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Between the Testaments: From Malachi to Matthew

The period between the Testaments, often referred to as the Intertestamental Period,
spans approximately four centuries, from the close of the Old Testament with the book of
Malachi to the opening of the New Testament with the Gospel of Matthew. This era was
marked by significant historical, cultural, and religious developments that shaped the
context of early Christianity. In this article, we will explore the key events, changes, and
influences during this pivotal time in biblical history.

The Historical Context of the Intertestamental
Period

The Intertestamental Period can be divided into several key historical phases that
highlight the evolution of the Jewish people and their faith.

1. The Persian Period (539-332 BCO)

Following the Babylonian Exile, the Persian Empire allowed the Jews to return to their
homeland and rebuild the Temple in Jerusalem. This period saw:

- The rebuilding of the Temple under Zerubbabel.

- The emergence of the Torah as a central religious text.

- The rise of synagogue worship, which became important for community gatherings and
teachings.

2. The Hellenistic Period (332-164 BC)

The conquests of Alexander the Great brought Greek culture and language into the region,
leading to significant changes in Jewish life:

- The spread of Hellenism influenced Jewish thought and culture.

- The translation of Hebrew scriptures into Greek (the Septuagint) made the texts more
accessible to a broader audience.

- Tensions arose as some Jews embraced Hellenistic culture, while others resisted, leading
to divisions within the community.



3. The Maccabean Revolt (167-160 BC)

The Maccabean Revolt was a reaction against the oppressive policies of Antiochus IV
Epiphanes, who sought to impose Hellenistic culture and religion on the Jewish people.
Important outcomes included:

- The establishment of the Hasmonean dynasty.
- The rededication of the Temple (Hanukkah).
- A renewed emphasis on Jewish identity and religious observance.

4. The Roman Period (63 BC-AD 70)

The Roman conquest of Jerusalem ushered in another era of change:

- Judea became a client kingdom under Roman rule.

- The rise of sects such as the Pharisees, Sadducees, and Essenes, each with distinct
beliefs and practices.

- Increasing messianic expectations among the Jewish people, setting the stage for the
arrival of Jesus.

Religious Developments During the
Intertestamental Period

The period between Malachi and Matthew was not only significant politically but also
religiously. Several key developments took place:

1. The Rise of Sectarianism

Different Jewish sects emerged, each interpreting the Law and scriptures in unique ways:

- Pharisees: Advocated for strict adherence to the Law and oral traditions.

- Sadducees: Held power and influence, focusing on the written Law and rejecting oral
traditions.

- Essenes: A monastic group that lived in isolation, emphasizing purity and apocalyptic
beliefs.

2. Development of Apocalyptic Literature

Apocalyptic texts, such as the Book of Enoch and the Assumption of Moses, became
prominent during this time. These writings expressed:

- A dualistic worldview, contrasting good and evil.



- A focus on the coming of a messianic figure who would deliver the Jewish people.
- Themes of judgment and the ultimate triumph of God.

3. The Expanding Role of Synagogues

With the destruction of the Temple in AD 70, synagogues became central to Jewish
worship and education. The synagogue served as:

- A place for communal prayer and scripture reading.

- A center for teaching and interpreting the Law.
- A venue for social and community gatherings.

Key Texts from the Intertestamental Period

Several writings from the Intertestamental Period are valuable for understanding the
historical and theological context leading to the New Testament. These texts include:

e The Apocrypha: A collection of books included in some Christian traditions but not
in the Hebrew Bible, such as Tobit, Judith, and the Wisdom of Solomon.

 The Pseudepigrapha: Texts attributed to biblical figures but not included in the
canon, like the Book of Enoch and the Testament of the Twelve Patriarchs.

¢ Josephus' Works: The Jewish historian provides a narrative of Jewish history during
this period, offering insights into the sociopolitical landscape.

Cultural Influences and Their Impact

The cultural influences during the Intertestamental Period were profound, shaping the
beliefs and practices of the Jewish people and influencing the early Christian church.

1. Hellenistic Influence

The spread of Greek culture and philosophy led to:

- A blending of Greek and Jewish thought, evident in the writings of Philo of Alexandria,
who sought to harmonize Jewish theology with Stoic philosophy.

- The adoption of the Greek language among Jews, facilitating the spread of the gospel
message in the New Testament.



2. Roman Influence

Roman governance introduced:

- A complex political landscape, with varying degrees of autonomy for local leaders.
- Infrastructure, such as roads and communication systems, that aided the spread of
Christianity.

The Messianic Expectations

The Intertestamental Period was characterized by a heightened sense of messianic
expectation. Various factors contributed to this phenomenon:

- Prophetic Literature: The writings of Daniel and other prophets hinted at future
deliverance and restoration.

- Social Turmoil: Oppression under foreign rulers intensified the longing for a Savior who
would liberate the Jewish people.

- Diverse Messianic Models: Different groups envisioned various types of messiahs, from
political leaders to spiritual reformers.

Conclusion: The Transition to the New Testament

The period between Malachi and Matthew is crucial for understanding the context in
which Jesus emerged. The political, cultural, and religious developments during these four
centuries laid the groundwork for the New Testament narrative. As we transition to the
New Testament, we find a world ripe for the message of Jesus, who fulfilled the hopes and
expectations of a people longing for redemption.

This era, often overlooked in biblical studies, is rich with insights that enhance our
comprehension of both the Old and New Testaments. By exploring the complexities of the
Intertestamental Period, we gain a deeper appreciation for the profound events that
shaped early Christianity and the foundations of faith that continue to influence millions
around the world today.

Frequently Asked Questions

What historical period does 'between the testaments'
refer to?

It refers to the approximately 400 years between the end of the Old Testament (Malachi)
and the beginning of the New Testament (Matthew).



What major events occurred during the
intertestamental period?

Key events include the Babylonian Exile, the rise and fall of the Persian Empire, the
conquests of Alexander the Great, and the establishment of Hellenistic influence, followed
by the Maccabean Revolt and the Roman occupation.

Why is the intertestamental period significant for
understanding the New Testament?

It sets the historical, cultural, and religious context for the New Testament, highlighting
the expectations of a Messiah and the influence of various sects such as the Pharisees and
Sadducees.

What are some of the key writings from the
intertestamental period?

Important texts include the Apocrypha, the Pseudepigrapha, and writings such as the
Book of Enoch and the Maccabees, which provide insight into Jewish thought and
practices.

How did Hellenism impact Jewish culture during the
intertestamental period?

Hellenism introduced Greek language, philosophy, and customs, leading to both cultural
assimilation and resistance among Jews, as seen in the Maccabean Revolt.

What role did the Roman Empire play in the transition
from Malachi to Matthew?

The Roman Empire established political control over Judea, which shaped the socio-
political environment in which Jesus was born and carried out his ministry.

How do the themes of prophecy and fulfillment manifest
in the transition from the Old to the New Testament?

The intertestamental period is marked by a longing for fulfillment of Old Testament
prophecies, which Christians believe culminates in the life, death, and resurrection of
Jesus in the New Testament.
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