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Chapter 1: The Dusk of the Old Day 
 
 The “intertestamental period” is the time period of approximately of 400 years 

between the end of Malachi and the appearance of Jesus. Many have labeled this the 

“silent period” because of two reasons. First, there is not a trustworthy record of a 

biblical prophet proclaiming “thus saith the Lord” in these years. Second, there is a 400-

year gap between the last words of Malachi and the appearance of Jesus on the scene. 

While it may be correct to label this period as “silent” for these two reasons, the period 

was actually “not so silent.”1 In fact, it was a period of rapid world change especially in 

Israel and among the Jews. The religious, cultural, and political landscape went under 

dramatic shifts that actually paved the way for Jesus and the gospel. As will be seen, 

“Jesus’ story will outlast the story of the Roman Empire” and other Empires that would 

come to temporally reign over the Jewish people.2  

 

To feel some of the impact of this “silent” period the following analogy may help. 

Imagine reading the first few chapters of a book, turning a page, and discovering that 

someone had ripped out a good chunk of the middle section of the book. In order to find 

out where you were in the narrative, you would most likely read the next several pages. 

However, you quickly discover that you have no idea what is going on in the story and it 

becomes obvious that a whole lot had happened between the first few chapters you had 

read and the pages you are now reading. However, you could not know because those 

pages detailing what had happened had been ripped out and are no where to be found! 

 

In a similar sense, the reader of the Old Testament finishes Malachi with a warning to the 

Jewish people to remember the law of the Lord and the New Testament begins with 

promises of the Messiah who is soon to appear. Thankfully, we have Daniel’s prophecy, 

extra biblical writings, and stories in the gospels that reveal some of what happened 

during this intertestamental period. In short, it was this intertestamental period that 

developed the conditions from which made the context ripe for the Messiah to appear. 

 
1 Jerry Knoblet, Herod the Great (Lanham, MD: University Press of America, 2005), i. 
2 David A. deSilva, An Introduction to the New Testament: Contexts, Methods, and Ministry Formation 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2004), 55. 
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Thus, this brief will provide a summary of the political, religious, and cultural 

developments that occurred between the Old Testament and the New Testament eras. As 

a result, the audience will be better informed in their knowledge that the Old and New 

Testaments are not two isolated “books”, but one seamless story that has no cracks in its 

continuity. Further, this brief study will show that God’s silence does not imply his 

absence and that during those times when He seems to silent, He is actually working 

behind the scenes to create the next act of His great drama in His story in our lives. 
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Chapter 2: In the Meantime …   
 
 Many of us live in various “waiting periods” throughout our lives. We wait in 

line, we wait for the right job opportunity, we wait for the pain to pass, etc. In our 

desperation to reach our destination or for a new day, we often miss what God wants to 

reveal to us during this “in the meantime” period. Little do realize that God is working 

behind the scenes to accomplish His purpose in the fullness of time. God may delay but 

when He acts it is often suddenly. God is never late. He is always on time.  

 

The same is true during the Intertestamental Period. While there was not a “word from 

the Lord” spoken by the prophets, the world was going through rapid and significant 

transition. These transitions were ways in which God was preparing for the coming of 

His Son. The transitions included those in government, culture, and religion/politics. 

 
Government 
 
In the approximate 400 years between the two Testaments, there was actually a 

significant number of “empires” that held power in the region and over the Jewish 

people. However, they can be streamlined into the Persian, Greek, and Roman empires.3 

When Malachi spoke and wrote down the words of God that were communicated to the 

Jewish people, they were under Persian rule (532- 334 B.C.). Under the Persians, the 

Jewish people were allowed to practice their religion relatively unhindered. This period 

included the last 100 years of the Old Testament period and the first 100 years of the 

Intertestamental period. Old Testament books and their stories in this time period include 

Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, and Daniel. 

 

The Persian Empire fell when Alexander the Great conquered Darius of Persia (334 

B.C.).4 In under a year, Alexander had effectively conquered the Middle East. This 

ushered in a tremendous age of change that has influenced even modern society in the 

West. Thus, one can only imagine the immediate impact Greek culture would have made 

 
3 Samuel Ngewa, “The Intertestamental Period,” in Africa Bible Commentary, Tokunboh Adeyemo, ed. 
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2006), 1125. 
4 John MacArthur, The MacArthur Study Bible (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 2006), 1339. 
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upon the Jewish people. According to a significant number of scholars, Alexander’s 

progress throughout the Middle East was the fulfillment of Daniel’s prophecy in Daniel 

8:21 and Daniel 10:20. Alexander’s reign was swift, forceful, but not long-lasting. After 

reigning for only 10 years as the King of Persia, Alexander died in Babylon at the age of 

33.5 However, Alexander left behind a tremendous legacy in cultural and political 

influence. For example, as is seen in the writings of the New Testament, the exactness of 

the common language of the Greeks (koine) helped to communicate to a wide variety of 

peoples. It is basically a language that everyone, even the common man, could 

understand. Since the Greek language was the more dominant one of the region, it 

allowed the gospel to be communicated more effectively and efficiently to larger groups 

of people.  

 

Following the rule of the Persian Empire, a succession of rulers reigned over Judah. In a 

century and a half before Jesus was born (167 B.C.), a ruler by the name of Antiochus 

Epiphanes opposed the Jews and desecrated the Jewish temple. However, the Jews 

rebelled against his authority and restored the temple. 

 

The Roman Empire reigned when Pompey of Rome conquered Israel in 63 B.C.6 Pompey 

was defeated when a civil erupted between him and Julius Caesar. Caesar won and the 

father of Herod, Antipater, became loyal to Caesar in order to gain political power for his 

son. As a result of Antipater’s loyalty, Caesar awarded Herod the governorship of 

Galilee. After Caesar was assassinated, Herod then switched sides and joined Cassius. 

Cassius promised that he would eventually give Herod the kingship of Judea. But before 

Cassius could deliver on his promise he was defeated by Octavian and Anthony. 

However, not to be outdone or left behind, Herod somehow was elected as king of Judea 

in 39 B.C. In effect, this was like giving someone an ambassadorship to an irrelevant 

country with no power. Despite the unimportance of the position, Herod tried his best to 

make it one of importance. Through his “rule” there were two more changes of ruling 

 
5 H. A. Ironside, The Four Hundred Silent Years: From Malachi to Matthew (New York: Loizeaux Bros, 
1943), 11. 
6 Gaylen P. Leverett, “The History Between the Testaments,” in The Essence of the New Testament: A 
Survey, Ben Gutierrez, ed. (Nashville: Broadman & Holman, 2016), 37. 
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authorities over him but each time he used the transition to pledge loyalty to whoever was 

the strongest. Thus, Herod’s ambition became more and more obvious as time went on. 

This ambition is seen more clearly in the lives of his sons, Herod Antipas and Herod 

Philip, who were rulers when Jesus walked the earth.  

 

Eventually, Caesar Augustus (Octavian) gained influence over the entire Judea region 

and established an era of “domestic peace” that resulted from relative freedom given to 

outlying states, successful domestic policies, and the establishment of peace between the 

Roman Empire and its surrounding “enemies.” In short, when Jesus appeared on the 

scene he did so in the context of a dominant Roman authority. The earthly kingdom of 

the Roman Empire was about to encounter the heavenly kingdom of Jesus.  

 

Culture 

 
This time period became known as Pax Romana (“Roman peace”) and lasted from 

around 27 B.C. to 180 B.C.7 This era led to incredible economic prosperity throughout 

the region which spread from England (north) to Morocco (south) and to Iraq (east). 

Rome’s citizens felt secure and the government provided stability for its 70 million 

citizens. Further, the era of Pax Romana produced many technological advances 

especially so in culture. The Romans built a system of roads that spread through the 

region that became the model from which the modern highway system was built. For the 

Romans, this allowed the effective and efficient transport of its armies and provided 

faster means of communication. They also built pipes (or aqueducts) that carried water to 

cities and farms throughout the region. Their technological advances and discovery of 

concrete allowed for the building of curved domes which led to one of the more famous 

buildings of the time, the Pantheon. This era also produced some of the more famous 

poets and authors such as Horace, Virgil, and Ovid.8 The world was changing but thanks 

to the Pax Romana there was a stability that set the stage for the gospel to spread 

throughout the region in an unhindered fashion. 
 

7 See Adrian Goldsworthy, Pax Romana: War, Peace, and Conquest in the Roman World (New Haven, CT: 
Yale, 2016).  
8 See Adrian Goldsworthy, Pax Romana: War, Peace, and Conquest in the Roman World (New Haven, CT: 
Yale, 2016), 168. 
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Religion/Politics 

 
During the Intertestamental Period, the religious tone of the era was increasingly diverse. 

However, in the Judean region two groups developed significant religious and political 

influence among the Jewish people. First, the Pharisees believed in the both a strict 

interpretation and application to the Scriptures (the written law - interpretation) and the 

Misnah (the oral law – the application of the written law). Second, the Sadducees were 

connected with the High Priest and were composed of the wealthy, educated, and elite of 

society. They did not believe in the resurrection.9  

 
Other significant groups that were significant during this time were the Herodians, 

Zealots, and Essenes. First, the Herodians were more of a political party than a religious 

one. They were basically supporters of Herod. Second, the Zealots were a political party 

who were the opponents of the Herodians. They were completely against Roman rule to 

the point that they did not hesitate to revolt against the government. Third, the Essenes 

were more religious in nature than the Herodians and Zealots. They believed that they 

had to isolate themselves from regular, sinful society in order to truly follow God.  

 

Further, one may be surprised that the majority of the Israelites did not live inside of 

Palestine during this period.10 All of these events led to a context where God’s people 

gradually succumbed to both political and spiritual bondage. Politically, after they had 

been exiled, their sense of identity was lost because so many of them lived outside of 

Palestine, had intermarried with other peoples, and they had lost hope because of the 

suppression of the Roman Empire.11 Most of the political groups were against them and 

their solutions to problems often failed.  

Spiritually, they felt like a lost people with many thinking that God had abandoned them 

even after they were released from captivity. This often resulted in apostasy. Douglas 

Moo states, 

 
9 Christopher McMahon, Jesus Our Salvation: An Introduction to Christology (Winona: Saint Mary’s, 
2007), 78. 
10 Geoffrey W. Bromley, The International Standard Bible Encyclopedia, vol. 4 (rev. ed. Grand Rapids: 
Eerdmans, 1986), 1007. 
11 David A. deSilva, An Introduction to the New Testament: Contexts, Methods, and Ministry Formation 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2004), 39. 
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“The tribulations of Israel in the intertestamental period forced many Jews to develop the 

notion of a true, faithful Israel within national Israel much more extensively. Under the 

stress of persecution, many Jews renounced their faith, and many more compromised 

their faith…”12 

 

The words of God were absent from the prophets even though works known as the 

Apocrypha (1-2 Esdras, Tobit, Judith, Rest of Esther, Wisdom of Solomon, Wisdom of 

Jesus the Son of Sirach, Baruch, Letter of Jeremiah, Additions to Daniel, and 1-2 

Maccabees) and the Pseudepigrapha attempted to be such. However, they were never 

accepted as part of the biblical canon. Many Jews still believe the Torah to be the 

supreme authority and was wisely considered to be both the religious, social, and political 

authority in all matters. 

 

As can be see, the 400 “years of silence” were actually not so silent. In these 400 years, 

the world had changed. Craig Bartholomew explains, “As the Old Testament story draws 

to a close, the  people of Israel are living on ‘the land’ in relative peace under the rule of 

the Persians, who have allowed Israel to return. But as the New Testament story begins, 

its context is quite different. The Persian Empire has crumbled long since, and Israel now 

suffers under the brutal mastery of imperial Rome. Only a fraction of the people of Israel 

actually live in Palestine – the majority are scattered throughout the Roman Empire and 

even beyond its borders, where they too are subject to pagan masters. Among the Jews, 

whether in Palestine or elsewhere, there is a fervent longing for God to act, to bring 

liberation to his people. The captive nation  seethes with anger and dreams of one day 

throwing off the yoke of oppression and driving the Romans out of the land for good. …  

During this time the Jewish people strain to reconcile their faith in God’s promises of 

blessing with the ugly experience of life under a succession of increasingly malignant 

pagan  rulers.”13 

 

 
12 Douglas J. Moo, Romans (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2000), 359. 
13 Craig G. Bartholomew and Michael W. Goheen, The Drama of Scripture: Finding Our Place in the 
Biblical Story (Grand Rapids: Baker, 204), 113. 
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The ending of the Old Testament reads with both a blessing and a curse. A blessing will 

occur to God’s people if they follow the Law. A curse will occur to God’s people if they 

do not. The Intertestamental Period reveals how Israel struggled to follow God’s law 

while they were in exile and under spiritual and political bondage. Though Malachi 

concludes the Old Testament in a despairing context, he prophetically proclaims a word 

from God, “‘Behold, I send My Messenger, and he will prepare the way before Me. And 

the Lord, whom you seek, will suddenly come to His temple, even the Messenger of the 

covenant, in whom you delight. Behold, He is coming,’ says the Lord of hosts” (Malachi 

3:1). 
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Chapter 3: The Dawn of the New Day 
 
 The New Testament opens with much promise. In Matthew’s Gospel, he begins 

with the genealogy of the Messiah. In Mark, the Gospel starts with the story of John the 

Baptist as he prepares the way for the coming Messiah. Luke begins his Gospel by 

providing historical and political context for Theophilus before he describes the birth of 

John the Baptist and Jesus. Finally, in John’s Gospel, he provides words of incredible 

hope:  

 

“In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. 

The same was in the  beginning with God. All things were made through  Him; and 

without Him was not anything made that has been made. In Him was life; and the life 

was the light of men. And the light shines in the darkness and the darkness did not 

comprehend it” (John 1:1-5). 

 

God used the events of the Intertestamental Period to prepare the way for the Messiah. 

The 400 years between the two Testaments were not silent and nor was God absent. God, 

at this time, was orchestrating world events “behind the scenes” in order to prepare the 

world and its culture for the arrival of the Messiah. Paul explains that “when the fullness 

of time had come” God sent Jesus so that those who were far from God could be near to 

God through adoption (Galatians 4:4-7).  

 

What kind of world was Jesus born into? Jesus came into a world where God’s Word had 

not been heard for hundreds of years, where the people of God were under political 

oppression from the Roman Empire led by a paranoid ruler (Herod), where the nation of 

Israel was losing its identity, and where everyone from everywhere seemed to be looking 

for hope. William MacDonald explains, 

 

“The stage was set. Man’s futile attempts to deal with the shifting tide of political power 

and religious belief  had produced very little. Israel was in a kind of spiritual bondage 

that was even worse than her political bondage. The rise of the various parties and 

movements … was evidence of a sincere search for  some final solution to her problem. 
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All seemed to have failed. The stage of history was dark. The situation was indeed 

separate. Amid this setting God broke four  hundred years of silence with the 

announcement of the coming of Christ, the faithful Servant of the Lord, and the 

Intertestamental Period came to an end.”14 

 

The Intertestamental Period may remind us of today’s historical and religious context. 

We seem to live in dry times where the national political landscape and world context 

hinders the light of the gospel from shining. Many modern believers are wanting to know 

when the Messiah will appear again. It seems that we may learn from God’s “behind the 

scenes” sovereign hand that was at work during the 400 “silent” years of the 

Intertestamental Period.  

 

God was at work even though the Jewish people may have thought that He had 

abandoned them. We, too, today can learn the same lesson the Jewish people would learn 

in retrospect – that God’s silence does not imply that He is absent. Jesus is coming again. 

God is orchestrating all of the world’s events toward a climatic conclusion where every 

knee will bow and every tongue will confess that Jesus is Lord (Philippians 2:10-11).   

 
Timeline of the Intertestamental Period15 
 
 

 

 
14 William MacDonald, The Believer’s Bible Commentary, 4th ed. (Nashville: Thomas Nelson, 1995), 1189. 
15 R. E. Slater, “Intertestamental Period,” November 30, 2011 
https://relevancy22.blogspot.com/2011_11_30_archive.html. (Accessed August 9, 2017).  


