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MONOTHEISM

The word “monotheism” appears to have been first used as Europeans sought to categorize the various forms of religion encountered in their colonial expansion.  As typically defined, e.g., in textbooks on religion, the term refers to the belief that one deity is the creator and ruler of all things, in distinction from “polytheism,” belief-systems involving multiple deities with their individual roles and powers.  But, as we shall see, two important further points need to be noted.  First, monotheism does not involve denying the existence of such beings, only that they properly cannot be compared with the one deity in status and significance, and even in nature.  Second, ancient Jewish monotheism involved worship practice as much as, or even more than, doctrine.  The uniqueness of the one deity is guarded most zealously with regard to worship.  Judaism, Christianity, and Islam are usually identified as the three great monotheistic traditions.  Historically, however, Judaism of the second-temple period presents us with the earliest popularly-embraced form of genuine monotheism.  
Historical Origins and Developments

Scholars recognize that in “pre-exilic” time an exclusive devotion to YHWH was not widely or consistently embraced in Israel and Judah, and that their worship included other deities as well (esp. M. S. Smith  2001), as is reflected in the complaints in biblical texts (e.g., Jer 7:18; Hos 11:2; Judges 10:6).  Some scholars have proposed that in this period there was a “Yahweh-alone” party; but if so it was most definitely a minority.  It is commonly agreed that it was only sometime in the “post-exilic” period that a recognizable monotheism came to be widely affirmed, the exile itself perhaps providing the social circumstances in which advocates of an exclusive reverence of YHWH were able to win wider favour for their position.  In any case, by the Hellenistic period, Judaism’s most defining feature was its fiercely monotheistic stance.  


Among the historical factors that likely had a role in monotheism coming to have such a dominant place in ancient Jewish religion was the attempt by the Seleucid king, Antiochus Epiphanes (ca. 215-164 BCE) to coerce a cultural and religious assimilation of Judea, and the violent backlash that it generated under Maccabean leadership.  These things surely made devout Jews thereafter much more sensitive about preserving their religious distinctives, and emphatic in their exclusive commitment to the one God of the biblical tradition.  

As indicated already, however, ancient Jewish monotheism always made ample room for other heavenly beings.  The biblical epithet “YHWH of hosts” reflects a view of YHWH presiding over a vast entourage of heavenly beings who serve him; and in other texts God is portrayed with a heavenly council of subordinates (e.g., 1 Kings 22:19; Job 1:6; Psa 82:1).  This reflects the common ancient near eastern notion of a number of divine beings presided over by a high god, who can be thought of as their father and king (M. Smith 1952; Nilsson 1963).  
But from this basic belief structure the ancient Jewish monotheistic stance comprises a distinctive development.  Granted, the God of biblical/Jewish tradition presides over a court of heavenly beings who are in some sense likened to him, as is reflected in the biblical term given to them in some texts, “sons of God” (e.g., Job 1:6).  In pagan versions of this pattern, however, the high god is typically not the focus of religious life, and may even not be known (and in some cases, particularly Greek philosophical tradition, cannot be known).  Instead, one more typically addressed and directed worship to particular members of the pantheon of secondary-level deities, usually in relation to favors sought, for which they had the appropriate powers.  But in ancient Jewish tradition, the high god is known explicitly as YHWH, the God of Israel, whose purposes and acts are declared in her scriptures, and who is addressed directly in prayer and worship.  Indeed, in ancient Jewish religious practice, petition and worship were to be directed exclusively to the one God.  
By the Roman period, there had developed among Jews a rich body of speculation about God’s heavenly hosts, involving various named principal angels (e.g., Gabriel and Michael, Dan 8:16; 9:21; 12:1), and various ranks/orders (e.g., Seraphim, Cherubim), as well as speculation about hostile and disobedient spiritual beings (fallen angels, demons, Satan, etc.).  But they were all emphatically treated as inferior and subservient to the one God, and fundamentally were within God’s power.    Contrary to some past assumptions among scholars, the proliferation of interest in God’s entourage in the second-temple period did not reflect a sense of God as remote and inaccessible.  Instead, the aim seems to have been to portray God’s greatness by ascribing to him a vast retinue that included high-ranking servants, this scheme likely modelled after the grand structures royal administration of Persia and subsequent empires, and intended to depict God as the ultimate and highest ruler.    

But the evidence of ancient Jewish worship and prayer indicates fully that this exalted representation of God did not prevent a strong sense of God’s accessibility to the devout.  As several studies of the prayers that feature in second-temple Jewish texts have shown, when ancient Jews prayed, they addressed themselves directly to the one God, as reflected even in those texts in which principal angels figure prominently (e.g., Tob 12:11-15; and see Hurtado 1988, 22-27).  Though they allowed that God might well answer prayers by means of an angel (as, e.g., Raphael sent to Tobit), they considered it improper to pray or offer worship to any being other than the one God.
It appears, however, that the beliefs and practices of some Jews developed in directions that were seen by others as dangerous for the religious integrity of Judaism, particularly threatening God’s uniqueness.  An important study of rabbinic criticisms of “two powers” heresies (Segal 1977) argues that by the late first or early second century CE some Jewish religious leaders were reacting against what they saw as such dangerous developments.  These probably included Jewish-Christian reverence of Jesus (which was viewed by Jewish critics as making Jesus a second god), and (perhaps a bit later) Gnosic speculations about a demiurge creator-deity.  In any case, the condemnations of “two powers” heretics/heresies in early rabbinic circles may also have generated thereafter an even stricter emphasis on God’s uniqueness and may have dampened somewhat the interest in angels and other heavenly beings that had proliferated previously.
Monotheistic Profession/Affirmation

Whatever developments there were, however, second-temple Judaism was always characterized by emphatic and frequent professions of a monotheistic stance.  We may take Philo of Alexandria’s statement in his discussion of the First Commandment as illustrative:  “Let us, then, engrave deep in our hearts this as the first and most sacred of commandments; to acknowledge and honor one God who is above all, and let the idea that gods are many never even reach the ears of the man whose rule of life is to seek for truth in purity and guilelessness” (Decal. 65; more broadly Decal. 52-81; also QG 4.8; Mos. 1.75; Spec. 1.1-52; Leg. 3.97-99, 436-38).  In his study of Josephus’ view of God, Shutt concluded that, despite the presence of Hellenistic ideas and terms in Josephus’ writings, “the sovereignty of the one God of Israel over all” remained dominant (Shutt 1980:172). 
A lengthy survey of references more broadly in second-temple Jewish and non-Jewish texts showed that monotheistic rhetoric characterized both Jewish affirmations of their religion and the representations of them by gentiles (Cohon 1955).  Note, e.g., Let. Aris. 132-29, which emphasizes that “God is one,” his power and sovereignty extending over all the earth, and portrays Moses as having taught Jews to worship “the only God omnipotent over all creation.”  Among gentile references, Tacitus’ comment (Hist. 5.3) is illustrative:  “The Jews acknowledge one God only, and conceive of Him by the mind alone.”  

A number of other extensive studies yielded the same results (e.g., Marcus; Wicks), most recently Rainbow’s unpublished dissertation, which surveys some 175 passages in Jewish texts where he finds obvious monotheistic expressions.  On the basis of his linguistic analysis of these passages, he identified ten “forms of explicit monotheistic speech” characteristic of the texts of the Greek and Roman era:  (1) phrases linking a divine title such as “God” or “Lord” with adjectives such as “one,” “only,” “sole,” and “alone”; (2) God pictured as monarch over all; (3) a divine title linked with “living” and/or “true”; (4) confessional formulas such as “Yahweh is God” and the like; (5) explicit denial of other gods as real or as worthy of worship; (6) God’s glory as not transferable to others; (7) God described as without rival or equal; (8) God referred to as incomparable; (9) use of scriptural passages as expressions of monotheism, e.g., the Shema; and (10) restrictions on worship as rightfully due to the one God alone.  

There are two major emphases in this early Jewish monotheistic rhetoric (see, e.g., Amir 1978; 1987).  First is the assertion of God’s universal sovereignty in statements insisting that the one God created and rules all things, even the nations that do not acknowledge this one God, and even the evil and rebellious spiritual powers (often a feature of apocalyptic texts).  The second major emphasis is on God’s uniqueness, which characteristically involves a contrast with the other deities of the ancient religious environment.  This ridicule of other deities and the reverence given them is classically expressed in Isaiah (e.g., 40:18-20; 41:21-24; 45:20-21; 46:5-7), a writing that certainly remained of interest and influential throughout the second-temple period.  The criticism is also echoed in texts composed in the Hellenisic and Roman periods (Wis 13—15).
Worship Practice
The crucial distinction, however, between the one God and all other heavenly beings (whether God’s own entourage or the beings worshipped by others as deities) was expressed in worship, which was to be restricted to God alone.  Although principal angels and other exalted figures feature prominently in some ancient Jewish texts, they were not treated as rightful recipients of worship, e.g., in the Jerusalem Temple or synagogue settings (Hurtado; Stuckenbruck).  There was no altar to them, and no sacrifice directed to any of them in the Temple.  Even sectarian groups such as the Qumran community exhibited a similarly exclusivist devotional orientation.  In the Qumran texts, as typical in second-temple Jewish evidence more widely, prayers are directed solely to the one God, and songs of worship likewise.  

In fact, in the ancient setting generally, the key expression of one’s religion, and the key differentiation of religious stances, was in worship.  Devout Jews (and Christians) took a strongly exclusivist position, restricting their own worship to the one God, and also typically condemning as idolatry the worship of any other deity by others, which gave a universalizing force to their particularist stance.  In one of the most lengthy condemnations of idolatry in the second-temple period (Wis 13—14), it is ascribed to human foolishness and error (in confusing creatures with their creator), and consists in worshipping lifeless images.  In other cases, however, the existence of other deities is not denied; instead, they are presented as inferior (sometimes malevolent) beings and are certainly not to be worshipped.  In Deut. 32:16-17, for example, the other gods of the nations are “demons” (a view echoed in the NT, 1 Cor 10:19-20).  In some texts they are portrayed as disobedient spirit-beings who deceived the nations into giving them worship, usurping the honor rightfully due to God alone (e.g., 1 En. 19.1-2).  
This exclusivist stance (often expressed rather pugnaciously) distinguished ancient Jewish practice in the Hellenistic and Roman religious environments; and gentiles regarded Jews (and Christians subsequently) as singularly strange and even anti-social in their refusal to share in the worship of the other deities of the time.  Devout Jews and non-Jews agreed, thus, in treating worship as the key issue.  So, e.g., in 1 Macc 1:41—2:26, the Seleucid ruler seeks to persuade or coerce Jews to participate in worship/sacrifice offered to other deities, thereby promoting what the author regards as apostasy (2:15), and it is a fellow Jew’s acquiescence that enflames Mattathias to violent action and to issue a summons to other devout Jews to engage in militant resistance.  In the Roman period, Gaius Caligula’s attempt to set up his image for worship in the Jerusalem Temple precipitated sharp Jewish resistance that threatened to break out into war, and also generated Philo’s heated protestation and re-affirmation of Jewish scruples in Embassy to Gaius. 

But ancient Jewish concern to exhibit God’s uniqueness in their devotional life extended well beyond the operations of the Temple.  Various evidence suggests that recitation of the profession of God’s uniqueness in the words of the Shema was a familiar and widely-used affirmation of faith, and may have featured as part of private Jewish devotional life and in synagogue services as well.  The Nash Papyrus (second century BCE?) likely shows the Decalogue and the Shema used for instructional and/or liturgical purposes.  Josephus (Ant. 4.212) ascribes to devout Jews the practice of beginning and ending each day with prayers of thanksgiving to God, which may also have included the recitation of the Shema.  The discovery of phylacteries at Qumran containing copies of the Shema further show its importance and ritual function.  
In texts such as Apoc. Zeph. 6.11-15, we have additional indication of Jewish scruples about worship.  Here the human seer is portrayed as confronted by a great angel, so glorious in appearance that the seer mistakes him for God and moves to worship him; but the angel sharply forbids this, making his identity as high-ranking servant to the one God clear (a motif reflected also in the NT, Rev 19:10; 22:8-9). 
Social and Historical Significance
Ancient Jewish religious belief and practice had major social consequences.  The monotheistic stance of early Judaism distinguished the Jewish people religiously and, thus, socially, and contributed to their sense of being a distinctive people with a shared identity.  Josephus wrote that “as God is one, also the Hebrew race is one” (Ant. 4.201).  But also, especially in Diaspora locations, their refusal to share in the worship of other deities marked them off and could generate varying degrees of disdain and antagonism

Ancient Jewish monotheism is also arguably a notable intellectual development.  Ancient philosophical critiques seem to have had little effect beyond small circles of sophisticates, with scant impact upon the ritual life of people generally (even among philosophers!).  Jewish monotheistic belief and practice, however, characterized the daily life of a whole people.  Moreover, in arguing for a discrimination between valid and invalid deities and forms of religious devotion, exponents of Jewish monotheism such as Philo laid down a distinctive line of thought (subsequently taken up in early Christian apologists) that involved a critical engagement with religious beliefs and practices in the name of devout religious faith.
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