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Year 8 Unit 1a:
The Jewish context of the life and 

words of Jesus
Standards
By the end of this unit it is intended that students:
• appreciate the regional diversity of Israel at the time of Jesus, and differences in customs and 

social groups

• identify the geography, customs and social groups at the time of Jesus

• analyse stories about Jesus in terms of the students’ cultural and historical background.

Indicators of Learning

Spiritual Refl ection for Teachers
Our lives are fi lled with memories of the people, places and events that have shaped us – the 
cultural setting of our lives. What we believe, what we value, how we live our lives and how we 
tell our story is all infl uenced by this context.

For students to properly understand the message of the Gospel, they need to realise that Jesus was 
a Jewish person who lived in the fi rst years of the fi rst century AD. This unit helps them explore 
some of the formative infl uences that shaped Jesus’ message. What are the similarities between his 
situation 2000 years ago and ours today that make his teaching relevant to us?

Values and Attitudes

consider how the context of the 
students’ own world has shaped 
their lives and recognise the 
importance of Jesus’ Jewish 
background, in appreciating the 
beginnings of Christianity

suggest ways in which the regional 
diversity of Israel provided a setting 
for the imagery of Jesus’ teaching

consider how the political context 
of Australia has shaped their lives 
in some form

recognise the diffi culties. the 
prejudices and stereotyping 
experienced by different groups in 
both Jesus’ time and today

recognise the infl uence of social, 
agricultural and economic 
customs in shaping Jesus’ ministry 
and teaching

Knowledge

understand how knowledge of 
Jesus’ Jewish background is 
essential to the way he lived his 
life

be familiar with key characteristics 
of the physical, climatic and natural 
environment of the land of Israel

have some understanding of the 
political situation in Israel at the 
time of Jesus

identify and describe the religious/
social groupings which were active 
during Jesus’ ministry

characterise daily life in Israel of 
30 AD

Skills

analyse the Gospel story for 
references of Jesus’ identifi cation 
with his Jewish background

locate on a map signifi cant towns 
in Israel and indicate how they 
featured in Jesus’ ministry

use source material to identify 
political fi gures and confl icts 
which entered into Jesus’ ministry

describe some of the main 
groupings and locate Gospel 
passages which portray encounters 
between Jesus and these groups

identify Gospel stories, such as 
parables, which illustrate daily life 
and practices in Israel
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It is intended that students will be able to:
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Links with Students’ Life Experience
Social or Cultural Background
• Students will build on their knowledge of the Jewish social, political, geographic and historical 

background of fi rst century Israel and hence gain a greater appreciation of the Gospel.

• As a unit taught at the beginning of the year it can be linked to the social/cultural background 
of the students in the classroom. It provides a timely opportunity to foster personal and cultural 
understanding of each student. This may help them understand that racial discrimination and 
stereotyping, such as Anti-Semitism and Anti-Islamism is prevalent in today’s society.

• Many students are not aware of the Jewish/Christian connection. This unit could initiate an 
awareness of the Jewish/Christian dialogue and nurture a high regard for tolerance and 
understanding of all religions.

The Church’s Teaching and Lived Tradition
Connections with Judaism
• Christianity is bound spiritually and historically to Judaism in a unique way. Vatican II in its 

Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions (Nostra Aetate) 
emphasises that an understanding and appreciation of Judaism is essential to the Church’s self-
understanding and identity.

• This unit offers the opportunity to develop an awareness of the history and traditions of 
Judaism. In doing so, it is important to redress any negative or inaccurate interpretation of 
Jewish references in Scripture.

• In the New Testament some references may refl ect the situation of tension that existed as the 
Early Church and Judaism grew apart in the fi rst century. It is a Christian responsibility to 
become aware of the historical situation which accounted for the negative Gospel critique of the 
Pharisaic movement in particular.

Catechism of the Catholic Church
The Hidden Life of Jesus
In preparation for the teaching of this unit the following references are recommended:

Part One, Section Two:  The Profession of the Christian Faith

527–534 Hidden Life of Jesus
531 During the greater part of his life, Jesus shared the condition of the vast majority of human 

beings, a daily life spent without evident greatness, a life of manual labour. His religious life 
was that of a Jew obedient to the law of God, a life in the community.

534 The fi nding of Jesus in the Temple is the only event that breaks the silence of the Gospels about 
the hidden years of Jesus. Here Jesus lets us catch a glimpse of the mystery of his total 
consecration to a mission that fl ows from his divine sonship: ‘Did you not know that I must be 
about my Father’s work?’ Mary and Joseph did not understand these words, but they accepted 
them in faith …

595–598 Divisions among the Jewish Authorities concerning Jesus



Unit 1a:  The Jewish context of the life and words of Jesus 19 A Religious Education Curriculum Framework

Explanation of Scripture used in this unit

• It is essential that students have access to a Bible and that the Gospels are referred to in all parts 
of this unit. Respect for the Book of the Bible is paramount.

• This unit emphasises the Jewish origin of Christianity and therefore students should be 
encouraged to research the Jewish context of the Gospels. In particular they should look for 
examples of Jesus observing Jewish customs and traditions.

Luke 2:22–39  The Presentation in the Temple (Indicator 1)

Luke sets the scene in the fi rst part of this story. Mary had fi nished the forty-day period of ritual uncleanness 
following the birth of Jesus. During this period she was unable to do work of any kind. Instead, she was free 
to rest and care for her baby.

Now, as a pious Jewess, she was careful to fulfi l the requirements of the Law. An offering was made to God, 
to mark the end of the forty-day period and to thank God for a safe birth and a healthy child. She was 
required to offer a lamb and a pigeon, though as a poor woman she offered a second pigeon instead of a lamb.  
See Leviticus 12 for laws relating to childbirth. As well, since Jesus was a fi rst-born son, a nominal sum of fi ve 
Temple shekels was paid, to buy back the baby from God. See the explanation for this law in Numbers 18:15ff.

There was no requirement that this ceremony be performed in the Temple in Jerusalem. Such a law would 
have been impractical for many Jews. Nevertheless, Luke set the scene in the Temple. He appeared to have in 
mind the dedication of Samuel the prophet, (1 Samuel 1:11, 22–28). He implied that this would be no ordinary 
baby, but a great prophet of God.

We see Simeon, an elderly Jew, who waited patiently and faithfully for the fulfi lment of God’s promise, just as 
his people waited. He had the gift of prophecy, and recognised the anointed one of God in this tiny baby 
before him. His prayer, the Nunc Dimittis, has become one of the great canticles of the Church.

Luke 2:41–51  The Boy Jesus in the Temple (Indicator 1)

All Jewish men who reached the age of puberty were required to travel to the Temple for the feasts of 
Passover, Pentecost and Tabernacles. However, people who lived some distance from Jerusalem usually only 
made one annual journey. Women and children often accompanied the men but they travelled in separate 
groups. They were accompanied by donkeys loaded with food, clothes and bedding.

As a Jewish boy of twelve, Jesus as a young adult was able to take care of himself. His parents assumed he 
was with one of the scattered groups in the returning caravan. In fact, they eventually found him with a group 
of rabbis in the Temple. Already, Jesus was showing a depth of wisdom and intelligence that would mark him 
out from others.

Mary’s reproach was a spontaneous expression of pain and anxiety. Jesus’ reply was detached, even abrupt. 
In fact, Luke makes a point: for Jesus, the claims of God over-ride everything, even the ties of a loving family. 
Eventually, this idea would develop into the notion of the family of believers, rather than of blood-kin.

Matthew 15:1–14  Challenging the Pharisees (Indicator 4)

Passionate religious debate is a part of Judaism, and we often see examples of it in the Gospels. Jesus argued 
strongly with the Pharisees and Scribes, who sought to please God by keeping every detail of the Law of 
Moses. Jesus and the Scribes both venerate the Law, but Matthew showed them arguing about its 
interpretation. This short controversial story probably suggested tensions about observing dietary laws in the 
early Christian communities.

Having been accused of breaking with the tradition of the elders, Jesus gave a case in point where the Scribes 
were ‘making void the word of God’ as found in Exodus 20:12 and 21:17 (Matthew 15:3–6).

In verses 8 and 9, Jesus cited Isaiah (29:13) against them, arguing that we must distinguish between merely 
human commandments and what is truly the will of God.
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Celebration: Prayer and Liturgy
• It may be useful to research ways in which the Church’s prayer and liturgy have been inspired 

and draw on Jewish tradition. (Refer to Catechism of the Catholic Church, n. 1096).

• The Shema (Deut 6:4–9) is a prayer that links Jewish-Christian spirituality in its profession of 
faith in One God. It was one of the most important prayers recited daily by Jesus and his 
contemporaries. Students should be encouraged to become familiar with it so that it could be 
used in their own prayer life.

Suggested celebration based on Matthew 5:17–19
Students’ work throughout the unit can contribute to this liturgy. A selection of images 
representing people, places and events from the time of Jesus can provide a strong visual 
expression as the focus for the prayer.

Depending on your situation, this prayer could be held in the open air in an area free from distraction. 
Alternatively, it could be held in a quiet room where you could show a series of images relating to this 
topic. When preparing for this liturgy, explain to students it will involve a quiet, refl ective time.

Leader: In our prayer today we remember that Jesus came into the world at a certain time and 
place in history. He used the ordinary things of peoples’ lives to help them understand 
his message. Jesus talked about shepherds with their fl ocks and about farmers planting 
and harvesting their crops. He told stories while sitting on mountains and in the boats of 
fi shermen. He knew how to connect with peoples’ deepest needs and longings.

 During his life Jesus enjoyed the companionship of others, but there were times when 
he needed to be alone. Often he slipped away on his own to pray for the strength to 
keep going.

 We will now prepare ourselves to hear the words of Jesus in the Gospel.

 This time of preparation could involve sitting in silence for a few moments, or you could play a 
Taizé chant.

 A suitably prepared student proclaims Matthew 5:17–19, concluding with:

 The Gospel of the Lord.

All:  Praise to you, Lord Jesus Christ.

Leader:  In this passage Jesus stresses that the duty of his followers is to be true to God’s 
Commandments. Jesus has summarised these in the Great Commandment, when he 
said that we should love God and love others. How can we respond to this challenge 
of Jesus in our life?

 Pause after each question.
– If Jesus were to enter your world today, what are the things he would praise you 

for?
– What aspects of your life would Jesus challenge you to change?
– What reaction would Jesus have to our society?
– What are some of the things he might ask you to do to improve our society?

Jesus told the people of his time to put their needs before God, and this is what we do 
today.

Conclusion: The teacher or a student concludes with a blessing.

 As we strive to love God more fully Response: Jesus be with us.
 As we strive to love others more openly Response: Jesus be with us.
 As we pray for the needs of our lives Response: Jesus be with us.
 As we pray for the needs of the world Response: Jesus be with us.

 We make our prayer in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit.

Response: Amen.
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Possible Assessment Tasks

TASK 1: Dictogloss – Israel at the Time of Jesus

PURPOSE 

To assist with students’ listening skills in relation to Herod and his family.

ACTIVITY
Israel at the time of Jesus was under Roman control and had been since 63 BC. There was much 
tension and frustration, and nationalist feeling was growing.

The Romans established the family of Herod as the local rulers. Herod the Great ruled and 
maintained the unity of all his territory from 37–4 BC.

When Herod the Great died the territory of Israel was divided into three regions. Each of Herod’s 
sons inherited a part:

• Philip inherited the north east region called Caesarea Philippi

• Herod Antipas ruled Jesus’ home region of Galilee and Perea

• Herod Archelaus ruled Idumea, Judea and Samaria. In 6 AD the Romans exiled him to Gaul, 
and Judea was governed directly by the Romans.

In Herod Archelaus’ place, the Romans appointed a procurator (sub-governor). In the time of 
Jesus, the Roman procurator was Pontius Pilate.

ASSESSMENT
After reading to students set this as a cloze passage for them to fi ll in the blanks.

TASK 2: Daily Life in the Time of Jesus

PURPOSE

For students to become familiar with the life and times of Jesus.

ACTIVITY
The following contains basic information about particular areas. The teacher could use this as a 
starting point. Students in groups research a particular topic, then report their fi ndings to the 
whole class.

• Language: The language of the ordinary people at the time of Jesus was Aramaic, which was 
similar to Hebrew. Jesus and his friends spoke Aramaic. Greek and Latin were also spoken by 
the Jewish people, particularly those people living in the cities.

• Focus questions: What was the language that Jesus and his friends would have spoken? What 
other languages were also spoken by the Jewish people at the time of Jesus? Who would have 
spoken these languages?

• Death and Burial: The women of the family washed and anointed the body and wrapped it in a 
shroud. They covered the face and tied the feet with strips of linen cloth. Burial of the body 
happened on the day of the death, or the next day. The men recited a ritual prayer, and close 
relatives tore their clothes to show their grief. The typical burial place was an excavation or cave 
in a rock face, which was later sealed.

• Focus questions: Who prepared the body for burial? How was the dead person’s body 
prepared? Why would close relatives of the dead person tear their clothes? Where and when 
would the dead person be buried?
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• Marriage: Boys married at about eighteen and girls around twelve to thirteen years of age. The 
groom would publicly profess his love and this would bind the couple in matrimony. After a 
twelve-month betrothal period, in which the couple did not live together, the bride was taken to 
the groom’s house. After the blessing by the groom’s parents the wedding was completed by a 
week-long celebration.

• Focus questions: At what ages did boys and girls marry? Describe the events that would lead 
up to the marriage.

• Homes and Home Life: Most Jewish homes were one room, mud-brick dwellings with a walled 
courtyard. Water was precious and was normally drawn from the village well. The diet of the 
people was mainly bread and vegetables. Food was shared from a common bowl.

• Focus questions: Describe what a village home would look like. What was the diet of the 
people? Why was water precious?

• Children and Education: Children were considered a blessing from God. The fi rst important 
religious ceremony for a boy was eight days after birth when he was circumcised as a mark of 
his Jewishness. The father would name his son. The initial education of a son was the 
responsibility of his mother who taught him the stories and customs of the Hebrew people. 
Later, Jewish boys were taught to read and write in the synagogue schools. By the time he 
attained his Bar Mitzvah at the age of thirteen he was expected to know the Law. Girls were 
educated at home in the complex responsibilities of a Jewish woman (see Proverbs 31 for a full 
list of these responsibilities).

• Focus questions: What were the two religious ceremonies for boys? What skills was a young 
Jewish girl expected to learn?

ASSESSMENT

Report to class.
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Resources
Essential Reading

Recommended editions of the Bible are:
Catholic Bible Press 1993, The New Revised Standard Version: Catholic Edition. Catholic Bible 

Press, a division of Thomas Nelson Inc., Nashville, Tennessee.
Darton, Longman & Todd 1985, The New Jerusalem Bible. Darton, Longman & Todd Ltd and 

Doubleday, London.

Teacher Resources
Barker, K 2001, Inside the Bible. Ignatius Press, San Fancisco.
Carswell, M & Fleming, J 2000, Sabbath of Sabbaths. Harper Collins Religious, Melbourne.
Carswell, M 2001, Teaching Scripture, The Gospel of Mark. Harper Collins Religious, Melbourne.
Charpentier, E 1992, How to Read the New Testament. SCM Press, Canterbury.
Liddy, S & Welbourne, L 1999, Strategies for Teaching Religious Education. Social Science Press, 

Sydney.
Mohi, M (ed.) 2000, The Many Faces of Christ. Addwall, Sydney.
Ryan, M 1998, Mark: A Synoptic Gospel, Teacher’s Manual. Social Science Press, Sydney.
Ryan, M 2002, Teaching the Bible, A Manual of Teaching Activities, Commentary and Blackline Master. 

Social Science Press, Sydney.
Ryan, M 2003, Reading the Bible, an Introduction for Students. Social Science Press, Sydney.
Twork, C 1999, I Want To Be Jesus: 150 easy-to-use Gospel plays for children. Ave Maria Press, Notre 

Dame, Indiana.
Wintour, R 2001, Just Imagine Creative Ways of Presenting Scripture. Mountjoy Enterprises, Brisbane.

Classroom Resources
Goosen, G & Tomlinson, M 2001, Studying the Gospels: an Introduction. Harper Collins Religious, 

Melbourne.
Morrissey, J et al. 1997, Out of the Desert, Book 1, Ch. 3. Longman, Melbourne.
Ryan, M 1998, Mark: A Synoptic Gospel. Social Science Press, Sydney.

Websites
<www.resource.melb.catholic.edu.au>  (social and cultural background to life of Jesus)
<http://www.otrnet.com.au>  (pedagogy on multiple intelligences)

Unit Evaluation
In evaluating the indicators of learning the teacher could consider the following:

• To what extent have students appreciated the regional diversity of Israel at the time of Jesus?

• How well have students identifi ed the geography, customs and social groups at the time of 
Jesus?

• How effectively did students analyse stories about Jesus in terms of their cultural and historical 
background?

• To what extent did students demonstrate achievement of the standards?

• Are there standards that were not achieved?

• What changes (if any) would you make if you were teaching this unit again?


