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Exploring the Historical, Religious, and Social Contexts of  Jesus 

The Teaching Series 
(Feb 21) The Self-Understanding of Israelites was shaped by their story of God choosing his covenant people. 
(Feb 28) The Religion of Second Temple Israel depends upon the grace of God. 
(March 7) The Distinctive Groups and Characters in Jesus’ World – with a focus on Pharisees and Sinners. 
(March 14) Social-Cultural Assumptions and Worldviews shared by the Gospel writers and their readers/hearers. 

Week One:  
Part A (20 mins): Jesus was religiously Jewish, not just ethnically Jewis. 
Part B (10 mins): Reading the Bible of Jesus from the perspective of a Second Temple Jew 
Part C (60 mins): The Story of God and His People (Israel) 

Summary Week One 

Every detail needs a story (a context); every story needs a “back story.” (ILLUSTRATION: “It’s not raining 
today!”) The Gospels locate Jesus within the world of his time: 

In the fifteenth year of the reign of Emperor Tiberius, when Pontius Pilate was governor of Judea,  
and Herod [Antipas] was ruler of Galilee, and his brother Philip ruler of the region of Ituraea and 
Trachonitis, and Lysanias ruler of Abilene,  
during the high priesthood of Annas and Caiaphas,  
the word of God came to John, son of Zechariah, in the wilderness. (Luke 3:1-2) 

Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good news of God, and saying, 
“The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God has come near; repent, and believe in the good news” 
(Mark 1:14-15). 

1) The relationship between the one God and his one people, Israel, was expressed in Covenant. The sign of 
that covenant was circumcision. The story of Israel is the story of a relationship between the One True 
God (monotheism) and the One People he calls to himself (election). God dwelt in the Holy of Holies 
within the Temple, in the midst of his holy people, in the holy city Jerusalem, in the holy land. Every aspect 
of their lives reflected this privileged relationship. 

2) The hope of Israel was that God would bless his people as a Nation that the whole world would envy, as a 
testament to his glory. (As in the days of David and Solomon.)  

Those who are weak will survive as a remnant; those who were exiles will become a strong nation. Then 
I, the LORD, will rule from Jerusalem as their king forever. As for you, Jerusalem, the citadel of God’s 
people, your royal might and power will come back to you again. The kingship will be restored to my 
precious Jerusalem. (Micah 4:7-8) 

3) The Hebrew Bible is a story of blessing, of judgment and exile, and of remnant and restoration. Psalm 106 is 
an example of how Israel frames its story. 

Like our ancestors, we have sinned. We have done wrong! We have acted wickedly! Our ancestors in 
Egypt were not impressed by the LORD’s miraculous deeds. They soon forgot his many acts of 
kindness to them. Instead, they rebelled against him at the Red Sea. Even so, he saved them—to defend 
the honour of his name and to demonstrate his mighty power… Save us, O LORD our God! Gather us 
back from among the nations, so we can thank your holy name and rejoice and praise you.  

4) Israel knew that the Day of the Lord was approaching, and that this would be a day of salvation and 
judgment. 

5) At the time of Jesus, the theme of the common story – Israel is God’s chosen people who will be a great 
nation that will bring blessing to the world, seemed to be contradicted by the domination of the Romans 
over Israel. This raised three questions:  

a) Where is God?  

b) Who are his people? 

c) Where are we up to in the story (i.e., what happens next)?  
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Part A: Jesus was religiously Jewish, not merely ethnically Jewish 

(1) Jesus’ heritage: Matthew 1:1, “An account of the genealogy of Jesus the Messiah, the son of [King] David, 
the son of Abraham.” 

(2) Circumcision. Luke 2:21, “When the eighth day came, it was time to circumcise the child, and he was called 
Jesus…” 

(3) Piety of Jesus’ family. Luke 1:5-6, “there was a priest named Zechariah… His wife was descended from 
the daughters of Aaron, and her name was Elizabeth. Both of them were righteous before God, living 
blamelessly according to all the commandments and regulations of the Lord.” And, v.30, “The angel said to 
her, ‘Mary, for you have found favour with God.” And Matthew 1: 19, “Her husband Joseph, being a 
righteous man…” Also, cousin John (the Baptiser). And, the witness of Simeon (“righteous and devout, 
looking forward to the consolation of Israel, Luke 2:25) and Anna (“She never left the temple but worshiped 
there with fasting and prayer night and day,” Luke 2:37). 

(4) Sabbath and Synagogue. Luke 4:16, “When he came to Nazareth, where Jesus had been brought up, he 
went to the synagogue on the Sabbath day, as was his custom.” 

(5) Temple. John 8:2, “Early in the morning Jesus came again to the temple.” 

(6) Passover. Luke 2:41, “Now every year his parents went to Jerusalem for the festival of the Passover.” 

(7) Festival of Dedication (Hanukkah). John 10:22, “At that time the Festival of the Dedication took place in 
Jerusalem. It was winter…” Festival of Booths. John 7:14, “About the middle of the festival Jesus went up 
into the temple and began to teach.” 

(8) Baptism. Matthew 3:13, “Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him.” And, 
vv.1-2, “In those days John the Baptist appeared in the wilderness of Judea, proclaiming, ‘Repent, for the 
kingdom of heaven has come near.’” 

(9) Commitment to YHWH. Mathew 3:16-17, “…suddenly the heavens were opened to him and he saw 
God’s Spirit descending like a dove and alighting on him. And a voice from the heavens said, ‘This is my 
Son, the Beloved, with whom I am well pleased.’” And 6:9-10, Jesus taught them, “Pray, then, in this way: 
Our Father in heaven, may your name be revered as holy. May your kingdom come…” 

(10) Jesus’ expertise in Israel’s Scriptures. Matthew 22:36, The experts in Torah came to test Jesus asking, 
“Teacher, which commandment in the law is the greatest?”  

(11) Jesus’ place within the story of Israel. Matthew 1:17, “So all the generations from Abraham to David are 
fourteen generations; and from David to the deportation to Babylon, fourteen generations; and from the 
deportation to Babylon to the Messiah, fourteen generations.” And v.21, “you are to name him Jesus, for he 
will save his people from their sins.” 

Conclusion: We cannot understand Jesus, his actions, or his teachings unless we accept that he was a first-
century Jew. Without an historically informed imagination, we are in danger of projecting our contexts and 
religious assumptions on to Jesus. Years before his crucifixion, Jesus called his fellow Jews to believe the gospel, 
which obviously must be more than a reference to his death on the cross for our sins. 
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Part B: Story Tellers, Scribes, and Editors 

The origin of what we now call the Old Testament is, mostly, an unobserved phenomenon. Even acknowledging 
the inspiration of God in the process does not resolve questions around the sources that contribute to what we 
now possess in the text. Undoubtedly, part of the process involved stories told and retold, the use of written 
sources (some of which we know of only by name), and editors and compilers creating texts. Acknowledging the 
history of the how the Old Testament came to be allows us to read it with a clearer eye and to hear it better as 
authoritative Scripture. (See the broad overview provided by The Lion Handbook of the Bible, 3rd ed. (1999) or, from 
the Bible Odyssey site (provided by the academic Society of Biblical Literature), How Was the Bible Formed? 
and How Was the Bible Written and Transmitted?.) 

The Old Testament did not arise at one time, in one place, from a single author. The Old Testament contains 
evidence in its language and cultural assumptions of coming into existence gradually. 

(1) Oral transmission. Stories are told and retold because they remain valuable to successive generations. The 
retelling is shaped by story patterns and motifs, and by the needs of contemporary hearers. Stories are told to 
be heard rather than read. 

(2) Written sources. “Archaeology has shown that Judah developed a writing culture quite late in its history, 
with the 8th and 7th centuries B.C.E. marking the zenith.” This does not mean that there are no written 
sources prior to that. Rather, it suggests that those earlier written sources were brought together by a process 
of editing and compilation into the documents that we now know. Decisions about which sources to include 
and how to integrate those sources would be influenced by contemporary application of the texts. 

(3) Purpose of history. The Ancient Near East developed a form of history the comprised record-keeping and 
religious accounts of their gods. In the Greco-Roman world, led by Herodotus, narrative history was 
developed to learn from the past and for the edification of the contemporary reader.   

(4) Purpose of Scripture 

Deuteronomy 6:4-9, “Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD alone., You shall love the LORD 
your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might. Keep these words that I am 
commanding you today in your heart. Recite them to your children and talk about them when you are at 
home and when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise. Bind them as a sign on your hand, fix 
them as an emblem on your forehead, and write them on the doorposts of your house and on your gates.” 

2 Timothy 3:14-17, “But as for you, continue in what you have learned and firmly believed, knowing from 
whom you learned it and how from childhood you have known sacred writings that are able to instruct you 
for salvation through faith in Christ Jesus. All scripture is inspired by God and is useful for teaching, for 
reproof, for correction, and for training in righteousness, so that the person of God may be proficient, 
equipped for every good work.” 

Romans 15:4, “For whatever was written in former days was written for our instruction, so that by 
steadfastness and by the encouragement of the scriptures we might have hope.” 

1 Corinthians 10:11, “These things happened to them to serve as an example, and they were written down to 
instruct us…”  

Conclusion. Our reading of Scripture is intended to shape us into the people of God, evidenced by our good 
work and faithfulness. When the Bible is used as a reference source to address questions of abstract, academic 
interest it is no longer being read as Scripture. 

https://www.bibleodyssey.org/bible-basics/how-was-the-bible-formed/
https://www.bibleodyssey.org/bible-basics/how-was-the-bible-written-and-transmitted/
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Part C: The Story of  God’s Covenant with Israel 
 

 

  

Sinai/ Tabernacle 

  David/ 
Solomon 

      

 Exodus          Conquest   

       Restoration 

Maccabees/ 
Hasmoneans 

   

Covenant        
but continued 
domination     

   Wilderness Wanderings     Judges    Rome   

 Egypt           

             

             Exile      

Covenant (Abraham) I belong to God’s chosen people – a privilege and an obligation. 

Exodus (YHWH), Sani/Torah (Moses), 
Tabernacle, Wilderness 

God is our Redeemer, who rescues his people from dominating “godless” powers. The Torah instructs on how to live lives pleasing 
to God. 

Conquest, Settlement in the “Promised Land” God has given this land for our own possession. When we are dominated by a “godless” nation, then God is punishing us for our 
faithlessness. 

Kingdom – David, Solomon, Temple Israel as a nation, let by a King after God’s own heart, will be a beacon to the world. 
The God of all the Earth, dwells in his Temple – the point at which earth and heaven meet. 

Divided Kingdom – Destruction of Israel (“ten 
lost tribes”) and Exile of Judah to Babylon 

Faithless Kings and a faithless people lose the blessings and their access to God. (Although God always preserves a remnant. 

Restoration and establishment of Second 
Temple (Persian rule, 538-332 B.C.E., Hellenistic 
period – 333-110 B.C.E.) 

“Those who are weak will survive as a remnant; those who were exiles will become a strong nation. Then I, the LORD, will rule 
from Jerusalem as their king forever.” Micah 4:7 

Desecration of the Temple, Antiochus IV 
Epiphany, Judas Maccabees (Hanukkah) 
Judaism(s) wrestle with their Story 

God fights on the side of those who are zealous for his ways. Martyrdom does not defeat the purposes of God. It is possible for the 
Temple and the leaders of Israel to be corrupted and bring the nation under judgement. 

Herod the Great (37 – 04 B.C.E.) Not a true King of Israel. 

Time of Jesus Where is God? Who are his people? Where are we up to in the story (i.e., what happens next)? 

Destruction of the Second Temple and Jerusalem, and futile Bar Kokhba rebellion  

Antiochus IV 
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The Chronology of  the Story of  Israel 
Patriarchs, Exodus, Wilderness, Conquest and Settlement, Kingdom, Divided Kingdom, Exile/Babylonian Captivity, Post-exile (Second Temple) 

 Historical Setting (not time of writing)  

Genesis  Pre-history – 17th C. B.C.E. Covenant (Abraham) 

Exodus / Leviticus / Numbers / Deuteronomy 14th – 13th C. B.C.E. Exodus (YHWH), Sani/Torah (Moses), Tabernacle, Wilderness 

Joshua / Judges / Ruth / 1 Samuel 13th – 12th C. B.C.E. Conquest, Settlement in the “Promised Land” 

2 Samuel / 1 Kings / 1 Chronicles 

Job / Psalms / Proverbs / Song of Songs / 
Ecclesiastes 

12th – 11th C. B.C.E.  

11th – 6th C. B.C.E. 

Kingdom – David, Solomon, Temple 

2 Kings / 2 Chronicles / Lamentations 

o Northern (Israel): Amos, Hosea 

o Southern (Judah): Jonah, Micah, Isaiah, 
Nahum Zephaniah, Habakkuk, Jeremiah, 
Obadiah 

o Post-Exilic: Ezekiel, Daniel 

11th – 7th C. B.C.E. 

c.975 B.C.E. Israel and Judah 

722 B.C.E. Assyrians conquer Israel 

597-586 B.C.E. Babylonians exile Judah 

Divided Kingdom – Destruction of Israel (“ten lost tribes”) and 
Exile of Judah to Babylon 

Ezra / Esther / Nehemiah 

o Zechariah, Haggai, Malachi, Joel 

516 B.C.E. Restoration and establishment of Second Temple 

(Persian rule, 538-332 B.C.E., Hellenistic period – 333-110 B.C.E.) 

1-2 Maccabees 167-164 B.C.E. Maccabean revolt 

 
140-63 B.C.E. Hasmoneans 

Desecration of the Temple, Antiochus IV Epiphany, Judas 
Maccabees (Hanukkah) 

Judaism(s) wrestle with their Story 

 63 B.C.E. Rome  Herod the Great (37 – 04 B.C.E.) 

Gospels 06 B.C.E. – 30/33 C.E. Time of Jesus 

Acts, Epistles 33 C.E. - 62 C.E. Early Church 

 70 C.E. 

132 – 136 C.E. 

Destruction of the Second Temple and Jerusalem,  

futile Bar Kokhba rebellion  
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Genesis 12-50. The Patriarchs – Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (= Israel) 
Genesis 12:2-3, “I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you and make your name great, so that you 
will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse, and in you all the 
families of the earth shall be blessed.” 
Genesis 17:1-14, “…I [the LORD] will establish my covenant between me and you and your offspring after you 
throughout their generations, for an everlasting covenant, to be God to you and to your offspring after you. 
And I will give to you and to your offspring after you the land where you are now an alien, all the land of 
Canaan, for a perpetual holding, and I will be their God… This is my covenant, which you shall keep, 
between me and you and your offspring after you: …Throughout your generations every male among you 
shall be circumcised when he is eight days old… Any uncircumcised male who is not circumcised in the flesh 
of his foreskin shall be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant.”  

1) Begins with God’s call of Abraham (Gen 12) and includes the covenant of circumcision (Gen 17:11-14). 

2) The Promises of the Covenant. A great nation (Gen 17:6) and possession of the land (Gen 12:7; 15:8). 

3) The Twelve sons of Israel enslaved in Egypt (Gen 15:12-14). 

Exodus/Leviticus/Numbers/ Deuteronomy. Moses, Exodus, Mt. Sinai, Tabernacle, Wilderness 

1) Moses and the Exodus. God (Elohim) reveals himself uniquely to Moses as the God of the Jews by his 
name YHWH (Yahweh, LORD). God commands the Pharaoh, “Let my people go.”  

2) Sinai Covenant – The relationship between God and his people is sealed (Ex 19:5). NB: God’s 
redemptive grace is demonstrated towards Israel before he gives to them the Torah. 

i) Monotheism – Henotheism 

ii) Sabbath -  

iii) Morality and purity and ceremonial –  

3) The Building of the Tabernacle provides a dwelling place for God is in the midst of his people – “Then 
the cloud covered the tent of meeting, and the glory of the LORD filled the tabernacle” (Exodus 40:34). 

4) Life and Death, Blessings and Curses. Deuteronomy 28-30 

See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity. If you obey the commandments 
of the LORD your God that I am commanding you today, by loving the LORD your God, walking in 
his ways, and observing his commandments, decrees, and ordinances, then you shall live and become 
numerous, and the LORD your God will bless you in the land that you are entering to possess. But if 
your heart turns away and you do not hear but are led astray to bow down to other gods and serve them, 
I declare to you today that you shall certainly perish; you shall not live long in the land that you are 
crossing the Jordan to enter and possess. I call heaven and earth to witness against you today that I have 
set before you life and death, blessings and curses. Choose life so that you and your descendants may 
live, loving the LORD your God, obeying him, and holding fast to him, for that means life to you and 
length of days, so that you may live in the land that the LORD swore to give to your ancestors, to 
Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob.” 

Joshua/Judges Conquest and Possession of the Land 

1) Joshua and the Land of Milk and Honey, the Promised Land. 

2) Israel demands their own king, 1 Samuel 8:1-22 
But the people refused to listen to the voice of Samuel; they said, “No! but we are determined to have a 
king over us, so that we also may be like other nations, and that our king may govern us and go out 
before us and fight our battles.” The LORD said to Samuel, “Listen to the voice of the people in all that 
they say to you; for they have not rejected you, but they have rejected me from being king over 
them.” 

3) Saul is chosen to be the first king but proves unworthy. 
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The Davidic Kingdom and the Building of the Temple – David, Solomon 

1) The establishment of Israel as a kingdom led by King David, a friend of God, and his son, King 
Solomon the Wise. David became the symbol of the ideal king of Israel (the king when Israel was “at its 
best”). 

2) Establishment of Jerusalem as the centre of the kingdom and the building of the Temple 

3) The high point of Israel as a Nation. 

Divided Kingdom – Rehoboam/Jeroboam I (922 B.C.E.), Assyrians (721 B.C.E.) 

1) Rehoboam, son of Solomon, king of Judah and Jeroboam I, king of Israel (1 Kings 12) 

2) The Fall of Samaria (721 BCE) to the Assyrians; 2 Kings 18:9-12. 
“In the sixth year of Hezekiah [King of Judah], which was the ninth year of King Hoshea of Israel, 
Samaria was taken. The king of Assyria carried the Israelites away to Assyria, settled them in Halah, on 
the Habor, the river of Gozan, and in the cities of the Medes, because they did not obey the voice of the 
LORD their God but transgressed his covenant-- all that Moses the servant of the LORD had 
commanded; they neither listened nor obeyed” (2 Kings 18:9-12). 

The Fall of Jerusalem – Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon (586 B.C.E.)  

1) The destruction of the Temple and the Exile of the People (2 Kings 24:20-25:21) – “So Judah went into 
exile out of its land” (25:21). 

2) The Babylonian Exile is Judah’s ultimate low point: “How could we sing the LORD’s song in a foreign 
land?” (Psalm 137:4). 

(Partial-) Restoration known as the Second Temple Period (516BCE – 70CE)  

1) In 539BCE, the Persian king Cyrus allowed the Jews to return and rebuild Jerusalem. Not all the Jews 
returned to Jerusalem; this was the beginning of the Diaspora.1  
In the first year of King Cyrus of Persia, in fulfillment of the word of the LORD spoken by Jeremiah, 
the LORD stirred up the spirit of King Cyrus of Persia so that he sent a herald throughout all his 
kingdom and also declared in a written edict: “Thus says King Cyrus of Persia: The LORD, the God of 
heaven, has given me all the kingdoms of the earth, and he has charged me to build him a house at 
Jerusalem, which is in Judah. Whoever is among you of all his people, may the LORD his God be with 
him! Let him go up.” (2 Chronicles 36:22-23). 

2) 516BCE the Second (rebuilt) Temple (see Haggai 2:1-9) and the reforms of Ezra 
In the second year of King Darius, in the seventh month, on the twenty-first day of the month, the 
word of the LORD came by the prophet Haggai, saying: Speak now to Zerubbabel son of Shealtiel, 
governor of Judah, and to Joshua son of Jehozadak, the high priest, and to the remnant of the people, 
and say, Who is left among you that saw this house in its former glory? How does it look to you now? Is 
it not in your sight as nothing? Yet now take courage, O Zerubbabel, says the LORD; take courage, O 
Joshua, son of Jehozadak, the high priest; take courage, all you people of the land, says the LORD; 
work, for I am with you, says the LORD of hosts, according to the promise that I made you when you 
came out of Egypt. My spirit abides among you; do not fear. For thus says the LORD of hosts: Once 
again, in a little while, I will shake the heavens and the earth and the sea and the dry land; and I will 
shake all the nations, so that the treasure of all nations shall come, and I will fill this house with 
splendor, says the LORD of hosts. The silver is mine, and the gold is mine, says the LORD of hosts. 
The latter splendour of this house shall be greater than the former, says the LORD of hosts; and in this 
place I will give prosperity, says the LORD of host (Haggai 2:1-9). 

3) The great hopes and prophecies of Haggai were not to be realised in a concrete way. For this reason 
many Jews (according to the New Testament scholar  

 
1 The Diaspora is the term used to describe those Jews who live outside of Israel, e.g., Alexandria (Egypt), Rome, Babylon. 
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A Time of Foreign Domination– Cyrus the Persian (539 B.C.E.), Diaspora, Alexander the Great (331), 
Ptolemy (311-198), and Seleucus (198-143) 

1) Persian Domination until 331 BCE when the Greeks conquer (Alexander the Great). In 311 BCE 
Alexander’s kingdom is divided among his generals. 

2) 311-198 BCE, Israel is subjected to Ptolemaic domination (Egyptian). Then in 198 BCE – Syria (the 
Seleucids) conquers and establishes domination over Israel. (It must be remembered that both the 
Ptolemaics and the Seleucids are Greek.) 

3) 175 BCE – Antiochus IV Epiphanes (= Manifest of God) 

i) The King of Syria, Antiochus IV Epiphanes, wants to unite his nation, which includes a number of 
conquered peoples, around one culture, one language, and one approach to religion. This process of 
Hellenization – the domination of Greek language and culture – meant that the religion and 
practices of the Jewish people needed to be stopped. 

ii) This process was implemented in Jerusalem through the corruption of the High Priests. E.g., Jason 
– a Greek name – built a Greek gymnasium (= school) in Jerusalem. 

Maccabaean Revolution (167-143 B.C.E.) 
1) 15 Kislev (Nov 29 – Dec 27) 167 BCE – The Abomination in the Temple (cf. Mark 13:14) 

i) Antiochus IV Epiphanes tried to impose syncretistic worship by placing the statue of Zeus Olympus 
in the Temple of YHWH and by forbidding observance of Torah (1 Macc. 1:41-57; 2 Macc. 6:1-6). 
2 Maccabees 6:1-6 Not long after this, the king sent an Athenian senator to compel the Jews to forsake the laws 
of their ancestors and no longer to live by the laws of God; also to pollute the temple in Jerusalem and to call it the 
temple of Olympian Zeus, …. . Harsh and utterly grievous was the onslaught of evil. For the temple was filled with 
debauchery and reveling by the Gentiles, who dallied with prostitutes and had intercourse with women within the 
sacred precincts, and besides brought in things for sacrifice that were unfit. The altar was covered with abominable 
offerings that were forbidden by the laws. People could neither keep the sabbath, nor observe the festivals of their 
ancestors, nor so much as confess themselves to be Jews. 

ii)  “Antiochus…made virtually all of Judaism’s distinctives illegal and transgressed its holiest laws by 
renaming the temple for Zeus Olympius, setting up a pagan altar there on which swine were 
sacrificed, prohibiting circumcision and Sabbath observance, banning and burning copies of the 
Torah, and ordering sacrifices to pagan gods at various altars around the country” (Blomberg, JG 
15). 

2) In response to this attempt to forcefully assimilate Jews into Greek religious practices those practices 
that were distinctly Jewish, e.g., circumcision and food purity laws, came to identify a person’s 
faithfulness to the God of Israel.  

3) A pious Jew named Mattathias and his sons, including Judas Maccabees (the “hammer”), Jonathan, 
and Simon, lead a unlikely revolt against Antiochus IV. This revolt becomes known as the Maccabeen 
Revolt in light of Judas’ military leadership. 
i) 1 Maccabees 2:15-28 The king’s officers who were enforcing the apostasy came to the town of Modein to make 

them offer sacrifice. Many from Israel came to them; and Mattathias and his sons were assembled. Then the king’s 
officers spoke to Mattathias as follows: “You are a leader, honored and great in this town, and supported by sons and 
brothers. Now be the first to come and do what the king commands, as all the Gentiles and the people of Judah and 
those that are left in Jerusalem have done. Then you and your sons will be numbered among the Friends of the king, 
and you and your sons will be honored with silver and gold and many gifts.” But Mattathias answered and said in a 
loud voice: “Even if all the nations that live under the rule of the king obey him, and have chosen to obey his 
commandments, everyone of them abandoning the religion of their ancestors, I and my sons and my brothers will 
continue to live by the covenant of our ancestors. Far be it from us to desert the law and the ordinances. We will not 
obey the king’s words by turning aside from our religion to the right hand or to the left.” When he had finished 
speaking these words, a Jew came forward in the sight of all to offer sacrifice on the altar in Modein, according to the 
king’s command. When Mattathias saw it, he burned with zeal and his heart was stirred. He gave vent to righteous 
anger; he ran and killed him on the altar. At the same time he killed the king’s officer who was forcing them to 
sacrifice, and he tore down the altar. Thus he burned with zeal for the law, just as Phinehas [Numbers 25] did 
against Zimri son of Salu. Then Mattathias cried out in the town with a loud voice, saying: “Let every one who is 
zealous for the law and supports the covenant come out with me!” Then he and his sons fled to the hills and left all 
that they had in the town. 
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4) 25 Kislev 164 BCE – Reconsecration of the Temple by Judas Maccabeus. (Although there was 
insufficient holy oil to burn for 7 days while more oil was consecrated for use in the temple, 
miraculously the one day supply of oil burnt for 7 days. This “miracle of lights” is still celebrated by Jews 
today in the festival of Hanukkah.) 
Judah... Judah... Judah! Twenty-two hundred years ago, Mattathias bore Judah, a worthy foe, Judah and his 
Maccabees, oh Judah and his Maccabees. / Now, the Greeks were ruling the world back then, It was Helen this, 
Helen that, Helen back again, Judah and his Maccabees, oh Judah and his Maccabees Antiochus was the ruler of 
the Greek army, and Mattathias (Who?) led the Maccabees. / Mattathias said "Judah, Listen son, We've got to get 
this Antiochus on the run, Now I'm gettin' old and tired and sore, So take my killer Maccabees and let 'em roar!" / 
Judah and his Maccabees, Judah brought Antiochus to his knees, Yeah, Judah and his Maccabees, oh, Judah 
brought Antiochus to his knees. / It was the buzz around town that Antiochus fled, When Judah and his posse 
came to sting 'em dead! / ... / It was B. C. E. one sixty five, Somebody went and stirred up the hive, With one 
drop of oil to get 'em through the night, Eight days later they still saw the light! 2 

5) During the Maccabean period3 people [170 years before Jesus] began to question who was “true Israel.” 
There were various assessments about who was a true Jew: was it enough to be a circumcised 
descendant of Abraham or were their minimum Torah duties that were required?  

6) During the Maccabean period the identity of the “true” High Priest became an issue and, with that, 
concerns developed around the status of the Temple and the validity of the sacrifices. 

7) The Maccabean period, and the subsequent domination by the Romans, highlighted questions about 
God’s current relationship with Israel. 

Hasmonean Dynasty (143-63 B.C.E.). Golden age of Jewish nationalism 

1) Independence from Syria was finally declared by Simon (a brother of Judas Maccabees) in 143/142 BCE 
the Hasmonean Dynasty was established. Finally, Jews were in control of Israel again! 

2) “The ambiguity of the subsequent years, in which the heirs of the successful revolutionaries ruled as 
priest-kings, did not dim the sense of victory of their god, but created the same sort of puzzle that was 
left after the so-called ‘return from exile’: a great vindication had occurred, but it now seems as though 
there must be yet another one to come.” (Wright, NTPG, 159) 

3) John Hyrcanus, High Priest and “king” [a corruption], 134-104 bce, expanded Israel’s borders through 
the forced conversion of the Idumeans. He also destroyed the Samaritan temple, which was a rival to the 
temple in Jerusalem. 

4) Aristobulus I (104-103 BCE) 

5) Alexander Jannaeus (103-76 BCE) 

6) Queen Shelamzion Alexandra (76-67 BCE, eldest son Hyrcranus II high priest ) 

7) Aristobulus II (67-63 BCE, younger brother) 

8) Hyrcanus II (63-40 BCE, with the help of Antipater) 

9) Antigonus (40-37 BCE) 

10) King Herod the Great (37-4 BCE) 

Return to Foreign Domination, Rome and Pompey (63 B.C.E.) 

1) Fall of Jerusalem to Pompey, 63 BCE, who walked into the Holy of Holies! 

2) Herod the Great, 37-4 BCE, a Roman Client King and not a real King of the Jews 

i) Imudean (a half-Jew), arried into the Hasmonean line in an attempt to gain legitimacy. 

ii) Rebuilding of the Temple in Jerusalem making it one of the great temples of the world (20BCE – 
c.60CE) 

iii) Died 4 BCE, which suggests that Jesus was born in 6 BCE. 

 
2 Judah and His Maccabees - Karen Hart Music. A Hanukkah Gospel Story 
3 You can read about this in the OT Apocrypha; especially 1-2 Maccabees. 

https://karenhartmusic.com/JudahAndHisMaccabees.html
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3) A time of unfilled desires among many of the Jews 

The Prophet Zephaniah 
Sing aloud, O daughter Zion; shout, O Israel! Rejoice and exult with all your heart, O daughter Jerusalem! The LORD 
has taken away the judgments against you, he has turned away your enemies. The king of Israel, the LORD, is in your 
midst; you shall fear disaster no more. On that day it shall be said to Jerusalem: Do not fear, O Zion; do not let your 
hands grow weak. The LORD, your God, is in your midst, a warrior who gives victory; he will rejoice over you with 
gladness, he will renew you in his love; he will exult over you with loud singing as on a day of festival. I will remove disaster 
from you, so that you will not bear reproach for it. I will deal with all your oppressors at that time. And I will save the 
lame and gather the outcast, and I will change their shame into praise and renown in all the earth. At that time I will 
bring you home, at the time when I gather you; for I will make you renowned and praised among all the peoples of the 
earth, when I restore your fortunes before your eyes, says the LORD. (Zep 3:14-20) 

Mary the Mother of Jesus 
“The Lord has shown strength with his arm; he has scattered the proud in the thoughts of their hearts. He has brought 
down the powerful from their thrones, and lifted up the lowly; he has filled the hungry with good things, and sent the rich 
away empty. He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy, according to the promise he made to our 
ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants forever” (Lk 1:51-55). 

John the Baptizer’s Father 
“Blessed be the Lord God of Israel, for he has looked favorably on his people and redeemed them. He has raised up a 
mighty savior for us in the house of his servant David, as he spoke through the mouth of his holy prophets from of old, that 
we would be saved from our enemies and from the hand of all who hate us. Thus he has shown the mercy promised to our 
ancestors, and has remembered his holy covenant, the oath that he swore to our ancestor Abraham, to grant us that we, 
being rescued from the hands of our enemies, might serve him without fear, in holiness and righteousness before him all our 
days” (Luke 1:68-75) 

4) The Time of Jesus. After Herod, his kingdom was divided among his surviving sons: Herod Antipas, 
Phillip the Tetrarch, Archelaus,  

i) Herod Antipas – Galilee and Perea from 4 BCE to 39 CE. 

Judas the Galilean (note: where Jesus grew up) led a revolt against the Romans when they tried to 
organise a census in 6 CE (referred to in Acts 5:37). The Romans used censuses to tax and control a 
local population. Judas is considered to be a Pharisee who had “zealot” tendencies. He declared 
“No King but God” for he recognised only God as ruler and Lord of Israel, not Caesar. 

ii) Phillip the Tetrarch – North-eastern realms (mainly non-Jewish) from 4 BCE to 34 CE. 

iii) Archelaus 4, BCE – 6 CE, was a failed leaders leading to the Romans to make Idumea, Judaea and 
Samaria into an imperial province under the rule of a Roman prefect who’s HQ was Caesarea. 

5) Pontius Pilate, 26-36/37CE, was one of those prefects who had a difficult time understanding the 
religious sensitivities of the Jews and often exercised poor judgment. He was ruler of Judea during the 
time of Jesus’ ministry (probably 27-30CE; possibly 30-34CE) 

(1) The Standards Scandal[Ant. 18.55-59] 

(2) The Aqueduct Scandal [Ant. 18.60-62] 
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POST-JESUS: THE TIME OF THE EARLY CHURCH. 

Before the Jewish War 

1) Herod Agrippa (37-44 CE), ruled all Israel from 41-44 CE. Brief reassertion of his grandfather’s 
kingdom. 

2) Followed by resumption of direct Roman Rule which was accompanied by increasing unrest and 
violence. 

3) The Temple was finished and unemployment increased. 

Jewish War of 66-70 CE 

1) The great Jewish War was touched off by a riot between Greeks and Jews at Caesarea in the spring of 
66. Due to the criminal folly of the Roman procurator Gessius Florus, Zealot elements in the Jerusalem 
populace were able to escalate hostilities into a major rebellion against Rome. To meet this challenge, 
Nero dispatched Flavius Vespasian with three Roman legions, and he conquered Galilee and Samaria by 
69, leaving his son Titus to conquer Jerusalem and end the war. After an excruciating siege, the temple 
was torched on August 30, A.D. 70, and Jerusalem itself was destroyed by September 26. When Herod’s 
great fortress at Masada fell three years later on May 2, the last Jewish resistance was crushed. 
Considerable precision in dates and details are provided by an eyewitness and participant in the struggle, 
Flavius Josephus (see 2.2.4 below). After Jerusalem’s destruction, Jamnia became the home of the Great 
Sanhedrin. (DLNT) 

2) Jerusalem was captured by the Romans who destroyed it and the [Second] Temple on 30 August 70. 
This had a major effect upon the religion and practices of the Jews. 

3) Massada, 2 May 73, was a place where Jews patriots who had held out against the Romans committed 
mass suicide rather than surrender.  

Rise to Prominence of Rabbinic Judaism 

1) Rabbi Johanan Ben-Zakkai was the most important expounder of Jewish law in the A.D. 60s. He is 
supposed to have spent forty years in business, forty in study and forty in teaching (Sanh. 41a), a 120-
year life span that too closely mirrors that of Moses for full credibility. In 68, during the first Jewish War 
with Rome, he outwitted the extremists and made his way to Vespasian’s camp, where he successfully 
asked the Roman general to spare Jamnia and its sages. There he founded the famous Jewish academy, 
served as its first president and worked for the continuation of a Torah-centred Judaism. He died in the 
80s. (DLNT) 

Bar Kokhba Revolt of 132-135 CE 

1) Zealots – Jewish nationalists who used violence to try and reassert God’s rule over Israel – responded to 
the Roman Emperor’s (Hadrian) plan to rebuild the desolate site of Jerusalem as a Gentile Roman 
colony to be called Aelia Capitolina with another rebellion.  

2) Having been proclaimed Messiah by Rabbi Akiba, Simeon bar Kosiba led the revolt under the name 
Simon bar Kokhba (a messianic title = “son of the morning star”). Many believed that bar Kokhba was 
the Messiah and that God would act to vindicate his people. Simon even minted coins that declared that 
this was year 1 of God’s new kingdom. When he was killed this caused a major rethink among the 
Rabbis who moved away from any nationalist messianism after that. 

 

Agricultural symbols associated with the harvest festival 
of Succoth - appear on the reverse, surrounded by a 
Hebrew inscription: "Year One of the Redemption of 
Israel," "Year Two of the Freedom of Israel," or "For the 
Freedom of Jerusalem," respectively in the three years of 
the revolt. 

3) After savage guerrilla warfare, Palestine was ruined and Jews were excluded from Jerusalem, which 
became a Gentile city for the next two centuries. (DLNT). 
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