
Faith Stories: Judaism

The story of Hanukkah
Adapted from Maccabees books 
1 and 2
Themes: Hope; freedom; standing up 
for your beliefs; God acts in history
Festival link Hanukkah (November or 
December, 25th day of Kislev)
The Jewish people were living in the 
land of Judaea and were ruled over by 
a Syrian King called Antiochus. He was 
a very powerful man and wanted 
everyone in his great empire to live 
the Greek way of life.
King Antiochus ordered the Jewish 
people to stop worshipping their God; 
instead they had to worship the Greek god, Zeus. 
Antiochus put a statue of Zeus in the most holy place in the Jewish Temple. The 
Jews were not allowed to keep the Sabbath, or to follow many other customs 
that they believed to be important. 
There were some Jews who did as they were told, but many refused.
A priest, Mattathias, killed one of the king’s officers, and escaped with his five 
sons to the wilderness. There they were joined by many other Jews, who carried 
on a guerrilla war against the king.
The five brothers were Judah, John, Simon, Eleazer and Jonathan. When 
Mattathias died, Judah, the eldest son, became leader of the rebellion. He 
became known as ‘the Maccabee’, which means ‘the hammerer’.
After two years of fighting, the Maccabees were finally successful in driving the 
Syrians out of Israel and they took back the Temple in Jerusalem.
The Maccabees wanted to clean the building and to remove the hated Greek 
symbols and statues. On the 25th day of the month of Kislev, the job was 
finished and the Temple was rededicated.
When Judah and his followers finished cleaning the Temple, they wanted to light 
the lamps of the great Menorah, which symbolised the presence of God, and 
should be kept continually alight. It is commemorated in synagogues today by the 
eternal light, known as the Ner Tamid. Once lit, it should never be extinguished.
When they entered the Temple, only a tiny jug of oil was found with only enough 
for a single day. The oil lamp was filled and lit. Then a miracle occurred, as the 
tiny amount of oil stayed lit, not for one day but for eight days. Ever since, 
Jewish people have celebrated the occasion with an eight-day festival and the 
lighting of nine-branched lamps known as hanukkiahs.
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