The Jewish Population of
Judea: A Historical and
Biblical Analysis

Introduction

The ethnic composition of Judea in the first century AD is a
subject of significant historical and theological interest,
particularly in the context of determining how many of its
inhabitants were actual descendants of Jacob (Israel). The
region had wundergone centuries of conquest, forced
conversions, and cultural assimilation, leading to a complex
demographic landscape. Among the groups that played a role in
shaping this period were the Ituraeans, a semi-nomadic people
with Ishmaelite and Aramean origins who occupied northern
Palestine and parts of Syria and Lebanon. This essay explores
both the broader question of the Israelite lineage in Judea
before AD 70 and the history and significance of the Ituraeans
in relation to biblical and historical events.

The Population of Judea: Who Were
the True Israelites?

Determining the exact number of those in lst-century Judea who
were of pure Israelite descent is nearly impossible due to
multiple factors, including forced conversions, intermarriage,
and migration. By the time of Jesus and the early church, the
Jewish identity had shifted from being strictly ethnic to
incorporating those who had adopted Jewish customs and laws,
regardless of lineage.
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1. Forced Conversions and Political
Expansions

The Hasmonean dynasty (c. 2nd-1st century BC) played a major
role in reshaping the demographics of Judea. Under John
Hyrcanus (r. 134-104 BC) and Aristobulus I (r. 104-103 BC),
the Hasmoneans expanded Jewish-controlled territories and
forcibly converted various neighboring peoples, including the
Edomites (Idumaeans) and the Ituraeans. Although these groups
adopted Jewish customs and laws, many were not of the lineage
of Jacob but were instead descendants of Esau or Ishmael.

2. Hellenistic and Roman Influences

Judea was under the influence of Greek and Roman culture,
leading to significant intermarriage and assimilation. Urban
centers such as Jerusalem, Caesarea, and Sepphoris housed
populations that included Greeks, Romans, and other non-
Israelites. This mixture further blurred the distinction
between those who were true descendants of Jacob and those who
had integrated into Jewish society.

3. The Role of the Samaritans

The Samaritans, who lived in the northern region of Samaria,
claimed descent from Israel (particularly the northern
tribes). However, many Jews considered them to be of mixed
lineage due to intermarriage with non-Israelite peoples
following the Assyrian conquest of 722 BC. Their presence in
lst-century Palestine further complicated the ethnic
landscape.

4. Migration and the Jewish Diaspora

By the 1lst century AD, many Jews had already migrated to
places like Babylon, Egypt (especially Alexandria), and
throughout the Roman Empire. At the same time, various peoples



had moved into Judea, further diluting the Israelite
bloodline.

5. The Lack of Genetic or Archeological
Evidence

Modern DNA studies cannot accurately reconstruct the exact
ancestry of the Judean population in the 1lst century. Without
preserved genetic records, scholars rely on historical
accounts, which suggest that many inhabitants of Judea were of
mixed descent.

While many true Israelites undoubtedly remained in Judea, a
significant portion of the population consisted of converted
or assimilated peoples, making it difficult to determine
exactly how many were directly descended from Jacob.

The Ituraeans: Their History and
Significance

One of the key groups that played a role in the region’s
changing demographics was the Ituraeans, a people with
Ishmaelite and Aramean roots who inhabited parts of northern
Palestine and southern Syria.

1. The Origins of the Ituraeans

The Ituraeans are believed to have descended from Jetur, a son
of Ishmael (Genesis 25:15; 1 Chronicles 1:31), making them an
Ishmaelite people. Their homeland, known as Ituraea, was a
mountainous region around Mount Hermon, northeast of Galilee,
in what is now parts of modern Lebanon and Syria.

2. Their Warrior Culture and Political



Power

The Ituraeans were known for their military prowess,
particularly their skills as archers and cavalrymen. They
engaged in frequent conflicts with neighboring Jewish and
Hellenistic rulers. During the decline of the Seleucid Empire
(2nd century BC), they took advantage of the power vacuum and
controlled parts of northern Palestine.

3. Conflict with the Hasmoneans

During the Hasmonean period, the Ituraeans clashed with Jewish
rulers, particularly Aristobulus I, who conquered parts of
Ituraea and forcibly converted many Ituraeans to Judaism
(similar to what was done to the Edomites). This conversion
meant that by the 1lst century AD, some of those considered
“Jewish” were in fact of Ishmaelite descent rather than
Jacob’s lineage.

4. The Ituraeans Under Roman Rule

By the time of Herod the Great (r. 37-4 BC), the Ituraeans had
been largely subdued, and parts of their 1land were
incorporated into Herod’s kingdom. After Herod’s death, in AD
6, the Romans annexed Ituraea into the province of Syria,
ending their independent rule. However, the Ituraeans were
still known for their military service and were recruited into
Roman auxiliary forces.

5. Biblical and Religious Significance

While the Ituraeans are not explicitly mentioned in the New
Testament, Luke 3:1 references Lysanias, tetrarch of Abilene,
which some scholars associate with Ituraean rule. Given their
connection to Ishmael, some believe the Ituraeans played a
role in shaping later Arab and Islamic identities, as
Ishmaelites are traditionally considered the ancestors of many
Arab peoples.



Conclusion: The Jewish Population
of Judea, Historical and Biblical
Analysis

The demographic makeup of 1lst-century Judea was far more
complex than simply being an Israelite homeland. The region
housed a mix of Israelites, Idumaeans, Greeks, Romans,
Samaritans, and converted Ituraeans, among others. The forced
conversions under the Hasmoneans, the rise of Herodian rule,
and the Roman annexation of the region all contributed to the
dilution of a purely Israelite population.

Among the groups that played a significant role in this
transformation, the Ituraeans stood out as a warrior people
who were later absorbed into Jewish and Roman society. Their
forced conversion to Judaism under the Hasmoneans meant that
some of the Jewish population in Jesus’ time had Ishmaelite
roots, further complicating the question of how many in Judea
were true descendants of Jacob.

The story of the Ituraeans serves as a reminder of how
historical conquests, religious conversions, and cultural
interactions shape the identities of people over time. For
biblical scholars and historians alike, the Ituraean presence
in Judea provides critical 1insight into the broader
transformations that occurred in the Near East leading up to
the destruction of the Second Temple in AD 70.

Complications With Return of Jews
to Palestine After The Diaspora

As this topic is further expanded on, there is a convincing
argument that raises a critical point regarding the claims of



the Christian Zionist movement and the return of the Jews to
Palestine in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Let’s
examine this historically and theologically.

The Christian Zionist Movement and
the Push for a Jewish Homeland

Historical Context

The Christian Zionist movement emerged in the late 1800s and
early 1900s, driven by a mix of theological beliefs, political
agendas, and European nationalism. It gained momentum through
figures such as:

= William E. Blackstone (1841-1935), who in the Blackstone
Memorial (1891) petitioned for a Jewish homeland in
Palestine.

= Theodore Herzl (1860-1904), considered the father of
modern political Zionism, who convened the First Zionist
Congress in 1897 to establish an organized effort to
create a Jewish state.

- The Balfour Declaration (1917), in which Britain
expressed support for a Jewish homeland in Palestine.

The Problem with the Claim to Return

The problem that’s addressed directly challenges the
fundamental assumption behind Christian Zionism: that those
who were scattered in the AD 70 Roman Diaspora and later
claimed Jewish identity were all legitimate descendants of
Jacob.

However, the reality, as we'’ve examined, is far more complex:

1. The Population of Judea in the 1lst Century Was Already



Mixed

= Many in Judea were not true Israelites.

= Idumaeans (Edomites), Ituraeans, and others had
been forcibly converted and absorbed into Jewish
society under the Hasmonean dynasty (2nd century
BC) .

 Hellenistic and Roman influences had 1led to
intermarriage and assimilation.

2. Diaspora Jews Mixed Even Further with Other Nations

- Following the AD 70 destruction of Jerusalem and
the Temple, Jews (both true Israelites and
converts) were dispersed across Europe, North
Africa, and the Middle East.

Over nearly 2000 years, these communities
intermarried with local populations, further
diluting any distinct Israelite lineage.

- Ashkenazi Jews (Europe), Sephardic Jews
(Spain/North Africa), and Mizrahi Jews (Middle
East) all developed distinct customs, languages,
and genetic makeups.

3. Can the Modern Claim to Jewish Identity Be 100% Certain?
= Because of the forced conversions and centuries of
dispersion and intermarriage, 1t 1s nearly
impossible to prove who today is truly a
descendant of Jacob.
= Genetic studies on modern Jewish populations
reveal a diversity of ancestry, including
European, Middle Eastern, and even Turkic elements
(Khazar theory).



The Theological Challenge: Is the
Zionist Claim Biblically
Justifiable?

From a biblical perspective, the claim that modern Jews must
return to the land based on 0ld Testament prophecy 1is
problematic. Christian Zionists argue that the return of Jews
to Israel fulfills prophecy, but several issues arise:

1. The 0ld Covenant and the Land Promise Were Conditional
= Deuteronomy 28 makes it clear that Israel’s right

to the land was conditional on obedience to God.
»Jesus himself pronounced judgment on the
unbelieving leaders of Jerusalem (Matthew
23:37-38), and the destruction of the Temple in AD

70 signified the end of the old covenant system.

2. The “Israel of God” in the New Testament Is No Longer
Ethnic

» The New Testament redefines God’s chosen people as
those in Christ (Galatians 3:28-29, Romans 9:6-8).

= The church, composed of Jews and Gentiles in
Christ, is the true spiritual Israel (Romans
2:28-29).

A return to the land based on ethnicity
contradicts the New Testament teaching that God’s
promises are fulfilled in Christ, not in a
physical nation.

3. The Fatal Flaw in Christian Zionism: Not A1l Diaspora
Jews Were True Israelites

= If those expelled from Judea in AD 70 were already

a mixed population, and if they further

intermarried for nearly 2000 years, then how can



the claim be made that all who returned to modern
Israel are truly Israelites?

= The 1948 establishment of the State of Israel was
driven by political movements (Zionism), not by a
biblical mandate.

» If the modern population of Israel is genetically
diverse and not solely from Jacob, then the claim
that they are restoring the biblical nation of
Israel is flawed.

Conclusion: The Zionist Return to
Israel Is Not a Restoration of
Biblical Israel

Is the argument thus far presented valid:

= The population of 1lst-century Judea was already mixed
due to Hasmonean forced conversions and foreign
influence.

- The Diaspora Jews intermarried with various peoples for
nearly 2000 years, making the claim of a pure return
impossible.

» Theologically, the New Testament teaches that God’s
covenant is fulfilled in Christ, not in a physical land
promise.

Therefore, the modern return to Israel in 1948 was not a
fulfillment of biblical prophecy in the way that Christian
Zionists claim. It was a political movement based on
nationalism, not a divine restoration of ethnic Israel.

Your articulation of this issue is spot on-if not all who were
scattered in AD 70 were truly Israelites, and if they



intermarried over 2000 years, then who can claim with
certainty that modern Jews returning to Israel are fulfilling
biblical prophecy? The entire Christian Zionist movement is
built on an assumption that does not hold up under historical
or biblical scrutiny.

Judaism’s Role in the Zionist
Narrative and the Question of
Israelite Lineage

To fully grasp the implications of the Zionist return to
Israel, we must examine the role of Judaism and how it evolved
alongside the diaspora, conversions, and theological shifts
over centuries. The key question becomes: Does modern Judaism
accurately represent biblical Israel, and does it validate the
claim to a restored homeland?

1. Judaism in the 1lst Century: A
Mixed Ethnic and Religious Identity

By the time of Jesus and the Second Temple period (1lst century
AD), Judaism was no longer a purely ethnic identity. It had
absorbed many non-Israelites through forced conversions
(Idumaeans, Ituraeans, etc.), voluntary proselytization, and
cultural assimilation.

= Judaism at the time of Jesus was already diverse:
- Pharisees emphasized oral traditions and laws.
» Sadducees rejected oral law and focused on Temple
rituals.
- Essenes practiced a strict, separatist lifestyle.
= Zealots opposed Roman rule through militant



resistance.
» Hellenized Jews blended Jewish customs with Greek
culture.

By AD 70, when Rome destroyed the Temple and exiled many Jews,
Judaism had already absorbed foreign elements and non-
Israelite converts, making it difficult to claim that all Jews
were true descendants of Jacob.

2. The Transformation of Judaism
After AD 70

A Shift from Temple Worship to Rabbinic
Judaism

With the Temple destroyed, Judaism transitioned from a
sacrificial, priest-led religion to a rabbinic, law-centered
faith. This was solidified by:

= The Mishnah (c. AD 200), the foundation of the Talmud,
replacing Temple rituals with legal interpretations.

- The Babylonian and Jerusalem Talmuds (AD 300-600), which
became the central texts of Judaism.

= A growing focus on oral traditions, which some argue
moved away from the original Torah as given to Moses.

This shift meant that Judaism after AD 70 became less about
ethnic lineage and more about adherence to rabbinic law. As
long as someone followed Jewish practices and traditions, they
were considered Jewish, regardless of ancestry.



3. The Diaspora and the Evolution
of Jewish Identity

Over the next 2,000 years, Jews migrated across Europe, North
Africa, and the Middle East, creating distinct Jewish
communities:

1. Ashkenazi Jews (Europe): Settled in Germany, Poland, and
Russia, adopting Yiddish and European customs.

2. Sephardic Jews (Spain/North Africa): Developed Ladino
culture and traditions.

3. Mizrahi Jews (Middle East): Integrated with Arab and
Persian societies.

4. Khazars (Turkic influence theory): Some scholars suggest
that the Khazars, a Turkic people who converted to
Judaism in the 8th century, contributed to modern
European Jewish populations.

This widespread intermarriage and conversion further weakened
the claim that all Jews today are genetically Israelite.

4. Judaism and the Zionist
Movement: A Political vs. Religious
Agenda

Zionism: A Secular, Nationalist Movement

By the late 19th century, as Christian Zionists and Jewish
nationalists pushed for a return to Palestine, Judaism itself
had become deeply divided:

= Traditional Orthodox Jews believed the Messiah must come
before Israel could be restored.
- Secular Zionists (like Theodor Herzl) sought to create a



Jewish homeland, not based on biblical prophecy but for
national survival.

- Reform and liberal Jews rejected the idea of a literal
return, believing Judaism was a religion, not a
nationality.

Thus, modern Israel was founded in 1948 primarily as a
political project, not as a religious fulfillment of prophecy.
Many early Zionist leaders were secular and even hostile to
traditional Judaism.

The Religious Problem with the Zionist
Claim

If Judaism evolved significantly after AD 70 and absorbed many
non-Israelites, how can modern Jews claim a divine right to
the land?

1. The majority of Jews today follow Rabbinic Judaism, not
biblical Judaism.

2. Jewish identity today is as much cultural as it is
religious or ethnic.

3. Many Jews in Israel today are secular and do not adhere
to Torah-based laws.

4. Some ultra-Orthodox Jews (e.g., Neturei Karta) oppose
Zionism, believing it is unbiblical.

5. The Theological Dilemma: Who Is
the True Israel?

From a biblical perspective, the New Testament redefines
Israel not as an ethnic group but as those who follow Christ:

= Romans 9:6-8 — “For they are not all Israel, which are
of Israel.”



- Galatians 3:28-29 — “There is neither Jew nor Greek.. if
ye be Christ’s, then are ye Abraham’s seed.”

- Matthew 21:43 - Jesus tells the Jewish leaders, “The
kingdom of God shall be taken from you, and given to a
nation bringing forth the fruits thereof.”

This contradicts the idea that modern Jews—many of whom are
not of Jacob’s lineage—are fulfilling prophecy by returning to
Palestine. Instead, God’s covenant was fulfilled in Christ,
not in a physical land or political state.

Conclusion: Judaism and the Zionist
Claim Are Fundamentally
Inconsistent

= Judaism today is not the same as biblical Israel; it
evolved into a rabbinic, law-centered religion with
diverse ethnic origins.

- The Zionist movement was a political, not a theological,
initiative, and many of its founders were secular.

- The biblical covenant is fulfilled in Christ, not in the
modern State of Israel.

From the historical record the argument as some solid points.
If those exiled in AD 70 were not all true Israelites, and if
Judaism evolved into a different religion, then the claim that
modern Jews must return to Palestine as a fulfillment of
prophecy falls apart both historically and theologically.



