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Preface 
 

History, like prophecy, demands precision. When we misidentify 
the players in God’s prophetic timeline, we distort not only our 
understanding of the past but our self-understanding about 
where we now stand and our expectations for the future. 
 
For centuries, Christian interpreters have almost universally 
assumed that the fourth kingdom in Nebuchadnezzar’s 
dream—represented by the legs of iron in Daniel 2—refers to 
the Roman Empire. This assumption has shaped countless 
books, sermons, and eschatological frameworks. But what if this 
foundational premise is incorrect? 
 
Consider a simple matter of chronology: Daniel’s vision 
describes successive kingdoms, each giving way to the next. The 
iron legs represent a kingdom that would arise, display strength 
through harshness, and then fragment. The Hasmonean 
state—lasting a mere 126 years from the Hanukkah victory in 
164 BCE to Herod’s usurpation in 37 BCE—fits this description 
with remarkable precision. In contrast, the Roman Empire 
endured for nearly 1,500 years (from 16 January 27 BCE to 29 
May 1453 CE), making it an awkward fit for a prophetic symbol 
meant to represent a transitional power. 
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This chronological mismatch should give us pause. When we 
mistake Rome for the fourth kingdom, we create a domino effect 
of interpretive errors that cascade through our understanding of 
New Testament prophecy, particularly regarding the timing of 
the Messiah’s kingdom. 
 
The Hasmonean period, though brief, was extraordinarily 
consequential. It represented the last flicker of Jewish self-rule 
before the coming of Christ—a priestly dynasty that began with 
righteous zeal but descended into corruption, fratricide, and 
chaos. These priest-kings from the tribe of Levi assumed a royal 
authority reserved for David’s line, creating a fundamental 
legitimacy crisis that set the stage for the horrific induction of 
Herod the Great and his dynasty in the first century BC. 
 
In the pages that follow, we will examine this neglected chapter 
of history—the rise and fall of the Hasmonean state—not merely 
as an interesting historical episode but as a crucial key to 
unlocking biblical prophecy. We will see how these “iron shins” 
of Daniel’s vision help us properly orient ourselves in salvation 
history and better understand the world into which Jesus was 
born. 
 
For too long, an error about which kingdom was the fourth  
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kingdom of Daniel 2 has created chaos and disorientation in our 
study of prophecy. By correctly identifying the Hasmoneans 
rather than the Romans as this prophetic entity, we can restore 
clarity and coherence to our understanding of God’s redemptive 
timeline. The stakes could not be higher for those who seek to 
rightly divide the word of truth. 
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Introduction  
The Forgotten Kingdom Bathed in Glory, Strife and Blood 

 
ost Christians have heard of Hanukkah—the 
Festival of Lights celebrating the rededication 
of the Jerusalem Temple. Yet few know the 
full, blood-soaked story of the Hasmonean 
dynasty that emerged from those events. This 

Levite royal family, which ruled Judea for about a century 
(167-37 BCE), represents a critical but often overlooked link 
between the Old and New Testaments—a dynasty born in 
righteous revolution that would ultimately collapse under the 
weight of its own corruption. 
 
What began with the righteous zeal of Mattathias and his 
sons—their refusal to sacrifice to pagan gods and their guerrilla 
warfare against Seleucid oppression—gradually transformed 
into something unrecognizable. As the Hasmoneans 
consolidated power, they increasingly abandoned their spiritual 
foundations in favor of political expediency. The dynasty that 
started by defending Jewish religious practices eventually forced 
conversions upon conquered peoples, adopted Hellenistic 
customs they once opposed, and engaged in ruthless power 
struggles that saw brothers murdering brothers for the throne.  
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This tragic descent from liberators to oppressors created the 
fractured religious landscape of competing sects—Pharisees, 
Sadducees, Essenes—that would later form the backdrop of 
Jesus’s ministry. Understanding this tumultuous period helps 
illuminate not only prophecy but also the desperate longing for 
true liberation that permeated Jewish society when the true 
Messiah finally appeared. 
 
For those interested in biblical prophecy, the Hasmonean period 
provides crucial context. In the Atavist understanding, these 
priest-kings represent the “shins of iron” in King 
Nebuchadnezzar’s dream (Daniel 2:33)—a dynasty that began 
with heroic zeal but descended into a nightmarish spiral of 
fratricide, tyranny, and chaos well before Rome’s shadow fell 
across Jerusalem’s walls. 
 
I. Rise of the Hasmoneans:  
 

A Divine Deliverance (167-141 BCE) 
 
The story begins not with triumph but with desecration. In 167 
BCE, the Seleucid king Antiochus IV Epiphanes—who had 
crowned himself “Epiphanes” (“God Manifest”)—committed an 
act of supreme sacrilege. His soldiers stormed the Jerusalem 
Temple, erected an altar to Zeus over the altar of burnt offering, 
and sacrificed swine upon it. Jewish mothers who circumcised 
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their sons were executed alongside their infants, their dead 
children hung around their necks. 
 
Into this darkness stepped an elderly priest named Mattathias 
from the village of Modein. When a royal official demanded he 
sacrifice to Greek gods, Mattathias not only refused but slew 
both the official and a compliant Jew who stepped forward to 
perform the sacrifice. With his dying breath, the old priest 
thundered: “Let everyone who is zealous for the law and 
supports the covenant come out with me!” 
 
His third son Judah, nicknamed “Maccabee” (“the Hammer”), 
proved a brilliant military strategist. Fighting against 
overwhelming odds, he employed guerrilla tactics—striking 
from mountain hideouts, ambushing supply lines, and attacking 
under cover of darkness. At the decisive Battle of Beth Horon 
(166 BCE), Judah’s smaller force used the narrow mountain 
passes to trap and annihilate a Seleucid army, sending its 
survivors fleeing in terror. 
 
By 164 BCE, the Maccabees recaptured Jerusalem. When they 
entered the Temple, they found it desecrated—pagan idols in the 
sanctuary, sacrificial implements defiled, and the altar profaned. 
They dismantled the defiled altar stone by stone, built a new 
one, and crafted new holy vessels. The Temple was rededicated 
on the 25th of Kislev—the origin of Hanukkah—and the eternal 
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lamp rekindled with pure oil that miraculously burned for eight 
days until new oil could be consecrated. 
 
Yet victory extracted a heavy price. Judah himself fell at the 
Battle of Elasa (160 BCE), dying with his men rather than 
retreating. His body was recovered from the battlefield by his 
brothers Jonathan and Simon, who buried him in the family 
tomb at Modein. Leadership passed first to Jonathan, who 
combined military prowess with shrewd diplomacy, exploiting 
Seleucid dynastic conflicts to secure Jewish autonomy. 
 
When Jonathan was lured to his death by the treacherous 
Seleucid general Tryphon—invited to a parley with only a small 
bodyguard and then seized—his brother Simon took command. 
Tryphon demanded a hundred talents of silver and Jonathan’s 
two sons as hostages in exchange for Jonathan’s release. Simon, 
suspecting treachery, sent the ransom but kept the boys. His 
instinct proved correct—Tryphon took the money and executed 
Jonathan anyway, leaving his mutilated body in the desert. 
 
Simon retrieved his brother’s remains and built a magnificent 
family mausoleum at Modein—seven pyramids for his father, 
mother, four brothers, and himself, adorned with carved ships 
visible to sailors far out on the Mediterranean. Under Simon’s 
leadership, Judea gained effective independence on September 
23, 141 BCE, when he was declared both High Priest and 
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ethnarch (ruler). The Bible, in 1 Maccabees 13:41-42, records 
this moment: 
 

“In the one hundred and seventieth year, the yoke of the Gentiles was 
removed from Israel, and the people began to write in their documents 
and contracts, ‘In the first year of Simon the great high priest and 
commander and leader of the Jews.’” 

 
The Hasmonean state was born. Few could have imagined how 
quickly it would betray its founding ideals. 
 
II. Expansion and Royal Ambition:  
 

The Fateful Transformation (141-103 BCE) 
 
Simon’s rule brought a brief golden age—1 Maccabees 
describes how “each man sat under his vine and his fig tree, and 
there was none to make them afraid.” Yet even Simon could not 
escape the dynasty’s violent fate. His son-in-law Ptolemy, 
governor of Jericho, invited Simon and two of his sons to a 
banquet at the fortress of Dok. As they drank, hidden assassins 
burst in and slaughtered them. Ptolemy then sent men to kill 
Simon’s remaining son, John Hyrcanus, but a warning arrived 
just in time. Hyrcanus executed the would-be assassins and 
claimed his father’s titles. 
 
Under John Hyrcanus I (134-104 BCE), the character of 
Hasmonean rule fundamentally changed. No longer content with 
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defending Jewish religious freedom, John embarked on 
aggressive territorial conquests, annexing Samaria, Idumea 
(Edom), and parts of Transjordan. In an act that would have 
far-reaching consequences, he forced conquered Idumeans to 
convert to Judaism or face exile—including the family of 
Antipater, whose son Herod would one day seize the Jewish 
throne. 
 
These campaigns transformed the Hasmonean state from a 
priestly commonwealth into a regional power. John hired foreign 
mercenaries, strengthened frontier fortresses, and minted his 
own coins, increasingly modeling his rule on Hellenistic 
kingship—the very system his grandfather had rebelled against. 
 
A pivotal moment occurred at a state banquet when John asked 
the assembled Pharisees if they found any fault in his conduct. 
One elder, Eleazar, rose and declared:  
 

“If you wish to be righteous, lay down the high priesthood and be 
content with civil power.”  

 
When John demanded to know why, Eleazar claimed that John’s 
mother had been a captive during the Syrian occupation, raising 
questions about his priestly legitimacy. Though the claim was 
false, the insult sent John into a rage. He abandoned his previous 
alliance with the Pharisees (who emphasized oral tradition and 
adaptable interpretation of Torah) and embraced their rivals, the 
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Sadducees (who emphasized strict, literal interpretation focused 
on Temple worship). This political realignment deepened 
sectarian divisions that would eventually tear the nation apart. 
 
The final transformation from liberators to monarchs was 
completed under John’s son Aristobulus I (104-103 BCE). 
Though his reign lasted barely a year, he made the momentous 
decision to take the title “Basileus” (“King”)—a profound 
violation of Jewish tradition. The Hasmoneans were priests from 
the tribe of Levi, not descendants of David from the tribe of 
Judah. By assuming royal authority, Aristobulus broke the 
biblical covenant that kingship belonged exclusively to David’s 
line. 
 
Aristobulus’s brief reign revealed the dynasty’s darkening 
character. Upon taking power, he imprisoned his 
mother—allowing her to starve to death—and jailed three of his 
brothers. Only his brother Antigonus was initially spared, having 
fought alongside Aristobulus in campaigns against the Itureans. 
 
Yet even this fraternal bond dissolved in palace intrigue. When 
Antigonus returned victorious from battle, resplendent in armor, 
jealous courtiers whispered to Aristobulus that his brother 
planned to seize the throne. The paranoid king ordered his 
guards to kill Antigonus if he appeared armed, then invited his 
brother to come unarmed to prove his loyalty. The queen, seeing 
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an opportunity, intercepted the messenger and told Antigonus 
the king wished to see his new armor. The trap was set. 
 
When Antigonus appeared in full battle regalia, royal guards cut  
him down at Strato’s Tower. Blood from his wounds flowed into 
the very spot where he had once killed an enemy in 
battle—fulfilling, some said, divine retribution. Upon hearing of 
his brother’s death, Aristobulus was seized with remorse and fell 
violently ill, vomiting blood. A servant stumbled while carrying 
a basin of the king’s blood, spilling it on the exact spot where 
Antigonus had died. Aristobulus, seeing this, cried out that God 
had marked him for judgment, and died shortly thereafter. 
 
III. Corruption and Civil War:  
 

The Spiral into Chaos (103-63 BCE) 
 
Into this blood-soaked inheritance stepped Alexander Jannaeus 
(103-76 BCE), released from prison to claim his dead brothers’ 
throne. “Jannai,” as he was called, embodied the corruption of 
Hasmonean rule—a high priest who reportedly could not 
correctly perform Temple rituals, who drank heavily and kept a 
harem of concubines, and who waged relentless wars of 
conquest while his own people suffered. 
 
The turning point came during the festival of Sukkot 
(Tabernacles). As Jannaeus performed his duties as High Priest 
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in the Temple courtyard, packed with pilgrims, he deliberately 
poured the water libation ceremony—a sacred ritual associated 
with prayers for rain—onto his feet instead of the altar, 
mockingly soaking his sandals.  
 
This calculated sacrilege targeted a Pharisaic ritual not explicitly 
commanded in the written Torah. The crowd erupted in outrage, 
pelting the king with their etrogim (ritual citron fruits). 
Jannaeus, enraged at this public humiliation, ordered his foreign 
mercenaries to attack the unarmed worshippers. They cut down 
thousands in the Temple courts, blood flowing down the steps of 
the sacred precinct, transforming a joyous harvest festival into a 
massacre. 
 
This atrocity ignited a six-year civil war (94-88 BCE) that tore 
the nation apart. In one infamous incident, after defeating rebel 
forces, Jannaeus staged a grotesque victory celebration in 
Jerusalem. The ancient historian Josephus describes how he 
“banqueted with his concubines in a conspicuous place, and 
commanded eight hundred rebels to be crucified in the middle of 
the city. While they were still alive, he ordered the throats of 
their children and wives to be cut before their eyes.” The king 
reportedly watched the executions while reclining at his feast, 
earning him the nickname “Thracian” after that kingdom’s 
reputation for savagery. 
 

9 



Some Jewish rebels were so desperate they did the 
unthinkable—allying with the Seleucid king Demetrius III 
Eucaerus against their own ruler. When Demetrius invaded with 
Jewish support, Jannaeus suffered a crushing defeat and fled to 
the Judean mountains. At this moment of national crisis, a 
remarkable thing happened: thousands of Jews who had fought 
against their king switched sides, unwilling to accept a foreign 
ruler allied with a Syrian monarch. This Jewish patriotism 
allowed Jannaeus to rebuild his power and eventually defeat 
Demetrius. 
 
His vengeance was terrible. Rebel leaders were brought to 
Jerusalem in chains, where Jannaeus executed the most 
prominent and sent others into exile. The civil war had cost over 
50,000 Jewish lives—a catastrophic bloodletting for a small 
nation. 
 
On his deathbed, wracked by disease after years of heavy 
drinking and battlefield exertions, Jannaeus allegedly advised 
his wife Salome Alexandra to make peace with the Pharisees he 
had persecuted. “Fear not the true Pharisees,” he reportedly told 
her, “but beware the painted ones who claim to be Pharisees but 
whose deeds are like those of Zimri, and who seek rewards like 
Phinehas.” 
 
Shelomziyyon Alexandra’s reign (76-67 BCE) brought a 
stunning reversal of her husband’s brutality, ushering in nine 
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years of peace that later generations would remember as halcyon 
days. Josephus describes her as “a woman who showed none of 
the weakness of her sex,” and who “was sagacious to the 
greatest degree in the management of affairs.” Under her wise 
governance, the kingdom flourished economically, religious 
persecution ceased, and even the constant warfare that had 
marked previous reigns came to a blessed halt. 
 
Shelomziyyon restored the authority of the Pharisees but did so 
without vindictiveness toward other factions. She rebuilt towns 
destroyed in the civil wars, strengthened the army while 
avoiding unnecessary conflicts, and maintained diplomatic 
relations with neighboring powers. For the common people, her 
reign represented a rare period when they could, as Scripture 
says, “sit under their own vines and fig trees with none to make 
them afraid.” Agriculture thrived, the Temple rituals proceeded 
undisturbed, and the study of Torah flourished under her 
patronage. 
 
Yet beneath this calm surface, dangerous currents were forming. 
Her elder son Hyrcanus II, whom she appointed as High Priest, 
was mild-mannered but weak-willed. Her younger son 
Aristobulus II, ambitious and impatient, began gathering 
supporters among the military and aristocracy. The fundamental 
damage from decades of corruption and sectarian division 
remained, temporarily obscured by Shelomziyyon’s exceptional 
leadership but ready to erupt once more upon her death. 
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She appointed her elder son Hyrcanus II as High Priest, while 
her younger and more ambitious son Aristobulus II waited 
impatiently. When Salome fell ill, Aristobulus did not even wait 
for her death before seizing control of outlying fortresses. As 
she breathed her last, he was already marching on Jerusalem 
with mercenary troops to claim the throne from his brother. 
 
IV. Foreign Intervention and Extinction:  
 

The Price of Division (67-37 BCE) 
 
The final act of the Hasmonean tragedy played out against the 
backdrop of Rome’s expanding power. The brothers’ civil war 
created a perfect opportunity for foreign intervention. Hyrcanus 
II, the legitimate but weak ruler, was quickly deposed by his 
more aggressive brother Aristobulus II. But Hyrcanus found a 
dangerous ally in Antipater the Idumean—a descendant of those 
same Edomites forcibly converted to Judaism by John Hyrcanus 
I a generation earlier. 
 
Antipater convinced Hyrcanus to flee to Aretas III, king of the 
Nabataeans, who agreed to restore him to the throne in exchange 
for twelve border cities. With 50,000 Nabataean troops, they 
besieged Aristobulus in Jerusalem. The city faced the prospect 
of another bloody siege when Roman intervention changed 
everything. 
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The first Roman player in this drama was Marcus Aemilius 
Scaurus, Pompey’s lieutenant, who arrived in Damascus in 65 
BCE to secure Syria for Rome. Both brothers sent ambassadors 
laden with gifts, desperately seeking Roman support.  
 
Aristobulus’s magnificent offering—a golden grapevine valued 
at five hundred talents (equivalent to millions in modern 
currency)—ultimately convinced Scaurus to order the 
Nabataeans to withdraw. Josephus reports that this masterpiece 
of craftsmanship, inscribed “The Gift of Alexander, King of the 
Jews,” was later displayed in Rome’s Temple of Jupiter 
Capitolinus, where it dazzled visitors for generations. 
 
When Pompey himself arrived in Syria the following year, the 
diplomatic dance intensified. The brothers brought their case to 
Pompey in the opulent coastal city of Berytus (modern Beirut). 
Each claimed legitimacy—Hyrcanus as the elder brother and 
rightful heir, Aristobulus as the more capable ruler who already 
controlled Jerusalem. In a stunning development, a third 
delegation appeared representing the Jewish people themselves.  
 
They petitioned Pompey to abolish the monarchy entirely and 
restore the traditional rule of high priests without royal 
trappings—a remarkable request revealing how thoroughly the 
Hasmoneans had alienated their own people. 
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Pompey, now suspicious of Aristobulus’s intentions, demanded 
that he surrender his fortresses, particularly the nearly 
impregnable Alexandrium where the prince had holed up. The 
negotiations escalated into a high-stakes game of approach and 
retreat. Aristobulus would meet with Pompey, make promises, 
then withdraw to his fortress, then emerge again when 
pressured—a pattern that progressively eroded Pompey’s 
patience. After one such retreat, the Roman general’s tolerance 
snapped. He placed Aristobulus under guard and marched his 
legions toward Jerusalem. 
 
Aristobulus’s supporters barricaded themselves in the Temple 
Mount, while other factions opened the city gates to welcome 
Pompey. After a three-month siege, Roman troops breached the 
Second Temple’s defenses on a Sabbath—when the Jewish 
defenders would not actively fight except to defend their own 
lives—and slaughtered thousands. Pompey himself then 
committed an act that shocked the Jewish world: he strode into 
the Holy of Holies, a sacred space only the High Priest could 
enter once a year on Yom Kippur. Though he took nothing, 
simply violating this sacred boundary was an unforgivable 
desecration that horrified the population. 
 
Pompey restored Hyrcanus II as High Priest but stripped him of 
his royal title, making Judea a tributary to Rome. He reduced 
Jewish territory to its ethnic borders, dismantling the 
Hasmonean conquests. Aristobulus and his sons were taken to 
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Rome as hostages, though his son Alexander escaped en route 
and returned to raise several failed rebellions. 
 
Real power passed to Antipater, who demonstrated remarkable 
political acumen navigating the Roman civil wars that followed.  
 
After Julius Caesar defeated Pompey, Antipater quickly 
switched allegiance and provided crucial support to Caesar 
during his Egyptian campaign. In gratitude, Caesar confirmed 
Hyrcanus as High Priest and named Antipater as epitropos 
(governor) of Judea in 47 BCE. Antipater appointed his sons 
Phasael and Herod as governors of Jerusalem and Galilee 
respectively. 
 
The final chapter came during the renewed Roman civil wars 
after Caesar’s assassination. Antigonus, son of Aristobulus II, 
allied with the Parthians who invaded Judea in 40 BCE. They 
captured Hyrcanus and Phasael in Jerusalem under the pretense 
of negotiations. Phasael committed suicide in prison, while the 
Parthians cut off Hyrcanus’s ears, physically disqualifying him 
from serving as High Priest. Antigonus was installed as the last 
Hasmonean king, taking the Hebrew name Mattathias in honor 
of his dynasty’s founder. 
 
But Herod, Antipater’s surviving son, had escaped to Rome, 
where he persuaded Mark Antony and Octavian to back his 
claim to Judea’s throne. Though Herod had married Mariamne, a 
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Hasmonean princess, to legitimize his rule, he was still viewed 
by many Jews as a half-Jewish usurper. With Roman backing, 
Herod besieged Jerusalem for months, finally capturing the city 
in 37 BCE. Antigonus was taken prisoner and sent to Antony in 
chains.  
 
Despite pleas for mercy, Antony had him executed—the first 
time Romans had beheaded a king. As the historian Josephus 
wrote,  
 

“And thus did the government of the Hasmoneans cease, a hundred 
twenty-six years after it was first set up.” 

 
Herod systematically eliminated all remaining Hasmonean heirs, 
including his own wife Mariamne and their two sons—erasing 
the dynasty that had once liberated Jerusalem from foreign rule 
but had, through its corruption and illegitimate claims to power, 
paved the way for an even more oppressive regime. 
 

Conclusion:  
Lessons from the Hasmonean Tragedy 

 
The Hasmonean trajectory offers profound lessons about power, 
legitimacy, and faithfulness. What began as a righteous struggle 
for religious freedom transformed into a corrupt dynastic state 
that betrayed its own founding principles. Several factors 
contributed to this decline: 
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Illegitimate authority: By claiming kingship despite not being 
from David’s line, the Hasmoneans violated biblical principles 
of governmental legitimacy. 
 
Corruption of religious office: The combination of political and 
religious power corrupted the High Priesthood, turning a sacred 
office into a political prize. 
 
Sectarian division: Instead of uniting the Jewish 
people,Hasmonean rulers exploited and intensified divisions 
between religious factions. 
 
Moral compromise: The early Maccabean zeal for religious 
purity gradually gave way to pragmatic power politics and 
personal ambition. 
 
For Christians seeking to understand the world into which Jesus 
was born, the Hasmonean period provides essential context. The 
religious factions, political tensions, and messianic expectations 
that shaped New Testament events were direct consequences of 
Hasmonean rule and its aftermath. 
 
Moreover, the Hasmonean story illuminates the prophetic 
imagery in Daniel. As the “legs of iron” in Nebuchadnezzar’s 
dream-statue, they represented strength but also brute harshness 
and division—a kingdom divided against itself, ultimately 
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shattered to make way for someone far more ominous for Judea, 
not from David’s line, but from Esau’s: Herod the Great. 
 
In the end, perhaps the most important lesson is this: liberation 
without ethical leadership becomes oppression; power without 
legitimacy breeds corruption; and religious authority divorced 
from genuine faith leads not to salvation but to disaster. These 
lessons resonate through history and remain profoundly relevant 
today. 
 
Beyond the Hasmonean Empire:  
 

The Feet of Iron and Clay 
 
If the Hasmonean dynasty represents the “legs of iron” in 
Nebuchadnezzar’s prophetic dream, then the subsequent 
Herodian period perfectly embodies the “feet of iron mixed with 
clay” (Daniel 2:33-34). This mixed composition symbolizes 
both the continuation of certain elements from the previous 
period and the introduction of new, incompatible components 
that would ultimately prove unstable. 
 

The Herodian Transition: From Iron to Mixed Clay 
 
When Rome installed Herod the Great as “King of the Jews” in 
37 BCE, it marked not just a dynastic change but a profound 
transformation in the nature of Jewish governance. Unlike the 
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Hasmoneans who were at least ethnically Jewish and descended 
from priestly lineage, Herod was an Idumean—a descendant of 
Esau, the traditional adversary of Jacob. Though his family had 
converted to Judaism under Hasmonean forced conversions a 
generation earlier, many Jews viewed him as a foreign usurper, 
lacking both Davidic and Levitical legitimacy. 
 
This change perfectly illustrates Daniel’s prophetic imagery: the 
“iron” of the previous Jewish nationalist governance continued 
in certain respects, but it was now mixed with the “clay” of 
Herodian accommodation to Rome and Hellenistic culture. As 
Daniel 2:43 states, “they will mingle themselves with the seed of 
men; but they will not adhere to one another, just as iron does 
not mix with clay.” 
 

The Political Landscape:  
Divided Jurisdictions 

 
The political fragmentation of Jewish territories began not with 
Herod’s death but much earlier, when Pompey first conquered 
Jerusalem in 63 BCE. After his victory, Pompey drastically 
reduced the Hasmonean kingdom’s territory. He stripped away 
the coastal plain, depriving Judea of access to the 
Mediterranean, and detached parts of Idumea and Samaria. 
Several Hellenistic cities were granted autonomy to form the 
Decapolis, essentially creating buffer zones around the 
diminished Jewish state. 
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This fragmentation intensified when Aulus Gabinius, proconsul 
of Syria from 57-55 BCE, formally divided the former 
Hasmonean kingdom into five separate administrative districts 
centered around Jerusalem, Jericho, Sepphoris, Amathus, and 
Gadara, each with its own Sanhedrin (council). This structure 
severely weakened central Jewish authority and made Roman 
control more effective. 
 
By the time Herod came to power in 37 BCE, he inherited this 
already fragmented territory, though he managed to reunite it 
under his strong central authority. However, after his death in 4 
BCE, the kingdom was again divided among his sons: 
 

Archelaus received Judea, Samaria, and Idumea 
 
Herod Antipas governed Galilee and Perea 
 
Philip ruled territories northeast of the Sea of Galilee 

 
This political division created jurisdictional boundaries that had 
significant implications. When Rome deposed Archelaus in 6 
CE for his brutality, Judea came under direct Roman rule 
through prefects and procurators, while the other territories 
remained under Herodian control. 
 
Ironically, these divisions—which had begun with Pompey and 
continued through multiple stages of administrative 
reorganization—sometimes worked to Jesus’s advantage during 
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his ministry. The Gospels record how Jesus strategically crossed 
these jurisdictional boundaries to escape persecution. When 
threatened in Judea, he could retreat to Galilee under Antipas’s 
authority; when Antipas sought his life (Luke 13:31), he could 
move to another jurisdiction. The very political fragmentation 
that symbolized the kingdom’s weakness provided temporary 
protection for the Messiah’s ministry. 
 

Cultural Tensions: Iron Cannot Mix with Clay 
 
The “feet of iron and clay” also perfectly symbolized the 
cultural tensions of first-century Palestine. Daniel’s description 
that “they will mingle themselves with the seed of men” (2:43) 
found literal fulfillment in the prevalence of intermarriage 
during this period—something strictly forbidden under 
traditional Jewish law. 
 
Herod himself married the Hasmonean princess Mariamne to 
legitimize his rule. His family exemplified this “mingling” 
through their uncomfortable blend of Jewish religious 
observance and Roman political loyalty. Other examples 
abound: Timothy’s mother was Jewish, but his father was Greek 
(Acts 16:1); the Herodians freely adopted Greek and Roman 
customs while maintaining a veneer of Jewish identity. 
 
This mixing created precisely the instability that Daniel 
prophesied. The iron of Jewish religious identity could not truly 
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bond with the clay of Roman-Hellenistic culture, resulting in 
constant tension. Different factions responded differently to this 
tension: 
 

The Sadducees largely accommodated to Roman rule 
 
The Pharisees insisted on religious purity while accepting political 
realities 
 
The Essenes withdrew from society altogether 
 
The Zealots violently opposed any compromise with Rome 

 
These divisions reflected the fundamental incompatibility 
between iron and clay. As Josephus observed, during Rome’s 
internal struggles, “the Jews were the only people that stood 
out” against Roman rule, highlighting their resistance to 
complete assimilation. 
 

The Geo-political Divide: North versus South 
 
Unlike the later Roman Empire which would eventually split 
between East and West, the “two legs” of the Hasmonean state 
manifested in a North-South division: 
 

Northern Galilee tended toward radicalism and revolutionary zeal 
 

Southern Judea housed the more aristocratic, politically moderate 
elements 
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This division created enduring tensions. Revolutionary 
movements typically arose in Galilee, while the Jerusalem 
establishment maintained closer ties with Roman authorities. 
Even in Jesus’ ministry, this regional division becomes apparent 
when the Judean authorities disparage his Galilean origins (John 
7:52). 
 
Intriguingly, these regions were also influenced by different 
external powers—the South showing stronger Seleucid (Syrian) 
cultural influences, while the North displayed more Ptolemaic 
(Egyptian) characteristics. Archaeological findings at Qumran 
even reveal evidence of Egyptian religious syncretism among 
some Jewish communities, pointing to the complex cultural 
mixing that characterized this period. 
 

Prophetic Fulfillment: The Stone Cut Without Hands 
 
The prophetic significance of correctly identifying the “feet of 
iron and clay” cannot be overstated. If the Hasmonean period 
represents the legs of iron and the Herodian/early Roman period 
the feet of mixed composition, then the timing of the “stone cut 
without hands” (Daniel 2:34, 45) striking the statue becomes 
clear. 
 
This stone—which the earliest Christians unanimously identified 
as Christ and His kingdom—struck the statue at precisely this 
moment in history, during the time of the “feet of iron and clay.” 
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Jesus began his ministry during the rule of Tiberius Caesar, 
when Judea was under direct Roman administration but 
neighboring territories remained under Herodian control—the 
perfect embodiment of the mixed iron and clay governance. 
 
John the Baptist’s confrontation with Herod Antipas over his 
illegitimate marriage to his brother’s wife (Mark 6:18) illustrates 
the moral compromise that characterized this period. John, 
representing the “iron” of uncompromising Jewish moral 
standards, directly challenged the “clay” of Herodian ethical 
flexibility—and paid with his life. 
 

Conclusion:  
The Prophetic Alternative 

 
Understanding the Hasmonean and Herodian periods as the legs 
and feet of Daniel’s statue provides remarkable clarity to biblical 
prophecy. The traditional view that identifies Rome as the fourth 
kingdom creates insuperable chronological 
problems—stretching the “legs of iron” across 1,500 years 
makes the prophetic imagery incoherent and the timing of 
Christ’s kingdom inexplicable. 
 
By contrast, seeing the Hasmonean state as the fourth kingdom, 
followed by the Herodian/early Roman period as the feet of 
mixed composition, creates perfect symmetry in the prophetic 
timeline. Each kingdom transitions naturally to the next, and the 
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arrival of the Messiah occurs precisely when Daniel indicated it 
would—during the time of the “feet.” 
 
This understanding illuminates why Jesus spoke of his 
generation as “evil and adulterous” (Matthew 12:39). He was 
identifying the mixed, compromised nature of the society into 
which he came—a society that perfectly embodied the unstable 
mixture of iron and clay that Daniel had foreseen five centuries 
earlier. 
 
In the Messiah’s kingdom—the stone that became a 
mountain—the failed experiments of both Hasmonean theocratic 
nationalism and Herodian accommodationism would be 
superseded by a kingdom “not made with hands,” which would 
ultimately fill the whole earth. 
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Appendix  
 

The Hasmonean Legacy in  
the New Testament World 

 
I. The Overlooked Context 
 
The Hasmonean-Herodian period represented a critical transition 
that directly shaped the world of the New Testament. While 
Roman influence is often emphasized in biblical studies, the 
internal Jewish dynamics that developed during the Hasmonean 
era provide a far more relevant context for understanding Jesus’s 
ministry and the early Christian movement. 
 
The history presented in the main body of this study sets the 
stage for appreciating how the political, religious, and social 
environment Jesus navigated was a direct product of Hasmonean 
rise and decline, followed by the Herodian compromise with 
Rome. Rather than seeing the New Testament primarily against 
the backdrop of Roman imperial power, we gain deeper insight 
by recognizing how it emerged from specifically Jewish tensions 
that had evolved over the preceding century and a half. 
 
II. The Hasmonean Origins of New Testament Factions 
 
The major groups that opposed Jesus can be traced directly to 
divisions that crystallized during the Hasmonean period: 
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The Sadducees represented the established priestly aristocracy, 
tracing their legitimacy to Zadok. They became the primary 
beneficiaries of Hasmonean rule after John Hyrcanus I shifted 
his support from the Pharisees to them. By Jesus’s time, they 
controlled the Temple worship but had compromised with both 
Herodian and Roman authorities to maintain their position. 
 
The Pharisees evolved from the Hasidim who initially supported 
the Maccabean revolt but grew disillusioned as the Hasmoneans 
adopted the very Hellenistic practices and political ambitions 
they had originally opposed. Their emphasis on oral tradition 
and adaptation of Jewish law for changing circumstances 
developed partly in response to the corrupted Temple hierarchy. 
 
The Scribes, who some scholars (including Harmut Stegemann) 
have connected to the Qumran community, may represent 
groups that fled from Jerusalem during Alexander Jannaeus’s 
bloody persecution of his opponents. Their withdrawal to the 
Judean desert paralleled their spiritual withdrawal from what 
they saw as corrupted Temple worship. 
 
The Herodians represented supporters of the Idumean dynasty 
that had replaced the Hasmoneans. As beneficiaries of the new 
political order, they had a vested interest in maintaining stability 
and Roman support. 
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The Romans themselves exploited the internal divisions that had 
weakened Jewish society following the Hasmonean civil war, 
establishing a presence that began with Pompey’s intervention 
and gradually increased over time. 
 
Each of these groups had specific historical grievances, political 
interests, and theological positions that had developed during the 
Hasmonean era. Their opposition to Jesus reflected not just 
religious disagreements but deep historical animosities and 
competing claims to authority that had evolved over generations. 
 
III. Christianity as the “Unknown Equation” 
 
Against this backdrop of established factions with 
Hasmonean-era origins, Christianity emerged as an entirely new 
development. While all other major Jewish groups of the first 
century could trace their development to reactions for or against 
Hasmonean policies, the Christian movement appeared suddenly 
on Shavuot (Pentecost) in the Hebrew year 3794 (33 CE). 
 
This new movement addressed the same fundamental questions 
that had dominated Jewish discourse throughout the Hasmonean 
period—questions about legitimate authority, true worship, 
covenant faithfulness, and relationship to foreign powers—but 
offered radically different answers. 
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Nowhere is this revolutionary character more evident than in the 
Sermon on the Mount, particularly the Beatitudes (Matthew 
5:3-12). After generations of violent power struggles under the 
Hasmoneans and their successors, Jesus proclaimed “Blessed are 
the meek, for they shall inherit the earth” and “Blessed are the 
peacemakers, for they shall be called children of God.” In a 
society shaped by resistance movements and sectarian 
hostilities, His command to “love your enemies and pray for 
those who persecute you” represented a stunning inversion of 
prevailing values. 
 
These teachings weren’t merely ethical platitudes but a direct 
challenge to the entire paradigm of power that had characterized 
the Hasmonean period and its aftermath. Where the Maccabees 
had fought for liberation through military victory, Jesus offered 
liberation through forgiveness and sacrificial love. While the 
Hasmonean dynasty had begun with righteous zeal but 
descended into corruption through its pursuit of power, Jesus 
proclaimed a kingdom built on service rather than dominance. 
 
Perhaps most revolutionary was His teaching on forgiveness, 
particularly the radical notion that receiving divine forgiveness 
was directly connected to forgiving others:  
 

“For if you forgive others their trespasses, your heavenly Father will 
also forgive you; but if you do not forgive others, neither will your 
Father forgive your trespasses” (Matthew 6:14-15).  
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This principle struck at the heart of the cycle of vengeance and 
retaliation that had characterized the Hasmonean period and its 
aftermath. 
 
The Hasmonean era had been defined by grievances, power 
struggles, and retribution—from Aristobulus I starving his 
mother to death, to Alexander Jannaeus crucifying his 
opponents, to the bitter civil war between Hyrcanus II and 
Aristobulus II.  
 
Jesus’ teaching that forgiveness was not optional but essential 
for spiritual life represented a complete inversion of the values 
that had governed Jewish political life for generations. It offered 
the only sustainable path out of the cycle of violence that had 
plagued Judea since the Hasmonean civil wars. 
 
Rather than seeking to restore Hasmonean independence or 
accommodate to Roman rule, Christianity proclaimed a kingdom 
“not of this world” while simultaneously affirming the 
fulfillment of Israel’s prophetic hopes. It transcended the 
established categories that had developed during the 
post-Hasmonean period, offering a new paradigm that claimed 
to fulfill rather than simply continue Israel’s story. 
 
IV. Revelation and the Return of the Hasmonean Ghost 
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Perhaps the most provocative connection between the 
Hasmonean kingdom and the New Testament appears in the 
Book of Revelation. The apocalyptic imagery of Revelation has 
traditionally been interpreted primarily as a response to Roman 
persecution. However, an alternative reading suggests that much 
of its symbolic language refers not to Rome but to Jerusalem 
itself—the “great city where our Lord was crucified” 
(Revelation 11:8). 
 
In this interpretation, Jerusalem under Zealot influence during 
the Jewish-Roman War (66-73 CE) becomes the spiritual 
successor to the corrupted Hasmonean state. The city that once 
represented divine presence and covenant faithfulness had 
become “Babylon the Great”—a center of persecution against 
the emerging Christian movement. 
 
This creates a tragic historical irony. The Maccabees had begun 
as freedom fighters against religious oppression, but their 
dynasty eventually became oppressors themselves. Then, a 
century after the fall of the Hasmonean kingdom, Jerusalem and 
the Zealot movement (spiritual successors to the original 
Maccabean revolt) became persecutors of the new Christian 
faith. 
 
If this reading is correct, the fourth kingdom in Daniel’s 
prophecy (Daniel 7) finds its ultimate fulfillment not in Rome 
but in the corrupted Jerusalem leadership that opposed 
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Christianity—completing a cycle where the once-liberated city 
becomes the final oppressor before divine intervention. 
V. The Prophetic Alternative: From Iron to Stone 
 
Understanding the Hasmonean and Herodian periods as the legs 
and feet of Daniel’s statue provides remarkable clarity to biblical 
prophecy.  
 
The traditional view that identifies Rome as the fourth kingdom 
creates insuperable chronological problems—stretching the 
“legs of iron” across 1,500 years makes the prophetic imagery 
incoherent and the timing of Christ’s kingdom inexplicable. 
 
By contrast, seeing the Hasmonean state as the fourth kingdom, 
followed by the Herodian/early Roman period as the feet of 
mixed composition, creates perfect symmetry in the prophetic 
timeline. Each kingdom transitions naturally to the next, and the 
arrival of the Messiah occurs precisely when Daniel indicated it 
would—during the time of the “feet.” 
 
The Hasmonean kingdom, for all its initial promise, ultimately 
represented another form of human power politics. It began with 
righteous zeal but descended into corruption, fratricide, and 
religious compromise. The Herodian accommodation that 
followed—the “iron mixed with clay”—represented an unstable 
attempt to preserve Jewish identity while accepting foreign 
authority. 
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Christianity emerged as the “stone cut without hands” that 
would ultimately supplant these human kingdoms. Rather than 
continuing the cycle of revolution and corruption that had 
characterized the Hasmonean period, it offered a fundamentally 
different understanding of God’s kingdom—one not established 
through military victory or political maneuvering but through 
sacrificial love and spiritual transformation. 
 
VI. Conclusion:  
 

Rereading the New Testament through a Hebrew Lens 
 

The Hasmonean context provides a crucial but often overlooked 
framework for interpreting the New Testament. Jesus’s ministry 
took place in a world still wrestling with the legacy of 
Hasmonean rule—its promises, failures, and compromises. The 
sectarian divisions, political fractures, and competing 
understandings of Jewish identity that shaped responses to his 
message had their roots in this tumultuous period. 
 
By recovering this historical context, we gain fresh insight into 
familiar New Testament narratives. Jesus’s conflicts with 
religious authorities, his teachings about true worship and divine 
authority, and his navigation of political realities all take on 
deeper significance when viewed against the backdrop of 
Hasmonean history.  
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The early Christian movement did not emerge in a historical 
vacuum, nor was it simply a response to Roman imperial power. 
Rather, it represented a prophetic alternative to the corrupted 
politics of power that had characterized the Hasmonean dynasty 
and its aftermath—offering a kingdom not built by human hands 
but established by God himself. 
 
In this light, the story of the Hasmonean dynasty becomes not 
merely an interesting historical episode but an essential key to 
understanding the world of the New Testament and the 
revolutionary nature of the Christian message within its original 
late first and early second century context. 
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