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Our period is a fraction of but still 
typical of Mid-East history.
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To understand the NT, we consider 
the time before it and its context.
• Israel and the end of the Old Testament

• Greek rule and Hellenization

• Jewish independence and religion

• Roman and Palestinian politics

• Literature of the era

The Old Testament tells of the 
people and kingdom of Israel.
• The Exodus: Abraham’s descendants 

delivered from slavery in Egypt by Moses 
(1446 B.C.)

• Conquest/infiltration of the Promised Land
(1406)

• United Kingdom 
– Saul (1050-1010)

– David (1010-970)

– Solomon (970-930)

The Old Testament tells of the 
people and kingdom of Israel.
• Divided Kingdom

– Northern (“Israel”, “Samaria”) ends with 
Assyrian conquest and exile (930-722)

– Southern (“Judah”) ends with Babylonian 
conquest and exile (930-586)

• Persia conquers Babylon (539)

• Exiles return to Judah
– 1st return, Zerubbabel (538)

– 2nd return, Ezra (458)

– 3rd return, Nehemiah (432)

To understand the NT, we consider 
the time before it and its context.
• Israel and the end of the Old Testament

• Greek rule and Hellenization
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Greeks ruled the land of the Bible 
from 330-166 B.C.
• Alexander the Great conquers (334-323) *

http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/4/40/MacedonEmpire.jpg

Greeks ruled the land of the Bible 
from 330-166 B.C.
• Alexander the Great conquers (334-323) *

At his death, the empire was divided among 
five generals, two relevant for us. 

• Ptolemies rule from Egypt (322-198)

• Seleucids rule from Syria (198-168)

Greek cultural influence 
(Hellenization) took different forms.
• Literature

• Philosophy

• Architecture and 
buildings

• Language 
(New Testament 
koine Greek)

• Religion

To understand the NT, we consider 
the time before it and its context.
• Israel and the end of the Old Testament

• Greek rule and Hellenization

• Jewish independence and religion

Jewish revolt against Seleucids 
brings independence from 166-63.
• Judas “Maccabeus”

– Guerilla-warfare revolt

– Temple rededication

• Brother Simon (134-104)
– Independence 

– Begins Hasmonean dynasty

– Conquers Edom

• Assorted “palace intrigue”
eventually leads to civil war
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Exile and occupation changed 
Judaism in some ways.
• Hellenization: some aspects of 

Jewishness strengthened by resisting

• Diaspora Judaism: Jews dispersed 
throughout the empire, perhaps 10% of 
Roman population *

Exile and occupation changed 
Judaism in some ways.
• Hellenization: some aspects of 

Jewishness strengthened by resisting

• Diaspora Judaism: Jews dispersed 
throughout the empire, perhaps 10% of 
Roman population *

• Synagogue worship: cut off
from the Jerusalem Temple,
begins “democratization”

Jewish “parties” formed and figure 
prominently in New Testament era.
• Priests and Sadducees

• Pharisees

• Sanhedrin

• Essenes

• Herodians

• Zealots

• Samaritans

• Unaffiliated

Some Jewish festivals and holy 
days were shared and important.
• Sabbath
• New Moon
• Passover (Feast of Unleavened Bread)
• Pentecost (Feast of Weeks or Harvest, 

or Day of Firstfruits)
• Day of Atonement (Yom Kippur)
• Feast of Tabernacles 

(Booths or Ingathering)
• Hanukkah (Feast of Dedication)


