 
baptism was sufficient.

People should fear God because He could destroy the soul. Jesus was certain that 
Judgement would come upon his generation, meaning that the world would end. 
Bultmann concludes:

“Jesus’s teaching of God was no different from that which he had been taught.”

Bultmann admits that the hope of Israel was nationalistic in character and that a series 
of messianic pretenders appeared between the time of the death of Herod and the 
Jewish War. Jesus was not, of course, one of them, even for Bultmann.
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Four Philosophies

The gospels show Jesus as an independent healer and preacher fervently opposed by 
the Pharisees, a sect of pious Jews. It seems immediately unfair that a well-organised 
group should pick on a solitary teacher and a few of his innocent followers. But the 
Pharisees were not the only sect of the Jewish religion. Jesus himself belonged to 
another sect.

Encouraged by the occupying forces Jews had split into several sects each believing its 
approach was the right one—the four philosophies of the Jews described by Josephus. 
Although they doubtless were the main sects, Josephus’s listing of the four 
philosophies—the Pharisees (Paroshim), the Sadducees (Zadokim), the Essenes and the 
Zealots—is far from the whole story. The Christian gospels introduce us only to some 
of them. The four philosophies were religious, but equally important to understanding 
them was their political dimension—their attitude to the Roman invaders and their 
Greek culture. Jews did not distinguish religion from politics because their state was a 
theocracy—it was to be ruled by God through His priesthood—but the Romans had 
usurped God’s position. Educated Jews associated with one or other of these sects just 
as today people usually identify themselves with a political party, for in many ways 
that is what they were, and a proper understanding of Jesus and the gospel stories 
requires an awareness of the Jewish sects and Jesus’s relationship to them.

Though Josephus, in describing the four philosophies of the Jews, gives the impression 
that the divisions of society were quite simple, the truth is otherwise. There was a 
diversity of social divisions. The Clementine Recognitions says the people divided into 
many sects from the days of John the Baptist and the Talmud says, poetically rather 
than historically, there were 24 varieties of sectarianism at the end of the Jewish War. 
Not only was Judaism sectarian, there was no such concept as mainstream Judaism 
during New Testament period. Views were so diverse as to be different forms of 
Judaism, albeit with accepted points in common, not just sects of Judaism. The old idea 
of a monolithic Judaism during the Second Temple (516 BC–70 AD) is no longer 
believed even by Jews. The religion and its temple were imposed and so began in 
conflict and never united. As God’s chosen people pious Jews were set on obeying His 
commandments to the letter, but the commandments were not always clear or 
applicable to changed circumstances. They had to be interpreted and with it came 
further disagreement and sectarianism.

By New Testament times Jews had divided themselves into many parties, sects and 
brotherhoods. Jewish society was divided into four castes, Priests, Levites, Israelites 
and Proselytes. Proselytes were of course converts to Judaism and were generally the 
lowest class. Israel was the class of ordinary people. The Levites and the Priests were 
the upper classes associated with temple service.

Besides these castes, though there were the brotherhoods described by Josephus, the
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Sadducees, the Pharisees, the Essenes and the Galilaeans or Zealots, there were also 
rich Herodians and poor Am ha-Eretz, the Men of the Land, Samaritans and 
Dositheans. And apocalyptic dreams had become popular under the yoke of foreign 
oppression and many cults preached of the End Time. The Church Fathers describe 
Hemerobaptists, Masbutheans, Samaritans, Grecians or Hellenised Jews and Hebrews 
or traditional Jews. Like the Galilaeans, the Samaritans were not necessarily from 
Samaria because the Samaritans were a sect of Judaism rather than a national type, 
although the centre of Samaritanism was Samaria because that is where the Samaritian 
temple was, on Mount Gerizim. Hemerobaptists, Masbutheans and Galilaeans were 
probably later sub-sects of the Essenes, as, we suspect and shall develop shortly, were 
the Nazarenes and therefore the Christians. There were probably more. Even those not 
voluntarily in groups could not avoid being characterised as in some social or economic 
group.

Particularly prominent in the gospels are the Pharisees who are depicted as the arch 
enemies of the Son of God. They were the popular party, according to Josephus and 
even they were split into two wings, a conservative wing and a liberal wing. Pharisees 
even admitted they were classifiable into seven types, though they are psychological 
types rather than social groups. Sadducees, the Herodians, and the Zealots are 
mentioned with decreasing levels of interest. Indeed the Zealots are effectively not 
mentioned because they are introduced only as an appellation of disciples, notably 
Simon the Zealot but also Judas the Zealot in some old MSS, meaning Judas Iscariot. 
Indirectly, what the rabbis called the Am ha-Eretz also appear. These, the common 
folk, often untrained in the schools and unobservant in ceremonial details, were the the 
multitude, followers of Jesus—Christians believe. The Nazarenes, the sect considered 
to have been founded by Jesus, the hero of the gospel stories, are mentioned once only 
in Acts.

But we do not meet the Essenes or, in effect, the Zealots, a curious omission because 
these last two were as important as the others, and they must have been a major 
influence on the lives of people living in small towns and villages, the Am ha-Eretz, 
apparently preferred by Jesus and his disciples. Nor do the writers of epistles in the 
New Testament mention the Essenes. They might as well have not existed, but we 
know they did from Josephus, Pliny and Philo. Now that we can add to these classic 
authors the evidence of the excavations at Qumran and the Dead Sea Scrolls, a clear 
understanding of the Essenes and their connexion with Christianity is beginning to 
emerge.

Under the eye of the Romans, Josephus and the gospel writers had to be cagey and 
were less than truthful. The sectarian scrolls are also not open, being couched in arcane 
codes and interpretations to hide their true objectives lest the invader should ever get 
hold of them. Even the early Christians sought to defend their religion by censorship to 
hide its original anti-Roman nature and so alter or omit vital facts.

We can deduce from the sources:
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• The Sadducees were wealthy families, mainly of priests, who were blatant 
collaborators, fearful of their position if there should be any unrest. The Boethusians of 
the Rabbinical literature were the family and descendants of one Boethus, the Egyptian, 
who had assumed the role of High Priest under Herod the Great. They might have been 
the Herodians of the gospels of Mark and Matthew, Herod having rebuilt the Jerusalem 
Temple, the source of their influence.

• The Pharisees were not active collaborators in general but on several previous 
occasions they had invited foreign powers into Israel to quell civil war and they were 
unwilling to risk reprisals against Israel by organising against Rome. However the 
Pharisees were not monolithic and the pragmatists were opposed by more nationalistic 
factions.

• The Dead Sea Essenes were opposed to the invader and spent time preparing 
themselves for an apocalyptic bust-up but believed god would only support them if 
they were absolutely ritually pure, hence this became their main interest. Village 
Essenes had a similar apocalyptic outlook but lived more practical lives in the 
community at large. It is inconceivable that these latter communities did not have some 
impact on the events of the gospels. Here is another mystery—why are they not 
mentioned by the gospel writers?

Curiously Josephus in Antiquities goes on to tell, having described the Essenes, of a 
fourth sect, the Galilaeans, though he does not name it as such, merely saying it was 
founded by Judas the Galilaean. The versions of Antiquities we now have say these 
Galilaeans accepted Pharisaic notions but differed in that they accepted only God as 
their Lord. They were founded by Judas of Galilee and the implication of describing 
them after the third of the supposedly three orders of Jewish religion, the Essenes, is 
surely that they were actually a branch of the latter. The omission of the name 
Galilaeans and the attributing to them of Pharisaic notions will have been the work of 
Christian editors who wanted to divorce these Galilaeans from the Galilaean followers 
of Jesus and instead associate them with Jesus’s enemies.

Scholars generally regard these men as Zealots, firebrands incensed by the Greek and 
Roman invaders, who had usurped God’s rule, and ready to join in armed struggle 
against them. The Sicarii were a branch of the Zealots whose aim was political 
assassination.

JOSEPHUS: JEWISH WAR (WHISTON) 2:8:2

For there are three philosophical sects among the Jews. The followers of the first of 
which are the Pharisees; of the second, the Sadducees; and the third sect, which 
pretends to a severer discipline, are called Essens.

ANTIQUITIES (WHISTON) 18:1:2

The Jews had for a great while had three sects of philosophy peculiar to themselves.
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The sect of the Essens, and the sect of the Sadducees, and the third sort of opinions was 
that of those called Pharisees. Of which sects, although I have already spoken in the 
second book of the Jewish War, yet will I a little touch upon them now.



21-May-2003 Christianity Revealed Page 38

Christianity Revealed AskWhy! Publications Dr M D Magee

The Aramaic Language

Semitic languages are known almost from the beginning of human history. Among 
them are Aramaic, Arabic, Hebrew, Ethiopic, and Akkadian or ancient Babylonian and 
Assyrian. Aramaic is closest to Hebrew, and was written in various scripts including 
“Hebrew” script, which is really an Aramaic script.

Aramaic first appears in a small number of ancient royal inscriptions from 900-700 BC. 
Dedications to the gods, international treaties, and memorial stelae reveal to us the 
history of the first small Aramean kingdoms, in the territories of modern Syria and 
Southeast Turkey, living under the shadow of the rising Assyrian empire.

From about 700–320 BC, the conquering Assyrians, and following them the 
Babylonian and Persian empires, used Aramaic as their lingua franca, so it became 
known from India to Ethiopia. The Persian officials sent to set up the temple of 
Jerusalem spoke Aramaic as we know from the Jewish scriptures where parts of Ezra 
and Daniel are in Aramaic. Some of the best known stories in the Old Testament, 
including that of Belshazzar’s feast with the famous “handwriting on the wall” are in 
Aramaic. For the Jews, under Persian influence, Aramaic displaced Hebrew.

Aramaic remained a dominant language for Jewish worship, scholarship, and everyday 
life for centuries in both the land of Israel and in the diaspora, especially in Babylon. 
Among the Dead Sea Scrolls, the remains of the library of a Jewish sect from around 
the turn of the Era, are many compositions in Aramaic. These new texts also provide 
the best evidence for Palestinian Aramaic of the sort used by Jesus and his disciples.

Since the Jews spoke Aramaic, and knowledge of Hebrew was no longer widespread, 
the practice arose in the synagogue of providing the reading of the sacred Hebrew 
scriptures with an Aramaic translation or paraphrase, a “Targum” In the course of time 
a whole array of targums for the Law and other parts of the Bible were composed. 
More than translations, they incorporated much of traditional Jewish scriptural 
interpretation.

In their academies the rabbis and their disciples transmitted, commented, and debated 
Jewish law. The records of their deliberations constitute the two talmuds: the 
Palestinian and the much larger Babylonian Talmuds. Although the talmuds contain 
much material in Hebrew, the basic language of these vast compilations is Aramaic, in 
Western and Eastern dialects.

Although Jesus spoke Aramaic, the gospels are in Greek, and only rarely quote actual 
Aramaic words. Reconstruction of the Aramaic background of the gospels remains a 
fascinating, but inordinately difficult area of modem scholarly research. Christians in 
Palestine eventually rendered parts of the New Testamant into their dialect of Aramaic. 
These translations and related writings are “Christian Palestinian Aramaic".




