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Introduction


The New Testament was neither acted out nor written in isolation.  But everything that is recorded in it happened in particular places, with particular people and within particular socioeconomic, religious, political and philosophical settings.  Both the main characters and the people interacting with them had histories that affected their communication.  Understanding this setting helps better understand the intent of the authors of the New Testament.  And if we understand what the author, inspired by the Holy Spirit, intended to say, then we understand what God wants to say through them.
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The center point of the New Testament is Palestine.  Not everything originates from there, but Jesus spent his entire ministry there and the church was founded there.  Palestine is also the home of the Jews.  Although this area is quite small, it contains a wide variety of landscapes.  Found on the Eastern shore of the Mediterranean, Palestine is about 150 miles long.  But it contains Mount Hermon, which is 9,100 feet tall, and the Dead Sea, which is 1,300 feet below sea level.  Mount Hermon has snow on it year round while the Dead Sea is the lowest point on earth.  There are plains for farming, sandy deserts, rocky areas, forests, mountains, lakes, and rivers
.  

But Palestine was not the only important area.  To the North was the Asia Minor.  West of that was Greece.  And finally, there was Rome and Italy.  All of which played an important role in the New Testament.  The world in which the New Testament played out is show below
.  The outline traces Paul’s second missionary journey.
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Socioeconomic


This was not an illiterate time.  Although not everyone could read and write, it was not uncommon either.  Education was very important in high society.  There were universities and libraries in the great cities and men who lectured in these places.  During this time, there were advances in Astronomy and medicine.  Also commonly taught were architecture, sculpture, painting, music, law & oratory.

Also in the New Testament setting, there was one common language.  “At the opening of the Christian era most of the peoples of the known world were using a common language, and that language was the one best suited to the high mission of expressing the truths of the gospel to men
.”  This language was brought about by Alexander the Great of Greece.  “Alexander’s great conquest was not so much territorial as cultural.  He spearheaded the acceptance of the koine (common) Greek dialect over the Greek dialects
.”
Philosophies


The acceptance of the common Greek dialect had a major impact for at least two philosophies – or ways of life.  The first was Hellenism.  From the time of Aristotle and Alexander, the Greeks passionately devoted itself to its propagation3.  The common language allowed for the spread of Hellenism.  Secondly, this allowed for the spread of Christianity some three to four hundred years later.  Hellenism is a term that describes the unique blend of Greek cultural, philosophical, and ethical ideals that had a profound effect on the development of cultures throughout the ancient Mediterranean world.

Another philosophy that was encountered in the New Testament was Epicureanism.  This was founded in 307 BC by Epicurus
.  This philosophy primarily dealt with how one should act in the world.  The Epicureans relied on empirical evidence for their knowledge.  This was a major break from the common practice of the day which trusted reason more than physical senses.  In a sense, they were scientific.  However, they cared little for math because it was so abstract.  So Epicureanism was an empirical study of ethics.  And what they judged to be right is whatever brought the most pleasure.  This is called hedonism.  However, this is not like the hedonism of today which seeks immediate pleasure without thought to the long-term pain.  Instead, Epicurus rejected extreme pleasures, seeking to avoid pain more than he sought pleasure.  So he and his followers did not only seek immediate pleasures like illicit sex, drugs and wild parties.  Instead, they would take the “pain” of moderation for the “pleasure” of a peaceful, healthy life.


Another group encountered in the New Testament are the Stoics.  Stoicism was started around 300 BC by a philosopher named Zeno.  The name of his philosophy was derived from the stoa where he taught.  This philosophy also dealt with how one should act in the world.  However, instead of seeking pleasure, the Stoic wanted to brave, proud and uncomplaining
.  They were very concerned with natural law.  They also believed in a pervasive power called the Logos.  The Logos sustains all things in nature.  It is also in man and takes the form of the soul.  It even gives life and reason to man.  So to live according to reason is to live according to the natural order of things, which is good.  Therefore, the Stoic gives much higher credence to reason over passion.  By the New Testament times, Stoicism was at the center of Hellenism. 

Religion


Closely tied to philosophy is religion.  Both talk about how one should live life and what is important in life.  As mentioned previously, the Greeks had Hellenism.  The Jews had Judaism.  This term started in 538 BC when the nation of Judah returned from exile in Babylon.  Judaism is derived from the name Judah, which was the dominant tribe in the Southern kingdom which had gone into exile in Babylon.  Also, the term Jew is a shortened form of the term Judean.

The Jews have as their background all that we read in the Old Testament.  But just as with Hellenism, there are different sects of Judaism.  The two sects that ran the Jewish religion during the New Testament period are the Pharisees and Sadducees.  But also important were the Essenes, Zealots and Herodians.
Pharisees


The Pharisees were the dominant sect during the 1st century AD and were part of the Sanhedrin.  They believed all of the Old Testament including the coming of the Messiah and life after death.  They were very adamant about keeping the law.  It is likely the Pharisees came from a group called Hasideans that formed around 250 BC.  This group felt that the Jewish rulers of the day did not follow the law of God.  They split into two sects.  One of those sects tried to influence Jewish life toward keeping the Law of Moses.  It is likely that the Pharisees came from this group.

During Jesus’ time, this group was well respected among the people for the religious behavior.  That makes it all the more striking when Jesus said that the people needed a righteousness that surpasses the Pharisees (Matt 5:20).  The Pharisees were so zealous for keeping the law that they followed the tradition started in Ezra’s time of actually following rules that were put around the law.  The idea was that if you tried to follow the rules, you could possibly fail at keeping a rule without having actually broken the law.  The rules acted as a sort of hedge, then, against breaking God’s law.  Although this sounds very noble, and no doubt started that way, it ends up being part of their down-fall.  For each generation created a new hedge as the previous generations’ rules became sacred to them.  Eventually, they were creating rules that contradicted the very law they were supposed to protect (Matt 7:9-13).  

Sadducees


The Sadducees ran the Sanhedrin during Jesus’ day.  They were more aristocratic than the Pharisees.  They did not believe in the rules of the Pharisees that were put around the law.  Instead, they believed only in the written law that came from Moses.  However, they compromised easily and did not last very long.  They disappeared from history shortly after the Romans conquered Jerusalem in 70 AD.  One difference in beliefs as compared to the Pharisees that is brought up in the Bible is that the Sadducees did not believe in the resurrection of the dead.  Nor did they believe in angels or demons.
Essenes


Like the Pharisees, the Essenes likely are related to the Hasideans.  But instead of staying and trying to influence the culture that was falling to the Greek Hellenism, they chose to separate from the culture as a way of pursuing God.  There is evidence that they rejected marriage entirely.  However, some did marry, but only as a means of procreation.

Basically, the Essenes were an exclusive group of people that studied a lot.  They studied the law as well as other ancient scripts.  They denied themselves for religious reasons and opposed the use of force.  There lives were very routine and all was done in a pursuit of holiness – even if this pursuit was a bit misguided.
Zealots


Zealots were the militant-minded ones of the group.  Simon, one of the twelve, was identified as a Zealot.  It is possible that he originally followed Jesus believing that he would overthrow the Roman rule by force.  This group’s zeal was motivated by both religion and politics.  They were very anti-Roman and pushed for a holy war.  There Latin name was sicarii, which means assassins.  They fought in the revolt against Rome from AD 66 – 70.  Their end came at Masada in 73 AD when the 960 surviving Zealots committed suicide.
Herodians


There is little that we actually know about the Herodians.  Politically, they were supporters of the Herods.  They loved the Greek culture and were willing to put up with the Roman rule in order to keep it.  It is most likely that they were tied closely to the Sadducees theologically.  “The Boethusians and the Sadducees were indistinguishable theologically, but the Sadducees were loyal to the Hasmonean dynasty, whereas the Boethusians were attached to the Herodian house and consequently were called the Herodians.”
  So unlike the Pharisees, the Herodians were not looking for a Messiah to replace the Herods as king.  Instead, they looked to keep them in power.
Politics


These last two religions lead us into the politics of the day.  But first, some background is necessary.
Background

Recent Independence

In 143 B.C, Simon, son of Mattathias, brother of Judas, bargained with Demetrius II, King of Syria which stopped payment of tribute from the Jews to Syria.  This marked the beginning of an independent time for the Jews.  This independence lasted until 63 B.C. when Pompey the general of Rome decided the civil war that had started between Aristobulus II and Hyrcanus II.  Pompey sided with Hyrcanus, who Pompey then established as the ruler of Palestine, but without a crown.  So Jesus arrives with independence as a recent memory for the Jews and Rome as the latest conqueror.   

Rise of Herod the Great

Pompey set up Antipater of ancient Edom as an advisor to Hyrcanus.  When Pompey lost in battle to Julius Caesar, Antipater convinced Caesar of his loyalty to him.  Caesar then promoted Antipater to Procurator of Judea, which put Antipater above Hyrcanus.  Herod was the son of Antipater and succeded him as procurator of Judea.  Herod also made friends with Antony after Caesar was assassinated and married Mariame, granddaughter of Hyrcanus.  Herod continued to strengthen his position in Judea mostly through the murder of anyone about whom Herod was suspicious.  

The Herods


In 37 BC, Herod was named king of Judea by the Roman senate.  Setting up Herod was just another part of Rome’s control on the region.  Obviously, Herod had no legitimate claim on the throne of David.  And this does not try to usurp that.  Rome had a way of using a people’s own ambitious individuals against them in order to keep them in line.  


After Herod died in 4 BC, Caesar Augustus (Octavian) divided the governorship of Palestine between three of Herod’s sons.  Herod Archelaus ruled as ethnarch of Judea, Idumea, and Samaria from 4 BC to AD 6. Herod Antipas ruled as tetrarch of Galilee and Perea from 4 BC to AD 39. Herod Philip ruled as tetrarch of Batanea, Trachonitis, and other small states from 4 BC to AD 34
.  After the death of Herod Agrippa I in 44 BC, Rome put the rule of Palestine under procurators.  So the rule of the Herods ended.
Roman Prefects

The Roman government appointed prefects to rule some of the regions of its empire.  The most know prefect in Palestine is Pontius Pilate.  He ruled from AD 26-36.  Thus, he ruled when Jesus was crucified.  He also, then, ruled at the same time Herod Antipas ruled as tetrarch of Galilee.  Since Jesus was from Galilee, Pilate sent Jesus to Herod Antipas during Jesus’ trial.  Luke records that these events united these two rulers (Luke 23:5-12).
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