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The History of Hanukkah: From Ancient Struggle to Enduring Light 

Hanukkah, often called the Festival of Lights, is one of the most widely 

recognized Jewish holidays. Celebrated for eight nights in late fall or early 

winter, Hanukkah commemorates a pivotal moment in Jewish history—

one defined by religious freedom, cultural identity, and resilience in the 

face of oppression. While modern traditions like lighting the menorah, 

playing dreidel, and enjoying foods fried in oil are well known, the 

historical roots of Hanukkah reach deep into the turbulent world of the 

ancient Near East. 

The Historical Setting: Judea Under Hellenistic Rule 

The origins of Hanukkah trace back to the second century BCE, a time 

when Judea was caught between powerful empires. Following the death of 

Alexander the Great in 323 BCE, his vast empire was divided among his 

four generals as prophesied in Daniel 8: 

Ptolemy I (Egypt, North Africa), Seleucus I Nicator (Asia, from 

Mesopotamia to India), Cassander (Macedonia, Greece), and 

Lysimachus (Thrace, Asia Minor). These successors fought for control 

after Alexander's death in 323 BCE, eventually forming stable Hellenistic 

empires for centuries.  

 

Here's a breakdown of their realms: 

• Ptolemy I Soter: Took Egypt and Judah, establishing the wealthy 

Ptolemaic Kingdom, with Alexandria as a major cultural hub. 

• Seleucus I Nicator: Gained control of most of Asia, founding the 

vast Seleucid Empire, noted for blending Greek and Eastern cultures. 

Judea eventually fell under the control of the Seleucid Empire, a 

Greek-influenced dynasty ruling much of the eastern Mediterranean. 

• Cassander: Ruled Macedonia and Greece, solidifying his power in 

the Greek homeland. 
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• Lysimachus: Controlled Thrace and parts of Asia Minor, known for 

his military skill.  

Under earlier rulers, Jews were largely allowed to practice their religion 

freely. However, this tolerance changed dramatically during the reign of 

Antiochus IV Epiphanes (175–164 BCE). Determined to unify his 

empire under Greek culture and religious practices, Antiochus imposed 

Hellenization on the Jewish population. 

Religious Persecution and Defilement of the Temple 

Antiochus IV enacted harsh decrees aimed at erasing Jewish religious 

identity. These included: 

• Prohibiting the study of the Torah 

• Banning Sabbath observance 

• Banning circumcision 

• Forcing Jews to worship Greek gods 

• Requiring sacrifices to pagan deities 

The most shocking act came in 167 BCE, when Antiochus desecrated the 

Second Temple in Jerusalem—the spiritual center of Jewish life. He 

erected an altar to Zeus and reportedly sacrificed pigs on the Temple altar, 

an act of profound sacrilege. 

For many Jews, this was not merely political domination but an existential 

threat to their faith. 

The Maccabean Revolt: Faith Fueled by Courage 

Resistance began in the small village of Modi’in, where a Jewish priest 

named Mattathias refused to comply with the king’s orders. When a 

fellow Jew stepped forward to offer a pagan sacrifice, Mattathias killed 

him and the royal official enforcing the decree. This act ignited a full-scale 

rebellion. 
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After Mattathias’s death, leadership passed to his son Judah Maccabee, 

whose nickname “Maccabee” likely means “hammer.” Under Judah’s 

command, a small, poorly equipped Jewish force waged guerrilla warfare 

against the vastly superior Seleucid army. 

Against all odds, the Maccabees achieved a series of remarkable victories. 

Their success was not just military—it was spiritual, symbolizing the 

determination to preserve Jewish faith and identity. 

The Rededication of the Temple 

In 164 BCE, the Maccabees recaptured Jerusalem and reclaimed the 

Temple. They set out to cleanse and rededicate it, removing all traces of 

pagan worship. According to Jewish tradition recorded in later rabbinic 

texts, when they sought to relight the Temple’s menorah, they found only 

one small jar of ritually pure oil—enough to burn for a single day. 

Miraculously, the oil lasted for eight days, until more could be prepared. 

This event became the spiritual foundation of Hanukkah, and the eight-day 

celebration reflects this miracle. 

The word “Hanukkah” itself means “dedication” in Hebrew, referring to 

the rededication of the Temple. 

Historical Sources: The Books of the Maccabees 

Much of what is known about the historical events behind Hanukkah 

comes from the Books of First and Second Maccabees, ancient Jewish 

texts written in the centuries following the revolt. Although these books 

are not part of the Hebrew Bible, they are preserved in other ancient 

traditions and are considered vital historical sources. You will find them in 

Bibles that contain the Apocrypha.  

Interestingly, the Hebrew Bible does not mention Hanukkah at all. This 

absence likely reflects the fact that the biblical canon had largely been 

established before the Hanukkah events occurred. 
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Hanukkah’s Evolving Significance 

In its earliest form, Hanukkah was primarily a celebration of military 

victory and national independence. Over time, rabbinic teachings 

emphasized the spiritual aspects of the holiday—particularly the miracle 

of the oil—rather than the armed rebellion. 

This shift allowed Hanukkah to endure through centuries of exile, 

transforming it into a celebration of hope, divine providence, and the 

triumph of light over darkness. 

Hanukkah in the Diaspora 

As Jews spread across Europe, the Middle East, and beyond, Hanukkah 

traditions evolved while maintaining their core symbolism. The lighting of 

the menorah became central, with one additional candle lit each night to 

symbolize increasing light. 

Other customs developed, including: 

• Dreidel, a spinning top game that recalls the danger of studying 

Torah under persecution. Jewish children would gather in caves or 

secluded spots to study Torah. To avoid suspicion from Greek 

patrols, they would quickly hide their scrolls and pull-out spinning 

tops, pretending to gamble.  

• Fried foods, such as latkes (friend potato patties) and sufganiyot (a 

fried donut type of desert) symbolizing the miracle of the oil 

• Hanukkah gelt, originally coins and later chocolate, used for playing 

dreidel, with origins tied to historical Jewish practices of distributing 

coins after military victories, evolving from real money to iconic foil-

wrapped chocolates that teach charity and fun, often given to children 

alongside presents.  
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Modern Hanukkah and Cultural Identity 

In modern times, especially in Western societies, Hanukkah has taken on 

added cultural significance. While it remains a relatively minor religious 

holiday compared to Passover or Yom Kippur, it has become an important 

expression of Jewish identity—particularly in multicultural settings where 

it often coincides with Christmas. 

Today, Hanukkah serves as a reminder that faith and identity can survive 

even under immense pressure. Its message of resilience continues to 

resonate, offering inspiration far beyond its ancient origins. 

The Enduring Light of Hanukkah 

At its heart, the history of Hanukkah is a story of perseverance. It tells of a 

people who refused to abandon their beliefs, of courage that defied 

empire, and of light that refused to be extinguished. 

Each year, as the menorah is lit and the flames grow brighter night by 

night, Hanukkah invites reflection on the power of faith, the importance of 

freedom, and the enduring hope that even the smallest light can overcome 

great darkness. 

How does Christianity fit with Hanukkah? 

Christianity and Hanukkah intersect historically and theologically, even 

though Hanukkah is a Jewish holiday and is not a Christian observance. 

Understanding how Christianity fits with Hanukkah requires looking at 

shared history, Scripture, and the person of Jesus within His Jewish 

context—without blurring the distinct beliefs of each faith. 

1. Hanukkah Is a Jewish Holiday, Not a Christian One 

First, it’s important to be clear: Hanukkah belongs to Judaism. It 

commemorates the rededication of the Second Temple after the 

Maccabean Revolt and celebrates Jewish faithfulness, identity, and God’s 
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deliverance. Christianity does not replace or reinterpret Hanukkah as a 

Christian feast. 

However, Christianity is deeply rooted in Judaism, and the historical 

world in which Jesus lived was shaped by the events Hanukkah 

commemorates. This is where meaningful connections emerge. 

2. Jesus Celebrated Hanukkah 

The New Testament directly references Hanukkah in John 10:22–23: 

“Then came the Festival of Dedication at Jerusalem. It was winter, and 

Jesus was in the temple courts walking in Solomon’s Colonnade.” 

“Festival of Dedication” is another name for Hanukkah. This passage 

shows that Jesus, as a Jew, observed Hanukkah and was present at the 

Temple during the celebration. He did not reject it; rather, He participated 

in Jewish religious life. 

This matters for Christians because it reinforces that Jesus lived fully 

within Jewish tradition, law, and worship. 

3. The Temple, Dedication, and Jesus 

Hanukkah celebrates the rededication of the Temple, which had been 

defiled. In John 10, while attending the Festival of Dedication, Jesus 

makes a profound declaration about His identity and mission. 

Just a few verses later, He says: 

“I and the Father are one.” (John 10:30) 

For Christians, this creates a striking theological moment: 

• Hanukkah remembers the purification of God’s dwelling place 

• Jesus presents Himself as the ultimate revelation of God’s presence 
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Later in the New Testament, believers are described as God’s temple (1 

Corinthians 3:16), and Jesus is portrayed as the one who makes that 

dwelling holy—not through military victory, but through sacrificial love. 

4. Light Imagery: Hanukkah and the Teachings of Jesus 

Light is central to Hanukkah, symbolized by the menorah and the miracle 

of the oil. Christianity also uses light as a key spiritual metaphor. 

Jesus declares: 

“I am the light of the world. Whoever follows me will never walk in 

darkness.” (John 8:12) 

While this statement was made during the Feast of Tabernacles, its 

imagery resonates deeply with Hanukkah themes: 

• Light overcoming darkness 

• Faith preserved despite opposition 

• God’s presence revealed in times of hardship 

For Christians, Hanukkah’s light can be understood as part of the broader 

biblical theme that culminates in Christ—without diminishing its Jewish 

meaning. 

5. Deliverance: Different Expectations, Different Fulfillment 

The Maccabees fought for political and religious freedom through armed 

resistance. Many Jews of Jesus’ time hoped for a similar messianic 

deliverer—one who would overthrow foreign rule. 

Christianity teaches that Jesus fulfilled deliverance in a different way: 

• Not by defeating Rome 

• But by conquering sin and death 

• Not through violence 

• But through the cross 
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This distinction explains why Christianity and Judaism diverge 

theologically, even though they share historical roots. 
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6. Why Hanukkah Matters to Christians Historically 

Without the Maccabean Revolt, Jewish worship, Scripture, and identity 

may not have survived intact. That preservation was essential for: 

• The continued use of Hebrew Scriptures 

• The Temple-centered world of Jesus’ ministry 

• The Jewish context in which Christianity was born 

From a Christian historical perspective, the events honored by Hanukkah 

helped safeguard the religious environment in which Jesus lived, taught, 

and fulfilled His mission. 

7. Should Christians Celebrate Hanukkah? 

Christians are not obligated to celebrate Hanukkah, and it should never be 

treated as a substitute for Christmas or rebranded as a Christian holiday. 

However, some Christians choose to acknowledge Hanukkah 

respectfully by: 

• Learning its history 

• Reflecting on God’s faithfulness 

• Appreciating the Jewish roots of their faith 

This can foster humility, gratitude, and deeper biblical understanding—

especially when done without appropriation or theological confusion. 

8. A Shared Story, Distinct Faiths 

Hanukkah and Christianity share history, not doctrine. The holiday 

reminds Christians that their faith did not emerge in isolation, but from a 

people who fiercely guarded their covenant with God. 

For Christians, Hanukkah can serve as a reminder that: 

• Faithfulness matters 
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• God works through history 

• Light shines even in the darkest times 

In honoring that story, Christians can better understand both the Jewish 

roots of their faith and the significance of Christ within God’s redemptive 

plan. 

Spiritual thoughts inspired by Hanukkah 

When Faith Feels Small 

According to tradition, when the Temple was reclaimed, only a small jar 

of oil remained—barely enough for one day. There was no abundance, no 

certainty, only obedience. The priests lit the menorah anyway. 

How often does our faith feel like that single jar? 

Not enough strength. 

Not enough answers. 

Not enough hope to last. 

Yet God does not ask us to create the light—only to light what we have. 

“We live by faith, not by sight.” (2 Corinthians 5:7) 

The miracle did not begin when the oil multiplied. It began when the 

flame was lit. 

Jesus at the Feast of Dedication 

While attending Hanukkah, Jesus declared: 

“I and the Father are one.” (John 10:30) 

At a feast celebrating the rededication of God’s dwelling place, Jesus 

revealed Himself as the ultimate revelation of God’s presence. The 
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Temple once held the light of God’s glory; now, the Light stood among 

them. 

Later, He would say: 

“I am the light of the world.” (John 8:12) 

For Christians, Hanukkah quietly points forward—not by replacing its 

meaning, but by reminding us that God’s light was never meant to remain 

confined to a building. Through Christ, that light enters the human heart. 

Rededication Begins Within 

Hanukkah is about cleansing and rededication. For believers, this echoes a 

deeper spiritual truth: 

“Do you not know that your bodies are temples of the Holy Spirit?” (1 

Corinthians 6:19) 

The question becomes personal: 

What needs to be cleansed? 

What has been crowded out? 

What part of the heart needs to be rededicated to God? 

Rededication is rarely dramatic. Often, it is quiet—returning to prayer, 

choosing obedience again, lighting the flame one more time. 

Light Grows in Faithfulness 

The light increases, not all at once, but steadily. One candle is lit the first 

night of Hanukkah. The second night, two are lit. Each night another is 

added until eight are lit.  

God often works the same way in us. 
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Grace grows. 

Faith strengthens. 

Hope deepens. 

Not because circumstances suddenly change, but because God is faithful 

in the ordinary act of showing up. 

“The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it.” 

(John 1:5) 

A Winter Reminder 

In the cold of winter, Hanukkah whispers a truth Christians hold close: 

darkness is never final. God preserves light—even when it seems 

insufficient, even when it flickers. 

Jesus stands in that story, not as a conqueror with a sword, but as a Savior 

with scars, reminding us that true deliverance often comes quietly and 

costs everything. 

Closing Prayer 

Lord, 

In seasons when my faith feels small, 

teach me to light the flame anyway. 

Cleanse what has been defiled, 

restore what has grown dim, 

and make my heart a dwelling place for Your light. 

May I walk faithfully, trusting that You are at work— 

even when I cannot see the end. 

Amen. 

 


