
Lesson 16: INTERPRETING IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT (part 2) 
 

Examples of Using Historical Insights to Study the Bible. 

1. HISTORY PROPER: John 10:22-23 and Hanukah 

a. John mentions the “Feast of Dedication” but doesn’t explain it. 
This is a longer title for the Jewish holiday Hanukah (Hebrew for 
“dedication”). John does not explain the event, assuming that 
his original readers would be familiar with it. 

b. Background: In 164 BC the Maccabee rebels reclaimed 
Jerusalem from Anthiochus Epiphanes IV & cleansed the temple 
which he had turned into a shrine for Zeus. The Maccabees 
rededicated the altar & reinstituted Jewish worship. 1 Macc. 
4:41-49; 2 Macc. 10:6-8; Josephus, Antiq. of the Jews 12.7.7. 

c. NOTE: The legend of the 8-day oil, the story that God allowed 
the temple lights to burn for 8 days when there was only 1 day’s 
amount of oil, is very dubious historically. 

(1) It is not mentioned in the oldest historical references about 
the holiday. No mention of it is found until around AD 600. 
There are several other legends that developed about the 
events of Hanukah, but this is the most popular. 

(2) This illustrates how Bible students need to use good sources 
in their study of biblical history. 

2. HISTORICAL GEOGRAPHY: Isaiah 9:1 and the Assyrian redistricting 
of the north. 

 
a. Isaiah 7-9 deals with a crisis unfolding in the days of King Ahaz. 

He was being threatened by a coalition of other kingdoms who 
wanted to force him into an alliance against Assyria. 

b. Isaiah foretold the Assyrian overthrow of the northern kingdom 
of Israel. Within a couple years, the Syro-Israelite coalition 
would be in shambles as Assyria marched south.  

c. While these prophecies brought good news for Judah, they also 
brought bad news for Israel. Isaiah foretold a time of darkness 
as Assyria would make a wave of incursions beginning in 734 BC, 
ending with the fall of Samaria in 722 BC. 

d. Isaiah 9:1 alludes to the first waves of invasion in 734 – 732 
BC when Assyria would conquer the territory of the 
northern most tribes and redistrict them. Assyrian records 
reveal the names of the new districts: 

(1) Duru, named after the 
key coastal city of Dor.  
The road running up 
the coast through Dor 
was called, “The Way 
of the Sea.” 
 

(2) Gal’azi, named after 
Gilead, east of the 
Jordan River. This 
describes the tribal 
lands of Rueben, Gad, 
& the half tribe of 
Manasseh. Isaiah’s futuristic map calls this, “the other 
side of Jordan.” 
 

(3) Magiddu, named after Megiddo, which was right in the 
center of the territory which came to be known as 
“Galilee” (lit., “circuit”). It was called “circuit of the 
nations” because the Assyrians would forcibly emigrate 
many gentile peoples there.  

3. GEOLOGY: Psalm 125:2 & the mountains surrounding Jerusalem.   

a. It is difficult to envision this setting, even with the aid of 
photographs. 

b. Jerusalem is a city set on hills and the valleys around the city are 
surrounded by larger mountains. Jerusalem is thus a mountain 
city surrounded by larger mountains. 



 
 

 
 
4. METEOROLOGY: Isaiah 40:6-8 and Middle Eastern winds. 

a. The phrase “when the breath of the LORD blows upon it” alludes 
to the great windstorms of the region. There are at least three 
major kinds: 

(1) Sirocco winds blow from the East at the end of Spring. They 
blast strong and long enough to wilt vegetation overnight. 

(2) Haboob, an Arabic term for great, randomly occurring dust 
storms. 

(3) Simoom, an Arabic name for the most violent and 
unpredictable windstorms. They have super scorching heat 
and unbelievable destructive force. 

b. All of these winds are notorious for their destructive, life-taking 
power. They create the mental backdrop for the winds of 
change which God blows over the world. Kingdoms come and 
go. Mortals come and go. But the things which God has 
promised will stand, even if they are long in coming to 
fulfillment. 

 

5. BOTANY: Isaiah 40:7 and the withering grass. 

a. Isaiah envisions 
desert flowers & 
grasses prevalent 
in Judah, not the 
lush greenery of 
Galilee. 

b. Before the 
seasonal winds 
blow, the deserts 
greens slightly 
and enjoys a little 
splash of color from wild flowers. 

 
6. ZOOLOGY: Isaiah 33:3-4 & the life stages of the locust. Cf. Joel 1:4. 

a. Isaiah warns of a future invasion of Jerusalem 
by the Assyrians, & he describes their 
devastation like a locust plague. 

b. The “caterpillar” is not to be understood as a 
different species than the “locusts” but the same 
species at a different life stage. In this passage, 
the Hebrew term behind NASB’s “caterpillar” 
could better be rendered as “nymph.” 

 


