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Introduction

The Holy One, blessed be he, has acquired five acquisitions:  
one acquisition is the Torah,  
one acquisition are the heavens and the earth,  
one acquisition is Abraham,  
one acquisition is Israel,  
one acquisition is the Temple.  
(m. ’Abot 6:10)

This volume goes back to a conference held at the Theological Faculty of the 
Humboldt University of Berlin in October 2018 with the title “Torah, Temple, 
Land: Ancient Construction(s) of Judaism.” It brings together articles which 
address the constellations of ancient Judaism between continuity and change, 
from the Persian up to the Roman period, by way of a series of case studies 
from leading experts in their fields who cover a wide range of perspectives. 
In doing so, diverse forms of Judaism come to the fore which have evolved in 
different geographical areas: in Elephantine, Samaria, Jerusalem and Judea, 
in Qumran as well as in Alexandria. Distinctive political, cultural, and social 
constellations are associated with each of these, in which Jewish communities 
developed their own conception of themselves and how they were perceived by 
the outside world. Judaism saw itself confronted with the distinctive contexts 
and challenges presented by the Persian Empire, Egypt, Greek culture, the Im-
perium Romanum, and, not least, by emerging Christianity.

Ancient Judaism existed, therefore, in a world which was permanently 
changing in terms of political, social, and religious parameters. Judaism itself 
was also subject to constant processes of change, both of its self-perception and 
its external perception. What was deemed to be “Judaism” or “Jewish” was flu-
id and often contested with a need for constant renegotiation. In the following, 
“Judaism” and “Jewish” are, therefore, not to be understood as designations for 
religious communities with a clearly defined profile, but as heuristic categories 
to be filled with content in different periods of time and diverse religious, so-
cial, and political constellations. As a consequence, current developments in 
research on ancient Judaism, which highlight the diversity and fluidity of the 
categories “Judaism” and “Jewish,” are taken into account and refined.

Specifically, the individual articles in this volume reflect on a range of cate-
gories for describing Judaism and critically evaluate our ability to characterize 
ancient religious communities in different historical situations in these terms. 
The contributions are framed against the background of recent research on (re-)
constructions of ancient Judaism. The central questions tackled by the speakers 
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and discussions at the abovementioned conference, as well as by the articles 
brought together here, were, or respectively are: which factors make it possible 
to speak of stability or continuity with regard to “ancient Judaism”? How does 
this relate to change and discontinuity? How may Jewish communities have 
experienced this relationship themselves in different locations in the Persian, 
Hellenistic, and Roman periods and coped with experiencing instability caused 
by political tensions or changing cultural constellations? And, last but not least, 
the question of whether and to what extent “Judaism” can be conceived as a 
(consistent) religious and cultural community with stable characteristics. One 
particular heuristic line of enquiry poses the question of how different Jewish 
groups in the period from about 500 BCE up to about 200 CE dealt with the 
factors of Torah, Temple, and land. These three fundamental pillars for per-
ceptions of the emergence and formation of Israel as God’s people are central 
in the search for understanding what was regarded as “Judaism” in antiquity – 
both as a mode of self-perception and in the perceptions of outsiders.

This volume aims to shed light on the complexity which can be assumed for 
ancient Judaism by exploring the significance of the relationship of Torah, the 
Temple in Jerusalem as a place where heaven and earth meet, and the “holy” or 
“promised” land as the dwelling place of God’s people. This relationship can 
range from a strict obligation to the Torah, on the one hand, to placing other 
writings – such as apocalyptic texts – in a central or complementary position, 
on the other hand. It can be characterized by the conviction that the Jerusa-
lem Temple is the only legitimate holy place for the cult of the God of Israel 
or reflect practices and texts that suggest the God of Israel can be worshiped 
in another temple in another land. For the Samaritan tradition the site of the 
sanctuary excludes Jerusalem. It can range from the conviction that the land of 
Israel, known variously as Israel, Judah, and Judea, was given by God, even if 
it was also lost under the rule of the Assyrian, Babylonian, Persian, Greek, and 
Roman Empires, up to the conception that life in a Greek polis, including the 
adaptation of Greek language and culture, is a legitimate and appropriate form 
of existence for worshipers of the God of Israel. For this reason, the institutions 
of Torah, Temple, and land, regardless of their significance for ancient (and, 
of course, for present-day) Judaism, do not in any way lead to a consistent im-
age of Judaism or a “common Judaism” (E. P. Sanders). On the contrary, it is 
precisely the attitude towards these central factors and the creation-theological 
and historical-theological aspects connected with these that show the diversity 
of the religious, social, and cultural options which characterize ancient Juda-
ism.

Against this background, this volume contributes to the scholarly debate 
on determining what we mean by “ancient Judaism” and its cultural and so-
cial dimensions, from the disciplinary perspectives of classical, religious, and 
theological study based on primary texts from the Hebrew Bible, Samarian / Sa-
maritan sources, papyri from Elephantine and Herakleopolis, the Qumran texts 
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and the so-called Enochic writings, from the works of Philo of Alexandria and 
the New Testament, epigraphic sources from the Imperium Romanum as well 
as rabbinic and patristic texts. In the following we offer a brief summary of the 
political and social framework and highlight the pertinent larger context of the 
discussion.

Alexander the Great’s campaign, which led him from Macedonia up to the In
dus and which ended the dominance of the Persians in the eastern Mediterra-
nean area, fundamentally changed the cultures of the Middle East, including 
those of Israel / Palestine and Egypt. The tremendous speed of Alexander’s con-
quests had a particularly drastic effect on the southern Levant. Noteworthy is 
his capture of the Phoenician trading city of Tyre, which, in marked contrast to 
the fate of Jerusalem, the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar II (605–562 BCE) 
ultimately failed to conquer. Alexander’s campaign brought about the com-
plete collapse of the Persian Empire, which had been a stable regulatory force 
for his Jewish subjects. Under Persian rule, a significant degree of political 
and religious autonomy was granted which resulted in a cultural and religious 
restoration of Judaism. Alexander’s sudden death in 323 BCE in Babylon, the 
city declared by him to be the capital of his imperium, as well as the battles for 
succession that followed his death led to the founding of separate monarchies 
in Mesopotamia / Syria, Asia Minor, Egypt, and Macedonia. These events have 
left manifold traces in the collective memory of ancient Judaism and played a 
major role in the transformation of Israelite-Jewish society.

Since the end of the fourth century BCE, Judah had found itself to be at 
the intersection of conflicts between the kingdoms of the Seleucids in Meso-
potamia and Syria and the Ptolemies in Egypt. Within only a century, Judah 
was the site of six wars between the Ptolemies and the Seleucids, and Jerusa-
lem, including its Yahweh-Temple, was conquered several times. Parts of the 
land were ravaged, sections of its population deported, and religious autonomy 
weakened. The following aspects were at least as efficacious as these direct 
consequences for the land and the central holy places of the Jews: (1) the ex-
periences of varying political and tax systems; (2) the advance of the Greek 
language which supplanted Aramaic as the lingua franca in the eastern Medi
terranean; (3) the spread of Greek cults, myths, and schools of philosophy, 
in particular Stoicism and Epicureanism; (4) the dealing with pagan religious 
conceptions, including the constantly expanding ruler cult and divine worship 
of the dead, and subsequently even of living kings and emperors, already in the 
Hellenistic-Roman period; (5) the encounters with a Greek way of life, with 
Greek, and later, Roman technology as well as the construction of Greek and 
Roman cities with their theaters, grammar schools, and schools for ephebi in 
the whole of the Mediterranean area.

The battles of the Hasmoneans in 167 BCE against the attacks by the Se-
leucid king Antiochus IV Epiphanes on the religious autonomy of Judah led to 
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a conflict between pro- and anti-Seleucid circles within Judaism. This conflict 
brought with it notable economic crises in Israel / Palestine, culminating in the 
recovery of a religious and political independence and in the establishment of 
a Judean kingdom for the first time since 587 BCE. Although lacking Davidic 
or Zadokite legitimation, this Hasmonean kingdom developed into a dynasty 
which reigned in Judah for about a hundred years. Hasmonean rulers yielded 
political power over the Jerusalem priesthood and saw themselves as rulers 
over the only “true Israel,” as opposed to the Samarian / Samaritan community 
which likewise worshiped Yahweh. For the Judean population, the Hasmonean 
reign signified an autochthonous Hellenistic monarchy which was character-
ized by a cultural upswing, intense building activity, a geographical expan-
sion as well as considerable violence towards Jewish groups who subscribed 
to different political and religious orientations both within and, as shown by 
the conflicts with Samaria and Edom / Idumea, also beyond the borders of the 
Hasmonean state.

In addition to the political and cultural impact of the appearance of the 
short-lived imperium of Alexander, the subsequent Diadochi empires as well 
as the Hasmonean kingdom led to a noticeable increase of the Jewish diaspo-
ra. Following the deportations in the Assyrian and Babylonian periods, Jew-
ish communities which cultivated their own cultural and religious traditions 
had emerged in northern and southern Mesopotamia, Persia, and in the whole 
of Egypt. In the Hellenistic period, Jewish communities developed across the 
whole of the Mediterranean area. In particular, the Egyptian diaspora grew 
rapidly, initially following the deportations under Ptolemy I Soter (367 / 366–
283 / 282 BCE) in 301 BCE and later through the influx of further Jews. The 
city of Alexandria, founded in the Nile Delta by Alexander the Great, devel-
oped into the cultural metropolis par excellence of the Hellenistic period. Al-
exandria also became a center of particular attraction for Jewish people. By 
the third century BCE, the majority of Jews no longer lived in Syria-Palestine, 
but in the diaspora. Moreover, they no longer spoke predominantly Aramaic or 
Hebrew, but Greek.

Local differences and multilingualism became a characteristic part of Jew-
ish existence at this time. What is more, certain parameters of Jewish “identi-
ty” had already evolved with the establishment of the provinces Samaria and 
Yehud by the Persians in the sixth century BCE; these distinctive communities 
became more firmly established in the Hellenistic period and characterized Ju-
daism both in the mother country and in the diaspora. These distinctive identi-
ties drew on a number of developments: (1) the Torah in the form of the Pen-
tateuch, the Shema Israel (Deut 6:4–5) and the Decalogue (Exod 20; Deut 5) 
at the center, irrespective of theological tensions within the Pentateuch and the 
existence of a Judean alongside a Samaritan Pentateuch (in different versions); 
(2) the concept that Yahweh is the one and only God, who created the world, 
who preserves it and directs the paths of history and who is to be worshiped 
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without image; (3) the awareness of Israel as God’s chosen people; (4) the 
concentration of the cult on the Temple in Jerusalem which did not exclude the 
existence of other holy places sacred to Yahweh on the Samaritan / Samarian 
Mount Gerizim and in Leontopolis in Egypt, as well as the establishment of 
synagogues; and (5) the rites of circumcision, the Sabbath, prayers, fasting, and 
the giving of alms – religious acts that could be maintained independently of 
location, as well as the adherence to the laws governing purity and diet.

These five factors – the written Torah, monotheism, election as the chosen 
people, the Temple as well as circumcision and observing the Sabbath – were 
interpreted and practiced in different ways, both in the Israelite-Palestinian 
mother country and the diaspora, already in Persian times and, more intensely, 
in the Hellenistic period. Different groupings and tendencies emerged within 
Judaism, which represented different positions, both towards the pagan Greek 
culture and, beginning with the Maccabean period, also in the attitude towards 
the Jerusalem kingdom and to the high priest. This process continued more 
intensely in the Roman period. Therefore, what Jewish “identity” meant in 
antiquity can hardly be expressed as a common denominator. The social life 
and religious practices of Jewish communities in Palestine under Roman, and 
particularly Herodian, rule should be taken into account just as much as those 
in the Roman colonies, in metropolises like Alexandria and Antioch and the 
capital Rome. For Jewish communities, the confrontation with Hellenistic cul-
ture and Roman politics constituted a continuous challenge between the poles 
of adaptation and resistance. This led to diverse forms of political, cultural, 
and religious kinds of reception and integration, which had a lasting influence 
on both the self-perception and the external perception of “the” Judaism. This 
“history of intertwining” that is evident both in Israel / Palestine and in the di-
aspora can be described in terms of “correlation between the center and the 
periphery,” “identity formation from within and without,” “rest and motion” 
and “arts of the weak” which lead to an attempt at integration on equal terms.

In recent research, this differentiation of Judaism has sometimes led to avoid 
speaking of “Judaism” in the singular in the Hellenistic-Roman period, but of 
“Judaisms.” The plural refers to various strands of Judaism represented, for ex-
ample, by a Jerusalem, a Samarian, an Egyptian, and a Qumran Judaism. Even 
this classification still seems to be too undifferentiated with regard to the dif-
ferent groups and geographical regions. The question of the self-perception and 
external perception of ancient Judaism, represented by different Jewish groups, 
plays a central role here: are there overlapping features of Judaism alongside 
the diversity of Judaism? Can we speak of a Jewish “identity” with regard to 
either self-perception or external perception? The different political, cultural, 
social, and temporal contexts in the Israelite-Palestinian mother country and in 
the different centers of the Jewish diaspora, in particular in Egypt (Elephantine, 
Alexandria, and Leontopolis), have to be taken into account when answering 
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these questions, as do the interdependencies between these contexts and cen-
ters. Against the background of this geographical aspect, the term “land” with-
in the thematic triad of the conference and this volume is explained.

In addition to archaeological and epigraphic records as well as a small num-
ber of pagan texts, important sources on the historical description of Judaism 
in the period concerned are Jewish writings which originated in different plac-
es and in different languages during the Persian and Hellenistic-Roman peri-
ods. Much of this material reached the form in which it found its way into the 
Hebrew Bible and the Septuagint during these centuries. Together with non-
biblical writings such as the papyri found on the island of Elephantine on the 
Nile, the vast majority of Jewish-Hellenistic writings not included in the Bible, 
and the Dead Sea Scrolls, they attest to different literary genres, that is, histo-
riographic, prophetic-mantic, cultural-ritual, sapiental-didactic, juridical, ad-
ministrative, calendrical, and apocalyptic texts. This demonstrates how ancient 
Judaism maintained its cultural self-perception in the wake of crises and muta-
tions, each dealing in their own way with central institutions such as kingdom, 
Temple, land, and sacred writings. In particular the factors of (1) Torah, with 
its concentration on worshiping the one God Yahweh and the standardization 
of Jewish identity, (2) Temple, and (3) land appear as stabilizing factors and as 
indicators for Jewish self-perception.

Emerging Christianity constituted a special kind of religious and social chal-
lenge to ancient Judaism. From the beginning, Christianity incorporated the 
Israelite-Jewish writings and traditions into the basic stock of its lore, inter-
preted them, however, in its own way. This led to a further transformation of 
Jewish lore, which was now passed down and interpreted in two ways – in 
Christian and in Jewish lore. The cooperation, coexistence, and also conflict 
between Judaism and Christianity led to the concentration of rabbinic Judaism 
on the Hebrew (and Aramaic) writings, on the one hand, and to the translation 
of Jewish and Christian texts into Syrian, Coptic, Armenian, and Arabic in the 
Christian tradition, on the other hand. Even the Septuagint, originally a Jewish 
translation, was now passed down by Christians and became the first part of 
the Christian Bible, the “Old Testament.” Furthermore, what is important is the 
interpretative redaction (Fortschreibung) of Jewish writings by Christians: rel-
evant examples of this are the Martyrdom of Isaiah, the Fourth Book of Ezra, 
and the Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs.

The relationship of Judaism and Christianity in antiquity cannot be compre-
hended with the model of one or more “parting(s) of the ways.” The processes 
relating to this are considerably more complex and have led to diverse forms of 
“attraction and repulsion” (P. Schäfer). For Judaism, this involved a profound 
reorientation, concerning the attitude to its own writings and traditions. This 
is shown by the emergence of the Christian and the Jewish Bibles, into which 
the authoritative writings of the respective religious communities found their 
way. The complex processes leading to the collection of these writings reveal 
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that both in Judaism and Christianity and over a long time authoritative writ-
ings were neither clearly delimited as to their extent nor in their wording. The 
emergence of the Jewish and the Christian Bibles sheds light, therefore, on the 
diversity of ancient Judaism and ancient Christianity and on the multifaceted 
processes of their relationships.
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by the ERC-Grant Elephantine. We would like to thank the responsible bodies 
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and waited for the publication with great patience. We thank our staff in Ber-
lin, Veronika Einmahl, Florian Lengle, Lucas Mueller, Brinthanan Puvanes
waran, and Katharina Vetter, for their support in reading the corrections and 
for compiling the index; thanks to Matthias Müller (Berlin) for preparing the 
camera-ready copy. Finally, we would like to thank the editors of the series 
“Texts and Studies in Ancient Judaism” for their acceptance of the volume and 
the staff at Mohr Siebeck publishing house for the great assistance during the 
publication process.

Berlin, August 2020	 Markus Witte, Jens Schröter, Verena Lepper





Judaism or Judaisms

The Construction of Ancient Judaism

Peter Schäfer

In the last of his works and presumably not long before his death, Flavius Jo-
sephus, the historian of ancient Judaism, wrote about the proper constitution 
of the Jews. The work is called Contra Apionem (“Against Apion”) and it was 
written during the last years of the Roman emperor Domitian, that is, not long 
before 96 CE. It is a comprehensive apology of the Jewish people, claiming 
that Moses lived long before the Greek legislators and that therefore the Jewish 
laws are much older and more original than the Greek laws. Therein, more than 
twenty years after the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple, the famous 
Jewish historian – who in Rome enjoyed the favor and support of the Flavian 
emperors – compares the forms of government known at his time: monarchy, 
oligarchy, and democracy. He comes to the conclusion that none of these is 
appropriate:
Our lawgiver, however, was attracted by none of these forms of polity, but gave to his consti-
tution the form of what – if a forced expression be permitted – may be termed a “theocracy” 
(θεοκρατία), placing all sovereignty and authority in the hands of God.1

The theocracy as the typical and uniquely Jewish form of government was 
so important to Josephus that he invented the Greek word for it, calling it “a 
forced expression.” He then continues that Moses immediately convinced the 
Jewish people of the virtues of this constitution and presented them their God 
as One (εἷς), uncreated (ἀγένητος), immutable, of unsurpassable beauty, in the 
nature of his essence unrecognizable (ἄγνωστος), but made known to us by his 
power (δύναμις).2 The unconditional acceptance of the Law led to an admira-
ble harmony (ὁμόνοια) among the Jews, who are united in their opinion about 
God and cultivate the same way of life.3 And then Josephus explains how this 
theocracy, God’s sole sovereignty, is maintained on earth:
Could there be a finer or more equitable polity than one which sets God at the head of the 
universe, which assigns the administration of its highest affairs to the whole body of priests, 
and entrusts to the supreme high priest the direction of the other priests? […] Could there 
be a more saintly government than that? Could God be more worthily honored than by such 

1 Josephus, C. Ap. 2.165.
2 Josephus, C. Ap. 2.167.
3 Josephus, C. Ap. 2.179–181.
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a scheme, under which piety is the end and aim of the training of the entire community, the 
priests are entrusted with the special charge of it, and the whole administration of the state 
(πολιτεία) resembles some sacred ceremony?4

Josephus’s theocracy is in fact a hierocracy, a government of priests, with the 
Temple at its center: “One Temple for the one God (εἷς ναὸς ἑνὸς θεοῦ) […], 
common to all as God is common to all.”5 The triad “One God – One Temple – 
One People” is the central idea of his theocracy, and he propagates this idea 
not just as some faint echo of a long forgotten past or the ideal concept of some 
remote future but as the forever valid and forever practiced form of explicitly 
Jewish government. 

It remains a mystery and a matter of dispute what prompted Josephus to lay 
out the design of the Jewish state toward the end of his life and under the em-
peror Domitian (who enforced the fiscus Judaicus) – the same Josephus who 
in his earlier works Antiquitates and De bello Judaico drew a very different 
picture of discord and strife among the Jews of Judea and who blamed the un-
compromising theocratic doctrine of the Zealots in particular for the destruc-
tion of the Jewish Temple and nation.6 For our purpose here the observation 
is important that the old and wise – or naïve or crazy (whatever one prefers) – 
Josephus drafted his vision of a theocratic polity the way he did, that it was ab-
solutely clear to him that there was and always will be a Jewish nation or state 
or ethnos, with the Temple at its center, with the priests at its head, and with 
its people following in perfect harmony the Law of Moses, that is, the Torah. 
What Josephus does not explicitly emphasize is the fact that the Temple stands 
in Jerusalem and that Jerusalem is the capital of Judea, but this is a matter of 
course and refraining from spelling it out is probably the only concession he 
made in his long exposition to his Roman friends. From this perspective, Jose-
phus’s outline of the perfect Jewish state looks like the blueprint for the topic 
of the conference and ensuing book, summarized by the organizers under the 
keywords Torah, Temple, Land. 

But things are not that simple. Josephus’s theocracy with its unifying triad 
of “One God – One Temple – One People,” designed at the very end of the Sec-
ond Temple period and the transition to rabbinic Judaism, may well formulate 
an ideal picture or even an evolving consensus, yet it is highly questionable 
to what extent it was accomplished throughout the turmoil of ancient Jewish 
history. There was certainly a tendency in ancient Judaism towards unification 
and integration,7 but there were, just as certainly, strong opposing tendencies 
towards diversity, multiplicity, variety, discord. These tendencies could not be 

4 Josephus, C. Ap. 2.185, 188.
5 Josephus, C. Ap. 2.193. Josephus constructs this remarkable sentence without a verb, and  

in the following explanation he uses the present and future tenses.
6 On this, see in more detail P. Schäfer, “Theokratie: Die Herrschaft Gottes als Staatsver-

fassung in der jüdischen Antike,” in Politik und Religion: Zur Diagnose der Gegenwart, ed. 
F. W. Graf and H. Meier (Munich: Beck, 2013), 199–240, here 226 ff.
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