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A Remarkable Discovery

Have you ever wondered who Jesus really was? I mean really wondered who He was as a person who lived and walked on this earth? It’s a pretty wild topic when you stop and think about it. Here is the Son of the Living God—alive and dwelling with man. What a thought!

Then comes the question of what was He like? What kinds of things did He do or say? What kind of a person was He? In order to answer some of those questions I believe we have to reprocess the information we have come to accept about Him.

In November of 2002, I had the opportunity to visit the land of Israel for a couple of weeks. One day we were standing on one of the most famous historic spots. From where we stood you can look down upon a breathtaking view of Jerusalem. It was from this place, or one like it, the Scriptures tell us in Matthew 9:36, that Jesus was moved with compassion for the people of Jerusalem. As you look to the right you can see the ancient Jewish burial sites and the tombs of some of Israel’s greatest kings and Old Testament legends. In the center, your eyes fall upon the Old City of David and the Kidron Valley, where Jesus and His disciples walked numerous times. To the far and upper right you can see the Mount of Olives, where Jesus will set foot when He returns, and you can see where the Temple used to stand. To the upper left you see the splendor of the Old City of Jerusalem with its massive walls. What a breathtaking sight! As I stood there, I felt as though I could have lived in that moment forever.

Then I turned to a friend who was near me and told him that I had just made a remarkable discovery. By the look on my face and the size of my eyes he knew that whatever it was, it was big. No doubt he was wondering what incredible thought or unbelievable revelation I had received that would change our lives and our world. I said to him, “Jesus was a Jew!” As soon as I said it, I grabbed my mouth and covered it. I couldn’t believe what I had just said. He gave me a look of mock bewilderment and said, “You mean He wasn’t from Montana?”

Only moments later did I realize the full impact that statement had on me. Jesus wasn’t from Montana, nor was He a Canadian—He was a Jew living in first-century Israel, living a first-century lifestyle.

That realization has forever impacted the way I see Jesus and the way in which I now perceive the Gospels. During the rest of the trip, as I looked around me at the people, the land and buildings, the importance of this simple statement became more and more powerful. This is where Jesus lived and died, where He rose from the dead, and it is the land and people to which He will return.

Out of that realization also came a deep desire from within my spirit—I would make it my purpose in life to discover the historic Jesus Who lived and taught in the land of Israel. What were people like in the time of Jesus? What were their thoughts? What was going on in the world around them? How did it affect Israel? And what kind of Messiah were they expecting?

As I began to ask the questions I also began to seek out some answers. I read books, I researched on the Internet, I sat under the teaching of rabbis and Messianic Jewish believers, and I pleaded with them to tell me Who Jesus really was. The pages that follow are the product of my ongoing quest to find the answers to these and other, similar questions.

As you read this book I pray that the Spirit of Messiah will captivate you as He has me. May the God of all wisdom and peace favor you this day.

First-Century Idioms

To understand the sayings of Jesus as they were originally intended, it is important to lay a foundation for our thought process. Idioms essentially are words or phrases that belong to a particular language, group of people, geographical region, or period of history.

In order to better understand what is meant by the term “idiom” it will help to think in terms of some common English idioms used in American English. Every day we use phrases such as “straight from the horse’s mouth” or “it’s raining cats and dogs.” Statements like these make no sense when interpreted literally; however, for many Americans they need no explanation. Anyone living in the United States would instantly understand the message of such idioms.

Let’s take this thought one step further. Imagine going to a land in the Middle East or into the depths of the African jungle and using these idioms in attempting to communicate with those from that land. What would people in a remote part of Africa think if, in the middle of a rainstorm, you were to tell them that it was “raining cats and dogs”? Could you imagine the expression on their faces? Could you see them running outside to see if cats and dogs were actually falling down on them from the heavens? What if their spiritual leaders attempted to assimilate that saying into their culture without fully understanding its intended meaning?

This may sound like a ridiculous example, but are we not guilty of doing the very same thing in terms of how we understand the New Testament? We have taken the sayings of Jesus and used them simplistically in developing our doctrines and theology while failing to understand the true meaning of many of the idioms used by Christ. As we strive to be more like our Messiah, to think and act like Him, then understanding what He actually meant must be our greatest priority.

As we embrace the rich Jewish heritage of Jesus we can then begin to understand His teachings and actions more accurately. For example, why didn’t Jesus ever come right out and say that He was the Messiah? Are you sure He didn’t? If we can learn something of how His contemporaries understood what He said and did, we will discover that Jesus did in fact claim to be the Christ, the Messiah of Israel. He used something called the hinting method (also known in Hebrew as the Remez method) when He taught. This method of teaching was commonly used in the first century by rabbis when making a point in their debates over the meaning of the Torah or the Old Testament law. A rabbi would quote a verse in part and that would immediately draw the minds of the audience to the entire portion of Scripture he was referring to. The intended meaning was not only the actual words quoted but the entire passage where they were recorded.

Another method would be to answer a question with a question. For example, when the teachers of the law questioned Jesus about whether or not to pay taxes to Caesar, He answered their question with another question: “Whose image is on the coin?” This and countless more truths await you as you discover who Yeshua (Jesus) really was.

The Life of Jesus

This book is organized around the life of Jesus on a loosely chronological basis. Teaching on a variety of passages is covered in sequence as each incident occurs. While scholars do not agree on the sequence of every detail mentioned in the Gospels, there is a significant consensus surrounding most of the events in Christ’s life. The Gospels do not provide us with a detailed chronological picture of His life because they were not intended to be mere biographies of a great man. The four Evangelists were telling the story first and foremost in order to proclaim the Good News that God’s Son, the Messiah of Israel, had come to reconcile men and women to God through His life, death, and resurrection. Each one selected and arranged the material at his disposal in order to paint a particular portrait of Christ aimed at a specific audience. It is believed that Matthew wrote for a Jewish audience, Mark for the Romans, Luke for the Greeks, and John for those who were already believers. The standard works on New Testament introduction provide more information on the unique purpose and characteristics of each of the Gospels.1

Jesus was a faithful Jew of the first century Who lived in obedience to the Law of God. This meant that He participated in several of the feasts mandated in the Old Testament. His words and actions on these particular occasions are full of meaning that can only be appreciated if we understand the meaning of the feast that was taking place at the time. We will examine the significance of each feast on the occasions when Jesus participated in it based upon the reconstruction of the life of Jesus. Following you will find more information on why we as believers should learn more about these feasts derived from the Old Testament and Israel’s history.

Four Messianic Miracles

Jesus performed so many miracles, but why did the Pharisees react more to some than others? This is a valid question for which there is a reasonable answer. Some time prior to the coming of Jesus, the rabbis divided miracles into two separate categories—those that anyone could perform if empowered to do so by God and those reserved only for the Messiah.

Basically, what happened was that when the rabbis or the Pharisees were asked about specific miracles they could not perform, they would simply tell the people these were miracles only the Messiah could do when He arrived on the scene. Perhaps this explains why the Pharisees were often present when Jesus did a miracle.

We have to remember that in the first century Israel was desperately waiting for the Messiah. They had been under the rule of an oppressor almost from their inception as a nation. If it wasn’t the Egyptians, it was the Assyrians or the Babylonians, and if not them, then it was the Romans. The Israelites were tired of being ruled by others and they were waiting and longing for their promised Messiah to set them free.

We need to try to comprehend what was going on in the mind of a person living in first-century Israel in order to understand what the Israelites were going through as a people. They were expecting a leader who would lead them in an uprising against the Romans, a man who would pave the way for a successful war of liberation. In their desperation for freedom, they forgot that the real purpose of the Messiah was to bring salvation to all Israel.

Every time there was a possible candidate for the Messiah, it was standard procedure to dispatch a group of Pharisees to interview the person and check him out. They even went to John the Baptist because the people were saying that he was the prophet whom Moses said God would send (John 1:19–28).

Every time a Messianic miracle was accomplished, the Pharisees immediately went to investigate. You can rest assured that every time someone performed a Messianic miracle there was great anticipation in the Pharisees’ hearts as they went out to investigate the report. No doubt they said among themselves, “Maybe this one will be Him! Maybe He will be the Messiah!”

Invariably they would be disappointed, because that candidate would only perform one of the four necessary miracles required of the Messiah. Then Jesus of Nazareth appeared on the scene. He didn’t just perform one Messianic miracle, or two, or three, but He performed all four!

The authorities had to either conclude He was the Messiah or else reject Him because of jealousy and have Him put to death in order to prevent the people from following Him and abandoning their religious way of life. All of these four miracles—healing a leper, casting out a mute demon, healing a man born blind, and raising someone from the dead after four days— will be examined in the order in which they occurred.

The Feasts of the Lord (Lev. 23:1–44)

For many believers, the first question is always: “Why should we as the Gentile church have anything to do with the feasts?” Many people often call these the Feasts of Israel or the Jewish Feasts. The bottom-line question is: “Whose feasts are they anyway?” To answer this question we need to look at Leviticus 23:1–2: “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Speak to the Israelites and say to them: “These are my appointed feasts, the appointed feasts of the Lord, which you are to proclaim as sacred assemblies.”’” Notice that God did not call them the Feasts of Israel but the “feasts of the Lord.” He didn’t limit them to a group of people or to a particular period of time. He said they were His feasts, His appointed times.

God has a system. He has a strategic way of doing things. As Israel celebrated the feasts each year, they were reminded of what God had done for them in the past, but they were also given instructions. He gave the feasts to His people in order to help them understand both who He is and how He moves in history. The feasts are not just about something that happened to Israel thousands of years ago. They are for us today. They have not only historic and theological meaning but also prophetic significance. They point to the Messiah, both to His first and second coming.

The Hebrew word that is used for “sacred assembly” in the passage from Leviticus quoted earlier is miqra. Literally it means “rehearsal.” The other Hebrew word used in this text is the word for feasts: mo’ed. It means “appointed time.” So what is the Lord saying to us about His feasts? He is saying that they are rehearsals for appointed times, that they have an important message not just about the past but also about what He has planned for the future.

A clear example of this can be found in the Feast of Passover. The original lamb sacrificed at Passover was literally a “rehearsal” to prepare Israel for their true sacrificial “Lamb,” Who was Christ. The Bible teaches that the feasts were shadows of things to come. The Apostle Paul says it clearly in Colossians 2:16–17: “Therefore do not let anyone judge you by what you eat or drink, or with regard to a religious festival, a New Moon celebration or a Sabbath day. These are a shadow of the things that were to come; the reality, however, is found in Christ.”

There are three ways in which we can look at our attitude toward the biblical feasts. Consider the following three words: “could,” “should,” and “must.” As people who are grafted into spiritual Israel we could participate in the celebration of the biblical feasts (Rom. 11:17). As we come to understand that the feasts point the way to the Messiah, we can joyfully enter in and make them a part of our lives. As we examine the Scriptures and we see that Jesus faithfully kept the feasts, we might even be prepared to say that we should keep the feasts. This also is an acceptable biblical position. Many in the early church celebrated the Feasts of the Lord. Where the danger lies is in the final area, where some would say that we must keep the feasts. Like Baptism, keeping the feasts is not a requirement for salvation, but rather, it is something we can choose to do out of a natural outflow of our heart. Every time we celebrate the feasts we are preparing ourselves for their prophetic fulfillment in the glorious return of Christ.

As believers in Christ there is so much for us to glean from the feasts. They not only point to the Messiah; they are actually fulfilled in Him. There are basically four aspects to the feasts that we will cover in this book. First, what was the nature of the feasts? Second, what did the feasts tell the people about the Messiah? Third, as the Messiah, how did Jesus fulfill them? And, fourth and finally, what do the feasts say to us as the church today?

The church has been crying out to God for many years for revival. Many revivals have come and gone. Some have brought much fruit and great results to the body of Christ. One of the key elements to revival is in understanding our Hebraic roots. We have to get back to seeing and worshiping God as the first-century believers did. How did they see God and how did they worship Him?

I believe that New Testament patterns and practices will bring New Testament results. Everyone wants to see an outpouring of the Holy Spirit as in the Book of Acts. The key to the explosive events that took place on the Day of Pentecost is in understanding the Feast of Pentecost. How did three thousand men come to accept Jesus as the Messiah that day? Why were they there? How was it that these men who only a few weeks before rejected Jesus were now ready to confess Him as Savior? Well, we’d better not jump ahead just yet. I will cover that feast in great detail in the final chapters of the book.

The Scriptures are replete with examples of Jesus keeping the feasts. We know that He celebrated the Passover with His disciples every year (Matt. 26:18). He attended the Feast of Unleavened Bread (Mark 14:12). He made His most powerful Messianic claims during the Feast of Tabernacles (John 7:37). Nowhere in all of Scripture are we told to stop celebrating the feasts. In fact, the opposite is true. The Apostle Paul told the Gentile believers in the early church to keep the feasts (1 Cor. 5:7–8). If Jesus kept the feasts and Paul tells us as Gentiles to observe them, why don’t we keep and celebrate them today? This is a valid question.

The feasts were God’s way of teaching His people about Himself. If they are God’s teaching methods for us, then why are we not using them? How can we understand God and His plans by using our natural minds and by using our own plans? In order to better comprehend the things of God, the Western church needs to go through a radical transformation in these last days.

The feasts demonstrate for us as well as remind us of God’s supernatural intervention in the lives of His people. Every time we celebrate the feasts we are reminded of God’s activity within humanity. They are a way of instructing our children. When they ask why we celebrate the feasts, we then implement God’s pattern for education by providing an explanation for the custom. The feasts show us God’s design for salvation. They are the building blocks that contain within themselves the blueprints to helping us identify the Messiah, His Son, Jesus of Nazareth. The feasts can also be described as God’s prophetic calendar. They tell us of events past and of events to come.

Many of God’s people fall into one of two categories when it comes to feelings about the end times. They are either fearful or confused. God’s desire, however, has never been for His children to live in fear or confusion. As we begin to examine and understand the prophetic nature of the feasts, something wonderful happens. Confusion is replaced with clarity, and fear melts away in the presence of total joy. The Rapture becomes an exciting, joyous time, not a strange and scary event to anticipate with dread. As you begin to understand your position as a member of His Bride, the Rapture, second coming, and Millennial reign of Christ are seen in an entirely new light.

The Spring Holidays—Passover, Unleavened Bread, Firstfruits, and Pentecost—all point to events concerning the first coming of Jesus. The Fall Holidays— Trumpets, Day of Atonement, and Tabernacles—all point to events surrounding the second coming of Jesus. It’s important for us to note that Jesus fulfilled the first four feasts during His first coming on their respective days. He didn’t fulfill them around the days, but He fulfilled them on their actual historic days. If He fulfilled the first four on their actual days, then I would suggest it is reasonable to presume He will fulfill the last three on their actual days. Jesus said we would not know the day or the hour, but we would know the seasons. As we understand the feasts from a first-century perspective and as we celebrate them from a Hebrew cultural point of view, prophecy takes on a fascinating as well as an exciting dimension.

Those who stand in opposition to celebrating the feasts today argue that in Christ our salvation is complete and we no longer need to observe such ancient cultural rituals. It is certainly true that we should never celebrate the feasts in order to achieve or augment our salvation. That was never God’s intent for the feasts. He gave them as a vehicle for humanity to find salvation in His Messiah. We don’t celebrate the feasts to impress God or to try to win His favor. We celebrate them because it reminds us of what He has done for us and what He is going to do.

The feasts are like memorials or anniversaries. They are pictures for us, annual reminders of great events. Just like in our lives, when we get out an old photo album and we begin to reminisce about former events, we can’t help but smile and sometimes laugh when we look at things we used to wear, hairstyles of days past, and so forth. We see how kids and grown-ups have changed. So, too, when we celebrate the feasts we smile and are filled once again with worship for Almighty God. They take us back to that place of wonder and cause us to see the awesomeness of our great God and King Who stepped down out of heaven into our world and forever changed humanity.

The Early Church and the Feasts

Despite the fact that all of the first believers were Jews, at some point in time there came a separation between the early believers and their Jewish roots. After all, Jesus was a Jewish rabbi who grew up in a Jewish home. As far as the Scriptures tell us, He kept all the requirements of the Torah. We know that He celebrated the feasts annually and so did His earthly parents. His disciples kept them and so did the early church. It’s important to emphasize that the early church was predominantly made up of Jewish believers. In the Book of Acts, when Peter stood up to address the crowd in chapter 2, Jewish men present had gathered in Jerusalem to celebrate the Feast of Pentecost. Pentecost was what was called a pilgrim feast. Every male was required by the Lord to travel three times a year to the Temple in Jerusalem to celebrate the feasts. The three pilgrim feasts were Passover, Pentecost, and Tabernacles. So the Temple was filled with tens of thousands of Jewish pilgrims from all over the then-known world when the Day of Pentecost took place.

Let’s examine the roots of the early church. We use the term “church” quite normally when we speak of the Book of Acts, but the word “church” didn’t come into use until around AD 325. We really should be referring to them as the early believers. These believers, as we have seen from the pilgrim feasts, were Jewish men and their families. A group of twelve Jewish men preached a message about the Jewish Messiah to a gathered throng of Jewish men in the holy city of Jerusalem. It’s quite clear that Jewish practices and ideas would have influenced these early believers. Just imagine what it must have been like for them.

For thousands of years they had been celebrating these feasts as a people, always in observance and in obedience to the commands of God. They knew that one day God would fulfill His promises and send them a deliverer, a Messiah. And now they had come to faith in Jesus of Nazareth as their Messiah and all of a sudden all of the symbolism and imagery fell to the side as they saw the fulfillment of the feasts now in Jesus. What an incredible time to be alive!

To begin with, all the believers were Jews. In fact, God had to convince the early church leaders that the Gentiles could come to Jesus on the basis of faith alone by means of a supernatural vision (see Acts 10 and 11). In Acts 15 the church met to discuss this issue and decided that indeed Gentiles could become part of the church on the basis of faith, without the need for circumcision. Within perhaps a decade or two after the Day of Pentecost, there were groups of Jews and Gentiles worshiping together in their local house churches. This explains why the New Testament epistles contain lots of advice on how to work out the different cultural practices between Jewish and Gentile believers in the same church. These included dietary issues, the celebration of special days, and so forth. For an example of this read Romans 14 and 15. In Ephesians 2:11–22 Paul provides clear teaching on the relationship between Jews and Gentiles and how God has joined them together into “one new man” or body in Christ in the church. In the first century then it is evident that the Jew and the Gentile worshiped the Lord together through their newfound faith in the Messiah Jesus.

As the early church progressed into the second century, things began to change drastically. Gentile believers now greatly outnumbered Jewish believers in the church. As a result of this explosion of the Gentile membership, the early church began the process of what has come to be called de-Judaizing. There arose great resentment toward Jewish culture and the traditions of Jewish believers. Things that had been accepted before were no longer tolerated. Customs Jewish believers had been practicing for years were now frowned upon by non-Jewish believers. In this we can see the origins of modern anti-Semitism.

At the same time, the church became more and more influenced by other cultures. Namely, Roman and the Greek ways of thinking had begun to replace Jewish or Hebrew mind-sets. As a result even the biblical holidays were changed. The Passover observance became what is now known as Easter, a name derived from the pagan goddess Ishtar. The Council of Laodicea in ad 365 forbade believers from resting on the Sabbath (Saturday) because in so doing they were Judaizing it.2

Well into the third century, Jewish influence in the church was nearly extinct. There were Jewish believers, but their practices and ways of understanding the Scriptures were no longer welcome in the church. Under the rule of the emperor Constantine the Great (272–337) everything began to change. Things that were once accepted were no longer allowed to continue.

Before Constantine, the Gentile believers in the Jewish Messiah, Jesus, were persecuted and sometimes killed for their faith. After Constantine, Gentile believers were no longer persecuted because Constantine converted to Christianity in ad 325 and established it as the official religion of the Roman Empire. Many other pagan religions existed at that time and as we will see their influences crept into the church.

As the church progressed, things got better for the Gentile believers but got progressively worse for the Jewish believers in Messiah Jesus. Any Jews living in that day who came to believe in Jesus of Nazareth as their Messiah were forced to disassociate themselves from Judaism and everything Jewish. Laws were passed that forbade the Jewish believers in Jesus from keeping the biblical Sabbath. They were forbidden to circumcise their sons and they were even forbidden to keep the biblical holidays such as Passover. Punishment for Jewish believers who reverted to Jewish practices included imprisonment and even death. After Constantine banned the biblical holidays he replaced them with pagan holidays derived from other religions.3

As we can see from this very brief overview, the celebration of the biblical feasts in the church was rejected by man, not by God. Remember that it was God Who told Moses to instruct Israel to keep the Passover. During the Last Supper, Jesus told His disciples that the bread and wine at the Passover meal pointed to Him and they should remember this whenever they celebrated this feast. I would suggest that if God gave His people the feasts, only God has the right to take them away.

Some have made the mistake of saying that because Jesus already fulfilled the feasts they are no longer valid or appropriate for us to celebrate. That kind of reasoning just doesn’t make sense. Just because something has already happened does not make it of any less value or importance. Celebrating the feasts can bring us encouragement and peace, knowing that Jesus did what He said He would do. And because He fulfilled the requirements and the prophecies of His first coming, we know that He will fulfill and do all that is predicted of Him at His second coming.

Many books and articles have been written on the topic of the feasts. The historic and agricultural background has been researched and represented in an excellent manner by many authors. It is not the objective of this work to reiterate what has already been done. The goal of this book is to bring fresh insight into the prophetic nature of the feasts as they depict the life, death, resurrection, and return of the Messiah.

A Note on Sources

This book has been four years in the making. When I started writing this in Israel, it was only meant to be a little booklet that I could use to put on my resource table. I wrote it because so many people were so hungry to learn more about the Hebraic roots of the Christian faith. As time went on and I kept gathering information and researching, it became increasingly clear that it needed to become a book. To that end, there are countless people who have contributed to the information contained within its pages.

Every attempt has been made to provide references for sources wherever possible. When it comes to studying Hebraic roots, we need to be mindful of the fact that the practice of oral tradition is very much a part of the Jewish culture. So much of what is unknown to us as non-Jews is almost common knowledge to a person who has been raised in the land of Israel. It cannot be stressed enough that oral tradition can contribute so much to our understanding of the biblical narrative. I’m grateful to the many Israeli tour guides, rabbis, and pastors who have taught me so much.

I remember as I began to research and prepare for the writing of this book how excited and blown away I was as I discovered many of the truths that you are about to discover. Allow thousands of years of history and tradition to enrich your understanding of the life and teachings of Jesus.


This is what the LORD Almighty says: “In those days ten men from all languages and nations will take firm hold of one Jew by the hem of his robe and say, ‘Let us go with you, because we have heard that God is with you.’” (Zech. 8:23)





Chapter 1

Jesus and John
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The story of Jesus begins with the birth of the forerunner, John the Baptist. He is the one sent by God to “make ready a people prepared for the Lord” (Luke 1:17 NASB).

The Birth of John the Baptist

One of the most influential people in the New Testament is Jesus’ cousin, John the Baptist. We know of his ministry  in  his  adult  years,  yet  very little if anything is known about his birth or early years. Some scholars speculate that John belonged to the Essenes, a sect of highly religious men who lived an extremely strict and exclusive lifestyle in the wilderness of the Judean desert. The Essenes are believed to have written the now famous Dead Sea Scrolls. They placed high value on baptism or immersion in water for spiritual purification. Some suggest for this reason that John may have belonged to the Essenes in his youth. The jury, however, is still out on this issue.

Why is it important to understand John’s birth? The reason is that Luke 1:26 indicates there were six months between the conception of John and the conception of Jesus. If their conceptions were six months apart, then their births would also be approximately six months apart. To understand the date of Jesus’ birth, therefore, we must correctly establish the date of John the Baptist’s birth. Millions of Christians all over the world celebrate the birthday of Jesus on December 25. We call it Christmas. While most believers enjoy the holiday break and the opportunity to get together with family and exchange gifts, they would admit that December 25 is not likely the actual date on which Jesus was born.

The question is, do we have anything to shed some light on the time of John’s birth? The answer is yes. Consider Luke 1:5: “In the time of Herod king of Judea there was a priest named Zechariah, who belonged to the priestly division of Abijah; his wife Elizabeth was also a descendant of Aaron.” John the Baptist’s father, Zechariah, belonged to the priestly division of Abijah. Luke 1:8–13 tells us that Zechariah was serving in the Temple when he received the news that Elizabeth was with child. Why does Luke mention the fact that Zechariah belonged to the priestly division of Abijah? Do we really care? Should we? I think so. It is important to pay attention to the details of Scripture. God did not fill the Bible with useless information. What at first glance may seem irrelevant or unimportant becomes very relevant once the Jewish cultural background is taken into consideration.

Luke’s mention of Abijah is a direct reference to the division of the priests into orders found in 1 Chronicles 24:10. There it is stated that Zechariah’s priestly division, Abijah, was the eighth division to serve at the Temple. The Mishnah (Oral Torah) states that each division had to serve twice in one year (but not consecutively), with the first division starting on the first week of Nissan.1

Each division served a one-week period and all priestly divisions had to serve during the three pilgrim Festivals. The following is the order of the priestly divisions in relation to the feasts:
	First week of Nissan, the first priestly division of Jehoiarib serves 
	Second week of Nissan, second priestly division of Jedaiah serves 
	Third week of Nissan, Passover/Feast of Unleavened Bread, all the priests serve 
	Fourth week of Nissan, third priestly division of Harim serves 
	First week of Iyar, fourth priestly division of Seorin serves 
	Second week of Iyar, fifth priestly division of Malkijah serves 
	Third week of Iyar, sixth priestly division of Mijamin serves 
	Fourth week of Iyar, seventh priestly division of Hakkoz serves 
	First week of Sivan, eighth priestly division of Abijah serves 
	Second week of Sivan, Shavuot (Pentecost), all the priests serve (including the division of Abijah), and so on 


As a member of the order of Abijah, Zechariah served during the first week of Sivan and then was required to serve the following week for Shavuot (Pentecost). After his service in the Temple, Zechariah went home to his wife. Therefore, John the Baptist must have been conceived some time after Shavuot. Following this logic through,  then  John  the  Baptist  would have been born in the  month  of  Nissan,  the  month  in which the Festival of  Passover  is  to  be  observed.  Keep  in mind that the Scriptures say that John’s and Jesus’ birthdays are six months apart (Luke 1:26–36). If John was born around Nissan 15, during Passover, then Jesus would have  to  be  born  on  or  near  Tishri 15, which happens to be the first day of the biblical Feast of Tabernacles.

One further note of interest about John being born during Passover: The Rabbis teach that the prophet Elijah will appear at Passover to declare Who the Messiah will be. That is why an empty seat is left for Elijah at the head table during the Passover Seder. A child is released to the front door to see if Elijah has come to declare the Messiah. Jesus alluded to John serving in the role of Elijah in Matthew 11:13–15: “For all the Prophets and the Law prophesied until John. And if you are willing to accept it, he is the Elijah who was to come. He who has ears, let him hear.” In other words, John was born during the Passover, precisely the season when the rabbis expected the forerunner of the Messiah to come.

I have established that it is possible that Jesus was born on or near the first day of the Feast of Tabernacles. Perhaps then it is more than a coincidence that the disciple John starts his Gospel by saying, “The Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us” (John 1:14). The Greek word John uses for “made his dwelling” literally ​means ​that ​the ​Word of God “tabernacled” among men.

This would seem to be a typically Jewish way of suggesting the season in which Jesus was born. This is called the Remez method of teaching, by means of dropping subtle hints. In this style of writing and teaching you don’t come right out and make your point, but you lead your audience to the edge of the discovery and allow them to make the connection for themselves and have their own “Aha!” moment. As we look at these Scriptures within a Jewish context, it is very possible that taken together they tell us Jesus was born in the fall, during the Feast of Tabernacles. But there is more.

All of us have the Nativity scene clearly engraved in our minds. There is Mary and Joseph and the baby Jesus surrounded by shepherds, the three wise men, and a few sheep and cows. The scene appears on many Christmas cards and we can see it as we drive by churches during Christmas. If we examine the Scriptures carefully, however, we can see that this is not an entirely accurate picture. Take the three kings for instance. They didn’t appear until much later in Jesus’ life, we are never told how many there are, and we are never told that they were kings. You can check for yourself in Luke 2:16–20.

One element of the birth scene that we know is correct is the place where Jesus was born. It was a place built to shelter animals from the elements while they slept. According to Luke 2:7, Jesus is placed in a manger. Traditionally this is understood to be a box where feed is placed for the animals. It was placed inside a shed or cave. In Luke 13:15 this same Greek word for “manger” refers to a stall or the entire shelter. In Genesis 33:17 we read: “Jacob, however, went to Succoth, where he built a place for himself and made shelters for his livestock. That is why the place is called Succoth.” The Hebrew word succoth means “a shelter.” It is also the Hebrew name for the Feast of Tabernacles or Feast of Booths, because the people were commanded to build temporary structures to live in to remind them of their time in the wilderness living in tents (Lev. 23:34, 42, 43).

The imagery is staggering when you stop and think about it. The Feast of Tabernacles is all about remembering that during the wilderness journey in Exodus God came to tabernacle or make His dwelling with the Israelites. He was with them in a pillar of fire by night and a pillar of cloud by day. His presence was in their midst in the Tabernacle. Jesus was born around the time of the Feast of Succoth, or shelters, and placed into a manger or shelter by his mother. John in turn tells us that this Jesus is God the Word come to dwell or tabernacle among us for a time just as God came to live among the Israelites in the wilderness. What amazing timing for the birth of Jesus. He temporarily leaves the glory of heaven to come to earth and to pay the price for mankind. He dwells among us temporarily in order to reveal  Who  God  is  and  to make it possible for God to be in the hearts of His people forever. What a thought!

The Birth of Jesus

One of the cultural insights that helps us in understanding a significant passage concerning the birth of Jesus is found in Luke 2:12: “And this shall be a sign unto you; Ye shall find the babe wrapped in swaddling clothes, lying in a manger” (KJV). This verse refers to the announcement of the angels to the shepherds about the birth of the Messiah. Basically, the angels were giving the shepherds a sign that would help them identify the newborn baby.

What’s important to understand about this passage is the cultural implication of the term “swaddling clothes.” Most parents when they think of a swaddling cloth used today to wrap a newborn baby think of the typical baby’s blanket. However, as we understand a cultural practice from Jesus’ time, we come to see this term in a new and exciting light. The practice of that day, and one that continues in some Middle Eastern cultures today, was that if you were to go on a lengthy journey, you would bring with you special strips of cloth that were used for wrapping a dead body. Other translations of Luke 2:12 actually say “strips of cloth.” This was the custom so that if you were to die while on the journey you would be wrapped in the strips of cloth to prepare your body for burial.

We know that Joseph and Mary were on a long journey because of the census being taken at the time. Joseph would have had his burial cloth along with him and that was what Jesus was wrapped in at His birth. A swaddling cloth was only used to wrap that which was dead. This provides us with a powerful picture. We know that Jesus was born to be the Lamb of God Who would die for the sins of the world. Even in His birth Jesus was marked by His Father for His life’s purpose in death.

The Baptism of Jesus

The New Testament tells us almost nothing about what Jesus was like growing up. We get a brief glimpse of Him in the Temple at age twelve, asking the teachers questions and surprising them with His understanding (Luke 2:41–52). This in itself suggests that the Gospel writers saw His life and, in particular, His death and resurrection as the keys to His significance. At some point around the age of thirty, Jesus begins His ministry by going to John for baptism. Here is Luke’s account:


When all the people were being baptized, Jesus was baptized too. And as he was praying, heaven was opened and the Holy Spirit descended on him in bodily form like a dove. And a voice came from heaven: “You are my Son, whom I love; with you I am well pleased.” (Luke 3:21–22)


I’ve always wondered when I read about Jesus’ baptism and a voice coming from heaven why no one, seemingly, responds or reacts to it. How would we react if we heard the audible voice of God in a large meeting or a public place? Would we not be astonished or maybe even afraid? Yet seemingly the people who were present at the baptism heard the voice and had no reaction. Why is this? Again, we turn to first-century Jewish culture to help us understand this most key event in the life and ministry of Jesus. The voice from heaven didn’t declare anything new but in fact quoted two very powerful Scriptures that had Messianic implications.

The first Scripture is Psalms 2:7: “I will proclaim the decree of the Lord: He said to me, ‘You are my Son; today I have become your Father.’” The second Scripture is Isaiah 42:1: “Here is my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen one in whom I delight; I will put my Spirit on him and he will bring justice to the nations.”

God’s voice, in those days, was known as the bat kol, meaning “daughter of a voice.” The rabbinic experts taught that this “echo voice” from heaven was frequently heard among the ancient Israelites after the era of the biblical prophets had ended in the middle of the fifth century BC with the ministry of Malachi. The bat kol had become the primary means of communication from God to His people. Saul Lieberman comments, “Sometimes an echo voice, referred to in rabbinic texts as a daughter voice, bat kol, was likened to the sound of a chirping bird or the cooing of a dove.”2

With this knowledge now we can understand why the crowd did not react the  way  we  might  today. God was using a method of communication that was known to the people in that  time.  Luke  tells  us he carefully researched many eyewitness (and therefore Jewish) sources (Luke 1:1–4). These Jewish sources would not have explained the bat kol because they already understood what took place at  the  baptism  of Jesus. It is we, geographically and historically removed from the culture of Israel, who need the stories behind the stories to help us in our understanding of Jesus.
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