THEME 3
The Kingdom of God
“The kingdom of God has come near” (Mark 1:15). Jesus taught that the
kingdom of God was a present reality already taking shape in his life, teaching,
and ministry. “The kingdom of God is among you,” Jesus stated in Luke 17:21.
The kingdom has to do with restored relationships, trust, community, love,
forgiveness, and healing. These are characteristics of a community under the
rule of a loving God.
Jesus did not invent the phrase “kingdom of God.” Many Jews during the
intertestamental period longed for such a society. Some Jews looked for an
apocalyptic fulfillment of their kingdom hopes. They believed that God would
miraculously intervene in history, punish corrupt rulers, and inaugurate a
new age of justice under his appointed Messiah.
The units in this theme trace developments during the intertestamental
time, study the ministry and teachings of Jesus, and celebrate the resurrection
as a powerful sign of the kingdom of God
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Grade 6—Unit 7

Setting the Scene for the Gospels
The writings of Isaiah, Zechariah, and others show that many Jews came back
to Jerusalem from Babylon with high expectations of what life would be like in the
restored community. The greatest hopes centered around a belief that God would
bless Israel in new and miraculous ways. Perhaps now Israel truly would become
the “kingdom of God” and a Messiah would lead Israel into a glorious era of peace
and harmony.
These high hopes met bitter disappointment. During the years between the
Exile and the ministry of Jesus, Israel suffered political disaster. During this socalled intertestamental period, one foreign empire after another forced itself upon
the Jews.
LESSONS
1.
2.
3.
4.

The Hellenistic World
Scriptures and Synagogue
Hanukkah
Politics, Piety, and Poverty
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Unit 7: Setting the Scene for the
Gospels
Unit Information
SUMMARY
This unit provides a historical study of the 300-year period before the birth of
Jesus, also referred to as the intertestamental period. This information lays
groundwork for the subsequent units, giving an overview of the setting in which
Jesus lived and ministered. The culture, politics, and hopes of the Jews offer a
context for Jesus’ life. This unit also establishes continuity with the Hebrew
Scriptures by helping students explore pivotal events between the times of
Nehemiah and Jesus.

KEY BIBLE TEXTS
Apocryphal literature is used.

BIBLICAL BACKGROUND
The Spread of Greek Culture
The Persians, who allowed the Jews to return from exile, controlled the region of
Palestine until it was conquered by the Greeks under Alexander the Great in
about 334 BCE. Alexander was successful in conquering the entire Persian Empire.
He energetically spread Greek language and culture wherever he went. Though his
vast empire fell apart upon his death in 323 BCE, the various portions of his fractured empire remained under the control of Greek leaders.
From 334 BCE until the Maccabean Revolt of 147 BCE, Israel was controlled
by foreigners who actively promoted Greek language, education, philosophy, and
art. Greek culture, known as Hellenistic culture, spread throughout the eastern
Mediterranean. Even today there are impressive remains of the Hellenistic culture:
great works of art, sculptures, archaeological ruins of beautiful buildings and
great cities founded by the Greeks. Literary masterpieces of Greek theater, mythology,
and philosophy influence the Western world today. The Greek culture was one of
the most impressive cultures of human history. It is not surprising that many
Jews were attracted to it. During the intertestamental period, Greek became the
leading Mediterranean language for education, government, and trade. Gradually,
more and more Jews spoke Greek, until many of them no longer could read their
Scriptures in Hebrew or Aramaic. In about 250 BCE, the Jews living in Egypt began
to use a Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures, a translation called the
Septuagint.
More was at stake for the Jews than simply losing their own language. There
was serious danger that they would disappear into the great melting pot of Greek
culture that dominated the Mediterranean world. Greek culture was polytheistic.
Most people of the region worshiped several gods. Only the Jews insisted that
there was one true God. Neighboring people either laughed at them or were suspicious of the Jews because of this belief.
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Scattered Jews
Many Jews left Palestine during the terrible events of 587 BCE. After the Exile,
some still lived in Babylon, while others dwelt in Egypt. Still others traveled for
reasons of business or economic opportunity to Asia Minor, Greece and Italy.
During the intertestamental era, these Jews of the Diaspora grew in numbers until
there were many more Jews living outside Israel than in it. There were perhaps a
million Jews in Alexandria, Egypt, by the time of Christ. Another million were
scattered across Asia Minor. Yet another million lived in Babylon, and about two
and a half million inhabited Palestine itself. Jewish communities outside Jerusalem
often established synagogues, local meetings of Jews where worship, community
organization, and education took place. Synagogue means “come together” in
Greek. Since it was possible to have a synagogue without a physical structure,
many synagogues were simply meetings of the local Jews.
While we do not know exact dates, it is clear that soon after the Exile the Jews
came to agreement on common use of the first five books of the Old Testament.
The Torah was considered an authoritative guide for their religious life. The Torah
is also known as the Pentateuch or the Law. By the time Jesus was born, a second
set of Scriptures, called the Prophets, had also become commonly accepted. The
Prophets included the historical books (Joshua through 2 Kings, excluding Ruth) as
well as Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Hosea through Malachi. The remaining
books of the Old Testament (Ruth, Esther through Song of Solomon, 1 and 2 Chronicles
through Nehemiah) were known as the Writings. This last group of books was not
finally accepted as Scripture by the Jewish community until after the ministry of
Jesus.
An Attempt to Destroy the Jewish Faith
At the death of Alexander, his great empire was divided among his generals.
Ptolemy ruled Egypt and Judea (which included Jerusalem). Seleucus took Syria
and Asia Minor. The descendants of Seleucus wanted to rule the territory of
Judea as well. The Selucids (hereafter referred to as Syrian rulers, because they
ruled Syria) were more concerned about hellenizing the Jews than the Ptolemies
had been.
Early in the second century BCE, one of these Syrian rulers, Antiochus IV
Epiphanes (175-164 BCE), made a serious effort to destroy the faith of the Jews.
Antiochus controlled a large section of the eastern Mediterranean, and it bothered
him that the Jews had a religion that was different from other parts of his empire.
He thought his empire would be stronger and more unified if everybody used the
same money, spoke the same language, and worshipped the same gods.
The book of 1 Maccabees (in the Apocrypha) tells the dramatic story of what
happened when Antiochus tried to force the Jews in Jerusalem to give up their
monotheistic faith. There were many Jews who were already tired of being different.
They were ready to become Greeks and abandon the faith of their ancestors.
These Jews went to King Antiochus and got permission to introduce non-Jewish
laws and build a sports stadium in Jerusalem.
This new influence of Greek culture raised serious objections from devout
Jews. The Jewish community became divided between those who favored becoming
more like the Greeks and those who opposed it. Antiochus sent in troops who
forced stubborn Jews to accept pagan gods. Heathen altars were erected in Jewish
towns, and a pig, the most unclean animal to Jews, was sacrificed to the god Zeus
in the temple at Jerusalem.
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In 167 BCE, an officer of Antiochus came to the village of Modein, near Jerusalem,
to get the Jews there to perform a pagan sacrifice. Mattathias, an elderly priest of
the Hasmonean family, refused to perform the ritual. “Though all the nations
within the king’s dominions obey him and forsake their ancestral worship,” he
said, “. . . yet I and my sons and brothers will follow the covenant of our fathers.
We will not obey the command of the king” (1 Maccabees 2:19-22 NEB).
At that moment, another Jew stepped forward and offered to make the sacrifice.
In a rage, Mattathias killed the Jew on the spot. He also killed the officer of the
king. Mattathias and his sons took to the hills for several years of guerrilla warfare.
The Maccabean Revolt was underway.
Mattathias soon died, but his five sons continued to battle. Judah Maccabee,
son of Mattathias, was the brilliant strategist who took Jerusalem and led the
famous purification and rededication of the temple in 165 BCE. The temple had
been defiled by Antiochus’ sacrifice to Zeus three years earlier. Greek idols were
removed and a new altar erected.
Jews today still celebrate this event with the eight-day festival of lights called
Hanukkah, or the Feast of Dedication. It takes place on the Twenty-fifth of Kislev
(which usually falls early in December). A legend accompanies the Feast of Dedication.
It has to do with a special lamp called the menorah. According to the legend, when
it came time to relight the temple menorah, only a small amount of oil not defiled
by the Greeks could be found. It would take eight days to get new, pure oil. To
everyone’s amazement, the oil, which should have lasted only one day, burned for
eight days until a new supply arrived.
It took nearly 20 more years of fighting to gain total independence from foreign
rule. The only Maccabee left was Mattathias’ son Simon. He became high priest of
Jerusalem and ruler of Judea. Thus began an 80-year period of independence.
From the Hasmoneans to the Herods
The descendants of the Maccabees were known as the Hasmoneans. Simon, the
last remaining son of Mattathias, began the Hasmonean dynasty. During the 80year period of Hasmonean rule, coins were minted, and the new Jewish state conquered surrounding areas. People in these areas were forced to become Jews and
be circumcised. Herod the Great came from Idumea, one of these conquered areas
where people were forced into being Jews.
The high hopes for a free and pure nation were sadly betrayed under Hasmonean
rule. The Hasmoneans soon began to sell out to the pagan culture around them.
The office of high priest at the temple was sold to the highest bidder. Rulers of
Israel became selfish and cruel, forgetting the earnest desire to obey God that had
sparked the Maccabean Revolt. Independence came to an end when two brothers
in the Hasmonean family each tried to become king. Both of them went to the
Romans and asked them to fight on their side. It turned out to be like inviting a
cat to side in a conflict between two mice.
During the final years of Hasmonean rule, the Romans were rapidly building
an empire in the Mediterranean. They had gradually conquered or incorporated
various nations of the region. Now they offered to “help” the Jews in their civil
war. Each of the brothers tried to gain support from the Roman commander,
Pompeii. Pompeii chose to support one of the brothers and moved into Jerusalem
to overthrow the other brother in 63 BCE. But the “cat” did not just settle the
problem between the “mice.” Roman rule was there to stay. Thus came the end of
the independent Jewish state.
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It is important to note here that the Romans did not change the culture. Their
empire remained thoroughly Greek in culture. What began culturally with
Alexander the Great remained, despite the many political changes over the years.
The Romans controlled their empire by getting local leaders in each country to
work for them. The Romans made friends with the local leaders by assisting them
in war, giving them special favors or paying them money. In this way, many countries of the empire had a king from the local people who became wealthy while
helping to extract taxes and resources for Rome.
In Israel, the puppet king was Herod the Great. He was a “half-baptized Jew,”
for he grew up in Idumea south of Israel. Idumea had been conquered by the
Hasmoneans and its people forced to become Jews. Herod became friends with
the Romans and the Roman senate voted to make him “king of the Jews.” Thus he
was liked by Jews who collaborated with Rome and hated by others who wanted
to be free of Rome’s control. He married Mariamme, of the Hasmonean dynasty, to
give his kingship claims credibility with the Jews.
Herod the Great (37 BCE to 4 BCE) was a shrewd politician who tried to make
the Jews happy by building them a glorious temple (the one Jesus knew). But he
was not really a Jew at heart, since he financed pagan altars elsewhere in the
Near East. He was extremely paranoid about any threats to his political position
and would stop at nothing to destroy any perceived threat. He had 10 wives during
his lifetime, some of whom he executed. Just days before he died in 4 BCE, he
ordered the execution of his own son. He was a ruthless character, entirely capable
of the sort of massacre described in Matthew 2:1-17.
Upon his death in 4 BCE, the Romans divided Palestine into several regions
and distributed them among his sons. Herod Archelaus received the territory surrounding Jerusalem. Herod Antipas got territory that included Galilee, where
Jesus lived. And Herod Phillip ruled the land north and east of the Sea of Galilee.
In order to keep the position of king, one had to do two things: gather tax
money for the Romans, and maintain order. Within two years of Herod the Great’s
death, Archelaus lost his position as the king in Judea and Samaria. His cruelty
and repression caused an outbreak of violence among the Jews. The Romans
turned the area into a Roman province and replaced Archelaus with a procurator,
a military leader appointed by Rome. Pontius Pilate was the procurator who ruled
that region in 26-35 CE and was in power when Jesus was crucified.
The broad political setting of Jesus’ day included a history of Jewish revolt and
a present reality of Roman rule carried out by the quasi-Jewish Herods and
Roman military leaders.
Special Groups
In order to understand the religious and political climate of Jesus’ day, it is helpful to look at some of the Jewish groups that emerged out of the broader political
setting. Both during and shortly after the sad era of the Hasmonean dynasty (164
BCE to 63 BCE), several groups of devout Jews organized in different ways.
The Essenes (not mentioned as such in the New Testament) began when a
group of devout Jews became so disgusted with the corrupt Hasmonean leaders
that they left Jerusalem. These men attempted to remain true to God by withdrawing from larger society. They formed a monastic community. At a place called
Qumran, in the desert near the Dead Sea, the Essenes lived, worked, and studied
together. They assembled a library of Bible books and other writings about God
and their faith. The Essenes believed the world was so wicked that God would
soon send a messiah to earth, with armies from heaven to destroy the Romans
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and the corrupt Jewish leaders. In the meantime, the Essenes maintained lives of
hard work and little comfort. No Essene was allowed to marry, and all members of
the community shared their money and possessions in common. Since they
believed the Jewish leaders in Jerusalem were wicked, the Essenes did not worship
at the temple.
While the Essenes withdrew from Jerusalem, the Sadducees gained power in
Jerusalem by using wealth and political influence. These men were part of the upper
class of educated Jews who controlled the huge temple organization. The Sadducees
were often good friends with the Romans. They accepted many practices of the
Hellenistic culture around them. As long as the Romans allowed the Sadducees to
make temple sacrifices and retain their privileged status, they welcomed the Roman
presence. This powerful Jewish group used only the Law as their Scriptures. They
did not accept the Prophets and the Writings. The Sadducees did not believe there
was life after death, even though they believed that God lives forever.
Although the Sadducees numbered approximately 6,000, the Pharisees were
the largest group of the day. These men tried to give daily practical application to
the Law of Moses. The Pharisees recognized the Prophets and the Writings as
authoritative. They believed in angels and life after death. The Pharisees often
were businessmen and other community leaders who wanted to show how to be a
faithful Jews while also being involved in family, work, and other aspects of daily
life. To do this, the Pharisees developed a vast number of instructions related to
daily behavior. These included how far one could walk on the Sabbath without
breaking the Law, and how one should wash after being in the marketplace and
coming into contact with unclean individuals (persons who did not strictly obey the
Law of Moses). These instructions numbered in the thousands and were called the
Oral Law, since they were memorized and not written down.
Unlike the Sadducees, who lived primarily in Jerusalem, the Pharisees operated
in the countryside as well. They championed holiness for the common people and
genuinely wanted to make their society a more holy nation. But they disdained
common people who did not follow the strict rules they taught. The Pharisees
sometimes got so caught up in the details of their religion that they forgot the
basics of loving God and others. Jesus and his disciples rejected many Pharisaic
rules, such as not healing on the Sabbath.
Jesus sharply criticized the Pharisees and their Oral Laws. He called their
rules “a fence around the Law” (Matthew 12, 23; Mark 7; Luke 18). It is important
to help children understand that the Pharisees were quite sincere. These devout
men were doing their best to obey God. Be careful not to draw a caricature of
Judaism that reduces it to a sorry mass of legalism. Many contemporary Christians
are more like the Pharisees than any other group represented in the New Testament.
We should read the criticism of the Pharisees as an admonition to ourselves.
Finally, there was a small group of religious fanatics called Zealots who wanted
to use violence to get rid of the Romans and any foreign influence. These men
acted much like Mattathias did in 167 BCE and used force against their enemies.
They hated the Romans and any Jew who cooperated with the Romans. Some of
the Zealots were assassins. They carried hidden swords. During feast days, when
huge crowds milled about the city, these men would sneak up on a Jewish collaborator or a Roman and kill him. Enough Jews were sympathetic to the Zealots
that the killers could disappear back into the crowds.
Zealots were the “urban terrorists” of the day. During Jesus’ lifetime, they
occasionally tried to start armed revolts aimed at expelling the Romans. One such
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uprising took place in Galilee when Jesus was about 10 years old. Thousands of
rebels were crucified near his home in Nazareth.
The majority of the people did not belong to any of these special groups. The
poor masses, called the “people of the land,” comprised approximately 90 percent
of the people. The people of the land lived in dismal poverty. Because of their
struggle to stay clothed and fed, they did not have the luxury to bother about the
finer points of ritual purity. Thus, among the Pharisees, “people of the land”
became a scornful taunt equivalent to “sinners.”
Galilee was the center for the common people. Sadducees and others owned
huge estates in this fertile farming area 60 miles to the north of Jerusalem. The
common people provided the labor force. The few peasant farmers who owned
small tracts of land were being pushed off the land by heavy taxes.
In order to be faithful, the Essenes escaped. The Sadducees compromised
with Roman power to keep the temple worship pure and their wealth intact. The
Pharisees were concerned about personal piety. The Zealots saw violence as the
only option. The poor masses, with one set of clothes on their backs, lived in dismal poverty. This was the political climate of Jesus’ day.
Messianic Wishes
The following excerpt from The Upside-Down Kingdom by Donald B. Kraybill provides
a window into the desires and hopes of the people during the time of Jesus.
At the birth of Jesus, messianic hopes were alive in the Jewish community.
Hopes for a messiah who would usher in a peaceable kingdom of God had
intensified in the century before Jesus. There were many stripes of hope. But
the deepest yearning was for a new ruler anointed by God. He would reestablish the Davidic throne in all its former glory. The Psalms of Solomon, written
the century before Jesus, picture the Messiah as overthrowing the rude
Gentiles who intrude in God’s holy place. He’ll expel those corrupt priests
who pervert worship of Yahweh. He’ll reassemble the scattered tribes in the
Promised Land. He’ll bring blessed days. Under him Jerusalem, the holy city
of God’s presence, will reign supreme—“a place to be seen in all the earth.” In
Luke 1:32-33 the angel Gabriel offers Mary a fresh vision of the messianic reign.
He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High;
and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his father, David
and he will reign over the house of Jacob forever;
and of his kingdom there will be no end.
A similar refrain comes from the mouth of Zechariah, the father of John
the Baptist, recorded in Luke 1:68-72.
It was uncertain how the Messiah would appear. Some thought he would
come from the skies, riding a cloud. Others expected him to be human-born,
but suddenly revealed in a decisive disclosure. Jerusalem, home of the sacred
temple, was the site where such messianic texts were carefully studied and
debated (pp. 69-70).

ESSENTIAL UNDERSTANDINGS
• The conquests of Alexander the Great spread Greek language and culture.
• The Maccabean Revolt arose out of Antiochus IV Epiphanes’ attempt to destroy
the Jewish faith.
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• Scripture and synagogue played an important role in the lives of the scattered
Jews of the Diaspora.
• The Maccabean Revolt created an independent Jewish state ruled by the
Hasmoneans.
• Roman rule replaced independence in 63 BCE.
• Special groups (the Essenes, Sadduccess, Pharisees, and Zealots) emerged during
interestestamental times.
• Many Jews held messianic expectations.

WORSHIP
Use the following song:
“Come, thou long-expected Jesus ” (Lesson 3), Hymnal: A Worship Book #178
As students consider the Jews’ longing for the promised Messiah, invite them
to consider their own longings for God. Where are they expecting Jesus to show
up? Worship through reflection on personal expectations of Christ’s great power to
be at work.

MEMORY PASSAGES
Due to the historical nature of this intertestamental unit, no memory work is
included. If desired, use this time for students to review previous memory work or
memorize the books of the Old and New Testaments.

ASSESSING TEACHING / LEARNING
Historical names and terms are essential to this unit. Include daily review of these
terms to ensure students’ understanding and retention of their meanings. The unit
quiz uses a matching assessment tool, so students do not have to find words for
difficult historical terms. Students are also required to describe a few key terms
using their own words—ones which they will likely encounter in future biblical study.
Finally, students are asked to imagine themselves in the context of the Jews
awaiting the Messiah. Some students may need extra prompting to spark their
imaginations. Watch for those who leave this question blank or barely respond to
it when turning in their quizzes. Discuss it with them before grading their work,
so they have the opportunity to be successful.
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Setting the Scene for the Gospels
LESSON 1: THE HELLENISTIC WORLD
Objective
Students will learn about Alexander the Great, his empire, and the impact of this
empire on the people living in it.

Text: Greek New Testament (Septuagint)
Key Concepts
• Alexander the Great conquered and hellenized the Near East.
• The terms “Hellenistic” and “Greek” are synonomous in historical records of this
time period.
• The New Testament was originally written in Greek.
• Greek language and culture dominated the New Testament world.

Essential Questions
• Where was Alexander the Great’s empire located?
• How did this empire influence the people living in the areas he conquered?

Estimated Lesson Time: 45 minutes
Materials
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Greek New Testament
“Empire of Alexander” map (p. 237)
Modern map of Asia and Europe
Paper, markers/colored pencils/crayons
“Greek Alphabet” (p. 238)
“Intertestamental Vocabulary Terms” (p. 239)
Overhead projector
For Extend the Lesson, option one: resource materials for researching Alexander
the Great

Teacher Preparation
• Borrow a Greek New Testament from a pastor or library.
• Prepare a bulletin board with the title “The Influence of Alexander the Great,”
posting a copy of the Empire of Alexander map. (Students will display their work
around the map after completing the Introducing the Lesson activity.)
• Make a copy for each student of “Greek Alphabet” and “Intertestamental
Vocabulary Terms.” Note: Students should keep vocabulary page to use in all the
lessons of this unit.
• Make an overhead transparency of the Empire of Alexander map.

INTRODUCING THE LESSON
Distribute the “Greek Alphabet” student page. Ask students to write their first
names using the pronunciations and letters. Have them use markers, colored pencils, and crayons. (They may need to alter their names slightly to fit with the Greek
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alphabet.) Students should create an artistic form of their names in Greek on the
paper provided for them, and then post them on the bulletin board.

LESSON STEPS
1. Jews in the Greek culture. Just as the students had to work at spelling their
English names using the Greek alphabet, it was challenging for the Jews to adjust
to the Greek culture. But once they were introduced to the new culture and were
forced to change, many Jews quickly assimilated into the ruling culture.
Explain that today you will be learning about Greek culture, also called
Hellenism. Hand out the student page called “Intertestamental Vocabulary Terms.”
(Note: They will need to keep this page to use in all the lessons of this unit.) Define
Hellenism on the student page.
2. Introduce Alexander the Great, the Greek ruler who conquered most of the
known world in his time. Write definitions for terms 2 and 3 on the student page.
Display the Empire of Alexander map on the overhead projector. Compare it with
a modern map of Asia and Europe, so students can comprehend the vastness of
the empire.
3. The Diaspora. Explain that many Jews lived in Palestine, around or near
Jerusalem, in the time of Alexander the Great. Locate this area on the overhead
map. An equal number, though, lived outside of Jerusalem. These scattered Jews
were called the Diaspora; define this term on the student page. Locate their communities on the map: Babylon (Jews remaining from the Exile); Alexandria, Egypt;
Asia Minor; Greece (Hellas); and Italy (not pictured on the map). Just as the Jews
faced the challenge of remaining loyal to their culture and religious practices
while in exile in Babylon, so did the scattered Jews find it difficult to do so in
their locations under the influence of Hellenism.
4. Read “The Spread of Greek Culture” from the the Unit 7 Biblical Background,
p. 228 (or retell it in your own words). Pass around the Greek New Testament for
students to examine. Also introduce the vocabulary word Septuagint—the Greek
translation of the Hebrew Scriptures—and define it on the student page.

EXTEND THE LESSON
(These activities will extend the lesson to longer than 45 minutes.)
• Research Alexander the Great in more detail, using your school’s library
resources. Have students create a personal profile of Alexander the Great, including a description of his background, personal information, political perspective,
and military accomplishments.
• Invite a guest expert to your classroom to learn more about the Hellenistic
Period. This could be a pastor, college professor, or history teacher. Allow the students to ask questions and reflect on how this culture would have influenced the
Jews.
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Greek alphabet
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Name: ________________________

Intertestamental Vocabulary Terms
1. Hellenism _____________________________________________________________________________
2. Intertestamental period ______________________________________________________________
3. Alexander the Great __________________________________________________________________
4. Diaspora ______________________________________________________________________________
5. Septuagint ____________________________________________________________________________
6. Synagogue ____________________________________________________________________________
7. Apocrypha ____________________________________________________________________________
8. Antiochus IV Epiphanes ______________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________________________
9. Maccabean Revolt _____________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________
10. Hanukkah ___________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
11. Aristobulus II and Hyrcanus II ___________________________________
____________________________________________________________________
12. Sadducees _________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
13. Pharisees ___________________________________________________
14. Essenes ____________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
15. Zealots _____________________
__________________________________
16. People of the Land _________
___________________________________
17. Messiah _____________________
___________________________________
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KEY

Intertestamental Vocabulary Terms
Greek culture
1. Hellenism _____________________________________________________________________________
The 300 years between the Old and New Testaments
2. Intertestamental period ______________________________________________________________
3. Alexander the Great __________________________________________________________________
Greek ruler who conquered most of known world in 334 BCE

Scattered Jews who lived in communities far away from Jerusalem
4. Diaspora ______________________________________________________________________________
Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures
5. Septuagint ____________________________________________________________________________
Place Jews gathered for worship, community organization, and teaching
6. Synagogue ____________________________________________________________________________
Stories in Septuagint that were gathered during intertestamental period
7. Apocrypha ____________________________________________________________________________
ruler in 175 BCE who controlled a large section of the
8. Antiochus IV Epiphanes Syrian
______________________________________________________________
eastern
Mediterranean. Tried to force Jews to be Hellenistic and worship pagan gods.
___________________________________________________________________________________________
9. Maccabean Revolt _____________________________________________
Fight for Jewish religious freedom led by

the priest Mattathias and his son, Judah Maccabee
_________________________________________________________________
Celebration of the rededication of the temple
10. Hanukkah ___________________________________________________
after the Jews reclaimed it in the Maccabean Revolt
_________________________________________________________________________
Brothers who fought to rule the
11. Aristobulus II and Hyrcanus II ___________________________________
Jewish
state and made way for the Romans to take control in 63 BCE
____________________________________________________________________
12. Sadducees _________________________________________________
Wealthy upper-class Jews, involved in Roman

government, concerned about temple sacrifices
__________________________________________________________________
Keepers of the Oral Law, desired a holy nation
13. Pharisees ___________________________________________________
Desert monks, lived simple and disciplined life
14. Essenes ____________________________________________________
removed from society
__________________________________________________________________
Fierce fighters for
15. Zealots _____________________
Jewish freedom
__________________________________
Poor
16. People of the Land _________
masses, 90 % of population
___________________________________
One sent
17. Messiah Anointed
_____________________
to establish God’s kingdom
___________________________________
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Setting the Scene for the Gospels
LESSON 2: SCRIPTURES AND SYNAGOGUE
Objective
Students will identify the origins of Scripture, including the Apocrypha, and the
use of the synagogue in Jewish religious life. They will be introduced to Antiochus
IV Epiphanes and his desire to Hellenize the Jews.

Text: Canonical books and non-canonical books
Key Concepts
• Jewish communities were dispersed throughout the Near East.
• The Jews who were not able to stay in Palestine are known as the Jews of the
Diaspora.
• The synagogue provided for worship and education of Jews who were not in
Jerusalem.
• The Scriptures used in New Testament times included the Law and the Prophets.

Essential Questions
• How did the Bible come to be?
• What is the Apocrypha?
• What was the purpose of the Jewish synagogue?

Estimated Lesson Time: 45 minutes
Materials
•
•
•
•
•

“How the Bible Came to Us” (p. 243)
“Scripture Scramble” (p. 244)
Small prizes for Scripture Scramble activity (optional)
“Between the Testaments” (p. 246)
“Intertestamental Vocabulary Terms” (from Lesson 1, p. 239)

Teacher Preparation
• Make copies of “How the Bible Came to Us” and “Scripture Scramble,” one of
each per student.
• Borrow a copy of the Apocrypha from a local pastor or library.
• Become familiar with the section titled “Scattered Jews” and the first two paragraphs of “An Attempt to Destroy the Jewish Faith,” page 229 in the Biblical
Background. Also read the teacher page “Between the Testaments” (p. 246). You
will need to share this information with the students in lesson steps 5 and 6.

INTRODUCING THE LESSON
Ask students to gather in groups of three or four. The groups will brainstorm
ideas about how the Bible came to be, and then decide on one answer for the
whole group. They should address these questions: How was the Bible written?
Who decided what to put in our Bible? After several minutes of discussion, ask a
spokesperson from each group to share their ideas.
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LESSON STEPS
1. “How the Bible Came to Us.” With students remaining in their small groups,
read the “Who Wrote the Bible?” and “Putting the Bible Together” sections of the
handout. As a class, summarize the origins of the Bible as outlined in these readings.
As time allows, talk about why the Bible is such an important book. Did one person
or many decide what books should be in it? When we say the Scriptures were
inspired by God, what do we mean?
2. “Scripture Scramble.” Distribute the handout and have students work together
in their groups to unscramble the names. If you wish, create extra incentive by not
allowing students to use the Bible and giving prizes to groups who finish first. These
groups can then encourage and help others to finish.
3. Introduce the Apocrypha, the Scriptures not included in the Protestant Bible.
Pass around a copy for students to examine. It is believed that this collection of stories was gathered during the intertestamental period. Catholic and Amish traditions
include the Apocrypha as part of their Bible, because their Old Testament Scriptures
were translated from the Greek Septuagint, which contained the Apocrypha. Other
Bibles translated directly from Hebrew do not contain these Scriptures. Define the
word Apocrypha on the “Intertestamental Vocabulary Terms” student page from
Lesson 1.
4. The synagogue. Explain that the synagogue was a place for the Jewish community to gather for worship, community organization, and Scripture teaching in the
midst of the Greek culture. Define synagogue on the “Intertestamental Vocabulary
Terms” student page.
5. Read aloud (or explain in your own words) the information from “Scattered
Jews” and “An Attempt to Destroy the Jewish Faith” (first two paragraphs) in the
Biblical Background, and the teacher page “Between the Testaments.”
6. Imagine together how the Jews must have been feeling at this point in their history. Scattered communities, an imposing new culture, and political turmoil posed
serious challenges to their faith.

EXTEND THE LESSON
(This activity will extend the lesson to longer than 45 minutes.)
• Invite a Catholic priest or Amish bishop to share with your class about the
Apocrypha. Ask them to explain its use in their faith tradition, clarify how it is viewed
in contrast to the Old and New Testaments, and answer questions the students have
about its contents.
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How the Bible Came to Us
Who Wrote the Bible?
The Bible is a collection of ancient books,
written by about 40 different people. Scholars
believe the writers of the Old Testament included
Moses, Joshua, Samuel, Ezra, Nehemiah,
Jeremiah (the word of the Lord came to Jeremiah,
but the scribe named Baruch probably did the
actual writing), David, Solomon, Isaiah, Daniel,
Hosea, Joel, Amos, Obadiah, Micah, Nahum,
Habakkuk, Zephaniah, Haggai, Zechariah,
Malachi, and others. They believe the writers of
the New Testament include Matthew, Mark,
Luke, John, Paul, James, Peter, Jude, and others.
Scribes (people who copied the Bible) were
very careful. When a scribe sat down to write,
he would say, “I am writing the Torah [Law] in
the name of its holiness and the name of God
in its holiness.” If the scribe was copying from
an old manuscript to write a new one, he would
read the sentence he was about to copy, read it
again aloud, and then write the sentence. Each
time the scribe copied the name of God, he
would say, “I am writing the name of God for
the holiness of his name.” When the scribe finished copying an Old Testament book, he would
count all the words and letters in the original
and in his copy. He would find the word and
letter at the midpoint of the book to make sure
they were the same. These careful checks
helped the scribe avoid errors in copying.
The Bible is a message from God. Again
and again the Bible tells us that “this is what
the Lord says.” The writers of the Bible were sure
that what they said and wrote was not something they thought up on their own, but God’s
message to people. God inspired the writers,
working through them so they wrote the exact
message God intended to share. Because of this
inspiration, we can trust our Bible completely.

Putting the Bible Together
Step 1: Before anything in the Bible was written
down, people told stories about God and God’s
relationship with them. Some stories were told
for centuries before they were written down in a
final form.
Step 2: Eventually people began to write down
the stories, songs (psalms), and prophecies that
would one day become part of the Bible. The

books were written on baked clay tablets, on
parchment (sheepskin), on paper made of the
papyrus reed, and later on vellum (calfskin). The
books were not written down at one time; the
process took centuries.
The original manuscripts of the Bible have
never been found, and most likely wore out
from continued use or were destroyed centuries
ago. Jewish custom does not allow any soiled or
worn-out copies of their Scriptures. New copies
were made before the old ones wore out from
repeated use and became unreadable.
Step 3: We can’t know exactly when all the books
of the Jewish Scriptures were finally collected.
The process probably didn’t begin until around
400 BCE (Before the Common Era). The process
of deciding which books would be part of the
official Jewish Scriptures went on until almost
100 CE (Common Era). This work was often
done by Jewish rabbis (teachers).
Step 4: The New Testament books were often
read as single books or letters. For nearly 300
years, 100-400 CE, the early church leaders
and councils argued about which New Testament
writings should be considered holy and treated
with the same respect as the Jewish Scriptures.
Twenty-seven books were chosen to be part of
the New Testament canon, and 39 in the Old
Testament. “Canon” comes from the Greek word
kanon, meaning a rod used to measure. The
books that were finally chosen for the Bible
were the books that “measured up.” Although
the Apocrypha includes important writing, it is
not part of the canon of the Protestant Bible.
The Bible is important, because it is the only
book inspired by God. It is a guide that shows us
how to live, how we can know God and become
God’s friend. It tells how much God loves us
and that we can learn to love God in return.
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Name: ________________________

Scripture Scramble
For Jesus and the other people in the New Testament, there was, of
course, no New Testament. And what we now call the Old Testament was
certainly not called the Old Testament. It was divided into two parts: the
Law and the Prophets. A third group, the Writings, was known and read,
but not finally accepted as Scripture until after Jesus died.
Use the table of contents in your Bible to decipher the scrambled names
in each category. Or can you do it without using your Bible?

THE LAW
The first five were considered Scripture soon after the Exile.
BERSMUN

TIUCISVEL

RETNOMOYUED

_________

___________

OUDSEX

SGEISNE

________________ ________ ________

THE PROPHETS
These were considered Scripture by the time Jesus was born. Clue: The last 12 are
the last 12 books in the Old Testament.
1, 2 LEASMU
____________
LEIKZEE

1, 2 NGISK

SJUEGD

HAUSOJ

ISAAHI

EHAIMRJE

__________ __________ _________ ________ ___________
CAIHM

NAHOJ

ADAIHBO

LEJO

SOAM

LAAMHIC

__________ ________ ________ __________ _______ _______ _________
HCRAAIHZE

GAAIHG

HAAINPZEH

SOHEA

MUHNA

KKUAKBHA

___________ _________ ____________ _________ ________ ___________

THE WRITINGS
THUR

THESER

1, 2 CLESNICHRO

REAZ

HEEHNMIA

_______ ___________ __________________ _________
BOJ

SGON OF LOOSOMN

SISAETELCEC

______________

VROPRESB

SALPSM

_______ ____________________ ________________ _____________ ___________
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ANSWER KEY

Scripture Scramble
For Jesus and the other people in the New Testament, there was, of
course, no New Testament. And what we now call the Old Testament was
certainly not called the Old Testament. It was divided into two parts: the
Law and the Prophets. A third group, the Writings, was known and read,
but not finally accepted as Scripture until after Jesus died.
Use the table of contents in your Bible to decipher the scrambled names
in each category. Or can you do it without using your Bible?

THE LAW
The first five were considered Scripture soon after the Exile.
BERSMUN

TIUCISVEL

RETNOMOYUED

NUMBERS
_________

LEVITICUS
___________

OUDSEX

SGEISNE

DEUTERONOMY _______
EXODUS _________
GENESIS
________________

THE PROPHETS
These were considered Scripture by the time Jesus was born. Clue: The last 12 are
the last 12 books in the Old Testament.
1, 2 LEASMU

1, 2 SAMUEL
____________
LEIKZEE

1, 2 NGISK

SJUEGD

HAUSOJ

ISAAHI

EHAIMRJE

1, 2 KINGS __________
JUDGES _________
JOSHUA ________
ISAIAH ___________
JEREMIAH
__________
CAIHM

NAHOJ

ADAIHBO

LEJO

SOAM

LAAMHIC

EZEKIEL
MICAH ________
JONAH __________
OBADIAH _______
JOEL
AMOS _________
MALACHI
__________
________
_______
HCRAAIHZE

GAAIHG

HAAINPZEH

SOHEA

MUHNA

KKUAKBHA

ZECHARIAH _________
HAGGAI ____________
ZEPHANIAH _________
HOSEA ________
NAHUM ___________
HABAKKUK
___________
THE WRITINGS
THUR

THESER

1, 2 CLESNICHRO

REAZ

HEEHNMIA

RUTH ___________
ESTHER
1, 2 CHRONICLES _________
EZRA
_______
__________________
BOJ

SGON OF LOOSOMN

SISAETELCEC

NEHEMIAH
______________

VROPRESB

SALPSM

JOB
SONG OF SOLOMON ________________
ECCLESIASTES _____________
PROVERBS ___________
PSALMS
_______
____________________
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BETWEEN THE

A Greek officer reads Antiochus’ decree.

Testaments

After subduing Egypt, Antiochus returned
in the one hundred forty-third year. He
went up against Israel and came to
Jerusalem with a strong force. He arrogantly entered the sanctuary and took the golden altar, the lampstand for the light, and
all its utensils. He took also the table for
the bread of the Presence, the cups for
drink offerings, the bowls, the golden
censers, the curtain, the crowns, and the
gold decoration on the front of the temple;
he stripped it all off. He took the silver and
the gold, and the costly vessels; he took
also the hidden treasures that he found.
Taking them all, he went into his own
land. (1 Maccabees 1:20-24, NRSV)

Then the king wrote to his whole kingdom that all should give up their particular
customs. All the Gentiles accepted the command of the king. Many even from Israel
gladly adopted his religion; they sacrificed to idols and profaned the Sabbath. The
king also sent letters by way of messenger to Jerusalem and the town of Judah; he
directed them to follow customs strange to the land, to forbid burnt offerings in the
sanctuary, to profane sabbaths and festivals, to defile the sanctuary and the
priests, to build altars and sacred precincts and shrines for idols, to sacrifice swine
and other unclean animals, and to leave their sons uncircumcised. They were to
make themselves abominable by everything unclean and profane, so that they
would forget the law and change all the ordinances. He added, “And whoever does
not obey the command of the king shall die.”
In such words he wrote to his whole kingdom. He appointed inspectors over all
the people and commanded the towns of Judah to offer sacrifice, town by town.
Many of the people, everyone who forsook the law, joined them and they did evil in
the land; they drove Israel into hiding in every place of refuge they had.
Now on the fifteenth day of Chislev, in the one hundred forty-fifth year, they erected
a desolating sacrilege on the altar of burnt offering. They also built altars in the
surrounding towns of Judah, and offered incense at the doors of the houses and in
the streets. The books of the Law that they found they tore to pieces and burned
with fire. Anyone found possessing the book of the covenant, or anyone who
adhered to the law, was condemned to death by decree of the king. They kept using
violence against Israel, against those who were found month after month in the
towns. On the twenty-fifth day of the month they offered sacrifice on the altar that
was on top of the altar of burnt offering. (1 Maccabees 1:41-59, NRSV)
But many in Israel stood firm and were resolved in their hearts not to eat unclean
food. They chose to die rather than to be defiled by food or to profane the holy
covenant; and they did die. Very great wrath came upon Israel. (1 Maccabees 1:62-63)
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Setting the Scene for the Gospels
LESSON 3: HANUKKAH
Objective
Students will learn about the Maccabean Revolt and the origins of Hanukkah.

Text: 1 Maccabees
Key Concepts
• Antiochus IV Epiphanes attempted to destroy the Jewish faith.
• The Maccabees fought Syrian rule, gaining religious freedom and economic
independence.
• The Hasmonean rule of Judea began in 143 BCE.

Essential Questions
• What happened in the Maccabean Revolt?
• What do Jews celebrate during Hanukkah?

Estimated Lesson Time: 45 minutes
Materials
•
•
•
•

“Intertestamental Vocabulary Terms” (from Lesson 1, p. 239)
“The Story of Hanukkah Illustrated” (p. 249)
Drawing supplies
For Extend the Lesson, option three: materials for making menorahs (see p. 248)

Teacher Preparation
• Make copies of “The Story of Hanukkah Illustrated,” one per student.
• Become familiar with the section in the Biblical Background called “An Attempt
to Destroy the Jewish Faith” (pp. 229-230). In Lesson 3, the first two paragraphs
were shared. Today you will share the information from the rest of this section
with the students.

INTRODUCING THE LESSON
Invite students to share their understandings of Hanukkah, including the reasons for celebrating this holiday and the customs practiced. A common misperception may be that Hanukkah is the Jewish alternative of Christmas. If this is
mentioned, clearly state that Hanukkah has nothing to do with Christmas, but is
celebrated in December. Review yesterday’s introduction to Antiochus IV Epiphanes
and finish reading or explaining in your own words “An Attempt to Destroy the
Jewish Faith” from the Biblical Background.

LESSON STEPS
1. List the main events from the reading on the board, with students’ help. They
should include:
—Antiochus IV Ephiphanes becomes the ruler
—Idols of pagan gods are introduced
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—Mattathias the priest disobeys orders to perform a sacrifice
—Mattathias kills a Jewish “traitor” and a Syrian officer
—Mattathias and sons begin the Maccabean Revolt
—Judah Maccabee overtakes Jerusalem for the Jews
—The temple is purified
—Fighting continues for almost 20 years
—Judea gains independence which lasts for 80 years
2. Add the definition for the Maccabean Revolt on the “Intertestamental
Vocabulary Terms” page from Lesson 1.
3. Review the legend of Hanukkah. After Judah Maccabees reclaimed the temple,
not enough oil was left undefiled by the Greeks to light the menorah lamp. The
small amount remaining miraculously lasted the eight days’ time that it took to
get more oil. Define Hanukkah on the “Intertestamental Vocabulary Terms” page.
4. “The Story of Hanukkah Illustrated.” Distribute the handout and have students choose six of the main events from this story to illustrate as a pictorial
description of Hanukkah.
5. As a homework assignment, have students tell the story of Hanukkah to their
families, using their illustrations.

EXTEND THE LESSON
(These activities will extend the lesson to longer than 45 minutes.)
• Invite a Jewish person from your community to share about Hanukkah,
including the historical background, spiritual significance, and holiday practices.
• Make a digital story of Hanukkah. Use a scanner, compile the students’ pictorial descriptions into a digital presentation—or enlist students to do this task. Make
sure all of the major events are illustrated and each student’s work is equally represented. Present the digital story of the Maccabean Revolt and Hanukkah for
your school and the sixth graders’ parents. Student volunteers may take turns
narrating the events, while others light a menorah onstage and run the computer
presentation.
• Make menorahs to symbolize Hanukkah. The menorah
holds eight candles of equal height (one for each of the eight
days of Hanukkah) and one candle that is taller, placed in
the center. This taller candle, called the Shamash, is used to
light the other candles each night. (The Shamash candle may
also be kept in a separate holder.)
On the first night, place one candle in the menorah’s far
right holder. Another candle is placed in the center for the
Shamash. The second night, place two candles on the menorah’s
far right. Light the two candles, from left to right, using the
Shamash candle. Follow this procedure for each night of
Hanukkah, adding another candle each night.
The menorah can be made by drilling holes in a piece of
wood for candles, or placing candles in thread spools or
shaped clay, or other creative ideas. The candleholders can be attached to each
other or kept separate. Remember that the menorah is always filled from right to
left, but the candles are lighted from left to right.
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Name: ________________________

The Story of Hanukkah Illustrated

Setting the Scene for the Gospels
LESSON 4: POLITICS, PIETY, AND POVERTY
Objective
Students will identify with the Jews’ feelings during the Intertestamental Period.
They will learn about the rulers and political situation at that time, and be introduced to the positions of the Pharisees, Sadducees, Essenes, Zealots, and people
of the land in Jesus’ time.

Text: Luke 1:32-33, 68-72; Luke 1:46-55
Key Concepts
• The 80-year-old independent Jewish state came under Roman dominance in 63 BCE.
• Roman dominance was the result of a struggle for succession within the
Hasmonean dynasty.
• Herod the Great was appointed by the Romans.
• During this time, special groups (Essenes, Sadducees, Pharisees, and Zealots)
offered distinct strategies for faithfulness to God.
• Roman rule and economic disparity heightened the longing for the coming of the
Messiah, promised by the prophets of old.

Essential Questions
• What was the situation like for the Jews prior to the arrival of Jesus Christ?
• What different perspectives did the Jews hold at the time of Jesus Christ?

Estimated Lesson Time: 45 minutes
Materials
•
•
•
•
•

Student Bibles
“Chronology of Rulers” (p. 253)
Overhead projector or computer projector
“Voices from Zero” script (pp. 254-255)
“Intertestamental Vocabulary Terms” (from Lesson 1, p. 239)

Teacher Preparation
•
•
•
•

Make an overhead transparency or project the image of “Chronology of Rulers.”
Make copies of “Voices from Zero,” one per student.
Read the Biblical Background carefully.
Ask a school administrator to visit your class to make an announcement as
outlined below in “Introducing the Lesson.”

INTRODUCING THE LESSON
Ask the school administrator to visit your classroom at the beginning of the
period. Explain to the class that the administrator has another pretend announcement to make: Because of budget complications, your school has just turned ownership over to the public school system. This change promises higher salaries for
teachers, new textbooks and facilities for students, and increased enrollment.
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Students who live nearby and currently attend public school will join your classes
at the beginning of the next academic period. New rules will also be in effect. Each
classroom will be required to display a flag and recite the Pledge of Allegiance
every morning. You will no longer be able to hold chapel services or practice the
Christian faith in any way. If you pray, it will have to be done silently and cannot
be led by your teacher.
Have the students imagine how they would react if this announcement were
true, and ask questions of the administrator. After they have had sufficient time
to respond, thank the administrator for leading the simulation. Explain that even
though the announcement wasn’t true, it helped you identify with the Jewish people when the Greeks and Romans imposed their culture and authority on them.

LESSON STEPS
1. “Chronology of Rulers.” Project this page and review Mattathias’ and Judah
Maccabee’s roles from Lesson 3. Then lead the students through the chronology
identifying the following:
—Simon, first ruler of the Jewish independent state
—John Hyracanus, succeeding ruler
—Janneus and Alexandra, succeeding rulers
—Aristobulus II, final ruler of the Jewish state, which ended in 63 BCE
—Hyracanus II, who fought Aristobulus II for control, leading both men to
invite the Romans to fight on their side
—The Romans supported Hyrcanus II, but then took total control and
appointed the rest of the kings, who would do whatever they asked.
Students will likely recognize the name Herod, king when Jesus was born.
2. “Voices from Zero.” Now explain that you will be learning the perspectives of
people who were alive when Jesus Christ was born. They are speaking from
approximately the year 0 CE (or A.D.). Distribute the student page and ask for
volunteers to read the parts of the narrator, Mariamne, Sadducee 1, Sadducee 2,
Sadducee 3, Pharisee 1, Pharisee 2, Pharisee 3, Essene, and Zealot. The rest of
the students will be the People of the Land. Read the script aloud.
3. Define the remaining terms on the “Intertestamental Vocabulary Terms”
sheet from Lesson 1.
4. Read Luke 1:32-33, 68-72. Discuss Mary and Zechariah’s expectations for the
coming Messiah. Review Mary’s song from Luke 1:46-55 in light of the messianic
expectations. Finally, refer to the introductory activity and ask students to summarize what the Jews were hoping for, according to the political climate of their
day.

EXTEND THE LESSON
(These activities will extend the lesson to longer than 45 minutes.)
• Journaling. Invite students to write a journal entry from the perspective of a
Jewish “person of the land.” They should include their reactions to the political
turmoil, Roman rule, and forcing of Hellenism upon their people. They should also
express their messianic expectations.
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• Do a traditional “Sword Drill” exercise, in which students race to find a Bible
text. The student who finds it first reads it aloud. Other students can help
describe the messianic expectations expressed in each passage by using key
words and short phrases. Use these texts:
Isaiah 42:1-4
Jeremiah 23:5
Isaiah 42:6-8
Ezekiel 34:23-25
Zechariah 9:9-10
Isaiah 9:6-7
Isaiah 11:1-9
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Chronology of Rulers

Judah
Maccabee

(37-4 BCE)

(4 BCE - 6 CE)

(4 BCE - 39 CE) (4 BCE - 34 CE)
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Voices from Zero
Narrator:

Today we will hear from people close to zero—no, not zero degrees, but zero on the
timeline. These people had no idea they were close to zero on a timeline. They went
about thinking that they lived in the such and such year of the reign of Caesar
Augustus, emperor of Rome. Five hundred years later a monk came up with the idea
that dates should be figured from the time of Jesus’ birth. It worked like this: 200
years after Jesus’ birth would be A.D. 200 (A.D. for anno Domini, which means “year
of our Lord”). You had to go backwards for anything before the birth of Christ and
call it B.C. What this monk didn’t know (or forgot) about one of the Roman emperors,
so he was off by a couple of years in deciding where to put the zero. But not to worry.
By the time anyone discovered he was wrong, it was too late to change everything.
Now, back to the people who lived near zero. Just remember, they had no idea
they were living in a special time, a time close to the birth of Jesus. Some of the
people you’ll hear from were famous and important. Others lived ordinary lives
baking bread, harvesting grain, crying, smiling, and singing to babies. All of them
watched the sun rise and set over the rock-strewn land of Palestine. All of them
knew the same social setting that Jesus knew.

Mariamne:

I am Mariamne (Ma-re-am-ne), wife of Herod the Great. I suppose you’ve heard of
Herod the Great? He was a friend of the Roman rulers, king of the Jews, and a
great builder. I understand that remains of the fortresses, cities, and Jerusalem
temple can still be more than 2,000 years later. Strange that Herod was king of the
Jews, for he was not really of Jewish descent. I was, for I was a descendant of the
Maccabees, the royal Hasmonean family. Herod came from a politically powerful
family in Idumea, to the south. They had been forced to be Jews when conquered
by my great-great-grandfather.
So, I spent my life at the top—member of the ruling family, wife of Herod the
Great. Let me tell you, life at the top isn’t all it’s cracked up to be. Power got us
wealth, but with all the wealth in the world you cannot buy trust. At the top, you
can trust no one. In my own Hasmonean family, brother fought brother for a
chance at the throne. The same was true for Herod. Herod trusted no one. He
killed anyone he suspected might get a following among the people. He murdered
my grandfather and my brother. I was Herod’s favorite wife and my sons his favorite
sons. Even that didn’t save us. Eventually, we too were executed by Herod’s orders.
I am Mariamne, favorite wife of Herod the Great. I watched the sun rise and set,
protected by the great walls of a fort, but I was never really safe.

Sadducees:

We are the Sadducees.

Sadducee 1:

There were few of us, but we mattered a great deal in this country of Palestine.

Sadducee 2:

See, we were in charge. Well, sort of. As long as we kept the Roman rulers happy. We
didn’t want any trouble. We wanted to be able to worship the Almighty at the temple.

Sadducee 3:

The Law of Moses and the temple were important to us. The Pharisees recognized
other Scriptures too. They believed in angels and life after death and such things.
We held only to the Law of Moses. We made sure the temple worship was pure.
The high priest was one of us.

Sadducee 1:

Of course, it’s also true that we were prominent and wealthy. Though we lived in
fine houses in Jerusalem, we had large land holdings. We lived off the rent of our
estates. We sat on the Sanhedrin, the governing body of the Jews.
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Sadducee 2:

And we didn’t accept dinner invitations, unless the hosts were also wealthy.

Sadducee 3:

Please don’t misunderstand us. We cared about the temple sacrifices and the Law.
Someone had to be in charge. We had to protect our wealth and the temple system.

Pharisees:

We are the Pharisees.

Pharisee 1:

We believed the Law was for ordinary people, not just the priests and those serving
at the temple. We extended the rules for the priests to common, everyday life. We
wanted all Israel to be a holy priesthood.

Pharisee 2:

Many of the scribes joined us. We were the separate ones, strictly applying the Law
to all of life. We lived in the towns and villages, not just in Jerusalem like the
Sadducees.

Pharisee 3:

We had strict Sabbath rules, in order to avoid working on that day. We also had many
strict rules about washing after being with sinners, about tithing, and about other
areas. Though we were the most popular group of the day, many could not join us.
They were still sinners, not righteous like we were, for they did not keep all the rules.

Essene:

I am an Essene. Along with a community of other men, I lived in the wilderness at
Qumran, near the Dead Sea. There we worked and studied together, convinced that
the only way to remain faithful was to withdraw from the world. We even refused to
worship at the temple. How could we join in worship at the temple when the Jewish
leaders were so wicked? Each sunrise brought the hope that God would send the
Messiah with armies from heaven to destroy the Romans and corrupt Jewish leaders.

Zealot:

I am a Zealot. I, for one, did not wait for God to send armies from heaven. I carried
a hidden sword and didn’t hesitate to use it. As one of the Zealots, I hated Romans
and (looking at the Sadducees) any Jew who cooperated with the Romans. Like the
Maccabees, we wanted Jewish independence and would settle for no less.

People of
the Land:

We are the people of the land.

Voice 1:

We are the common people.

Voice 2:

There were many of us. We worked hard, but had little to show for it.

Voice 3:

Some of us were slaves. Some were tenant farmers. Some were day laborers. Few
of us had more than one set of clothes. We wondered where our families’ next meal
was coming from.

People of
the Land:

Who owned the fertile fields of Galilee? We’ll tell you. A few wealthy people, Sadducees,
and merchants—the Jerusalem upper crust.

Voice 1:

Those of us who had small farms got crowded out—Roman taxes everywhere we
turned, debts to wealthy landowners—and finally we lost the little land we had.

Voice 2:

The Pharisees despised us when we didn’t keep their many laws.

Voice 3:

(Disgusted) Yes, we were unclean to them. How could we master the fine details of
perfection when we wondered where our next meal was coming from? We didn’t have
the luxury to worry about exactly how to wash hands, how far to walk on the Sabbath
and exactly which wording made a statement acceptable.

People of
the Land:

Tired and hungry, we watched the sun rise and set over the land we worked for
someone else. We wanted a new start, and hoped for a better future.
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Name ____________________________

Setting the Scene for the Gospels
Unit 7 Quiz
Part 1: Short Answer
Briefly answer the following questions.
1. Which culture did Hellenism represent? _________________________________________
2. What time period is defined as the Intertestamental Period?
____________________________________________________________________________________
3. Who were the Diaspora? _________________________________________________________
4. What was the Septuagint? _______________________________________________________
5. What was the purpose of the synagogue?
____________________________________________________________________________________
6. What is the name for the stories probably gathered during the intertestamental
period, which are not included in every Bible? _____________________________________
7. What event are Jews celebrating during Hanukkah?
____________________________________________________________________________________

Part 2: Matching
Match each name with its description by writing the appropriate letter on the line beside it.
____
____
____
____
____
____
____
____
____
____
____

Alexander the Great
Antiochus IV Epiphanes
Aristobulus II and Hyrcanus II
Essenes
Judah Maccabee
Mattathias
Messiah
People of the Land
Pharisees
Sadducees
Zealots

A. Greek ruler who conquered most of the known world
B. Tried to force the Jews to be Hellenistic by introducing pagan gods and sacrificing
a pig in the Jerusalem temple.
C. Started the Maccabean Revolt by killing two people.
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D. Led the Jews in a fight that reclaimed Jerusalem.
E. Fought to rule the Jewish state and opened the door for the Romans to take control.
F. Wealthy upper-class Jews concerned about temple sacrifices
G. Keepers of the Oral Law who desired a holy nation
H. Desert monks who lived a simple and disciplined life
I. Fierce fighters for Jewish freedom
J. Poor masses who were 90% of the population
K. Went to establish God’s kingdom.

Part 3: Personal Response
If you had been a Jew during the Intertestamental Period, who would you have been
expecting the Messiah to be? Back up your response with facts from this unit.
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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ANSWER KEY

Setting the Scene for the Gospels
Unit 7 Quiz
Part 1: Short Answer
Briefly answer the following questions.

Greek
1. Which culture did Hellenism represent? _________________________________________
2. What time period is defined as the Intertestamental Period?

The 300 years between the Old and New Testaments
____________________________________________________________________________________
Scattered Jews who lived far away from Jerusalem
3. Who were the Diaspora? _________________________________________________________
Greek translation of the Hebrew Scriptures
4. What was the Septuagint? _______________________________________________________
5. What was the purpose of the synagogue?

Place for Jews to gather for worship, community organization, and teaching
____________________________________________________________________________________
6. What is the name for the stories probably gathered during the intertestamental

Apocrypha
period, which are not included in every Bible? _____________________________________
7. What event are Jews celebrating during Hanukkah?

The rededication of the temple after they reclaimed it in the Maccabean Revolt
____________________________________________________________________________________
Part 2: Matching
Match each name with its description by writing the appropriate letter on the line beside it.

A
____
B
____
E
____
H
____
D
____
C
____
K
____
J
____
G
____
F
____
I
____

Alexander the Great
Antiochus IV Epiphanes
Aristobulus II and Hyrcanus II
Essenes
Judah Maccabee
Mattathias
Messiah
People of the Land
Pharisees
Sadducees
Zealots

A. Greek ruler who conquered most of the known world
B. Tried to force the Jews to be Hellenistic by introducing pagan gods and sacrificing
a pig in the Jerusalem temple.
C. Started the Maccabean Revolt by killing two people.
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D. Led the Jews in a fight that reclaimed Jerusalem.
E. Fought to rule the Jewish state and opened the door for the Romans to take control.
F. Wealthy upper-class Jews concerned about temple sacrifices
G. Keepers of the Oral Law who desired a holy nation
H. Desert monks who lived a simple and disciplined life
I. Fierce fighters for Jewish freedom
J. Poor masses who were 90% of the population
K. Was to establish God’s kingdom.

Part 3: Personal Response
If you had been a Jew during the Intertestamental Period, who would you have been
expecting the Messiah to be? Back up your response with facts from this unit.

Answers will vary. Students should display some application of concepts
_____________________________________________________________________________________
studied in this unit in their responses.
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
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