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[189]   

1. – In the hectic moments preceding the outbreak of the Jewish rebellion 

against Roman rule, there was also an intervention by King Agrippa II; upon 

returning to Jerusalem from Alexandria for that purpose, he tried to calm the 

exasperated spirits of the populace, being a member of the governing elite, by 

setting out the extreme dangerousness of the tragic decision which was about to be 

taken. According to Josephus, he delivered a speech to the people of Jerusalem (B.I., 

II, 345-401). There is no reason to question the historical veracity of this fact, all the 

more so since Josephus was probably present1. It can be supposed that the main 

idea of the speech – the futility of the rebellion due to the inevitability of Roman 

rule – actually corresponds to what King Agrippa tried to convey to the audience. 

After all, King Agrippa read and gave his approval to Josephus’s narrative of the 

war2; therefore, he must have at least partially identified with the reasoning put 

into his mouth by our historian (even though that reasoning was obviously filled 

with tragic hindsight, viz. the development and final outcome of the rebellion and 

the war: see especially §§ 391-400).  

No doubt the speech by King Agrippa (as well as that by Josephus himself in 

B.I., V, 362-419, and that by Eleazar in B.I., VII, 323-336 and 341-388) plays a specific 

role in the interpretation of those events put forward by Josephus, and it seems to 

me that H. Lindner’s study has well-clarified the aims and motives of it, which 

                                                
1 E.M. SMALLWOOD, The Jews under Roman Rule, Leiden 1976, pp. 290-291 and note 
116.  
2 IOSEPH., Vita, 364-367.  
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basically [190]  must be understood as a deliberate contrast to an opposing 

‘Zealotic’ interpretation3. The central concept is that Fortune has now gone over to 

the side of the Romans, that God has abandoned his people and has aligned himself 

with the Roman people (II, 360, 373; see I, 293 and V, 367-368, 396); only in this way 

can one understand how the Romans have been able to achieve dominion over the 

world (II, 390). It is on this basis, from an anti-Zealot viewpoint, that also an 

interpretation of ancient Jewish history is presented. This vision of the dominion 

over the world – moving from one people to another according to a divine plan – 

echoes the theological-apocalyptic conceptions that are apparent for example in 

Daniel4, but at the same time it also takes up some motifs of Hellenistic 

historiography (Polybius, for instance; and there are other traces of the latter in the 

same speech). Furthermore, it should be noted that the idea of the Roman empire as 

God’s will (despite the destruction of the Temple), and its value therefore as a 

guarantee for universal safety seems to be present in some Rabbinic texts more or 

less contemporary with Josephus5.  

In the background of this inevitability of Roman rule, as granted by God, 

                                                
3 H. LINDER, Die Geschichtsauffassung des Flavius Josephus im Bellum Judaicum. 
Gleichzeitig ein Beitrag zur Quellenfrage, Leiden 1972, pp. 21-47. See also V. 
NIKIPROWETZKI, “Hommages A. Dupont-Sommer”, Paris 1972, pp. 461-490.  
4 On the theory of the four empires in book IV of the Sybilline Oracles, written by a 
Jewish author around A.D. 80: D. FLUSSER, The Four Empires in the Fourth Sibyl and the 
Book of Daniel, “Israel Oriental St.”, II (1972), pp. 148-175, especially pp. 157-159.  
5 G. ALLON, The Attitude of the Pharisees to the Roman Government and the House of Herod, 
“Scripta Hierosolymitana”, VII, Studies in History, Jerusalem 1961, pp. 74-77. This 
idea was deeply rooted, also as an official political argument, even among the 
Romans themselves from the very beginning of their ‘imperialistic’ period: 
DITTENBERGER, 601 (193 B.C.). On the Christian theory of the providential nature of 
the Roman empire: E. GABBA, “Critica Storica”, I (1962), pp. 469-482.  
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one must understand Josephus’s insistence on describing – both here in Agrippa’s 

speech and even more so in the ad hoc excursus of B.I., III, 70-109 – the Roman 

military apparatus and its might, which evidently is a further argument used as a 

deterrent against other future and irrational plans for revolt (III, 1086; once again, 

along the same lines as some of Polybius’s reasoning). The incomplete presentation 

of the Roman military apparatus in the speech is probably based on official 

documents, although such data were not difficult to find for someone who had been 

in contact for a long time with the military and with the imperial court. [191]  It is 

possible that the speech reflects the situation after A.D. 66, perhaps dating back to 

the years when the Bellum was composed, i.e. A.D. 75-797. If Agrippa did indeed 

place emphasis in his speech on Roman military might, he did so in an effort to 

remind the Jewish masses – who were used to identifying Roman rule with the 

procurators and with the few cohorts stationed in Judaea – of the reality of the 

situation, and therefore of the futility of their attempt (conversely, the Romans are 

presented as being not well acquainted with the state of affairs in Judaea and with 

the reasons for the turmoil: see II, 352-353).  

In Josephus’s historiography, the proof – according to a standard 

(‘Polybian’) political and military model – of the pointlessness of waging war has its 

specific value because it is part of an attempt to justify (or to clarify) the attitude of 

                                                
6 Z. YAVETZ, Reflections on Titus and Josephus, “Gr. Rom. Byz. St.”, XVI (1975), p. 421.  
7 The analysis by A. v. Domaszewski (Die Dislocation des römischen Heeres im Jahre 66 n. 
Chr. (Iosephus bell. Iud. 2, 16, 4.), “Rh. Mus.”, 1892, pp. 207-218), who gives a positive 
assessment of the text, could of course be brought up to date.  
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the politician, now historian, and that of his own class towards the uprising8; and 

because it addresses an audience that would not easily understand the deep-rooted 

causes (much more deep-rooted than the non-existent knowledge of Roman might) 

for the determination of the Jewish masses to revolt.  

The preliminary distinction between the two possible reasons for 

revolting, a distinction worked out to show their inconsistency (II, 348-349) – i.e., 

revenge for the abuses of Roman governors and the passion for freedom (regardless 

of how power is wielded by the master) – may at first glance seem quite specious; 

yet it is based on the very core of Josephus’s reasoning, viz. his desire to distinguish 

between Roman rule, which is fully justified and acceptable (with an implicit 

refusal, therefore, of an impossible freedom9), and its temporary representatives in 

Judaea, who may well be found guilty of injustices and wrongs that can always, 

however, be redressed. As a matter of fact Josephus knows all too well that the 

offences [192]  of the procurators are only pretexts for the rebellion, and that the 

root cause is another one; here in the speech, and elsewhere in the work, the latter 

is described as an anachronistic passion for freedom and independence. Such an 

anachronism will emerge, according to Josephus, from a brief analysis of the 

general political context, which incorporates the above-mentioned data on Roman 

military might – almost as a visible and concrete aspect of God’s will.  

 

                                                
8 T. RAJAK, Justus of Tiberias, “Class. Quart.”, XXIII (1973), pp. 353-358; YAVETZ, 
Reflections, cit., pp. 420-421.  
9 Here (356-357) and elsewhere in his works (B.I., V, 365 and 395-397; A.I., XIV, 77), 
Josephus insists on the idea that, if ever, Rome could have been resisted in 63 B.C.  
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2. – It is from this perspective that the idea of the Roman Empire put 

forward by Josephus appears to be of paramount importance. The empire is 

presented as an immense mixture of different peoples, all of them subjugated and 

repressed, restrained and kept down by a handful of troops. In a sense such a vision 

illustrates in practical terms the ancient theory (Thucydides, Polybius) that empires 

are maintained through terror; indeed, in this case dominion and military might 

have also crushed any foolish hopes of rebellion. Hence, the observation in II, 397 

about the impossibility of negotiating with the Romans the ending of the war fits in 

with the realization of the necessity for the Romans to set a clear example of their 

repressive determination to subject nations, and even to the fearful foreigner. The 

love of freedom and independence has been quashed even in the people who were 

most accustomed to it and who had traditionally been the most willing to struggle 

for it: the Greeks, here cited with their two noblest cities, Athens and Sparta (358-

360; 365). The idea that the Athenians and the Spartans, conquered and subdued, 

have almost lost their own identity and have given up their traditions is sadly 

precise; they too accept the new masters10. The Macedonians, who once had 

dominion of the world, acknowledge that now Fortune has transferred it to the 

Romans (360; therefore it is without malevolence that in 373 and 387 it is said that 

the Romans have defeated the Gauls and Egypt with the help of Fortune). The 

Roman power is seen as a force in constant expansion, which finally with the 

conquest of Britain has gone even beyond natural borders (the Euphrates, the 

                                                
10 On the meaning of ἀγαπῶσιν at 360 (“to accept, to endure”, rather than “to 
love”): H.ST.J. THACKERAY, A Lexicon to Josephus, Paris 1930, p. 2, s.v. ἀγαπᾶν (3).  
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Danube, the African desert, and Cádiz: 363; the Rhine: 371, 377). Insularity has 

proven not to be enough to defend the Britons (378), just [193]  as the great 

distance from Rome had not protected the Iberian peoples (374-375).  

This listing of subjugated nations (not all the peoples that were included 

within the boundaries of the Roman empire are mentioned: Josephus probably 

ignores those in whose ‘history’ he could not find elements or grounds useful to his 

thesis) is meant to show that their ancient strength, their present vast manpower, 

their wealth, their traditions, and the favourable location of their country are no 

longer incentives for a possible rebellion (the examples of the Dalmatians and the 

Gauls are significant: 370-371). Many nations are subdued, pay a tribute, provide 

contributions, and have no Roman troops garrisoning them; Egypt, which would 

have a powerful motive to revolt in Alexandria – given the population, wealth, and 

scale of the city – pays the tribute and feeds the Roman plebs without a murmur 

(385-386). The Roman empire is accepted as created by Fortune and wanted by 

God’s will: why should only the Jews behave differently? The idea of the utility of 

the empire – as, besides maintaining the peace (367), it keeps off the external 

enemies, for example the Dacians (369, and the Illyrians colloborate with Rome to 

this end), the Germans, held at the Rhine (376-377), and even the Parthians (379) – 

emerges here and there in the description, but the fundamental concept is that the 

various peoples of the empire are now willing to serve the Roman people, because 

of the presence of the troops stationed there, or even without the latter.  

No doubt the occasion of the speech has led Josephus to overlook the fact 
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that Roman rule played an instrumental role in preserving the position of political 

and social privilege of the high provincial classes; which, in turn, was one of the 

strongest reasons for their acceptance of the empire (this, however, is a motif of 

paramount importance in various passages of Josephus’s work in characterizing the 

attitude of the high Jewish classes towards the revolt). As well, the purpose of the 

speech is to show the ineluctability of Roman rule, and this has certainly caused 

Josephus to emphasize the repressive and exploitive aspect of the empire (the 

Romans manage the wealth of the Gauls: 372). From this point of view the 

description by (Agrippa)-Josephus presents many remarkable similarities with the 

speech of Calgacus in Tacitus’s Agricola; and in neither case is it a matter of tired 

platitudes. The comparison between the two historians turns out to be particularly 

striking, whereas for the Roman senator the realization of the lack of consensus and 

of the repressive character of the Roman empire [194]  leads him to reflect 

pessimistically upon the future of the empire itself, for Josephus – who is on the 

other side of the fence even though in a sense he is integrated into the imperial 

machinery – the description of that power, looming ineluctably over the life of the 

provinces with or even without its military strength, provides instead a 

disenchanted and realistic motive to submit and to give up any illusion of freedom.  

Even more than the occasion of the speech, the necessity in the 

contemporary situation of passively bowing to God’s will, as it reveals itself in the 

changes of the dominion of the world made by Fortune, is for Josephus, as we have 

already pointed out, the reason to come up with a rational explanation for the 
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acceptance of Roman rule – an explanation not in conflict with the deepest 

religious and cultural roots of his own people. Obviously any effort to understand 

and to historically assess Rome’s empire and its function becomes pointless. There 

is nothing in the speech hinting at a spontaneous and positive support for the state 

of affairs created by the Romans (one might think, for example, of a Tiberius Iulius 

Alexander); likewise, there is nothing pointing to the policy of romanization and 

assimilation of even the ruling class, or to the work of civilization carried out in 

many areas of the empire, all themes that more and more often will lead to an 

ecumenical vision of the empire itself, both from a political and from a 

historiographical viewpoint. Josephus’s outlook remains inevitably Jewish, and it is 

conditioned by his tragic experience of the uprising and the war, a war that was not 

wanted, but rather endured, ambiguously endorsed, painfully lived through, and – 

after that – still passionately reconsidered in the middle of conflicts and disputes.  

 


