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INTRODUCTION 

 

PREPARING TO ENJOY A STUDY OF THE        

LIFE OF JESUS CHRIST 

There is a special way to study the life 

of the Savior. 

Because this is a spiritual exploration 

into the chronicles of sacred literature, there 

soon develops a feeling that we are gently 

advancing into the cloistered precincts of 

God's own garden. That is why it is entirely 

appropriate to accompany this study with 

frequent, personal prayers. 

In our prayers there always should be 

an earnest petition that our Heavenly Father 

will share with us his Holy Spirit. As Paul 

taught us in 1 Corinthians 13:12, "we see 

through a glass darkly," and it is therefore 

imperative that we have the companionship 

of the Holy Spirit if we are to understand 

these pure doctrines, and feel the inspiration 

of the great Gospel truths that gradually 

emerge from the teachings of Jesus and his 

Apostles. 

MODERN STUDENTS HAVE MANY 

ADVANTAGES OVER THOSE 

OF THE PAST SEVERAL CENTURIES 

Very early in this spiritual journey, we 

begin to realize that it is far easier to study 

the life of Christ in our own day than it was 

two or three centuries ago. 

The scriptural resources that have 

virtually flooded the world since the modern 

restoration of the Gospel, have greatly 

enriched our comprehension of many 

magnificent and inspiring doctrines that had 

become completely "lost." 

In addition, these new resources have 

brilliantly clarified a great many historical 

relationships that had become totally 

obscured during the Dark Ages. 

THE PURPOSE OF THIS INTRODUCTION 

The primary purpose of this 

introduction is to briefly trace the torturous 

twisting and turning of Jewish history during 

the six hundred years prior to the Savior's 

birth. As we shall see, the volatile and 

sometimes tragic dynamics of Jewish 

suffering during these highly significant 

centuries had a deeply religious and cultural 

impact on the Jews by the time Jesus came 

to minister among them. 

A further purpose of this introduction 

is to get us better acquainted with some of 

those highly trained scholars who have spent 

their entire lives searching out the mood and 

manners of the Jews during New Testament 

times. One of the most penetrating and 

gratifying studies in this field is the classical 

work of Dr. Alfred Edersheim. 

THE STORY OF A FAMOUS JEWISH 

SCHOLAR WHO BECAME A CHRISTIAN 

Alfred Edersheim was born in Vienna 

in 1825. He matriculated through his early 

years of educational training in his home 

community and finally graduated from the 

University of Vienna. 

He later traveled to England, and 

while serving as a tutor, came under the 
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influence of a Scottish Presbyterian chaplain 

named John Duncan. 

Before long, Edersheim had made a 

careful study of the tenets of Christianity, 

and even though he felt the loving 

persuasion and social pressure of his own 

people to resist it, he became a believer in 

the Jewish Messiah from Nazareth. He was 

baptized into the Presbyterian faith, and 

soon afterwards was ordained a minister in 

the Scottish Presbyterian Church. 

Later, Edersheim's talents as a scholar 

in classical languages led him to undertake 

graduate studies at the New College in 

Edinburgh, and later at the University of 

Berlin. 

During these years, this new Jewish 

convert gradually began to realize that most 

Christian scholars had a very inadequate 

understanding of the Savior's Jewish 

background. He therefore undertook to 

prepare an extensive study of the Old 

Testament from a Jewish perspective so that 

he could share the Savior's religious and 

cultural background with his fellow 

Christians. 

THE NEED TO STUDY THE OLD TESTAMENT 

IN ORDER 

TO UNDERSTAND THE NEW TESTAMENT 

In presenting the saga of the Old 

Testament, Dr. Edersheim hoped Christians 

would be able to comprehend to a greater 

extent the tumultuous anguish which the 

Jewish people endured for centuries in order 

to bring the great Messiah-Redeemer to the 

world. 

From a modern source we discover 

that even the Savior was anxious to have the 

Gentiles appreciate the history of the Jews 

and the contribution they have made to the 

Christian legacy. He said: 

"O ye Gentiles, have ye 

remembered the Jews, mine 

ancient covenant people? Nay; 

but ye have cursed them, and 

have hated them, and have not 

sought to recover them. But 

behold, I will return all these 

things upon your own heads; for 

I the Lord have not forgotten my 

people."1 

The Savior also had something to say 

about the role of the Jews in giving us the 

Bible. He said modern man could not 

pretend to love the Bible and simultaneously 

despise the people who preserved it. 

Speaking of the Gentiles, he said: 

"They [the Gentiles] shall have a 

Bible; and it shall proceed forth 

from the Jews, mine ancient 

covenant people. And what 

thank they the Jews for the Bible 

which they receive from them? 

Yea, what do the Gentiles mean? 

Do they remember the travails, 

and the labors, and the pains of 

the Jews, and their diligence 

unto me, in bringing forth 

salvation unto the Gentiles?"2 

EDERSHEIM'S SEVEN-VOLUME WORK ON 

THE OLD TESTAMENT 

Therefore, to help Gentile Christians 

appreciate the Old Testament from the 

Savior's perspective, Edersheim wrote his 

comprehensive seven-volume work 

entitled: Bible History -- Old Testament. 

His goal was to demonstrate that 

throughout the centuries, the mission of the 

"people of the covenant" was to prepare the 

javascript:footnote('1.%202%20Nephi%2029:5.')
javascript:footnote('2.%202%20Nephi%2029:4.')
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world for the coming of their great Messiah. 

Of course, in their long history, the Jews 

often wandered away into strange paths, but, 

in the final analysis, they did give mankind 

what God had intended -- the Messiah and 

the Bible. 

When this writer became a professor 

at the Brigham Young University, he also 

felt the necessity to become immersed in the 

great treasures of Jewish writings during the 

first four thousand years of human history. It 

required more than fifteen years to complete 

the research and write three volumes on the 

epoch of the Old Testament. These were 

then used as college texts in the author's 

classes. 

The most gratifying satisfaction to 

grow out of these fifteen years of research 

and writing was the discovery that not only 

the students became enthusiastically 

interested in a study of the Old Testament, 

but so did the general public. This is 

reflected in the following history of these 

three books: 

The First Two Thousand Years -- 

From Adam to Abraham (published in 1953, 

now in its 43rd printing.) 

The Third Thousand Years -- From 

Abraham to David (published in 1964, now 

in its 26th printing.) 

The Fourth Thousand Years -- From 

David to Christ (published in 1966, now in 

its 20th printing.) 

DR. EDERSHEIM WAS ANXIOUS TO HAVE 

CHRISTIANS KNOW MORE 

ABOUT THE JEWISH TEMPLE AND THE 

JEWISH PEOPLE 

The next thing Dr. Edersheim wanted 

Christians to appreciate were the sacred 

ceremonies and sacrifices connected with 

the Holy Temple. He wanted them to picture 

in their minds the rich tapestry of Jewish 

religious fervor that centered around the 

Holy of Holies and the altar of sacrifice 

during the period in which Jesus lived. 

For this reason he called his second 

Jewish missionary book to the 

Christians, The Temple -- Its Ministry and 

Services as They Were in the Time of Christ. 

Dr. Edersheim's third literary 

contribution was entitled, Sketches of Jewish 

Social Life in the Days of Christ. 

In his later life (1875), Alfred 

Edersheim became a clergyman in the 

Church of England, and was then recruited 

to be a lecturer at Oxford University in 

1884. 

Finally, he dedicated the last seven 

years of his life to writing his most famous 

work, The Life and Times of Jesus the 

Messiah. 

In this writer's opinion it required a 

scholarly Jewish Christian to perform this 

great labor. He gives modern students the 

authentic touch that Dr. Edersheim was so 

eminently qualified to provide. He died 

shortly after this book was completed in 

1889. 

When this two-volume work was 

published, it soon became a best-seller. 

Today, it is described as the most widely 

used reference work in the English language 

on the New Testament. 

JOSEPHUS, THE JEWISH GENERAL WHO 

BECAME 

THE JEWS' MOST FAMOUS HISTORIAN 
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Another famous Jewish writer who 

contributed a profusion of valuable 

knowledge concerning the culture and 

history of the Jews was Flavius Josephus. 

Josephus was born in 37 A.D., about 

four years after the crucifixion of the Savior. 

His father was a leader in one of the most 

distinguished families of priests, and his 

mother belonged to the Hasmonaean 

(Maccabee) family which made Josephus of 

royal lineage.3 

By the age of 14 his penetrating study 

of the law had attracted the attention of the 

learned men of Jerusalem. His next project 

was to carefully study the Sadducees, the 

Pharisees and the Essenes. Josephus wanted 

to make sure which one was the most correct 

exponent of God's law. In the process, he 

even spent three years (from sixteen to 

nineteen) with a hermit in the desert, where 

he existed on roots, fruits, nuts and herbs. In 

the end he became a devoted Pharisee. 

When Josephus was twenty-seven 

years of age (66 A.D.) he went to Rome to 

plead for the release of certain priests who 

had been arrested by the Romans for some 

minor offenses. He made friends quickly 

among the Roman elite and was introduced 

to the empress. Through her influence he 

succeeded in gaining the release of the 

Jewish priests. 

While in Rome, Josephus was 

tremendously impressed with the military 

might and the highly trained skill of the 

Roman legions encamped near the capital. 

This was uppermost in his mind when he 

returned to Jerusalem and found the Jews 

conspiring to launch a violent insurrection 

against the Roman rulers. 

The whole idea left him with 

ambivalent feelings. At first he strongly 

argued against the revolt because he felt it 

might lead to a disaster for the Jews. 

Nevertheless, he loved his people, and the 

traditional vision of freedom and 

independence such as they had enjoyed 

under the Maccabees led him to accept an 

assignment to go up to Galilee and recruit an 

army. 

He actually succeeded in mobilizing a 

creditable force and put the new, raw troops 

through intensive training. However, when 

the Romans appeared on the scene it struck a 

paralyzing fear in every heart. As a spirit of 

panic seized them, the Galileans broke rank 

and fled in all directions, while Josephus 

was left on the field stunned and deserted. 

Before he could escape he was surrounded 

and captured. 

Josephus travelled south as a Roman 

prisoner and quickly realized it was suicidal 

for his people to continue their struggle any 

further. The Romans had conquered the 

entire country except Jerusalem, and that 

great city was under a deadly siege. Within a 

short time the defenders were starving, and 

eating their own dead. Josephus did 

everything possible to dissuade his people 

from continuing their stubborn resistance, 

but all he got for his effort was the 

humiliation of being called a traitor. 

Josephus then became a translator for 

General Vespasian, and a warm relationship 

developed between the two. By the time 

Vespasian had became the new Emperor, 

Josephus was treated almost as though he 

were a member of the Emperor's family. 

Perhaps this is why he adopted the family 

name of the Emperor and thereafter became 

known as "Flavius" Josephus. 

JOSEPHUS SAW THE FALL OF JERUSALEM 

AND THE TOTAL DISINTEGRATION OF THE 

JEWISH NATION 

javascript:footnote('3.%20The%20autobiography%20of%20Josephus%20is%20contained%20in%20the%20complete%20works%20of%20Josephus%20which%20were%20published%20in%201960%20by%20the%20Kregel%20Publishers,%20Grand%20Rapids,%20Michigan.')
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The fall of Jerusalem cost over a 

million Jewish lives, and the pillaging of the 

land cost several million more. Just before 

the great last surge of destruction, Josephus 

was asked if he wanted to rescue anything 

from the city before it was totally 

demolished. Josephus requested permission 

to gather up all of the "holy books," which 

we assume to have been the Temple library. 

This treasure of historical and scriptural 

records proved of inestimable value when 

Josephus began writing his history of the 

Jewish people. 

Many of the captive Jews were 

crucified. Among them, Josephus found 

three of his old friends. He succeeded in 

getting permission to have all three of them 

taken down from their crosses, but for two 

of them it was too late. Even with the care of 

the best physicians, they died. 

Josephus returned to Rome with the 

victorious legions, and, in process of time, 

he was made a Roman citizen and given an 

estate with a pension for life. This allowed 

him to use the rest of his years (which ended 

around 100 A.D.) in research and writing. 

Josephus became famous for two 

major works. His first important book was 

called, Wars of the Jews, written soon after 

the destruction of Jerusalem in 

70 A.D. while all of the facts were fresh in 

his mind. Several years later he wrote 

the Antiquities of the Jews, which is a 

comprehensive history of the Jews and their 

patriarchal ancestors back to Adam. At one 

point he virtually abandoned the effort until 

some of his Greek friends, including 

Epaphroditus, induced him to continue. 

These Greek friends said it was not only to 

satisfy their curiosity, concerning the history 

of the Jews, but also to learn about the laws 

which their prophets said were received 

directly from God.4 

The best English translation of 

Josephus thus far is that of William 

Whiston. 

BY THE TIME OF CHRIST, THE JEWS HAD 

BEEN SCATTERED ALL ACROSS THE EARTH 

From Josephus and other sources, we 

learn that, contrary to popular belief, the 

Jews were not concentrated in Palestine 

when Jesus came to minister among them. 

They had been sifted across the face of the 

earth like chaff before the wind. 

The great crisis date for 

the first scattering of the Jews began around 

600 B.C. (This is the precise date designated 

by the prophet Nephi as the first year of the 

reign of Zedekiah who was put on the throne 

by the Babylonians after Nebuchadnezzar's 

first attack on Jerusalem. This date for 

Zedekiah was ridiculed when the Book of 

Mormon was first published in 1830 because 

secular chronologists had decided that the 

first year of the reign of King Zedekiah was 

553 B.C.5 Today, however, the chronologists 

have gradually changed their date until now 

they are designating 598 B.C. as the correct 

one. This honest attempt to persist in their 

research so as to accurately target the proper 

date for the beginning of Zedekiah's reign, 

has now brought these scholars 45 years 

closer to the date divinely revealed in the 

American scripture. They have only 2 more 

years to go.) 

That was the year King 

Nebuchadnezzar from Babylon moved in 

against Jerusalem with his massive war 

machine. However, at that time he did not 

destroy Jerusalem. Instead, he came to teach 

them a lesson. His first act was to put a new 

king (Zedekiah) over the Jews, and collect 

the delinquent tribute. He raided the Temple 

-- confiscating many of its treasures -- and 

then decided to take back to Babylon ten 

javascript:footnote('4.%20Josephus,%20%3ci%3eAntiquities%20of%20the%20Jews%3c/i%3e,%20Grand%20Rapids,%20Michigan,%20Kregel%20Publications,%20Preface,%20paragraph%202.')
javascript:footnote('5.%20B.%20H.%20Roberts,%20%3ci%3eStudies%20of%20the%20Book%20of%20Mormon%3c/i%3e,%20Chicago:%20University%20of%20Illinois%20Press,%201985,%20pp.%202-3.')
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thousand of the most talented Jewish 

artisans. One of them was the prophet 

Ezekiel. 

Unfortunately, during the following 

thirteen years, the Jewish leaders not only 

failed to pay their annual tribute, but -- 

worst of all -- they entered into a military 

alliance with Egypt, which was Babylon's 

foremost enemy. 

It was just a question of time until 

Nebuchadnezzar came charging down on 

Jerusalem with the intention of obliterating 

the whole Jewish nation from the face of the 

earth. That fatal date turned out to be 

587 B.C. 

THE DESTRUCTION OF JERUSALEM AND 

SCATTERING OF THE JEWS 

When the Babylonian tornado of 

destruction descended on Jerusalem in 

587 B.C., it was accompanied by all of the 

horrors of rapine, burning, looting and 

killing that characterized the techniques of 

conquest in those blood-thirsty days. 

For weeks the fires of Jerusalem and 

other settlements in Palestine filled the air 

with the pungent stench of burning flesh and 

the odor of smoldering ruins. Within a few 

days starvation set in, crushing out the lives 

of old and young alike. Other tens of 

thousands -- without any mercy from their 

captors -- died from the scourges of various 

contagious diseases. Still other thousands 

fled in all directions to seek safety in 

neighboring nations. 

When it was all over there was a mere 

fragment of the population huddled together 

like terrified sheep near the ruins of 

Jerusalem. These were roughly herded 

together and marched off across the 

mountains and deserts to Babylon. There 

they were placed in a concentration camp 

called Tel Abib. 

The scripture says that in the 

miserable and depressed condition the Jews 

mourned out their days of wretched 

existence for seventy years. In fact, the only 

thing that saved them was a mighty political 

convulsion among the world powers.6 

THE BABYLONIANS ARE CONQUERED BY 

THE PERSIANS 

In 539 B.C. a horde of Medes and 

Persians descended on Babylon while the 

king and all his courtiers were celebrating a 

great feast.7 The attack was in the darkness 

and came as a complete surprise. In a single 

night the glory of Babylon was crushed into 

the dust after Cyrus breached the walls and 

poured in upon the city like a legion of 

avenging angels. 

By morning the Jews found 

themselves under the dominion of a 

completely different kingdom. 

A TINY FRAGMENT OF THE JEWS 

RETURNED TO JERUSALEM 

Nearly 150 years earlier, the Lord 

revealed to Isaiah that it would be a man 

named Cyrus who would befriend the Jews 

and send them back to Jerusalem to rebuild 

the Temple.8 The Lord even called Cyrus 

"my shepherd."9 

It was the very next year after the 

triumphant Cyrus conquered Babylon that 

he authorized 50,000 Jews to return to the 

site of Jerusalem and rebuild the Lord's Holy 

House. From this fragile beginning, the Jews 

began the restoration of their nation and 

their sacred city. 

javascript:footnote('6.%20Jeremiah%2025:11-12.')
javascript:footnote('7.%20Skousen,%20%3ci%3eThe%20Fourth%20Thousand%20Years%3c/i%3e,%20Salt%20Lake%20City,%20Utah:%20Bookcraft,%201966,%20pp.%20758-759.')
javascript:footnote('8.%20Isaiah%2044:28.')
javascript:footnote('9.%20Isaiah%2044:20.')
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Later, Ezra went over to Jerusalem to 

institute certain reforms and teach the people 

the Mosaic law from scriptures which he 

took with him.10 A few years after that, the 

brilliant Nehemiah -- who was not only a 

Jew but the highly trusted cupbearer to King 

Cyrus -- gained permission to go to 

Jerusalem and supervise the reconstruction 

of the city's protective walls.11 

THE BUILDING OF THE SECOND TEMPLE 

As the Second Temple neared 

completion, it did not in any way compare 

with the world-famous grandeur of 

Solomon's original Temple. Nevertheless, it 

generated a sense of identity and national 

unity for the Jews. At least they had their 

own Holy House, structured on sacred 

ground, where their DAILY sacrifices could 

send up a sweet smell to heaven, and where 

the people would be provided with a center 

for daily worship as well as sabbath 

services. 

The Second Temple was dedicated 

with elaborate ceremonies in 516 B.C. 

BY THE TIME OF CHRIST, MANY OF THE 

SCATTERED JEWS HAD BECOME WEALTHY 

AND HIGHLY INFLUENTIAL AMONG THE 

GENTILE NATIONS 

Meanwhile, just as the Lord had told 

the prophet Ezekiel, tens of thousands of the 

Jews had been scattered in every direction -- 

east, west, north, and south.12 

To confirm the reality of the 

widespread dispersion of the Jews, we turn 

to Philo, a Jewish philosopher of 

Alexandria, Egypt, who was a contemporary 

with Jesus. He states that as of his day the 

Jews were in "all the cities of Europe, in 

provinces of Asia, and in the islands."13 

Although the Lord told Ezekiel that 

the dispersion of the Jews was a well-

deserved punishment, it turned out that in 

God's wisdom it became a great blessing for 

many Jews as well as the Gentiles. 

Edersheim tells us that by the time 

Jesus was born, many of these Jews in 

Gentile nations had become some of the 

richest and most powerful "behind-the-

scenes" leaders in trade, ship-building, 

banking, and politics.14 

This is confirmed by Strabo 

(63 B.C. to 28 A.D.) the noted Greek 

historian, who is quoted by Josephus as 

saying: 

"It is not easy to find a place in 

the world that has not admitted 

this [Jewish] race, and is not 

mastered by it."15 

There is an interesting reason why 

some of the Jews became masters "behind 

the scenes" in many of the nations where 

they settled. 

THE TALENTS OF THE JEWS 

It seems that the very nature of the 

Jewish character creates a remarkable 

cultural phenomenon wherever these 

scattered Israelites become established. 

First of all, many Jews have natural 

capabilities required for leadership. They are 

aggressive, resourceful, intelligent, and 

willing to take risks for their convictions. 

These attributes are qualities which rulers 

quickly recognize and often employ to their 

own advantage. Consequently it was not 

long before many of the diaspora Jews were 

trained and used by rulers to fill difficult and 

highly responsible positions. 

javascript:footnote('10.%20Skousen,%20%3ci%3eThe%20Fourth%20Thousand%20Years%3c/i%3e,%20pp.%20787-790.')
javascript:footnote('11.%20Skousen,%20%3ci%3eThe%20Fourth%20Thousand%20Years%3c/i%3e,%20pp.%20790-792.')
javascript:footnote('12.%20Ezekiel%205:12.')
javascript:footnote('13.%20Quoted%20by%20Alfred%20Edersheim%20in%20%3ci%3eThe%20Life%20and%20Times%20of%20Jesus%20the%20Messiah%3c/i%3e,%20Grand%20Rapids,%20Mich.,%20Wm.%20B.%20Eerdmans%20Publishing%20Co.,%201:6.')
javascript:footnote('14.%20Edersheim,%20%3ci%3eThe%20Life%20and%20Times%20of%20Jesus%3c/i%3e,%201:73-74.')
javascript:footnote('15.%20Josephus,%20%3ci%3eAntiquities%20of%20the%20Jews%3c/i%3e,%20Book%2014,%207:2.')


Days of the Living Christ Student Manual – Page 11 
 

This is precisely what King 

Nebuchadnezzar did in Babylon before he 

felt provoked to attack Jerusalem. He had 

Daniel as his chief advisor at the gate of 

judgment, and Daniel's three friends, 

Shadrach, Meshach, and Abed-nego, were 

appointed by the king to be the three chief 

administrators over the entire province of 

Babylon.16 

Later, we find the beautiful Queen 

Esther -- who turned out to be of Judah -- 

married to the king of Persia.17 And her 

uncle, named Mordecai, was made the king's 

chief minister.18 

This merely illustrates how the 

scattered Jews gradually became so 

influential in nearly every country where 

they settled, and why Strabo of Alexandria 

would say they had become "masters," as it 

were, behind the scenes in those countries. 

WHY THE JEWS WERE PERSECUTED 

However, in spite of the wealth and 

influence which many of the Jews achieved 

individually, there were a number of reasons 

why the Jews were disliked and resented as 

a people. 

The first problem was their resistance 

to assimilation. They would serve the 

Greeks, the Romans, the Asiatics, or the 

Europeans, but nevertheless remained first 

and foremost, "Jews." 

This was not only true of the orthodox 

Jews, but even those who did their best to 

shatter the Ten Commandments on a regular 

basis between sabbaths. 

The second factor was the Jewish 

resistance to pagan idol worship. To most 

Greeks and Romans, the myths of the gods 

was a routine way of life. Disbelief was no 

sin, but failure to join in the feasts, 

ceremonies and celebrations which honored 

the gods was considered a threat to the 

fundamental keystone of their civilizations. 

From a Gentile perspective, "to get 

along, you go along," but when it came to 

pagan idols, the Jews did not go along. 

The third element that kept the Jews 

apart was their sense of divine destiny. 

Eventually, they felt it was the intention of 

God to set up a worldwide kingdom under 

their Jewish King-Messiah.19 They 

believed that, as Daniel had predicted, God's 

kingdom would someday replace all other 

kingdoms and last forever.20 

THE RESTRUCTURING OF THE WORLD BY 

THE GREEKS 

Eventually, there was another 

convulsion in world politics. 

It will be recalled that the Medes and 

Persians conquered Babylon in 539 B.C., 

but between 334 and 328 B.C., the Persian 

empire was conquered by Alexander the 

Great, and the Greeks became the new rulers 

of the whole civilized world. 

The Jews fared rather well under 

Alexander, but in 323 B.C., while Alexander 

was in Babylon, he suddenly died of a 

malignant fever. Instead of leaving his 

empire to a single heir, Alexander left 

various segments of his empire as a legacy 

to each of his leading generals. 

For over a century, these ambitious 

generals and their descendants fought each 

other trying to take over the whole empire. 

When the dust had finally settled, the heirs 

of general Seleucus Nicator, had established 

authority over Alexander's eastern conquests 
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and these became known as the Seleucid 

empire. 

Egypt and the Greek provinces in 

Africa became the holdings of the heirs of 

General Ptolemy. 

The descendants of the one-eyed 

General Antigonus Cyclops managed to get 

Macedonia, and part of Asia Minor. 

To the Jews, the most significant 

outcome of all this restructuring of Europe 

and Asia, was the fact that the Seleucid 

empire included Syria and Palestine. The 

Seleucids established the capital of their 

empire at Antioch on the Arontes river, 300 

miles north of Jerusalem. 

As it turned out, the Seleucid kingdom 

soon became the center for the worst 

persecution the Jews had suffered in more 

than 300 years. 

THE GREEK RULER, ANTIOCHUS 

EPIPHANES, TRIES TO FORCE 

THE JEWS TO BECOME PAGANS 

The Seleucid ruler who left the most 

bitter memory in the minds of the Jews, was 

Antiochus Epiphanes, (Antiochus IV) whose 

worst abuses reached their height around 

170 B.C. The well-known historian, Will 

Durant, describes the character of the man 

who ruled the Jews during this particular 

period: 

"Antiochus IV ... loved wine, 

women and art; he drank to 

excess, and left his royal seat, at 

banquets, to dance naked with 

the entertainers, or to carouse 

with wastrels; he was a 

Bohemian whose dream of 

power had come true."21 

The ambition of this new ruler was to 

subjugate the Jews economically, and then 

compel them to adopt the pagan religion of 

the Greeks. Concerning his economic 

exploitation of the Jews, Durant says: 

"He ordered the Jews to pay in 

taxes one third of their grain 

crops and one half of the fruit of 

their trees."22 

However, the heavy taxes were 

nothing compared to the shattering impact of 

a desolating religious persecution which 

Antiochus IV imposed on the Jews. Durant 

says: 

"Antiochus ... marched up to 

Jerusalem, slaughtered Jews of 

either sex by the thousands, 

desecrated and looted the 

Temple, appropriated for the 

royal coffers its golden altar, its 

vessels, and its treasuries.... 

"He commanded that the Temple 

be rededicated as a shrine to 

Zeus, that a Greek altar be built 

over the old one, and that the 

usual sacrifices be replaced with 

a sacrifice of swine. 

"He forbade the keeping of the Sabbath of the 

Jewish festivals, and made circumcision a 

capital crime.... Greek [pagan] ritual was made 

compulsory on pain of 

 

(Continued in Manual) 

---------------------------------------------- 
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Chapter One  

 

The Real Story of 

Christmas 
 

The most important events in history often 

burst in upon us unannounced. 

It was during the year of the Romans 

752,1 that the heavens began to unfold the 

opening scenes of a monumental event 

which God's prophets had been predicting 

since the days of Adam.2 The setting was in 

_____________, and the place was Herod's 

Temple. 

As the first wisps of dawning light filtered 

up through the eastern sky, a silver trumpet 

sent three clarion calls from the heights of 

the Temple to awaken the city.3 

There were already about fifty priests on 

duty at the Temple, and they were intently 

going about their various tasks. The first 

duty was to use torches in order to inspect 

the various courtyards to make certain that 

each one was clean and secure. After that 

they came together and each of the priests 

received his allotted assignment. When they 

were all in their respective places, the great 

gates of the Temple were slowly opened to 

welcome the early worshippers.4 

At the moment, the major center of activity 

was the Court of the Priests where 

preparations were being made for the daily 

__________. The fire on the altar had to be 

rekindled and stirred into a lively flame. 

Live coals had to be carried into the Temple 

to provide the hot bed for the golden Altar 

of Incense. The wicks of the Menorah had to 

be trimmed,5 and the lamb for the sacrifice 

had to be brought up. 

 

Preparing the Daily Sacrifice 

As the early worshipers filtered into the 

vicinity of the Court of the Priests, they saw 

the lamb being prepared for the morning 

sacrifice. It had to be carefully inspected so 

the priests could certify to its fitness, and 

then it was given water from a golden bowl. 

When all was in order, the lamb was laid out 

on the _______ side of the altar with its face 

toward the ________.6 

All of this was to memorialize the traumatic 

moment when Isaac was brought to this 

same Mount Moriah -- perhaps near this 

very spot -- and bound by his father so he 

could be presented to the Lord as a 

sacrificial offering.7 

Of course, as the Bible tells us, Isaac was 

never sacrificed, but the scripture says the 

Father wanted Abraham to know, in a finite 

way, what it would be like when the Father 

would have to sacrifice his Beloved Son in 

the Meridian of Time.8 

Meanwhile, on the altar at Herod's Temple, 

the sacrifice of a ________ was 

consummated. As the blood spilled forth, it 

was caught in a golden bowl and sprinkled 

on two sides of the altar. Then the carcass of 

the lamb was prepared in the prescribed 

manner required for a burnt offering.9 
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The Prayer Service and the Burning of 

the Incense 

By this time the crowd of worshippers 

would have probably multiplied sufficiently 

to require that they be assembled together in 

the Court of the _____________ which was 

just a few steps below the altar of sacrifice. 

This courtyard was the place of general 

assembly with the men occupying the main 

floor and the women being seated in the two 

galleries above.10 

It will be appreciated that there were no 

blood sacrifices offered inside the 

________. The only altar within the walls of 

this sacred building was the altar of 

_________ where the priest would shortly 

send the perfumed vapors heavenward to 

represent the _____________ of the people 

ascending to God. 

We should also mention that there were no 

___________ services inside the Temple. 

The congregation remained outside in the 

court where both men and women 

worshipped together while the __________ 

represented them in the House of God. 

Zacharias, An Elderly Priest,                              

Presides at the Prayer Service and Offers 

the Incense 

The Bible tells us that on this particular day, 

an ancient Levite priest -- named Zacharias -

- came to the temple to burn the incense and 

wish God-speed to those who came to pray. 

As the old priest entered the main room of 

the temple he stood in what was called the 

_______ Place. 

He saw straight before him the sacred veils 

behind which lay the Holy of Holies. To the 

right of the veils was the golden altar of 

incense with its glowing coals brought in 

from the altar of sacrifice a short time 

before. Along the right wall of the Holy 

Place was the table of shew bread and 

against the opposite wall stood the golden 

candlesticks or Menorah which provided the 

only light. 

The Special Prayer of Zacharias 

Zacharias, like the other worshipers, had 

come to the temple this day with a special 

prayer in his heart. However, his petition 

was not a new prayer. It had been the burden 

of his soul for many years. He longed for a 

______. 

Of course, he was now an old man and the 

time had long since passed when he might 

expect a son, but almost out of habit as it 

were, he continued to make his supplication 

to the Lord. It was the uppermost thought in 

his mind as he approached the altar of 

incense. 

The First Appearance of the Christmas 

Messenger 

Suddenly, Zacharias stopped. He was almost 

blinded as the dim half-light of the Holy 

Place was shattered by the brilliant 

appearance of a glorious being. An angel 

stood to the right of the altar surrounded by 

an intense heavenly light.11 For the first time 

in more than _______ years of Hebrew 

history, a revelation had been granted to a 

priest of the ________ people. 

In terror Zacharias began to retreat toward 

the door, but the messenger stopped him and 

said, 

"Fear not Zacharias, for thy prayer is heard 

and thy wife Elisabeth shall bear thee a son, 

and thou shalt call his name ________."12 

The humble Levite priest could scarcely 

believe his ears, but the angel continued: 
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"He shall be great in the sight of the Lord ... 

and shall make ready a people prepared for 

the Lord."13 

This was too much for Zacharias. How 

could Elisabeth have a son? It was 

impossible! She was too old. In this 

doubting spirit, he challenged the angel: 

"Whereby shall I know this? I am an old 

man and my wife is well stricken in years."14 

Now the angel was offended. The eyes that 

looked down on Zacharias must have been 

deep as eternity. Did Zacharias doubt the 

power of God? Had he forgotten the mother 

of Samson, the mother of Samuel, and the 

mother of Isaac -- all of whom received their 

children through a special blessing from 

heaven? Or did he doubt the authority of the 

angel? 

In tones of solemn rebuke the angel 

declared: 

"I am ___________, that stands in the 

presence of God; and am sent to speak unto 

thee, and to shew thee these glad tidings. 

"Behold, thou shalt be dumb, and not able to 

speak ... because thou believest not my 

words."15 

Instantly, the angel was gone. 

Almost as though he were stunned, 

Zacharias proceeded with the rite of the 

incense burning and the perfumed vapors 

filled the Holy Place. Then the aged priest 

walked out before the people. 

Consequences of an Encounter                      

with an Angel 

The people had become worried about the 

old man. Why had he taken so long? No one 

was allowed to go into the temple to 

investigate so they were greatly relieved 

when he finally came out and stood before 

them. But to their amazement he acted as 

though he couldn't speak. Nevertheless, he 

tried to make gestures with his hands to let 

them know he had seen a heavenly vision.16 

It would be exciting to know what happened 

when Zacharias returned home. No doubt 

Elisabeth was astounded when she 

discovered that her husband could not speak, 

but undoubtedly her greatest shock came 

when Zacharias communicated with her in 

writing that he had seen an angel of God 

who said Elisabeth was going to have a 

baby. The angel said this special baby was 

to be given the name of _________, and that 

when he grew up he was to go before the 

face of the coming Messiah to prepare his 

way. 

For a woman old enough to be a 

grandmother, this was not only startling but 

frightening news. The Bible says Elisabeth 

was "well stricken in years,"17and the 

prospect of her antiquated body giving birth 

to a baby imposed on Elisabeth an enormous 

test of ________. 

Nevertheless, it all came to pass. Although 

relatives and neighbors would have 

pronounced it impossible, the powers of 

procreation actually returned to this aged 

couple, and before long Elisabeth was able 

to confirm to Zacharias that she was with 

child. 

Nazareth -- The Residence of Forgotten 

Royalty 

Now the scene was set for the next episode 

in this real-life drama from Biblical history. 

It was time for Gabriel to make another visit 

to the earth. 

This event occurred about _____ miles north 

of Jerusalem in a certain sheltered valley 
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surrounded by the hills of Galilee. In this 

valley there was a modest peasant village 

called Nazareth. Here lived a daughter of 

Israel who was to become the most 

__________ woman in the world. Her name 

was _______. Today we call her "Mary," 

which is derived from the Greek translation 

of her name.18 

Miriam (or Mary) was a very popular name 

among the Jews. Perhaps this was because 

the prophets had predicted that this would be 

the name of the Messiah's mother.19 

By right of birth, Miriam was a Jewish 

______________. She was a direct 

descendant of King ________. We know 

this, because the Savior's only mortal 

lineage was through his mother, and the 

scripture specifically says that the Messiah 

would be of the "fruit of the body" of 

David.20 To fulfill this prophecy Mary 

would have to be the one to give Jesus his 

royal Davidic inheritance. The Jews were 

well acquainted with this lineal descent. 

When they were asked, "What think ye of 

Christ? Whose son is he? They say unto 

him, The Son of _________."21 

It was only a short time earlier that this 

beautiful girl had become betrothed to a 

young man who was also a descendant of 

David. His name was ________.22 

Because the world would not know the 

divine identity of the Savior's real Father, 

both Matthew23 and Luke24 went out of their 

way to protect Jesus by showing that Joseph, 

his foster father, was of the Davidic line. 

However, these two genealogical tables are 

not the same, and Dr. James E. Talmage 

offers the following explanation: 

"These records present several apparent 

discrepancies, but ... the consensus of 

judgment on the part of investigators is that 

Matthew's account is that of the royal 

lineage, establishing the order of sequence 

among the legal successors to the throne of 

David, while the account given by Luke is a 

personal pedigree, demonstrating descent 

from David without adherence to the line of 

legal succession."25 

But the fact that two young heirs to the 

throne of King David were living in the 

obscure village of Nazareth was of no 

particular consequence to the Jews just then. 

Nor to the _________. The main concern of 

the Romans was to keep a tight rein on a 

non-Jewish king who ruled the Jews. His 

name was Herod -- Herod the ________. 

Second Appearance of the                

Christmas Angel 

It was just ___ months after Elisabeth knew 

she was with child that Gabriel made his 

second visit to the Holy Land. This time it 

was to Mary, a descendant of King David 

who was living in Nazareth. 

She was alone when the celestial vision 

opened before her. As with Zacharias, she 

was deeply ______________. The sudden 

brilliance of the heavenly messenger 

momentarily overwhelmed her and even 

before she could speak, the salutation of the 

glorious Gabriel fell upon her ears. 

"Hail thou that are highly favoured. The 

Lord is with thee! Blessed art thou among 

women!"26 

Instinctively Mary drew back, but in a tone 

of comforting assurance the angel quickly 

added, 

"Fear not, Mary, for thou hast found favour 

with God."27 
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