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REVIEWS

A FEW REMARKS ON A NEW POLITICAL HISTORY OF PALESTINE IN THE 
TIME OF Jesus IN Polish

Jerzy Cięcie ląg, Palestyna w czasach Jezusa. Dzieje polityczne [Palestine in the Time 
of Jesus. Political History], Kraków 2000, Wydawnictwo Naukowe Akademii Peda
gogicznej, in 8*, pp. 206, 3 maps in the text. Paper. [= Prace Monograficzne No. 285]

Jerzy Ciecieląg’s monograph is a printed version of his Ph.D. dissertation written under the 
supervision of Professor Stefan Skowronek, an eminent Polish numismatist,1 and defended in 
Cracow in 1998. It will not be surprising that the strong personality of the supervisor exercised a 
strong influence on his pupil, who started his scholarly career with an M.A. devoted to the nu
mismatic evidence of the first Jewish revolt against the Romans and has since contributed sev
eral times to the Dead Sea scrolls literature by evaluating coins from the excavations.2 In the 
publication under review links to the numismatic sources are made very often and sometimes in 
a surprising manner.

' Cf. especially his recent work: Moneta w kulturze starożytnego judaizmu. Spór o mennictwo Heroda Wiel
kiego [Coin in the Culture of Ancient Judaism. The Debate on Herod the Great Coinage], Kraków 1994.

2 Cf. J. Ciecieląg, “Coins from the so-called Essene Settlemens on the Dead Sea Shore’’, [in:] ZJ. Kapera 
(ed.), Mogilany 1995. Papers on the Dead Sea Scrolls offered in memory of Aleksy Klawek, The Enigma Press, 
Kraków 1998, pp. 105-115. Ciecieląg is also interested in research on the Nabatean coins. See his: “Coins of 
Aretas IV, King of Nabateans (9 BC-AD 40)”, Notae Numismaticae, vol. III—IV, Kraków 1999, pp. 102-128.

The volume is divided into five chapters and has seven appendixes. Chapter One is devoted 
to the review of available sources, not only to the very thoroughly exploited Philo of Alexandria 
and Josephus Flavius, but also to other Greek and Latin authors, lost ancient works, fragmentary 
texts, Rabbinic literature, Jewish historical works, Dead Sea manuscripts, the Gospels and the 
Acts. Chapter Two presents the evolution of Judea from a client state to a Roman province, 
starting with an analysis of the testaments of Herod the Great and ending with the rule of Ar- 
chelaos, Antipas and Philip. Chapter Three describes the province of Judea and its Roman ad
ministration in the years 6—41 A.D. More attention is paid to the period of Pontius Pilate and the 
question of the attitude of Emperor Caligula towards the Temple. Chapter Four collects the 
available data on the rule of Herod Agrippa in the years 41-44 A.D. Chapter Five presents the 
political situation in Palestine in the years preceding the first Jewish rebellion. The narration 
should end with the explosion of A.D. 66, but in fact we also receive information about the rule 
of Herod Agrippa II (A.D. 50-100).

Seven interesting appendixes supplement the book. They are as follows: (1) the situation of 
Jews in the Mediterranean at the time of the Julio-Claudian dynasty; (2) the problem of the 
census under Quirinius; (3) the history of Chaicis, Ituraea and Abilene; (4) Josephus Flavius on 
Jesus and James the Just; (5) the birth of Jesus and the date of Herod the Great’s death; (6) the 
list of the Roman governors of Judaea in the years 6—41 and 44—66 A.D.; (7) the list of members 
of the Herodian dynasty presented in the book.
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The book ends with a list of quoted literature on the subject, and indexes of ancient names, 
geographical terms and the quoted modem authors. There are no illustrations except for three 
maps presenting the territory of Palestine in the Hasmonaean period, the time of Herod the Great 
and the time of Jesus’ public activity.

In the introduction (p. 7) Ciecielqg loyally warns his readers that he intends to present only 
the political background of the history of Palestine in the first century A.D. He does not involve 
himself in the study of the social, economic and religious aspects. Of course it was impossible to 
avoid the religious aspect altogether, but its treatment is reduced to the necessary minimum. 
There is no description of the religious or quasi-political sects so numerous in the Jewish society 
at that time. The book is presented first of all as a new analysis of all available sources. The 
author acknowledges the fact that it was impossible for him to take into consideration the entire 
extensive literature on the subject, but it is obvious from his bibliography that he is familiar not 
only with the most recent and vanguard works. His work is solidly rooted in knowledge of older 
literature on the subject, and his extensive use of numismatic literature lends special flavour to 
his discussion.

It is impossible to follow the course of the political history of Palestine as presented by Cie- 
cielqg. In a brief review like this one we can only mention some of his particular views. In gen
eral, Ciecielqg accepts the division of the period in question (4 B.C.-66 A.D.) into four parts, 
which are covered by chapters 2-5 of his book (see above).

In the first period he discusses among others the fascinating problem of the testaments of 
Herod the Great. According to him Herod’s last (sixth) will was in fact a list of codicils to the 
fifth. In analysing the family struggle for Herod Great’s succession Ciecielqg underlines the role 
played by Salome, the king’s sister who was on friendly terms with Augustus’ wife, Livia. He 
dates the return of Judaean rulers, after the division of Herod’s kingdom by Augustus, to the 
spring of 3 B.C. Ciecielqg is not very fond of the rule of Archaelaos, but in the end accepts that 
the sources are not sufficient to evaluate it properly.

Quite a lot is known about Antipas, who accepted the dynastic title of Herod. In Ciecielqg’s 
view this was an important fact and a compensation for the lost royal title. Herod Antipas was 
the founder of the cities of Tiberias, Livias and Sepphoris. His contribution to the negotiation of 
peace with the Parthians was praiseworthy. However, as he considers the death of John Baptist, 
Ciecielqg is inclined to see not only strictly religious, but also perhaps political reasons for the 
execution. He stresses the role of women in the Herodian family. Let us add that Ciecielqg dis
agrees with the common view concerning the place of Antipas’ exile. He prefers Lugdunum 
Convenarum to the Lugdunum in Gaul.

The tetrarch Philip, ruler of Batanea, Trachonitis and Auranitis, rebuilt the village Bethsaida 
and renamed it Julias in honour of the emperor’s daughter. He also created a new city, Caesarea 
Paneas. Philip’s tetrarchy was more deeply hellenized than the other parts of Palestine, and he 
was even able to put his own portrait in his coins together with that of the emporer. Thanks to 
recently found coins we are able to follow the rivalry between Philip and Pontius Pilate.

At the beginning the newly created province of Judaea was quiet. Relatively moderate indi
viduals were sent to govern it; they tried to avoid conflicts with Jews or to solve them by peace
ful means. However, the new movement of Judas the Galilean led to the creation of an extreme 
party of war, known as the Zealots. The role of Pontius Pilate remains unclear, according to 
Ciecielqg. We do not know if his Judaean policy was a conscious provocation connected with 
the antisemitic policy of Sejanus, or simply due to ignorance of local realities. However, there 
should have been people round Pontius Pilate who were acquainted with them. Concerning 
Jesus’ trial before Pilate, Ciecielqg underlines the political motives of the imprisonment and 
execution of Jesus.

Ciecielqg is impressed by the personality of king Agrippa I, who reconstructed the kingdom 
of his grandfather. In the writer’s opinion, Agrippa I left Rome not in A.D. 23 but in the early 
30s. The famous convention of client rulers in Tiberias was the evidence of Agrippa’s megalo
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mania rather than the result of any far-reaching political plans. Agrippa’s mysterious death re
mains unclear.

In the final period of the existence of the province of Judaea its governors present them
selves in a negative way. The peaceful steps of Syria’s legates and even some understanding 
towards the Jews shown by the decisions of the emperors Claudius and Nero were not sufficent 
to avoid a catastrophe. One can see the decline of the authority of the High Priest and the Jewish 
elite. The latter supported extremist activities too long, and when they decided that peace was 
worth keeping at any cost, it turned out to bee too late.

Ciecieląg briefly analyses some numismatic arguments concerning the dates of the last 
procurators of Judaea, but in the end keeps their commonly accepted chronology leaving a de
finitive solution to future research.

The most extensive of the appendixes is devoted to the situation of Jews in the Roman Em
pire in the first century A.D. In Ciecieląg’s opinion apart from a few episodes, their situation 
was relatively good and the attitude of the Julio-Claudian dynasty to hem could even be de
scribed as friendly. Another appendix, on the history of Chaicis, Ituraea and Abilene is brief, but 
detailed; it notes usually forgotten elements and again contains numismatic arguments. The 
problem of Quirinius’ census is left as an open question. The Testimonium Flavianum and the 
report on James the Just from the Antiquitates of Josephus are treated favourably. The date of 
the birth of Jesus Christ is not clear to Ciecieląg. Jesus was bom before the year 4 B.C., but we 
do not know if it happened in 6 or 7 B.C.

In general Ciecieląg’s book is highly valuable despite its small size (only about 200 pages). 
It is certainly one of the most interesting recent Polish Ph.D. dissertations on the political history 
of one of a Roman province at the turn of the era.

Very few Polish scholars specializing in ancient history have ever been involved in research 
into the New Testament period. We have some, still useful translations,3 but original works are 
scarce. We have a popular trilogy by Prof. A. Krawczuk presenting the history of Judaea from 
Antipater to the Jewish rebellion,4 and some scholarly contributions concerning the inscription 
of Pilate from Cesarea. Unbeatable until the publication of this book was the synthesis by the 
Rev. E. Dąbrowski, The New Testament against its Background,5 a kind of Polish Schiirer. Its 
original version appeared as early as in 1958, and the history of the province of Judaea was dealt 
within volume one, sub-titled “Geography and History”. This important and still useful hand
book is conspicuously missing from Ciecieląg’s bibliography, though it must be known to him 
as it was again reprinted in a corrected and extended version in 1965.

3 Cf. for example translations of “classics” like G. Riccioti, Daniel Rops, and recently of M. Sartre, M. Hadas- 
Lebel, and J. Grant.

4 Cf. A. Krawczuk, Herod, król Judei [Herod, the King of Judaea], Warszawa 1965; Tytus i Berenike [Titus 
and Berenice], Warszawa 1972, and Rzym i Jerozolima [Rome and Jerusalem], Warszawa 1974.

5 Cf. E. Dąbrowski, Nowy Testament na tle epoki. Geografia - historia - kultura [The New Testament against 
its Background. Geography - History - Culture], 2nded., Księgarnia św. Wojciecha, Poznań 1985.

6 Cf. P. Ostański, Elenchus biblicus polonus 1945-1999, Poznań 2002 (in press).
7 Cf. W. Szczepański, Palestyna za czasów Chrystusa Pana [Palestine in the Times of Jesus], Wiedeń 1920.

The Polish literature on the period in question is so scarce6 7 that it might be useful to recall 
some completely forgotten, but still interesting contributions. First of all, there is an old book 
which I looked into when reading Ciecieląg. It is a geography and, social and religious history of 
Palestine written by the Rev. W. Szczepański, Palestine in the Time of Christ,1 a title very close 
by the way to that of Ciecieląg’s book. Thanks to the sources collected and quoted there, it mer
its reprinting even now. The Rev. S. Kowalski wrote an article in 1951 on ‘The Plot of Herod 
Antipas on the Life of the Lord Jesus Christ’ („Ruch Biblijny i Liturgiczny” 4, 1951, 380-385). 
The Rev. W. Smereka contributed three articles on trial of Jesus (Annas and His Participation in 
Christ’s Trial, „RBL” 7, 1954, 139-155; Christ’s Trial in the Light of Most Recent Research, 
“RBL” 15, 1862, 54—160; Christ under Investigation by the Sanhedrin, „Analecta Cracoviensia” 
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1, 1969, 57-82. Father E. Dąbrowski,8 * 10 whom Ciecieląg does quote, came back to Jesus’ trial 
once again (Nova et Vetera in the ‘Christ’ Trial [in:] E. Dąbrowski, Konfrontacje [Confronta
tions. Ways of Progress in Contemporary Research on the New Testament], Poznań 1965, 217— 
235). All of these Polish contributions, and also several additional ones by E. Dąbrowski on Jo
sephus Flavius and his works, and on the Testimonium Flavianum, and E. Stein on Philo of 
Alexandria are not even mentioned in the bibliography.

8 E. Dąbrowski, Proces Chrystusa w świetle historyczno-krytycznym [The Trial of Jesus in the Historico- 
Critical Light], Księgarnia św. Wojciecha, Poznań 1965.

’ Cf. especially E. Dąbrowski, Działalność Jana Chrzciciela [Activity of John the Baptist] [in:] Józef Fla- 
wiusz, Dawne dzieje Izraela (Antiquitates Judaicae). The first Polish translation ed. by E. Dąbrowski, Księgarnia 
św. Wojciecha, Poznań 1962, pp. 891-898.

10 M. Wojciechowski, „Daty z życia Chrystusa" [Dates from Jesus’ Life], RBL, 40, 1987, pp. 202-214.
" Z. Brzostowski, Religijna i kulturowa świadomość Józefa Flawiusza w świetle jego dzieł [Religious and 

Cultural Consciousness of Josephus Flavius in the Light of His Works], Gdańsk University 1999 [mss].

Directly connected with the views presented in the sub-chapter on Antipas and John the 
Baptist is an extensive monograph by J. Teodorowicz, Herold Chrystusa na tle epoki (The Fore
runner of Christ against the Background of His Time). Poznań 1938, that too, is missing, as are 
some later articles by Polish biblical scholars.’ The problem of the date of birth of Jesus has 
been debated several times in Polish, too. Let me just mention M. Wojciechowski’s article of 
1987.'°

We can observe a renaissance of research on Josephus Flavius and of research based on Fla
vius’ texts in Poland in recent years. This might be connected with the reprinting of all modem 
translations by J. Radożycki and Z. Kubiak in the 1990s. Suffice it to mention an unpublished 
Ph.D. dissertation on Josephus Flavius11 and numerous recent M.A. dissertations at many Polish 
universities. We should like to mention here a seminar on the times of Jesus held in Rzeszów by 
Prof. L. Morawiecki a few years ago, which resulted in four M.A. theses. The Ciecielqg’s book 
in some ways is the highest achievement in the field at the moment and will certainly promote 
the knowledge of the background of the New Testament among the Polish audience. As it pres
ents and uses a lot of the most recent literature it will also be an important source of information, 
giving readers access to views known only to specialists. Finally, the book reads well and even 
long footnotes are clear and to the point.

Zdzisław J. Kapera
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