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Week #: 67 Text: (various) Title: Hebrew Roots: Hanukkah & Christmas 

Songs:  

 

 

 

Videos: The Real Christmas Story – Focus on the Family with Ray Vander Laan 

Candlelight, by The Maccabeats 

The Festival of Hanukkah / Chanukah: 

 This year Hanukkah falls on: December 22-30, 2019 – 8 days 

 Hanukkah is a very old Jewish holiday that started over the rule of three kings and takes place in the time 

period between the Old Testament and the New Testament.  

 Israel was controlled by the Hellenistic Seleucid Empire (Greeks). 

 Antiochus III ruled the Seleucid Empire from 222-186 B.C.  . He was friendly with the Jews.  

o Antiochus III lowered taxes. 

o He granted money from the government for use by the Temple. 

o He let the Jews live, as Josephus puts it, "according to the law of their forefathers." 

o He even annexed the land of Jerusalem and let them live there without much control.  

 When he died his son Seleucus took over, and he was not as friendly to the Jews. 

o From 187-175 B.C., Seleucus ruled the Hellenistic Seleucid Empire.  

o When he came to power, he wanted to use the money collected by the Temple (the Temple tax – ½ 

shekel paid by every adult male annually and intended to be used for the running of the Temple) to 

pay back the Roman Empire for his debt from the war.  

 Antiochus IV Epiphanes (son of Antiochus III and brother of Seleucus) gained control of the empire when 

Seleucus was assassinated.  

o He ruled from 175-164 B.C. 

o He didn’t like the Jews and executed many of them. He made their religious practices illegal, such as 

circumcision or celebrating the Shabbat. He took away the role of the high priest, not allowing them 

to go to the Temple or to make sacrifices in worship to God. 

o In a vulgar act, he sacrificed a pig on the altar at the Temple and he put a statue of Zeus in the 

Temple and told the Jews to pray to it.  

o The Jews were so upset that five zealot brothers, known as the Maccabees, led a rebellion against 

Antiochus. From 167-160 B.C. they fought battle after battle, eventually coming to Jerusalem. The 

40,000 soldier army of Antiochus III was eventually driven out of Jerusalem, and the Maccabees took 

control over the Temple once again.  

o They removed the false gods and then went on a search for the holy oil to light the menorah, which 

is a symbol of God’s light. The oil had to be sealed by the high priest, symbolizing that it met the 

requirements set by God for use in the Temple. Only one sealed jar of oil was found, so more would 

have to be made.  

o Because of the war in which they had been fighting, they could not make the oil themselves until 

after a period of seven days of purification. 

o The Jews spent 8 days going through the purification processes set up by God, cleaning the Temple 

and finally making the oil on the 8th day so they could rededicate the Temple to God. 

o The miracle of Hanukkah is that even though they only had enough lamp oil for one day, the lamp 

burned for eight days while they cleaned the Temple and made new oil.  

o Now every year this miracle is remembered in the celebration of Hanukkah.  
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 Hanukkah was celebrated even by Jesus.  

John 10:22 says, “Now it was the Feast of Dedication in Jerusalem. It was winter, and Jesus walked in 
the Temple in Solomon’s Porch.”  

 The Feast of Dedication is known today as Hanukkah.  

o Jesus didn’t celebrate Christmas – Christmas celebrates Jesus.  

 Hanukkah Celebration Customs: 

o At dark, everything stops and the candelabra is lit, shining the light of God into the darkness. This 

menorah has 8 candles on it – the one in the center is used to light the others each day, 

remembering the menorah of the Temple that was lit with oil. 

o Time is spent with loved ones, singing songs and paying games, and talking of the light of God. 

o It is a reminder of the miracles we have had in our lives. We tend to focus on what miracle we need 

next, instead of what miracles God has already done for us. Hanukkah is a focus back on what God 

has done for us. 

 What miracle has God done for you?        

           

            

o Game: Dreidel 

 This game was important to play because it would teach children the importance of this 

festival, and it could be played without the Seleucids (Greeks) or later the Romans knowing 

what they were doing, since all religious practices had been outlawed. 

 A top with four sides is spun around. Four Hebrew letters appear on the sides:  

 "שש היה גדול נס." which together form the acronym for ,(Shin) ש ,(Hei) ה ,(Gimel) ג ,(Nun) נ

(Nes Gadol Hayah Sham – "a great miracle happened there". 

 Each side has a numerical value, so points are accumulated as the top is spun. 

o Foods served during Hanukkah are oily (fried) – a reminder of the miracle with the oil. A particular 

favorite is latkes – a potato and onion pancake, fried in oil. Another favorite is donuts, especially 

those filled with jelly.  

 Oily foods have been made to symbolize the miracle of Hankkah since the first celebration, 

but it wasn’t until the Middle Ages that jelly donuts became tied to Hanukkah. 

 Food historian Gil Marks wrote that the first recipe for the jelly donut was found in 1485, in 

a cookbook printed in Nuremberg, Germany, called the Kuchenmeisterei (Mastery of the 

Kitchen) — one of the first to be printed on Johannes Gutenberg’s printing press. The 

original donut recipe didn’t have a hole, but rather was a pillowy pocket of dough, filled with 

jam. The recipe instructed bakers to make a jam “sandwich” with two circular pieces of 

dough, to be fried in lard. 

 Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, the tradition of jelly donuts traveled with Polish 

Jews wherever they immigrated. 

We’ve all know the Christmas Story, but many don’t know the origins of the Story of Christmas. 

Why do we call it Christmas? 

 Communion is a way for us to remember Jesus and the Last Supper.  

 Some churches call it Communion while others call it a Eucharist, a word that means “to give thanks.”  

 In those churches, the celebration of a Eucharist is called a mass.  

 Once a year in Europe, these churches would hold a special mass to celebrate the birth of Jesus Christ. That 

celebration was called Christ’s Mass – which through time was later shortened to Christmas. 

http://leitesculinaria.com/60405/writings-histotry-of-sufganiyah.html
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Why do we celebrate on December 25th? 

 Before Jesus’ time, the Romans would have celebrations around December 21st  – 25th to celebrate the 

winter solstice (the shortest day of the year).  

 One of the Roman gods was the sun, so they thought that worshipping the sun would cause it to come back 

into the sky instead of fading away more and more each day. Their longest celebration was held on the day 

of the solstice, and it seemed to work as the days then would gradually grow longer after their celebrations. 

 By 350 A.D. many Romans had converted to Christianity, so the leader of the church, Julius I, declared that 

December 25th shouldn’t be a day for celebrating the sun, but instead should be for celebrating the Son of 

God.  

What year was Jesus born? 

 Our modern dates (Gregorian calendar) are based on a calendar set up by Julius I (known as the Julian 

calendar).  

 In 525 A.D. Dionysius, a church leader, was given the task of determining when Jesus was born for the new 

calendar system. Unfortunately, he got it wrong.  

o The Bible says King Herod (Herod the Great) was still alive when Jesus was born. 
o When precisely Herod the Great ruled is disputed. According to one theory, Herod reigned from 37 

B.C.  to 4 B.C.  This view is generally accepted today, but it has been vigorously challenged in favor of 
a more traditional dating, which would extend Herod's reign to 1 B.C.  (And also place the beginning 
of his reign in 39 B.C.). 

o There is great debate as to the year Herod the Great died. Most historians go back to Josephus’ 
writings that state that he died around 4 B.C., however earlier manuscripts of Josephus’ writings 
state 1 B.C., not 4 B.C. Modern books of Josephus state the 4 B.C. date. It was obviously a clerical 
error that has never been corrected in our modern printings.  

o More and more it is accepted now that Herod the Great reigned from 39 B.C. until 1 B.C. Therefore, 
Jesus was likely born around 1-2 B.C. on our modern calendar. 

Why do we cut down trees as part of the celebration of Jesus’ birth? 

 The tradition of the Christmas tree comes from Northern Germany, where, for thousands of years, tribes 

decorated with tree branches, and before they knew the gospel story, they thought some trees were linked 

to gods.  

 One particular giant oak tree was called the Oak of Thor. They believed that if anyone cut it down, the god 

Thor would strike them dead.  

 A Christian missionary named Boniface went to Northern Germany to tell them the gospel story. Boniface 

tried to preach the gospel and find a way to show them that Thor was a false god, so he chopped down the 

Oak of Thor. Of course, he did not die, and everyone then realized Thor was a false god. Boniface was then 

able to teach the gospel story and they began to listen. 

 According to tradition, Boniface then pointed to a small evergreen tree that was growing next to the Oak of 

Thor and told them this should be their new symbol, as it remained ever green in the midst of the troubled 

world, and it pointed towards heaven, reminding them to remain in Christ. It was after this that people 

started cutting down small fir trees and hanging them from the ceilings of their houses to remind them of 

Jesus.  

Where was Jesus born? 

 Bethlehem 

o Beth means place or house and lehem means bread – so together it means place of bread. 

o Bethlehem is located about 6 miles SW of Jerusalem. 

o It is right where the desert and the farm land meet. 
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 On one side of Bethlehem you can receive 28 inches of rain in a year. One mile east and 

there can be no rain to speak on in your lifetime. This is why you can have Ruth and Boaz 

the farmer and David the shepherd in the same town. 

o It is known as the City of David, because it is where David was from and where the prophet Samuel 

anointed David to be the king. 

o In the Old Testament, Bethlehem was an early Canaanite settlement connected with the patriarchs. 

Situated along an ancient caravan route, Bethlehem has harbored a melting pot of peoples and 

cultures since its beginning. The geography of the region is mountainous, sitting about 2,600 feet 

above the Mediterranean Sea. 

o In times past, Bethlehem was also called Ephrathah or Bethlehem-Judah to distinguish it from a 

second Bethlehem located in the Zebulunite territory. 

o It was first mentioned in Genesis 35:19, as the burial site of Rachel, Jacob's favored wife. 

o Members of Caleb's family settled in Bethlehem, including Caleb's son Salma who was called the 

"founder" or "father" of Bethlehem in 1 Chronicles 2:51. 

o In Micah 5:2-5, the prophet foretold that Messiah would come from the small and seemingly 

insignificant town of Bethlehem: 

o The story of Naomi, Ruth, and Boaz is set primarily around the town of Bethlehem. King David, the 

great-grandson of Ruth and Boaz, was born and raised in Bethlehem, and there David's mighty men 

lived. Bethlehem eventually came to be called the City of David as the symbol of his great dynasty. It 

grew into an important, strategic, and fortified city under King Rehoboam. 

o Bethlehem is also noted in connection with the Babylonian exile (Jeremiah 41:17, Ezra 2:21), as 

some of the Jews returning from captivity stayed near Bethlehem on their way to Egypt. 

o By the time of Jesus' birth, Bethlehem had declined in significance to a small village. Three gospel 

accounts (Matthew 2:1–12, Luke 2:4–20, and John 7:42) report that Jesus was born in the humble 

town of Bethlehem. 

o At the time Mary was due to give birth, Caesar Augustus decreed that a census be taken. Every 

person in the Roman world had to go to his own town to register. Joseph, being of the line of David, 

was required to go to Bethlehem to register with Mary. While in Bethlehem, Mary gave birth to 

Jesus. Likely due to the census and the time of year in which they were traveling, the inn was too 

crowded, and Mary gave birth in a crude stable, or, more than likely, a cave that had been used as a 

sheepfold for thousands of years. 

o Shepherds, and later the magi, came to Bethlehem to worship the Christ-child. King Herod, who was 

ruler in Judea, plotted to kill the baby-king by ordering the slaughter of all male children two years 

old and younger in Bethlehem and surrounding areas (Matthew 2:16–18). 

o Herod was the greatest king the Middle East had ever known. He was an Indumaean who, through 

various political intrigue and marriage into the Jewish royal line and with Roman support, had 

become the king of the Jews. Around this country, that king had built gigantic fortresses and 

palaces, but none greater than his fortress palace called the Herodium just a few miles from 

Bethlehem out at the edge of the Judean wilderness. 

o Today, approximately 60,000 people live in and around the broader Bethlehem area. The population 

is divided primarily between Muslims and Christians, the Christians being predominately Orthodox. 

o Under control of the Palestinian National Authority since 1995, Bethlehem city has experienced 

chaotic growth and a constant flow of tourism. It is home to one of the most sacred Christian sites in 

the world. Built by Constantine the Great (circa 330 A.D.), the Church of the Nativity still stands over 

a cave believed to be the very spot where Jesus was born. The place of the manger is marked by a 

14-pointed silver star, called the star of Bethlehem. 
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o The original Church of the Nativity structure was partially destroyed by the Samaritans in 529 A.D. 

and then rebuilt by the Byzantine Roman emperor Justinian. It is one of the oldest surviving 

Christian churches in existence today. 

At what time of year was Jesus born? 

 There are generally two times of year that people believe they can point to Jesus being born – I ascribe to 

the thinking that he was born during the Feast of Tabernacles (Festival of Sukkot), but some say it could 

have been at Passover. 

 One thing we can say for certain is that Jesus was not born on December 25th. 

 There are a few reasons that can point us towards the Feast of Sukkot for his birth. 

o The time frame of when Zacharias was at the temple 

o The time frame of when Mary went to visit her cousin Elizabeth 

o The shepherds being in the fields 

o The song sung by the angels in the heavens. 

o The scripture that reveals that Jesus came to sukkot, or dwell, with us. (John 1:14 “The Word 

became flesh and dwelt with us…”) 

 Jerusalem was a city of 100-200k people, but during three specific feasts – Passover, Pentecost, and 
Tabernacles – all Jewish people were required to go to Jerusalem, so it would easily swell to upwards of 2 
million people. 

 I find it interesting that the three Feasts when everyone is required to go to Jerusalem are:  
o Sukkot/Tabernacles – when Jesus was born 

o Passover – when Jesus died 

o Pentecost – when the Holy Spirit came 

 There was no room in the inn because it was one of the pilgrimage feasts.  

 Swaddling clothes were strips of the priestly garments that were stained and could not be worn by the 

priests any longer. They were ripped into strips and put in the Women’s Court of the temple, and these are 

the cloths that were wrapped around Jesus when he was put in the manger. Our Messiah was wrapped in 

the priestly garments that were stained with our sins. 

 The Feast of Sukkot is when you live in tents. They would build sukkahs all over the city and they would 

dwell in them for the seven days of the feast.  

 A manger is not a feeding trough, it is a stone that had 

been hollowed out to hold water. So the Living Water 

was laid in a watering trough.  

 The prettier we make Christmas the more we miss the 

point. God left heaven to be born in six feet of sheep 

manure because he wanted to say, “I love you.” 

 Everyone travels from the north – Nazareth – together, 
for safety and for ease of travel. Mary and Joseph 
more than likely traveled with others as they were 
going the 40 miles south towards Jerusalem.  

 Shepherds living “in the fields” is another indicator of the time of year pointing towards the Feast of Sukkot 
(also called Tabernacles) 

o The fields were not pasture lands that the sheep would often be found grazing – they were the fields 
from the crops. Each farmer would pull in their harvest, then they would open the fields for the 
widows and orphans as they were directed to do (I Timothy 5:3-10). 

o Once the people had gleaned all they could from the fields, the farmers would then turn them over 
to the shepherds, who would move their herds in to clean up what was left. Sheep eat everything 
down to the dirt, so it was a way of clearing the land for the next year’s harvest. 
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o The sheep would have cleared all the farms within just a few weeks’ time, so the time frame of 
when this could have taken place is very limited. It had to be after fall harvest, but before winter. It 
falls in line exactly with the time of Sukkot.  

 To dwell is “to tabernacle” – or “to sukkot.” This refers to the fact that Jesus sukkoted with us during the 
Feast of Sukkot.  

 Feast of Tabernacles is seven days long – then on the eighth day, Jesus is circumcised and named in the 
Temple. Jesus is shedding his blood and fulfilling the covenant of Abram – circumcision – on the eighth day.  

 Everything was done according to Torah – they were to offer a pair of turtle doves or two young pigeons.  
o They were to bring a lamb and a turtledove, or a lamb and pigeon – except if they were too poor to 

bring both, then they were to bring the cheaper offering instead. 
o This confirms that the Magi weren’t there yet because they brought with them gifts. They would 

have surely had enough to afford to buy a lamb for this offering if they had been given the gifts.  
o They were so poor they couldn’t afford a lamb, but little did they know they brought the lamb with 

them anyway. 

 

 


