The Second Temple Period

1. Judaism of This Era Explained

The Second Temple period (516 BCE — 70 CE) marks one of the most formative eras in Jewish
history. Spanning from the reconstruction of the Temple under Persian rule to its destruction by
the Romans, this era was defined by profound religious, political, and theological developments
that would shape Judaism and set the stage for Christianity.

During this time, Judaism evolved from a primarily temple-based, sacrificial system to a more
diverse and text-centered faith. The trauma of exile in Babylon (586-539 BCE) and the influence
of foreign empires (Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and Roman) led to the emergence of new
religious ideas, including:

e Monotheistic refinement: YHWH (Yahweh) was now regarded not only as Israel’s
national God but as the only true God of all nations (Isaiah 45:5).

e Torah centrality: The written law, particularly the Pentateuch, became the central text of
Jewish identity, studied, interpreted, and enforced by scribes and priests.

e Synagogues and local worship: As Jews dispersed (the Diaspora), synagogues arose as
local centers for teaching, prayer, and community life, supplementing the centralized
Temple worship in Jerusalem.

e Eschatological hope: Many Jews believed God would intervene in history through a
messiah or divine agent to restore Israel’s fortunes, especially under foreign oppression.

By the end of the period, Judaism was no longer monolithic, but included diverse sects, legal
traditions, and messianic expectations. This pluralism would directly influence the world Jesus of
Nazareth entered.

2. Historical Overview: From Babylonian Captivity to
Persian Restoration



A. Babylonian Exile (586-539 BCE)

In 586 BCE, the Babylonians, under King Nebuchadnezzar, destroyed Solomon’s First Temple
in Jerusalem and exiled much of the Judean elite to Babylon. This exile was a theological and
identity crisis for Israel:

e Without land, king, or temple, Jews reoriented their faith around covenant obedience,
Sabbath observance, and maintaining identity in foreign lands.

e Prophets like Ezekiel and Isaiah (Deutero-Isaiah) provided hope that God would restore
the people and establish a new covenant.

B. Persian Period and Temple Rebuilding (539-332 BCE)

In 539 BCE, Cyrus the Great of Persia conquered Babylon and issued an edict allowing exiled
peoples to return home. The Jews, under leaders like Zerubbabel and Joshua the High Priest,
returned and rebuilt the Temple by 516 BCE, marking the start of the Second Temple.

Key developments during the Persian period:

e Ezra and Nehemiah (5th century BCE) brought religious reforms. Ezra emphasized Torah
reading, public teaching, and banning intermarriage.

e The Torah was canonized and read publicly (Nehemiah 8), laying the groundwork for
rabbinic authority and scribal interpretation.

C. Hellenistic and Hasmonean Influence (332-63 BCE)

After Alexander the Great’s conquest (332 BCE), Jewish life came under Hellenistic influence.
Greek language, culture, and philosophy spread, causing tension between traditionalist and
Hellenized Jews.

e The Seleucid king Antiochus IV Epiphanes desecrated the Temple in 167 BCE, sparking
the Maccabean Revolt.

e The Hasmoneans (Maccabees) regained control, cleansed the Temple (commemorated in
Hanukkah), and established an independent priestly monarchy.



This period also gave rise to:

e Apocalyptic literature (e.g., Daniel, Enoch)
e Messianic and nationalist hopes for divine deliverance
e The beginnings of sectarian splits within Judaism

D. Roman Period (63 BCE — 70 CE)

Rome took control in 63 BCE, and Herod the Great (37—4 BCE) became king, expanding the
Temple magnificently. Despite architectural grandeur, many Jews saw the Herodian Temple as
corrupt due to political manipulation and priestly elitism.

Roman occupation fueled:

e Apocalyptic messianism

e Deep divisions between Jewish sects

e Heightened resentment leading to the First Jewish—-Roman War (66—73 CE) and the
Temple’s destruction in 70 CE

3. Groups and Beliefs: The Four Sects in Jesus’ Time

By the 1st century CE, four primary sects of Judaism had emerged, each interacting with and
reacting to Jesus in the New Testament:

1. Pharisees

e Beliefs: Emphasized oral law, strict Torah observance, belief in resurrection, angels, and
divine judgment.
e Social role: Popular among the people, influential in synagogues and the Sanhedrin.



e Conflict with Jesus: Jesus often debated Pharisees on matters of legalism, Sabbath, and
hypocrisy (e.g., Matthew 23). Yet, Jesus’ teachings also aligned with them in many areas
(e.g., resurrection).

e Legacy: After 70 CE, the Pharisaic model evolved into Rabbinic Judaism, the basis of
post-Temple Jewish life.

2. Sadducees

e Beliefs: Rejected oral law, denied resurrection, angels, and the afterlife. Strictly adhered
to written Torah.

e Social role: Elite priestly class, controlled the Temple and dominated the Sanhedrin.

e Conflict with Jesus: Jesus refuted their views on resurrection (Matthew 22:23-33).

e Demise: Disappeared after the destruction of the Temple, losing their institutional base.

3. Essenes

e Beliefs: Sought purity, lived in communal isolation, rejected the Jerusalem priesthood as
corrupt. Emphasized apocalypticism, dualism, and strict Torah adherence.

e Location: Associated with Qumran, where the Dead Sea Scrolls were found.

e Jesus and the Essenes: No direct mention in the NT, but parallels exist in language (e.g.,
“Sons of Light”), baptismal practices, and apocalyptic thought.

e Fate: Likely destroyed by Rome during the Jewish revolt.

4. Zealots

o Beliefs: Political revolutionaries who believed in violent resistance to Rome as an act of
faith.

e Goal: Overthrow Roman rule and reestablish Jewish sovereignty under God.

e Jesus and the Zealots: One disciple, Simon the Zealot, may have had ties to the
movement, but Jesus opposed violence as a means to usher in God’s kingdom (Matthew
26:52).

e Outcome: Played a key role in the revolt of 66-70 CE, which ended in Jerusalem’s
destruction.

Conclusion



The Second Temple period was a transformative epoch in Jewish history. The religious
expressions that emerged—ranging from Temple-based ritualism to apocalyptic withdrawal—
formed the backdrop against which Jesus preached, taught, and clashed. His interactions with the
Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes (indirectly), and Zealots reveal the rich plurality of Second
Temple Judaism and offer insights into the continuities and ruptures between Judaism and early
Christianity.

The destruction of the Second Temple in 70 CE marked the end of one era and the beginning of
another: Rabbinic Judaism and the Christian church would emerge from the fragments of this
complex period, each claiming continuity with Israel’s ancient story.
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