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Jews in the Roman Empire  

Edict of Augustus on Jewish Rights, 1 BCE  

Caesar Augustus, pontifex maximus, holding the tribunician power, proclaims: Since the nation of the Jews and Hyrcanus, their 
high priest, have been found grateful to the people of the Romans, not only in the present but also in the past, and particularly in 
the time of my father, Caesar, imperator, it seems good to me and to my advisory council, according to the oaths, by the will of 
the people of the Romans, that the Jews shall use their own customs in accordance with their ancestral law, just as they used to 
use them in the time of Hyrcanus, the high priest of their highest god; and that their sacred offerings shall be inviolable and shall 
be sent to Jerusalem and shall be paid to the financial officials of Jerusalem; and that they shall not give sureties for appearance in 
court on the Sabbath or on the day of preparation before it after the ninth hour. But if anyone is detected stealing their sacred 
books or their sacred monies, either from a synagogue or from a mens' apartment, he shall be considered sacrilegious and his 
property shall be brought into the public treasury of the Romans.  
 

Edict of Claudius on Jewish Rights, 41 CE 

Tiberius Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus, pontifex maximus, holding the tribunician power, proclaims: . . .Therefore it is 
right that also the Jews, who are in all the world under us, shall maintain their ancestral customs without hindrance and to them I 
now also command to use this my kindness rather reasonably and not to despise the religious rites of the other nations, but to 
observe their own laws.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 

 
 
The Battle for Jerusalem 
The siege of Jerusalem was the last major confrontation in the Judean war with Rome, the rest of Judea having been quickly 
subdued by the Romans. In this document, Josephus states that the Romans were suppressing an anarchic civil war that pitted 
some Judeans against the revolutionaries and different revolutionary groups against each other. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
Titus Destroys the Temple 
Sulpicius Severus, a Christian historian who lived from ca. 363 to 420 CE, wrote a history of the world entitled Chronica. In it he 
claimed that the Roman historian Tacitus (ca. 56 BCE-120 CE) recorded that Titus, the Roman general who conquered 
Jerusalem, favored destroying the Jerusalem Temple to help uproot the Jewish and Christian religions. 
 
His view of Titus, quoted here, contradicts the account of Josephus who was present at the siege. Josephus described Titus as 
wanting to spare the Temple. It is impossible to judge for certain the accuracy of the various accounts. 
 
It is said that Titus summoned his council, and before taking action consulted it whether he should overthrow a sanctuary of such 
workmanship, since it seemed to many that a sacred building, one more remarkable than any other human work, should not be 
destroyed. For if preserved it would testify to the moderation of the Romans, while if demolished it would be a perpetual sign of 
cruelty. On the other hand, others, and Titus himself, expressed their opinion that the Temple should be destroyed without delay, 
in order that the religion of the Jews and Christians should be more completely exterminated. For those religions, though opposed 
to one another, derive from the same founders; the Christians stemmed from the Jews and the extirpation of the root would easily 
cause the offspring to perish. 
 
 



The Siege of Masada 
After the Romans took Jerusalem in 70 CE, the last remaining pocket of resistance was the mountaintop fortress of Masada in the Judean desert 
near the Dead Sea. According to Josephus, after years under siege by the Romans, Masada finally fell in 73 CE when the rebels decided to take 
their own lives rather than forfeit their freedom to the Romans. In recent years, scholars have cast doubt on the historical accuracy of 
Josephus's account. 
 
Once the fall of Masada is certain, Eleazar ben Jair, the rebel leader, decides to persuade the garrison that mass suicide is their only option. 
Josephus attributes to Eleazar a long, stirring exhortation, only the beginning of which is reproduced here. 
 
However, neither did Eleazar once think of flying away, nor would he permit anyone else to do so; but when he saw their wall burnt down by 
the fire, and could devise no other way of escaping, or room for their farther courage, and setting before their eyes what the Romans would do to 
them, their children, and their wives, if they got them into their power, he consulted about having them all slain. Now, as he judged this to be the 
best thing they could do in their present circumstances, he gathered the most courageous of his companions together, and encouraged them to 
take that course by a speech which he made to them in the manner following: "Since we, long ago, my generous friends, resolved never to be 
servants to the Romans, nor to any other than to God himself, who alone is the true and just Lord of mankind, the time is now come that obliges 
us to make that resolution true in practice. . . ." 
When Eleazar finishes speaking, the rebels prepare to carry out their plans for mass suicide. 
 
Even as Eleazar was exhorting them, they all cut him off short and made haste to do the deed, full of an unconquerable impulse, and moved with 
a demoniacal fury. So they went their ways each endeavoring to outdo the other, and thinking that this eagerness would be a demonstration of 
their courage and good conduct if they could avoid appearing among the last. So great was their zeal to slay their wives and children and 
themselves also! . . . 
 
For the husbands tenderly embraced their wives, took their children into their arms, and gave the longest parting kisses to them with tears in 
their eyes. Yet at the same time they completed what they had resolved upon as if they had been executed by the hands of strangers, and they 
had nothing else to console them but the necessity they were in of doing this execution to avoid that prospect they had of the miseries they 
would suffer from their enemies. . . . Yet there was an old woman and another who was related to Eleazar, superior to most women in prudence 
and learning, with five children, who had concealed themselves in the subterranean aqueducts, and who were hidden there when the rest were 
intent upon the slaughter of one another. Those others were nine hundred and sixty in number, including the women and children. This 
calamitous slaughter occurred on the fifteenth day of the month Xanthicus [Nisan]. 
 
The Romans expected that they would be fought in the morning. Accordingly, they put on their armor and laid bridges of planks upon their 
ladders from their embankments to make an assault upon the fortress. But they saw nobody as an enemy, only a terrible solitude on every side 
with a fire within the place as well as a perfect silence. So they were at a loss to guess at what had happened. At length they made a shout, as if 
it had been at a blow given by the battering-ram, to try to see whether they could bring anyone out who was inside. The women heard this noise, 
came out of their underground cavern, and informed the Romans of what had been done. One of the two clearly described all that was said and 
what was done and the manner of it. . . . 
 
 
Bar Kokhba Revolt 
Dio Cassius was a Roman author who lived from approximately 160-230 C.E. He is the author of a history, written in Greek, that relates a 
number of events concerning the Jewish population of the Roman Empire.  In his Roman History, Dio Cassius writes about another Jewish 
revolt against the Romans, which takes place from 132-135 CE. At the time, the Roman emperor was Hadrian.  The revolt is apparently led by a 
man named Simon Bar Kochba, who many claim is a “Messiah,” sent by God to redeem the Jews from their oppressors. 
 
At Jerusalem, Hadrian founded a city in place of the one which had been razed to the ground, naming it Aelia Capitolina, and on the site of the 
temple of the [Jewish] god, he raised a new temple to Jupiter. This brought on a war of no slight importance nor of brief duration, for the Jews 
deemed it intolerable that foreign races should be settled in their city and foreign religious rites planted there.  
 
So long, indeed, as Hadrian was close by in Egypt and again in Syria, they remained quiet, save in so far as they purposely made of poor quality 
such weapons as they were called upon to furnish, in order that the Romans might reject them and they themselves might thus have the use of 
them. But when Hadrian went farther away, they openly revolted. 
 
At first, the Romans took no account of them. Soon, however, all Judaea had been stirred up, and the Jews everywhere were showing signs of 
disturbance, were gathering together, and giving evidence of great hostility to the Romans, partly by secret and partly by overt acts.  
 
Then, indeed, Hadrian sent against them his best generals. First of these was Julius Severus, who was dispatched from Britain, where he was 
governor, against the Jews. 
 
By depriving them of food and shutting them up, he was able -rather slowly, to be sure, but with comparatively little danger- to crush, exhaust 
and exterminate them. 
 
Very few of them in fact survived. Fifty of their most important outposts and nine hundred and eighty-five of their most famous villages were 
razed to the ground. Five hundred and eighty thousand men were slain in the various raids and battles, and the number of those that perished by 
famine, disease and fire was past finding out.  
 
Thus nearly the whole of Judaea was made desolate, a result of which the people had had forewarning before the war. 


