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HISTORY OF JEWS SERIES – PROPHECY 

“The Jews & The Romans” (Daniel 2:37-40; 7:6-7) 

There was a long struggle for independence from Hellenistic influence in the land of Israel. The 
defeat of the Greeks by the Maccabees and the re-establishment of Jewish sovereignty over the 
land of Israel did not end the wars with the Greeks. Three years after the reported miracle of 
Chanukah the Greeks launched a major offensive to recapture the land. When this failed they 
continued to seek to overthrow the Jewish leadership by assassination plots and dividing the 
people. The last surviving Maccabee brother, Simon, led the Jewish people in this period. He was 
both High Priest and effectively king.  
 Simon was seemingly well respected by the Jewish people. However, he entered into an 
alliance with the Romans who were the rising power in the world. This alliance he felt would 
help shore up their defences against the Greeks. Ultimately this diplomatic alliance would 
eventually lead to the land being subjugated by the Romans.  

The Greeks orchestrated the assassination of Simon by his own son-in-law. This brought 
Simon’s son, John Hyrcanus  (134-104 BC) to power. He launched a campaign to purify the land 
of Israel from pagan influence and expand its territorial borders all the way to the outskirts of 
Damascus. John Hyrcanus saw himself as fulfilling the Book of Joshua again in reconquering the 
Promised Land from the pagans. His strategy included either the massacre, expulsion or forced 
conversion of non-Jews. He captured the Greek cities of Decapolis in the Jordan region, 
destroyed Samaria and the Samaritan temple at Mount Gerizim, and forcibly converted the 
Edomites or Idumeans in the South of Israel. The forced conversion of pagans only ensured a 
fifth columnist group of people in the nation who would turn out to be enemies of the Jewish 
people. The infamous Herod Antipater would emerge from this Edomite minority, who was 
half-Jewish and half-Hellenizer.  

Civil war broke out during this period of time between the Sadducees and Pharisees. It 
would last for a century and the consequences would greatly weaken the Jewish state. This war 
allowed the Romans to take control of the land of Israel. The Pharisees were the more orthodox 
or fundamentalist Jews. They held strictly to the literal truths of the Old Testament Law. Indeed, 
the Hebrew word for Pharisee, Perushim, means to separate. The Sadducees held to a less literal 
interpretation of the Bible. They did not believe in a literal resurrection after death. Many of 
them were Hellenistic. Josephus and others claim that the majority or ordinary Jews supported 
the Pharisees, (about 75-80% of them). However, the Sadducees were a very powerful minority, 
as they were wealthy and politically influential. It was the Sadducees who controlled the temple.  

The civil war was at its height in the first century B.C. between the grandsons of John 
Hyrcanus, called Hyrcanus and Aristobulus. A man called Herod Antipater aided Hyrcanus 
against Aristobulus. He exploited the weak-willed Hyrcanus for the sake of his personal 
ambition. This internal division allowed the Roman General, Pompey (known as “Pompey the 
Great”) to take control of Jerusalem in 63 B.C. Unlike the Greeks, Pompey did not plunder the 
temple but reportedly shown respect to it. He divided the land of Israel into five regions to 
weaken it and make it easier to control. Pompey then established pagan cities and planted Greeks 
and Romans there. Temples to pagan gods sprung up in the region. Harsh taxation burdens were 
placed on the Jews. Pompey then headed to Rome fully expecting to me declared Emperor. 
However, another powerful general, Julius Caesar rose up in opposition by crossing the Rubicon 
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river to fight Pompey and the Senate in Rome (hence the idiom “crossing the Rubicon”). A 
bloody civil war broke out with eventually Julius Caesar defeating Pompey.  

Herod Antipater seized the opportunity of the turmoil to build an alliance with the 
world’s rising superpower, Rome. Herod Antipater sided with Julius Caesar in the power struggle 
with Pompey for dominance and was ultimately rewarded with full Roman citizenship, which 
freed him from paying taxes. The Romans saw Herod Antipater as the type of Jew that they 
could rely on because of his questionable ancestry. The shook hands on a deal with him to 
govern the region and Israel became a tributary of Rome. Hyrcanus was made High Priest and 
Herod Antipater was made the ruler known as Roman Procurator. Julius Caesar also lifted many 
of the harsh laws and taxation policies imposed upon the Jews by Pompey.  

The nation of Israel had now lost its sovereignty it had long fought to obtain. It would 
be another 2,000 years before David Ben-Gurion would publicly declare the independence of the 
Jewish State of Israel on 14th May 1948.  A half-breed Jew now ruled over the city of Jerusalem 
and the region of Judea on behalf of the Romans. After the assassination of Julius Caesar, Herod 
Antipater sided with Cassius against Mark Antony. He was notorious for his ability to play 
politics and self-serving diplomacy. This paved the way for the Herodian dynasty to reign over 
the region on behalf of the Romans. Although Herod Antipater was assassinated in 43 B.C. his 
son known as Herod the Great succeeded him. He was the ruler who sat on the throne when 
Jesus Christ was born as recorded in Matthew 2.  On his death the Romans divided his kingdom 
among his three sons. 

 
INFLUENCE OF THE GREEKS 
 
It should never be assumed that the Greeks had a totally negative influence on the Jewish people. 
Providence used this interaction between these two ancient peoples to prepare the way for the 
rapid spread of the Gospel. We must never overlook the fact that the Greeks brought a universal 
koine Greek language to the ancient world. This continued on even when they were eventually 
replaced by the Romans. The NT was not written in Hebrew but in Greek. The first Christian 
missionaries were able to go out into a world of Jews and Gentiles to preach in a language 
understood by the masses and from an inspired NT Bible that they could read. It was the 
Hellenized world of the early Roman Empire that Christianity made its initial rapid progress 
within. Philip Schaff acknowledged this connection of Greek culture and language, 
 

Greece gave the apostles the most copious and beautiful language to express the divine 
truth of the Gospel, and Providence had long before so ordered political movements as 
to spread that language over the world and to make it the organ of civilization and 
international intercourse, as the Latin was in the middle ages, as the French was in the 
eighteenth century and as the English is coming to be in the nineteenth. “Greek,” says 
Cicero, “is read in almost all nations; Latin is confined by its own narrow boundaries.” 

 
ROMAN EMPIRE 
 
The Greek Empire lasted only a little under 200 years. In the Book of Daniel, another Empire 
was prophesied to arise and overthrow the Greeks. In Daniel 2, the Lord revealed from the great 
image that the head of gold represents Nebuchadnezzar’s Babylon, “Thou art this head of gold.” 
(Daniel 2:38)  The other three are the kingdoms or empires that follow in succession and, with 
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the insights from Daniel 7 and 8, we can identify them as the silver breast and arms representing 
the Medo-Persian Empire, the brass torso the Greek Empire, and the iron legs the mighty 
Roman Empire. These iron legs reflected the two parts of the Roman Empire that would 
eventually emerge when it subsequently split between East and West. These Empires reflect the 
times of the Gentiles, when Israel has lost its central role in the world.  

The fact that these prophecies were so accurately fulfilled only serve to demonstrate the 
sovereignty of the Lord. Man’s kingdoms come and go but only God transcends them all. Man’s 
rule is one of perpetual deterioration and ultimate failure. Indeed, when the Roman Emperors 
deposed one another, they melted down their predecessor’s statues for wealth. Contrary to the 
claims of the evolutionist, he is not ascending but rather descending. History reveals that truth 
throughout the centuries as one by one man’s Empires are relegated to dusty artifacts in the 
museums. Truly all the threads of man’s history lead to the throne room of God. To borrow a 
phrase from Isaac Watts,  

 
Jesus shall reign, where’er the sun 
doth its successive journeys run. 

His Kingdom spread from shore to shore, 
and moons shall wax and wane no more. 

 
Each of these kingdoms was less glorious, but more powerful in terms of its military 

prowess and extent.  So they traded magnificence for strength.  For instance, the third kingdom 
of the Greeks “shall bear rule over all the earth.” (v39)  Alexander the Great who died before he was 
31 ruled from Europe to India by conquering rival kingdoms at an unprecedented rate.  In 
Daniel 7:6 he is pictured as a leopard with wings because of the speed of his conquests, “After 
this I beheld, and lo another, like a leopard, which had upon the back of it four wings of a fowl; the beast had also 
four heads; and dominion was given to it.” A leopard is a fast, agile, powerful animal that devours his 
prey but the four wings are added in the picture to show just how fast this Empire will take 
shape. The four heads refer to the four kingdoms that the Empire was divided into after the 
death of Alexander.  

Daniel’s prophecies reveal another Empire that will subsequently arise. We read, “After 
this I saw in the night visions, and behold a fourth beast, dreadful and terrible, and strong exceedingly; and it had 
great iron teeth: it devoured and brake in pieces, and stamped the residue with the feet of it: and it was diverse 
from all the beasts that were before it; and it had ten horns.” (Daniel 7:7) The reference to iron here links 
this vision with that of Daniel two, where the image had iron legs. This iron beast represents the 
mighty Roman Empire. It crushed all before it and devoured them. This is a remarkably accurate 
prediction of the rise and dominance of the Romans. The beast perfectly symbolized them. As 
an Empire they inspired dread in other nations as that “dreadful and terrible” beast.  

The Roman Empire was the greatest in military strength, extent, and length. It emerged 
almost out of nowhere and crushed all resistance with its iron legs ruling from Britain to the 
Euphrates and from northern Europe to Africa.  The Romans adopted the Latin phrase imperium 
sine fine (“empire without end”) to express their belief that neither time nor space limited the 
Empire. The iron heel of Rome was on the neck of this world for more than a millennium. In 
the West it existed for 500 years and all the way to 1453 in the East, when the Turks conquered 
Constantinople. Indeed, it lasted much longer than the others (almost eight times as long!).  Dr. 
Robert D. Culver noted, 

 



For 18 January 2015                                                                          Cornerstone Church Bible Class  
                                         

  

www.oldfaith.wordpress.com 4 

Two millennia ago, Rome gave the world the ecumenical unity which the League of 
Nations and the United Nations organizations have sought to give in our time. The 
modern attempts are not original at all (as many of our contemporaries suppose), but are 
revivals of the ancient Roman ideal. 
 
The Romans were a very practical people. They admired the learning of the cultured 

Greeks but were much more concerned with politics than philosophy. They thought that one of 
the weaknesses of the Greeks was their obsession with frivolity and amusement. What culture 
and learning they needed, they were content to import it from other civilisations. Rome’s designs 
were imperial. The Romans were people who prided themselves in their actions and their 
political power. War and conquest was what they admired. As a consequence, they conquered the 
ancient world and powerfully kept the people under the iron rod of their rule. The Roman 
legions were famed for their ability to maintain discipline and shatter all that opposed them. 
They regarded themselves as a people born to rule. The Roman attitude towards their role in 
world history can be summed up by the following quote from Virgil’s Aeneid,  

 
“Remember, Roman, that it is for thee to rule the nations. This shall be thy task, 
to impose the ways of peace, to spare the vanquished, and to tame the proud by 
war.” 
 
Apart from being great soldiers, they were brilliant administrators and engineers. They 

built amazing roads and well ordered cities all over the Empire. They promised stable 
government, good laws, and military protection to all they ruled over. Roman citizenship was a 
high prize to possess. Non-Roman could either purchase  it with vast amounts of money or 
serve 25 years in the army to acquire it. Schaff points out,  

 
The rights of persons and property were well protected. The conquered nations, though 
often and justly complaining of the rapacity of provincial governors, yet, on the whole, 
enjoyed greater security against domestic feuds and foreign invasion, a larger share of 
social comfort, and rose to a higher degree of secular civilization. The ends of the empire 
were brought into military, commercial, and literary communication by carefully 
constructed roads, the traces of which still exist in Syria, on the Alps, on the banks of the 
Rhine. The facilities and security of travel were greater in the reign of the Caesars than in 
any subsequent period before the nineteenth century. Five main lines went out from 
Rome to the extremities of the empire, and were connected at seaports with maritime 
routes. 

 
The convenient travel routes as well as the universal Greek language and Roman law enabled the 
early apostles to take the Gospel into the known world.  

Rome’s rise came almost out of nowhere. They have no real history beyond the third 
century B.C. Their rise to power began with the occupation of Sicily in 241 B.C. as a result of 
victory in the first Punic conflict. After Spain was conquered, they took Carthage in North Africa 
in 202 B.C. in the second Punic conflict and effectively defeated the Carthaginian Empire. The 
Roman general, Pompey swept into Jerusalem in 63 B.C. after destroying remnants of the Greek 
Seleucid Empire that controlled Syria.  
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The Empire expanded throughout the next four centuries and reached its peak around 
the first century A.D. encompassing an area of 5 million square kilometres. They controlled 
around 55–60 million inhabitants, which is estimated to be between one-sixth and one-fourth of 
the world's total population at that time. Its slow decline began around the third century. Rome 
destroyed itself internally before it was destroyed externally. The Apostle Paul records the moral 
cancer eating at the heart of the Empire in the first chapter of the Epistle to the Romans. The 
Emperors were chiefly involved in this moral corruption. When they wanted money, they simply 
murdered a number of rich noble men and stole their properties.  
 
 
 
 


