What is the significance of Chanukah to Jews and the meaning of this holiday to Messianic believers?

Jewish holidays seem to take the following form: They wanted us dead. God killed them. Let’s eat! The festival of Chanukah is no exception. It depicts the uprising of a band of Jews lead by a priest named Matathias and his five sons. When King Antiochus tried to wipe out the Jewish religion by sacrificing a pig on the Temple altar in Jerusalem, Matathias and sons, led by his son Judah (who became known as “Maccabee” [the hammer]), overwhelmed the stronger forces of  King Antiochus, restored and rededicated the Temple. His family then ruled Judea for the next 200 years. 

 The Talmud (a collection of Jewish books that are a commentary on the Torah)   tells the miracle of the oil used in the restoration of the temple lamp. In relighting the lamp, the Maccabees found only enough oil to burn for one day.  Miraculously, the oil burned for eight days which was enough time to bring more oil to keep the lamp lighted.  For this reason, Jews celebrating Chanukah light a special menorah called a “Chanukiyah.” This candelabra has eight candles  instead of the traditional seven (one for each day of the week) plus the “Shamash” candle that lights the others. The prayers said over the lighting of the candles include these:


Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who has set us apart by your commandments and commanded us to kindle the light of Chanukah.


Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who has done miracles for our fathers in the days of this season.

The importance to Jewish people is that when you have faith in God, none can stand against you.  God will deliver those who follow Him. 

Many Jewish people see this as a lesser festival because it is not included in Leviticus 23; however, Daniel 8:21-22 and 23-25 prophesy the Chanukah events.


“The shaggy goat is the King of Greece and the large horn between his eyes is the first king. The four horns that replaced the one that was broken off represent four kingdoms that will emerge from his nation but will not have the same power.” ( Verses 21 and 22)

This clearly shows the breakup of Greece after Alexander’s death into four less powerful kingdoms. 


“In the latter part of their reign, when rebels have become completely wicked, a stern-faced king, a master of intrigue, will arise. He will become very strong, but by his own power. He will cause astounding devastation and will succeed in whatever he does. He will destroy mighty men and the holy people. He will cause deceit to prosper, and he will consider himself superior. When they feel secure, he will destroy many and take his stand against the Prince of princes. Yet he will be destroyed, but not by human power.” (Verses 23-25)

Here, we see foretold the persecution of the Jewish people, the attempt by Antiochus to set himself up as a god to be worshipped by all his subjects including the Jews, and God‘s deliverance of the Jewish people.

Ironically, the only direct mention of Chanukah (also known as the Feast of Dedication) is in the New Testament: John 10:22-30!


“It was winter, and the festival of the Dedication was being held in Jerusalem. Jesus was walking in the temple precincts, in Solomon’s Portico. The Jews gathered round him and asked: ‘How long must you keep us in suspense? If you are the Messiah say so plainly.’ ‘I have told you,’ said Jesus, ‘but you do not believe. My deeds done in my Father’s name are my credentials, but because you are not sheep of my flock you do not believe. My own sheep listen to my voice; I know them and they follow me. I give them eternal life and they shall never perish; no one shall snatch them from my care. My Father who has given them to me is greater than all, and no one can snatch them out of the Father’s care. My Father and I are one.”

This is a wonderful reason for Messianic believers to celebrate this festival. Another good reason is that had Antiochus been successful in his persecution of the Jews, there would be no temple, no Solomon’s Portico, and no Jews! The Messianic Literature Outreach, in its December 2012 newsletter said this:

“… had the Maccabees not reclaimed and rededicated the Temple, there would have been no way for the events recorded in Luke 2:22-39 to take place.  For our Savior to come, there had to be a Temple dedicated to the G-d of Israel. Hear Luke 2:22-39:

22 When the time came for their purification according to the Torah of Moshe, they took him up to Yerushalayim to present him to Adonai 23 (as it is written in the Torah of Adonai, “Every firstborn male is to be consecrated to Adonai”) 24 and also to offer a sacrifice of a pair of doves or two young pigeons, as required by the Torah of Adonai.

25 There was in Yerushalayim a man named Shim‘on. This man was a tzaddik, he was devout, he waited eagerly for God to comfort Isra’el, and the Ruach HaKodesh was upon him. 26 It had been revealed to him by the Ruach HaKodesh that he would not die before he had seen the Messiah of Adonai. 27 Prompted by the Spirit, he went into the Temple courts; and when the parents brought in the child Yeshua to do for him what the Torah required, 28 Shim‘on took him in his arms, made a b’rakhah to God, and said,

29 “Now, Adonai, according to your word,
your servant is at peace as you let him go;
30 for I have seen with my own eyes your yeshu‘ah,
31 which you prepared in the presence of all peoples —
32 a light that will bring revelation to the Goyim
and glory to your people Isra’el.”

33 Yeshua’s father and mother were marvelling at the things Shim‘on was saying about him. 34 Shim‘on blessed them and said to the child’s mother, Miryam,

“This child will cause many in Isra’el to fall and to rise,
he will become a sign whom people will speak against;
35 moreover, a sword will pierce your own heart too.
All this will happen in order to reveal many people’s inmost thoughts.”

36 There was also a prophet named Hannah Bat-P’nu’el, of the tribe of Asher. She was a very old woman — she had lived with her husband seven years after her marriage 37 and had remained a widow ever since; now she was eighty-four. She never left the Temple grounds but worshipped there night and day, fasting and praying. 38 She came by at that moment and began thanking God and speaking about the child to everyone who was waiting for Yerushalayim to be liberated.

39 When Yosef and Miryam had finished doing everything required by the Torah of Adonai, they returned to the Galil, to their town Natzeret.

The Chanukah message Y’shua delivered can be looked at as a completion of  the Chanukah story because  unlike the priest Mattathias and his family, the High Priest Messiah Y’shua will save all His believers not just for 200 years, but for eternity!

Messianic believers celebrating Chanukah have other ways of recognizing the significance of this holiday in their lives. They can  adapt the prayers said by their unsaved Jewish brothers and sisters and add something like …”in the name of Y’shua, the light of the world.” Or this:


Blessed art Thou, O Lord our God, King of the universe, who has sanctified us in Y’shua, in whose name we kindle the Chanukah lights.


Baruch atah Adonai eloheinu melech ha-olam, asher kidshanu b’Y’shua, asher bishmo madlikim anachnu ner shel Chanukah.

After the candles are lit and the prayers are said, all celebrants, Messianic or not, sit down to enjoy the food (made with oil - latkes and jelly donuts for example), play dredel, and contemplate the advent of Messiah. As the editors of the traditional Jewish Artscroll Mesorah Series stated in Chanukah, Mesorah Publications, Brooklyn, 1981, p. 104: “Then, the light is kindled to give inspiration, for the light of Messiah must burn brightly in our hearts.”  

The message of Chanukah is expressed in Zechariah 2: 12(8):

12 (8) For Adonai-Tzva’ot has sent me on a glorious mission to the nations that plundered you, and this is what he says: “Anyone who injures you injures the very pupil of my eye.” 

Some versions say “the apple of His eye.” One version says, “the daughter of His eye” and some say, “what is most precious to Him.”  If you are a Messianic believer, Jewish or “grafted-n”, you are most precious to Him. Like Yoseph ben Ya‘akov in this week‘s readings, do what is right in God’s eyes and he will protect you from all evil and turn the adverse circumstances of your life into joy and gladness.

Our Parashah this week, Miketz, is about Joseph from his time as an inmate in an Egyptian prison to his elevation by Pharaoh as his second-in command of all Egypt. Joseph was thrown into a pit, almost killed by his brothers, sold to Ishmaelites on their way to Egypt where he became a slave before being thrown into prison. From the time he was made to leave home in Canaan until he became Pharaoh’s right hand comprised a total of thirteen years. 

In the book of Esther we also read about events that seem to be negative for believers and turn to good. In this case it is Mordecai, the uncle of the Jewish Queen of Shushan, who tells his reluctant niece to interrupt her husband, the King, and risk death to inform him of the treachery that is about to wipe out her people by suggesting to her that maybe she was born for such a time as this.

Both Joseph and Esther acted according to what they believed was God’s will: Joseph throughout his life and Queen Esther when she risked death to save her people.

I share this with you as a word of encouragement. When things are looking the bleakest, God is working behind the scenes. Joseph says to his brothers as he reconciles with them:

But now, do not therefore be grieved or angry with yourselves because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to preserve life. (Genesis 45:5)

God is not mentioned anywhere in the Book of Esther, but it is very clear that His fingerprints are all over this book!

Our God is the God of everything, including time. Our God is pursuing us relentlessly until we turn to Him. He knows who to pursue because He knows the outcome. When we finally turn to Him, this is what will happen:

If you entrust all you do to Adonai,
    your plans will achieve success. (Proverbs 16:5)

I tell you this because if you don’t know why you are doing what you are doing, or what you are doing doesn’t seem to be working for you, let me tell you my story briefly. I went to college because that is what I was supposed to do.  After a short time in law school,  I  worked most of my life in sales and marketing, with short periods doing other things like washing dishes in a restaurant and driving a taxi. I came to know Y’shua as my Messiah in 1988. When I accepted the responsibility of this fellowship 21 years later, it finally became clear to me that everything I had been doing up until that point had been God’s preparing me to do this.

I believe God has you where He wants you and He is working to bring you to a place of wisdom and understanding that will please him.

As parents we do our best to help our children avoid the mistakes we made in life because we know how painful learning by experience can be. Sadly, much of the time we are painfully disappointed that the lessons we tried to teach went unlearned just as we, as children, believed, at many times in our lives that we knew better than OUR parents. Many places in the bible tell us that a wise child is a blessing to parents. Proverbs alone gives us many confirmations of this:

My son, if your heart is wise,
    then my own heart too is glad; (Proverbs 23:15)

A righteous person’s father will be filled with joy;
    yes, he whose son is wise will rejoice in him. (Proverbs 23:24)

My son, become wise, and gladden my heart,
    so that I can answer my critics. (Proverbs 27:11)

Whoever loves wisdom brings joy to his father (Proverbs 29:3)

Our Father in heaven desires that we avoid the costs of learning by experience. We bless Him and ourselves when we gain wisdom and understanding. He tells us not to lean on our own understanding but on His instructions which He gave to us in the bible.

When we refuse to follow directions, He disciplines us. Not to punish us, but to teach us. Punishment and judgment are for those who have as yet not turned to God and continue to rely on their own understanding.  

If you are wondering if you are doing what you are supposed to be doing, you probably I want to assure you that you probably are! If you are trusting in God, and you are NOT doing what He wants you to do, He is moving you in the right direction. You may not see it, but he is working on you and preparing you.

Two passages from 2nd Corinthians may help to give you the patience and peace that I am saying you can claim:

We concentrate not on what is seen but on what is not seen, since things seen are temporary, but things not seen are eternal. (4:18)

And

for we live by trust, not by what we see. (5:7)

Also, this reminds us to consider the importance of any problem we are facing  in the light of eternity.

The story of Joseph and his patience through faith is a picture of Israel’s deliverance and, by extension, all those who believe in the God of Israel. 

Chanukah is also a picture of Israel’s deliverance and how God rewards patience. We celebrate for eight days to memorialize the burning of the oil in the Temple that was only enough to last for one day. Israel may be surrounded by enemies and facing a nuclear threat to its very existence, but it has been patient in the face of all the hatred and saber-rattling. Whether Israel has acquired the wisdom and understanding that she needs to live in peace at this time is yet to be seen. However, we can connect the dots. Israel will fulfill it’s place in God’s plan. The more we have the patience and confidence through the wisdom and understanding we receive from God, the more we can rest in the assurance of God blessings as individuals and as people of God. mk
Let us look forward to the day we are echad (“one” in Hebrew) in our celebration of this holiday. When we all see the complete light of God. 
