What About
God's Chosen
People?
Part XXI11

By Philip E. Busby

Question #21 - “Is it true that the Jews are
God's chosen people? I have a Christian friend who says
the Jews were not God's chosen people.”

We ended our last segment talking about the
religious political group called the Sanhedrin and the
Hasmonean Dynasty ruler of Judea, Salome. Salome was
by this point the widowed wife of the cruel king
Alexander Jannaeus. In talking about Salome's rule, we
discussed how she was able to bring a certain amount of
peace and quiet to the land through the policies she
favored. One such policy was that of causing the
Sanhedrin to be more of the ruling council over the
people of Judea, but specifically the Jewish people. This
was important because the land Salome's husband had left
her included more than just those areas by then
considered Jewish. This leaves us with many tasks in our
historical look of this time, and two of them are - one, to
discuss more about exactly what the Sanhedrin was in
order to understand the power they had and would obtain
by later events; and two, to talk about the demise of what
was left of what had once been the Maccabees. The first
is some simple facts, but the second discussion is very
hard to follow because it takes us into talking about the
various people involved in the region. Thus, we will
attempt to make it as streamlined as possible.

That being said, one of the main facts I hope to
convey in covering this time is to bring an understanding
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of just what a cruel and dangerous time period this was
leading up to Jesus' birth and through His early life! The
transfer of power is very often not a smooth affair, and
while it seemed to work out better than one might have
expected for Salome to simply become the ruler of Judea
after her husband's death, for all intents and purposes she
would be the last in the line to rule over a true
independent state for any real time. Salome and
Alexander had two sons together, Hyrcanus II and
Aristobulus II. As I've mentioned before, it can be hard to
keep up with the names due to the fact so many share
names with past individuals important to our study.
However, this has some direct connection to the question
this series is based on, because while we see Jews in
leadership roles taking on many of the names held by
Greeks, one should not be fooled into believing this in
anyway speaks to the chosen nation disappearing. We
must remember while the Maccabees, which became the
Hasmonean Dynasty, were without a doubt Jews fighting
for Jewish causes, the following rulers in the line became
very corrupted as power often brings.

In both of the last segments, I have raised the
question of thinking about if the Jews were really better
off being under this kind of rulership than they were being
under some non-Jewish government, and this question is
still a point of interest. What had taken place is there was
becoming a bigger and bigger gap between the secular
rulers, which for the time remained the Jewish
Hasmonean Dynasty, and the Jewish common man,
especially as a religious people who desired to follow
God. This gap would only increase as the years went by;
thus, the Sanhedrin would become more of the leaders the
Jews as a people wished to listen to in spite of who was
considered the king or ruler of the region. This would
become so true that the Sanhedrin would one day become
something which could be described as a government
over a specific people no matter where they lived or under
what other governing power. To the degree of attempting
to follow religious law this is certainly true, and it is here
at the time of Salome that we see the stage set for why this
came to be so true.

To start with the basics, the word “Sanhedrin”
means “sitting together.” Because of the nature of what
this body became, we easily say that translates into simply
meaning a council or the like, which is actually a great
way to see it from an English speaking perspective.
However, let us not forget what we talked about in that,
especially during those times the group consisted of
individuals from various religious thoughts on what was
the right way to be Jewish, one really is talking about their
willingness to be together for the purpose of
accomplishing anything! What we talked about in the
history of such a group forming is the fact there is no way
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to put a date on the Sanhedrin's establishment, but some
like to say it goes back to the time of Hanukkah's events.
In looking at it that way, it is to emphasize the fact the
Jews, no matter what religious notion they favored,
understood there was a common enemy and that was/is,
pretty much, everything not Jewish! Now, I realize what
an anti-Semitic thing some would interpret what I just
said as being, but let's look at the question we're trying to
answer in this series, once again.

The idea there are those who believe the Jews as
a people have been rejected and replaced by something
such as the church, or that there is no real group, such as
the Jews, who are legitimately the direct descendants of
the chosen nation in existence today, is the true anti-
Semitism. The fact the Jews have understood for so long
what a threat their very existence is to the plans of men
and how that brings along with it a threat to their
continued existence is not a mark against the Jews, but a
way to point out how much they have fought against
disappearing as a people! I have often made the argument
in my teaching that the kings of Judah should have
followed what they were told by the prophets when
people like the Babylonians came to take power out of
their hands because the Jews should have just focused on
the things of God. This I have done not just because it is
what God said, but because one should be able to see why
God said it. Secular affairs are very corrupting to a people
attempting to follow the Laws of God. The history we are
covering now shows us this in a clear way as the
Maccabees, who fought so hard to drive back the Greek
desecration of the temple, went from being the heroes of
the Jewish people to a Dynasty that crumbled into
disfavor and corruption as secular rulers.

What we are seeing in the establishment of the
Sanhedrin then is not something of total bad intentions,
and the name indicates that. It is the truth that in some
ways the Jewish religious leaders were attempting to
break away from the secular affairs of government, or, at
the very least, act as a shield or voice against secular
government's interference into how the Jews lived their
everyday lives no matter who the government might
consist of. At times the Sanhedrin may have done a good
job at this, and at other times they utterly failed because
they too were often corrupted by the desire for power.
That aside, it was for the cause of maintaining those
things Jewish that individuals of various Jewish religious
thought were willing to sit together in order to form such
a group. In many ways this is the Jews finally doing (in
the ways it was still possible) what God had told them to
do back at the time of the Babylonians, and that was to
make an attempt to lead the daily lives of the Jewish
people to remain God's chosen nation in spite of who
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might be the governing power.

Now, I stress the fact I'm not saying this was
always, or at any time, really handled completely
properly; and the issue of how this group came against
The Messiah can be easily used to say such a group should
not have existed. However, what is at the heart of the
matter is that by having such a group, as I have said
before, the Sanhedrin were in the best position to use their
voice to solidify The Messiah at His appearing than any
leader or leaders had been since not long after their return
from the Babylonian captivity. In a way, God's Law was
working, not because there was a core group of the chosen
nation that followed the stipulation that Jews desiring not
to follow certain Laws of God were to be cut off from
their people, but in that only those who cared to go
through the strife it took to hold on to their Jewish identity
were willing to do so. More and more the secular
government was failing to be of any value to the Jew who
cared about being Jewish no matter if the rulers were Jews
or non-Jews, so they started following the religious
leaders who were willing to sit together and try to figure
out how to be Jewish in the midst of the tumultuous
circumstances which surrounded them!

Now, in many ways, the concept of the Sanhedrin
goes all the way back to the suggestion Moses' father-in-
law gave when he saw Moses being over taxed by the
affairs of the people. Jethro suggested to Moses that he
find honest men to appoint as judges, and they could be
the ones who the people brought their everyday disputes,
especially secular disputes, to. If there were issues of
great importance that came before these judges which was
over their head - so to speak - those issues alone would be
the ones brought to Moses for a decision. (Ex. 18:13-26)
At a much later point in Israel's journey to the promised
land, Moses still became so burdened with the people
complaining to him to provide everything they thought
they needed, Moses asked God to kill him before he
succumb to the stress and began to fail in following God's
will. We should keep this point in mind when judging
Moses for being told by God his life had come to an end
after he struck a rock instead of talking to it as God had
commanded him to do in order to get water for the people,
but I digress. (Num. 20:7-13) At the point Moses became
this distraught, God told him to choose seventy men out
of the elders of Israel so God could put some of the burden
He had put on Moses upon these seventy men. (Num.
11:1-29) This, not just in concept, but in number, really
shows us the pattern upon which the Sanhedrin was
formed, because this council consisted of seventy-one
men in all.

Some would dispute this fact on the basis the
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Sanhedrin can refer to the twenty-three men councils that
were suppose to be the judges in various cities throughout
Israel, and they would not be technically wrong in saying
the seventy-one member group might be more
appropriately referred to as the Great Sanhedrin. While I
admit that in saying this they would not be wrong, most
people know little to nothing about the more daily
functioning of the nation through the years and only
understand the Sanhedrin to be that bigger group of men.
This is not a bad thing, but one should be aware that those
more into history might want to correct you for saying the
Sanhedrin consisted of seventy-one without at least
mentioning the smaller groups of judges. I have now
mentioned it, and we will carry on with the other thought
that might come to some people's minds which is, why
seventy-one instead of seventy like Moses was told? In
asking this, first stop to think about one simple fact,
Moses was told to pick seventy men upon which God
would place a part of Moses' burden, so how many men
had the burden after this was done? Seventy-one, if you
recognize the burden was obviously not totally taken off
Moses! Coming back to more the time period we are
studying here, there is also the fact the person tasked with
the High Priest's responsibility, at times would act as the
head officer of the Sanhedrin, and this made for seventy
members plus the High Priest. In any case, whether the
High Priest was involved or not there was what we would
more likely than not call a president over the seventy, who
as an acting member of the court made it seventy-one.
This set up, again, shows us what a perfect opportunity
there was for Jesus to simply be accepted and/or, at the
very least, listened to!

I will stress again that we do not know at what
time this very official version of the Sanhedrin came into
existence, but by the later time of the Romans this was the
case, and it is no doubt patterned after earlier versions of
such a group whether the group acted independently of
the governing authority or was ordained, for lack of a
better term, by that authority. At the time of Salome, it
would definitely seem the Sanhedrin were ordained by
her as the ruler of Judea. Salome would appoint her son
Hyrcanus II as the High Priest. Hyrcanus II was on his
mother's side in going along with the Pharisees (at least in
the start of his career), but the power struggle even among
these religious groups had become very bitter, and the
Sadducees were looking for an ally to continue their
power as a group. They found such an ally in Salome's
other son Aristobulus II. Whether Aristobulus II was
really like his father in agreeing with the Sadducees or not
is something only known to the past, if not just he himself.
In any case, he saw it as politically convenient to side with
the Sadducees, and being that his mother was more under
the influence of the Pharisees, Aristobulus II was the one
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who brought the Sadducees' concerns and issues to his
mother's attention. Aristobulus II also made fast friends in
the military. Thus, while he held no real power as yet, he
was making friends in all the right places to obtain it!

Now, it is during Salome's reign that other
important events were taking place around Judea. While
Salome had brought a certain amount of calm to Judea by
not continuing her husband's conquering desires, this had
its downside in that some of the kings her husband was, at
least, trying to subdue took this opportunity to do some
conquering of their own. Two groups are of importance to
our understanding here, and they are the Nabataeans,
whom we talked about Salome's husband fighting with,
and the other is the Idumaeans, who were what was left of
the people of Edom. Just how much this is to say they
were the descendants of Esau's bloodline or simply the
people who came to live and rule the area known as Edom
is not completely clear. However, the name stuck to a
certain people for a time. These people were eventually
forced out of Edom, and by this time they lived further
north and somewhat west in what was the south end of
Judea. They, along with this area, came to be known by
the name Idumaean.

Starting with the Nabataeans, one of the reasons
Alexander Jannus had went after them is because they
were attempting to conquer territory that would surround
Judea. While their seat of power was in Petra to the south
of Judea, their king Aretas III had marched all the way to
Damascus in Syria to the north. He would be successful
in taking Damascus from the Seleucids around 85 B.C.
While this would bring prestige to the Nabataeans who
had up to that time been looked at as nomadic herdsmen
and traders, Aretas III showed how much he had been
Hellenized as he commissioned some of the first
Nabataeans currency, not in Aramaic style and script but
in the Greek style using Greek writing. While other
powers and circumstances would keep him from
successfully holding on to Damascus completely, he
would also bring Greek and Roman style back to his
capital in Petra. In this, we see how the slow downfall of
the Greek Empire in no way washed away their cultural
influence.

When it comes to the Idumaeans, we are talking
about a people who had already been brought under the
rule of the Hasmonean Dynasty by the time of Alexander
Jannus. They were even part of the groups of people who,
while they may have had some Jewish blood intermixed
with them, were not Jewish but had been forced by the
earlier king John Hyrcanus to take on the Jewish religion.
This would be important as it would be clear to those in
the region that they were not Jews, but the fact they had a
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certain amount of Jewish ways about them by the time the
Romans were really on the scene meant the Romans did
not look at them as such a distinctly different people. On
top of this, there was a particular governor over the
Idumaeans who was used to administer that region by the
Hasmoneans, and his name was Antipater I. This man
would successfully straddle the fence between being on
the side of the Hasmoneans while at the same time being
very close friends with the Nabataecan king Aretas III.
This fact would become important to the Hasmoneans'
rule over Judea as well as the continued independence of
Judea.

When Salome died in 67 B.C. she put things back
as they so often had been before her reign, by leaving her
seat of power to Hyrcanus II. This made him High Priest
and king over the land, but as one might suspect, it was
not going to be just that easy! His brother Aristobulus II
was apparently already positioning himself to overthrow
his aging mother. All her death meant was that he could
now turn those plans against his brother. Hyrcanus II
would only rule for three months before he would be
forced to deal with his brother's rebellion, and he would
take an army out near Jericho to meet Aristobulus II in
battle. The problem was, Aristobulus II had many friends
in the military, and most of Hyrcanus II's men defected to
his brother's side. Hyrcanus II would flee back to
Jerusalem where he would hold up in the citadel, but his
brother would come and capture the temple. This would
force Hyrcanus II to surrender to his brother as well as the
terms Hyrcanus II give up his throne and the High Priest's
position to Aristobulus II. This agreement would last for
a time, but this is where the real treachery that would lead
to the downfall of the Hasmoneans would begin!

Antipater I, as the governor in service to the
Hasmoneans, feared he might lose his position under
Aristobulus II. Thus, he became a voice in Hyrcanus II's
ear, one Hyrcanus II would listen to. Antipater I
convinced Hyrcanus II his brother was going to kill him,
and he should run to Aretas III the king of the Nabataeans
for protection. Hyrcanus II did so, and after arriving, it
would seem Antipater [ made a deal with Aretas III that if
he helped Hyrcanus II regain power, Nabataean cities
taken in earlier times by Judea would be returned to them.
Thus, Aretas III would march a large army to Jerusalem
and keep it under siege for several months.

While all this was going on the Romans were on
the move too. The Roman general Pompey would have
military success in his more far reaching eastern
campaign, and end up sending his deputy Scaurus back to
the land north of Judea to finish off the Seleucids, along
with others, and take full Roman control over the Syrian
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territory. Because the Hasmoneans were supposed to be
allies of Rome, both brothers would appeal to Scaurus for
help in securing the throne of Judea. They would both
send gifts and bribes, but in the end Aristobulus II would
be the one to win Scaurus' support, who then ordered
Aretas III to withdraw. As Aretas III complied,
Aristobulus II used the opportunity to do serious damage
to the withdrawing forces. Since Aretas III's attack did
nothing to help Hyrcanus II's or Antipater I's cause, the
civil war would go on, but not go unnoticed by the
Romans. Pompey himself would come to Syria and be
made fully aware of the warring brothers in Judea.
Unfortunately, both brothers also saw his arrival as an
opportunity to send delegates to make their case for power
directly to the Roman general. Pompey would tell them
both to wait for an answer, but in truth Pompey favored
Hyrcanus II for the position since he seemed to be the
weaker of the two, and Pompey was now interested in
using him to make Judea part of the growing territory
under direct Roman control!

Aristobulus II may or may not have suspected
this, but in any case, he did not wait, and began to make
trouble that caused Pompey to move against him.
Aristobulus II and his sons would be defeated on more
than one occasion by Pompey, and he would eventually
surrender Judea and Jerusalem to the Romans in 63 B.C.
The people in Jerusalem did not accept this surrender and
attempted to keep Pompey from taking the city, which
caused the Romans to take it by force, damaging the city's
fortifications and the temple in doing so. This would bring
a sad end to the independence Judea had enjoyed under
the Hasmonean Dynasty. Aristobulus II, along with his
two sons, would be imprisoned, and Hyrcanus II would be
given back the position of the High Priest. While this
basically made him responsible for many administrative
duties a governor or the like would have under Roman
rule, he fell short of Rome's expectations for one in such
a position. The man who would prove himself far more
capable of representing Roman interests would be
Hyrcanus II's supposed ally Antipater I, who took every
opportunity to let Rome know how well he could do the
job. This laid the groundwork for the complete collapse of
what was left of the Hasmonean Dynasty, and paved the
road for the rise of the Herodian Dynasty which was in
power by the time of Christ.

One of Antipater I's greatest opportunities would
come as Scaurus did not care that Aretas III had complied
with his demand he withdraw from Jerusalem, and
attacked Petra in 62 B.C. Scaurus would find the harsh
terrain the hardest factor in taking Petra, which is why the
city had held out against many attacks through the
centuries. Scaurus would call upon Hyrcanus II to help
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him in this matter, and Hyrcanus II would send Antipater
I to negotiate with Aretas III. Antipater I would win favor
with all sides as he would negotiate a peace that had
Aretas III paying a great amount of silver directly to
Scaurus. In exchange, Aretas III would retain all
Nabataean territory, but it would now be a vassal state
under Roman control. Thus, Aretas III continued to be a
“king.” Rome had gained control over yet another region.
By sending Antipater I, Hyrcanus II believed he had
helped Rome when he was asked to, but in the eyes of
Rome, Antipater I had proven himself a skilled politician
which Hyrcanus II was not.

Unfortunately, Antipater I was not just another
individual seeking power for himself, he wanted to see his
family installed as the rulers of the region. He would
continue by Hyrcanus II's side, but his real focus would
be on continuing to impress Rome and navigate the
political shifts of power Rome was going through. These
shifting sands were complex, to say the least, but to be as
brief as possible, it should be understood that Rome began
as a republic, yet when the political fortunes of Pompey,
Julius Caesar, and a man named Crassus came together,
they formed a three-man rulership, called a Triumvirate,
over Rome in 59 B.C. In 57 B.C. Aristobulus II escaped
from prison and incited a rebellion in Judea, which was
handily defeated by the Romans. In 53 B.C. Crassus was
killed in battle leaving Pompey and Caesar, who were
already at each others throats in various ways and for
various reasons, to fight it out among themselves, and this
they would do! In 49 B.C. Caesar would release
Aristobulus II from prison in order to send him back to
Judea in hopes of turning it against Pompey. However,
Aristobulus II, along with his son Alexander, wouldn't
make it to Judea. Aristobulus II would be poisoned by
Pompey's men, and Alexander would be executed at
Antioch by the Roman commander Scipio. Caesar would
suffer a close call in battle in 48 B.C., but later that year
handed a sound defeat to Pompey in Greece, and Pompey
would head to Egypt. Caesar would later pursue him
there, but by the time he arrived Pompey had been
assassinated. Being presented with Pompey's head and
seal-ring, Caesar showed his displeasure with this
outcome by killing the assassins!

Instead of leaving Egypt, Caesar would get
himself involved in Egypt's civil war between a young
Pharaoh and his sister Cleopatra. Caesar would side with
Cleopatra and end up under siege at Alexandria. Who
should come to his aid during this time? None other than
Antipater I who had shifted his political allegiance from
Pompey to Caesar when he learned of Pompey's death!
For his “valor” in this matter, Caesar would give
Antipater I Roman citizenry and freedom from taxes
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along with Caesar's friendship. Antipater [ was
eventually appointed Roman Procurator in Judea, giving
him the authority over financial affairs for the Romans,
such as tax collecting. He would use this power to
immediately start establishing himself as a ruler. He
repaired the walls of Jerusalem which Pompey had
damaged and subdued civil unrest, even threatening the
people with the idea it was their choice as to if he became
a “severe master” over them or continued to be a gentle
governor. More importantly than all was his move to
appoint his son Phasael, governor of Jerusalem, and his
other son, whose name students of the New Testament
should immediately recognize, governor of Galilee. That
other son's name was Herod, who would later be called
“Herod the Great”!

Now, in 57 B.C. Aristobulus II's other son
Antigonus II had escaped from prison along with his
father, and was part of the failed attempt to attack Roman
forces in Judea. Unlike his father, he was allowed his
freedom by the Roman senate and was not killed with his
father and brother in 49 B.C. Thus, Antigonus II would
continue his attempt to gain control over Judea. By 47
B.C. the Pharaoh's forces would ultimately be defeated
and Cleopatra installed as Queen. In that same year,
Antigonus II would complain to Caesar about his uncle
Hyrcanus II being a puppet to Antipater I. Caesar would
give greater power to Hyrcanus II by naming him
Ethnarch in Judea, which made him the more official
governor over, at least, the Jews themselves. However,
Hyrcanus II basically did whatever Antipater I instructed,
making the official appointment all but useless to what
remained of the Hasmonean Dynasty. Anigonus II would
not settle for this, and his aspirations for the throne of
Judea would continue. Events that followed would help
Antigonus II to gain support among the people of Judea
and raise a rebellion against Rome as well as his uncle.
The details of all this would be one last sad saga for the
Hasmonean Dynasty. It would lead to its final demise,
which would solidify the rise of the Herodian Dynasty
and more complete Roman control over Judea!

Until next time, may we each continually choose to be
the people God wants us to be!




