
The story of one family’s dance with 
power . . . and all they did to keep it

Praise for The Herods

“An exacting historian and consummate storyteller, Chilton exquisitely de-
tails the motivations, actions, and consequences of the Herodian policies 
and intrigue that shaped the worlds of early Judaism and Christianity. No 
dynasty is more historically signifi cant or interesting than the Herodian, 
and no existing analysis of that dynasty is as complete and insightful as 
Chilton’s.”  –Alan J. Avery-Peck, College of the Holy Cross

***

“This is a well-crafted study: the primary sources have been carefully con-
sidered, and scholarly literature perceptively engaged. But Chilton gives 
readers so much more.  His study renders an exciting story of the Herodian 
dynasty, whose relevance for Jesus and the origins of the Christian Church 
can hardly be exaggerated. Those who think that history is dull will instead 
be drawn deeply into Chilton’s narrative—and will love it!” –Craig A. Evans, 
Houston Baptist University

***
“The Herodians are an irritation for a number of reasons, not least because 
their motives and theocratic rationales have to be read through another 
irritation—Josephus. What irritates scholars in the study of the Herods is 
the welter of opinions about each of the Herodians as well as the lengthy 
cast of characters outside that family that appear here and there on the 
stage and then, with lights on someone else, disappear without resolving our 
questions. Chilton’s study adds to all these irritations and, in so doing, sorts 
through the literature and history and scholarship with scholarly acuity and 
the literary skills for which he is known. Throughout, Chilton has his eye 
for wisdom about governance on the dangers of religiously based empire as 
he meanders through the twists and turns and tortures of these potentates. 
Don’t be surprised if your politics, your theo-politics, are under review as 
this book unfolds.” –Scot McKnight, Northern Seminary

HISTORY          

***

Until his death in 4 BCE, Herod the Great’s 
monarchy included territories that once 
made up the kingdoms of Judah and Israel. 
Although he ruled over a rich, strategically 
crucial land, his royal title did not derive 
from heredity. His family came from the 
people of Idumea, ancient antagonists of the 
Israelites.

Yet Herod did not rule as an outsider but 
from a family committed to Judaism going 
back to his grandfather and father. They had 
served the priestly dynasty of the Maccabees 
that had subjected Idumea to their rule, 
including the Maccabean version of what 
loyalty to the Torah required. Herod’s father, 
Antipater, rose not only to manage affairs on 
behalf of his priestly masters but to become 
a pivotal military leader. He inaugurated a 
new alignment of power: an alliance with 
Rome negotiated with Pompey and Julius 
Caesar. In the crucible of civil war among 
Romans as the Triumvirate broke up, and of 
war between Rome and Parthia, Antipater 
managed to leave his sons with the prospect 
of a dynasty.

Herod inherited the twin pillars of loyalty to 
Judaism and loyalty to Rome that became 
the basis of Herodian rule. He elevated 
Antipater’s opportunism to a political art. 

During Herod’s time, Roman power took its 
imperial form, and Octavian was responsible 
for making Herod king of Judea. As 
Octavian ruled, he took the title Augustus, 
in keeping with his devotion to his adoptive 
father’s cult of “the divine Julius.” Imperial 
power was a theocratic assertion as well as 
a dominant military, economic, and political 
force.

Herod framed a version of theocratic 
ambition all his own, deliberately crafting 
a dynastic claim grounded in Roman might 
and Israelite theocracy. That unlikely hybrid 
was the key to the Herodians’ surprising 
longevity in power during the most chaotic 
century in the political history of Judaism. 

***
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PREFACE

The Herodian dynasty was complex, conflicted, and compelling; so 
is the considerable scholarship that approaches the vivid figures respon-
sible for its emergence and demise. I would not have taken up the issue 
of the Herodians’ impact on governance without considerable encour-
agement, moral support, and practical help from many colleagues. An 
afternoon’s conversation with Joan Bingham brought vividly alive the 
interest that Herod the Great, always the center of the narrative, could 
evoke in acute readers. A series of experimental forays, guided by Gail 
Ross and Ken Wapner, led to the conclusion that the issue of governance 
was much larger than Herod himself (big though he was) and that the arc 
of the dynasty needs to be traced for its political impact to be assessed.

Just as this finding came home to me, I was finishing my study of  
the resurrection of Jesus, another topic whose complexity is a chal-
lenge.1 The editor, Carey Newman, exerted a catalytic influence on my 
address of the issues involved and my approach to presenting them. In 
the case of the Herodians, Carey’s contribution has been even greater, 
as we have devised a way to coordinate the moving parts of the Hero-
dian machine. In deciding how to anticipate readers’ interests, as well as 
where to explain more and where to leave matters for inference, I have 
been greatly helped by Francis Karagodins, a student at Bard College, as 
well as by Carey. Francis read the proofs of Resurrection Logic, showing 
editorial skills in the process, so it was natural to involve him earlier on 
in the composition of The Herods: Murder, Politics, and the Art of Suc-
cession. Library staff at Bard College have provided me with unfailing 
support, even during the worst days of the pandemic in New York State. 
The director, Betsy Cawley, provides an example of how institutions, 
however stressed, need not fail under the pressure of events.

In taking on authorly accountability for the inevitable faults that 
works of history are heir to, I am heartened that I have no responsibility 
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whatever for the lapses of Josephus, the principal source for all work of 
this kind. These are so striking that a scholarly literature, some of it cited 
here, has developed to account for all his apparent bêtises. Typically, the 
problem is addressed by considering his perspective first and then apply-
ing that analysis to what Josephus says.2 Here I prefer to analyze his 
individual assertions of fact before coming to an assessment in regard to 
his aims (which appears in the epilogue). Since he was himself a politi-
cal player and militant leader near the end of the events he narrates, his 
actions— like those of the Herodians he both admired and criticized— 
shaped his preferred theory of governance at least as much as his theory 
guided his actions. Power (like the resurrection) generates its own char-
acteristic logic, in the first century as in the twenty- first.

Bruce Chilton
Feast of Aidan of Lindisfarne
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