
Messianism in the Intertestament Period 
The last book in the Old Testament (Malachi) was written around 420-430 BC. If you have been 
participating on Wednesdays, you know we left off with Ezra and Nehemiah; the wall has been 
rebuilt, and Judah is back in the land but has no king in 444 BC. The Jews are still being ruled by 
other nations. Malachi concluded the content of the Old Testament with an exhortation - Malachi 
4:4-6. An astute reader of the Word of God would know Daniel 9:24-25 and would know to start 
the 483-year countdown and be looking for the Messiah in about 400 years. This was the end of 
an era where Israelites entered into a period known as the Intertestament Period. This era would 
last until the coming of Messiah, but during this time, there were no prophets and no overt 
interference from God in the activities of Israel. 

The Ruling Nations 

Persian Empire (539-336 BC) 

The Persians inherited the breadth of the kingdom when they defeated Babylon in 539 BC. It was the 
Persian Kings Cyrus and Darius who insisted the Jews build Jerusalem and the temple and financed the 
project. The Jews who returned spoke Persian but were learning Hebrew once again. The Israelites, both 
in Judea and in Mesopotamia, were under constant threat, but they were protected by God through the 
Persian Empire (Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther). 

The Jewish people were allowed to observe the Law of God without any outside interference. Persia’s 
attitude was tolerance, even recognizing that YHWH was the God of heaven, though most of the Persian 
kings thought themselves to be demi-gods and just a little lower to heavenly gods. Other than a few 
political spats that were met with small conflicts in the latter years, Persia left the Israelites alone. 

Greek Empire (336-323 BC)   

Alexander the Great defeated Persia and took control of the Persian Kingdom, as well as his own. He 
established his rule in Mesopotamia, Judea, Samaria, Egypt, and even as far as portions of India. It was 
under his rule that Hellenization came about where all of his kingdom was to learn a universal language 
(Greek) and learn Greek philosophy. Every place had its own language, but Greek was spoken 
everywhere for centuries to follow. 

The Jews were being trained in Greek mythology and philosophy but most remained faithful to the true 
God, YHWH. It was due to Greek influence that we have the LXX (Septuagint), but it was also the 
Greek influence that began the allegorizing of Scripture.  

Egyptian Subkingdom (323-198 BC) 

With the death of Alexander the Great, the kingdom was divided into four and given to his four generals. 
Ptolemy received Egypt and soon took over Israel. Conflict was inevitable between Israel and Egypt, but 
Israel was outmatched and came into subjection quickly. The Jews were eventually favored in Egypt, 
and it was under Egyptian rule that a Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures was commissioned. 

The Jews began to divide. The Orthodox Jews were literalists of the text and the Hellenists spoke Greek 
and were known for allegorizing the text. The divide was so severe that, at times, militaristic battles 
ensued within the Jews in Israel. 

 

 



Syrian Subkingdom (198-165 BC) 

Syria began to defy Egypt and won a major battle in 198 BC at the Battle of Panium. Subsequently, 
Judea was under the tyrannical rule of Antiochus III. Although hated by the Jews, the Syrians permitted 
the Jews self-rule as long as they paid tribute and their subservience was not questioned. 

There was, of course, political intrigue and, once again, the Orthodox and the Hellenists were fighting 
within Israel. The infighting was so bad that in 168 the Syrian king tried to destroy the worship of 
YHWH. 

He forbade all sacrifices, outlawed the rite of circumcision, canceled the observance of the Sabbath, 
and disallowed the celebration of feast days. This king destroyed nearly every copy of the Hebrew 
Bible. Jews were forced to eat pork and make sacrifices to idols. Finally, he desecrated the temple of 
the Lord by building an altar and offering a sacrifice to Zeus.  

Many Israelites died in the ensuing persecutions. It was during these many conflicts that the time of the 
Maccabees came about as a militaristic response to Syrian tyranny.  

Maccabean Control (165-63 BC) 

Outside of Jerusalem, a priest named Mattathias killed a Syrian official who tried to force his village to 
sacrifice to a false god. Afterward, he ran with his family to the mountains. Thousands of Jews joined 
him and his sons and began the revolt. Over the next few years, the sons of Mattathias rallied those 
willing and regained control of Jerusalem in 165 BC. The first three leaders of this period were all sons 
of Mattathias (Judas, Jonathan, and Simon).  

When they regained control of Jerusalem, they cleansed the temple and restored biblical worship. It was 
during this time that the story of Hannukah took place (the festival of lights). Under Simon, Israel won 
her independence in 142 BC and experienced nearly 70 years of relative peace in the land.  

There were no kings during this reign of peace. Instead, they were ruled by the High Priesthood. During 
this time, a strong debate ensued about the Kingship and High Priesthood of Judea. Since the Syrian 
Kingdom, the office of High Priest was held by individuals of political strength rather than those who 
were descendants of Aaron. The Orthodox Jews wanted to return to the Aaronic line. John Hyrcanus 
(134-104 BC) became governor and High Priest. He conquered significant lands in Judea and destroyed 
the Samaritan temple in modern-day Transjordan. Hyrcanus’ power and popularity led him to refer to 
himself as a king.  

The Orthodox Jews, who began to refer to themselves as separatists (Pharisees), would not recognize 
any king unless he was of the lineage of King David. Those who opposed the Pharisees and supported 
Hyrcanus were called Sadducees (meaning “righteous”). These names first appeared during the reign of 
John Hyrcanus, who called himself a Sadducee. 

Roman Empire (63BC-286 AD)  

The independence of the Jews ended in 63 BC when a Roman general named Pompey conquered Syria 
and entered Israel. He took Jerusalem by force and Judea became a client of Rome, and in doing so, he 
reduced the size of Judea. Antipater gained power in Judaea by making himself useful to the Romans, 
and in return for his support, Caesar appointed him procurator of Judaea in 47 BC.   

Antipater’s son, Herod the Great, became king in 40 BC. Although he rebuilt the temple to the glory it 
was during the time of Jesus, Herod was a devote Hellenist and despised the priesthood, creating the 
most turbulent and political time for the priesthood and specifically the High Priesthood. 



During this era, the Pharisees believed in strict adherence to the Scriptures (the written Law), as well as 
to the Mishnah (the oral law), which sought to apply the written law to everyday life. Whereas the 
Pharisees were strongly connected with the Scribes, the Sadducees were strongly related to the High 
Priest; the priests seem to have tended toward the more social, political, and earthly aspects of life. 

We break up these periods and recognize different rulers and the areas they represent. But we need to 
understand that, even though they may be called Egypt and Syria, they are still Greek-speaking and part of 
Alexander the Great’s empire. They are not ruling as Egyptians or Syrians but as Greek rulers over those 
areas. There are only three great kingdoms that rule Israel during the Intertestament Period; they are Persia, 
Greeks, and Romans. But even the Romans were concurring with the Greek Empire; they more or less 
inherited it. Even after the fall of the Roman empire, the Byzantines simply took over the empire rather than 
conquer Rome. One could conclude that after Persia, the kingdoms that ruled over Israel through the days of 
Jesus were various forms of the Greco-Roman Empire.   

Messianism During the Intertestament Period 

Writings during this period include the Greek translation of the Hebrew Text and many writings that are 
called Pseudepigrapha, Deuterocanonical, and Apocryphal writings.  

The writings during this time are not Scripture, but what they contain gives us insights as to what they 
thought of the prophecies and whether or not they were looking for Messiah. Sometimes, how they translate 
from Hebrew to Greek also gives us some clues. 

David is idolized by the LXX translators. 

Ezekiel 34:25 – I will make a covenant of peace with David  

Sirach 47:10-11 – He	beautified	their	feasts,	and	set	in	order	the	solemn	times	until	the	end,	that	
they	might	praise	his	holy	name,	and	that	the	temple	might	sound	from	morning.	11	The	Lord	took	
away	his	sins,	and	exalted	his	horn	for	ever:	he	gave	him	a	covenant	of	kings,	and	a	throne	of	glory	
in	Israel.	(175	BC) 

The Psalms of Solomon (200-100 BC), written most likely by Pharisees. In chapter 17, we have one of the 
earliest explicit expressions of Messianism.  

Lord, you chose David to be king over Israel, and swore to him about his descendants forever, that his 
kingdom should not fail before you (4). See, Lord, and raise up for them their king, the son of David, to 
rule over your servant Israel in the time known to you, O God (21). He will gather a holy people who he 
will lead in righteousness; and he will judge the tribes of the people that have been made holy by the 
Lord their God (26). He will distribute them upon the land according to their tribes (28). And he will 
purge Jerusalem (and make it) holy as it was even from the beginning (30b). And he will be a righteous 
king over them, taught by God. There will be no unrighteousness among them in his days, for all shall 
be holy, and their king shall be the Lord Messiah (32). And he himself (will be) free from sin, (in order) 
to rule a great people. He will expose officials and drive out sinners by the strength of his word. And he 
will not weaken in his days, (relying) upon his God, for God made him powerful in the Holy Spirit and 
wise in the counsel of understanding, with strength and righteousness (36-37). Faithfully and righteously 
shepherding the Lord’s flock, he will not let any of them stumble in their pasture (40b). This is the 
beauty of the king of Israel which God knew, to raise him over the house of Israel to discipline it (42). 

 

 



The Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs (Unknown date but some were found in the Dead Sea Scrolls)  

Issachar 5:7-8 

And Levi and Judah were glorified by the Lord among the sons of Jacob. For the Lord made choice 
among them: and to one he gave the priesthood, and to the other the kingship. Therefore, obey them. 

Naphtali. 8:2 

Accordingly, command your children to unite with Levi and Judah, for through Judah salvation will 
arise for Israel and in him Jacob will be blessed. 

Simeon. 7:1-2 

And now, my children, obey Levi and by Judah you will be redeemed. And do not exalt yourselves 
over these two tribes, because from them will arise for you the salvation of God. For the Lord will 
raise up from Levi someone as High Priest and from Judah someone as King. 

4 Ezra (During the time of Jesus) but not about Jesus  

7:27-30   

And every one who has been delivered from the evils that I have foretold shall see my wonders. For 
my son the Messiah shall be revealed with those who are with him, and those who remain shall 
rejoice four hundred years. And after these years my son the Messiah shall die, and all who draw 
human breath. And the world shall be turned back to primeval silence for seven days, as it was at the 
first beginnings; so that no one shall be left. 

12:32-34   

This is the Messiah whom the Most High has kept until the end of days, who will arise from the 
posterity of David, and will come and speak to them; he will denounce them for their ungodliness 
and for their wickedness, and will cast up before them their contemptuous dealings. For first he will 
set them living before his judgment seat, and when he has reproved them, then he will destroy them. 
But he will deliver in mercy the remnant of my people, those who have been saved throughout my 
borders, and he will make them joyful until the end comes, the day of judgment, of which I spoke to 
you at the beginning.  

Conclusion 

1. The Jews were highly oppressed for 400 years in their own land. 
2. They began to divide, and some became power-hungry. 
3. For the most part, they left the kingly and high priest mandate, insisting on allegorical and not literal 

interpretations of the Law. 
4. Some were trying to influence the Jews to return back to Messianic hope. 
5. All writing during this time was aimed at the restoration and glory of Israel through Messiah. 
6. There is no mention of the sacrificial atonement, the suffering Servant, or the humility of the 

Messiah. 
7. The Jews of the day were not looking for a meek Savior; they were looking for a warrior King. 
8. They were looking for a strong leader with fire in his eyes, a sword in is his mouth, and vengeance in 

his voice. 
9. They were not looking for a child born in manager; they were not looking for Christmas.  
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