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Jesus’ History 
 
The next several pages, taken from Believe 
in Me – Year 7 (CCCB) outline a bit of the 
world Jesus was born into. For each major 
section which cover geography, politics and 
faith, summarize the main ideas as a visual 
mind map. 

 
 
 

 

I. Where Jesus Lived: 
The Land and Its People 
At the southeast corner of the 
Mediterranean Sea lies a land of rocky hills 
and barren desert, green valleys and 
ancient cities, winter rain and burning 
summer sun. 

You can drive all the way across this tiny 
land in a couple of hours. As you drive east 
from the Mediterranean, you go across a flat 
coastal plain with good useable land – but in 
some places it is only a few hundred metres 
wide. Then you start climbing a twisty road 
through rocky hills, for the central part of 
this land is a long chain of rather low moun- 
tains. After more than 60 kilometres through 
these hills, the road turns downward into 
the valley of the Jordan River. 

The whole country is no more than 100 
kilometres across. From north to south, it 
is about 400 kilometres. 

But even though this country is very 
small, some of the greatest peoples who 
ever lived have come from this place. 

Two different groups of people call this 
land home. People of Arabic heritage have 
lived here for centuries. People of Jewish 
heritage have also lived here for centuries. 
Today this land is divided between these 
two groups. 

At the time of Jesus, the land was made 
up of three districts (like the way Canada is 
made up of provinces and territories). Their 
names are still used today: Judea, Samaria 
and Galilee. 

 
Judea 
The southern district is called Judea. 
Judea is mostly desert – but not a desert of 
endless sand like the Sahara. The Judean 
desert is made of rocky hills and 
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cliffs and valleys. No one lived in much 
of Judea. Robbers who stole from trav- 
ellers on the roads through the country- 
side made it hard for tradespeople to 
bring their goods to Jerusalem. 

Deep in one of those hot valleys, 400 
metres below the level of the Mediterranean 
Sea, lies the Dead Sea. The water in the 
Dead Sea is so salty that no sea animal or 
plant can live in it – and people can float on 
top of it without even trying. 

Jesus was born in Bethlehem of Judea, a 
town that sits baking in the sun on top of a 
hill in this desert of stone. 

 
Samaria 
The middle province, Samaria, is a land 
of rocky hills and valleys. Because 
Samaritans were a different race than 
the Jews who lived both north and south 
of them, there was a lot of t e n s i o n  

Shepherds’ fields outside Bethlehem 
 
between the two groups. During the cool 
seasons of the year, Jews travelling from 
Galilee to Jerusalem followed the Jordan 
valley, but during the summer, the valley 
got too hot and they had to travel through 
Samaria. A Jew travelling in Samaria 
could expect hostility and even danger. A 
Samaritan in Judea or Galilee could not 
expect to be well treated e i t h e r . 

Jesus fought against prejudice. One of 
his greatest stories was about a Samaritan 
who helped someone who had been robbed 
after several “religious” people had gone by 
without helping (see Luke 10.30-37). 

John 4.7-26 tells of a time when Jesus 
went to the region of Samaria and spoke to 
a woman at a well there. She was surprised 
that a Jewish man would even speak to 
her; by the end of their conversation, she 
was telling her friends that she had found 
the Messiah. 
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Galilee 
After his family left Bethlehem when he 
was only a baby, Jesus lived most of his 
life in the northern province, Galilee. The 
rocky hillsides there are covered with 
grass and flowers in the spring, but they 
are dry in the hot summer and nothing 
grows. (There are other hillsides and val- 
leys where food can be grown.) 

The Sea of Galilee (also called the Sea of 
Tiberias and the Lake of Gennesaret) is a 
small freshwater lake fed by the winter rains 
in the hills above it. The Jordan River flows 
south from the Sea of Galilee to the Dead 
Sea. In the winter and spring, a strong east 
wind known as the Sharkiyeh sometimes 
blows across the lake. This wind is feared by 
fishermen even today. It often begins 
without warning; it can stir up large waves 
and make it impossible to row or sail. 

Some Galileans (like Peter and Andrew, 
James and John) were fishermen who made 
their living on that rather small lake called 
the Sea of Galilee. Some, like Jesus, were 
craftspeople in little towns such as Nazareth 
and Capernaum. Some Galileans worked as 
farmers, caring for herds or growing crops 
where the land was good enough. 

Most of the people who lived in Galilee 
2000 years ago were poor and not very well 
educated. Mothers and fathers often saw 
several of their children die, because no one 
knew how to cure childhood diseases. In 
fact, many mothers died young themselves, 
either because of problems in childbirth or 
because they had to work so hard just to 
keep themselves and their families alive. 

Most marriages were arranged when peo- 
ple were quite young and took place when 
the bride was old enough to have children. 
Most men married between the ages of 18 
and 24; their bride was often between 12 
and 14. Many people not only married 

young, they often died at a young age, too. 
The average life expectancy in Jesus’ time 
was 22 years! (Averages don’t tell the whole 
story. Say there are five children in a family. 
If three of them die as children – ages 1, 2 
and 10 – and two live to be adults who die 
at ages 42 and 55, their average life 
expectancy is 22 – and yet none of them 
died anywhere near the age of 22.) 

 
Fishers on the Sea of Galilee 
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City of Jerusalem (in the district of Judea) 
The capital city of the country in Jesus’ 
time was Jerusalem. It was built as a 
fortress in the days of King David, a 
thousand years before Jesus lived. 
Jerusalem was a beautiful city, set on a 
rocky hill in the region of Judea, about 30 
kilometres from the north end of the Dead 
Sea. 

Jerusalem was the centre of Jewish cul- 
ture and of the Jewish religion. There was 
only one Temple in the whole country, and 
it was in Jerusalem. Every day in the 
Temple, priests offered animal sacrifices in 
praise of God. Jewish people from all 
around the Mediterranean Sea came to 
Jerusalem for the high holy days, the great 
religious festivals. 

 

A street in old Jerusalem 

The Temple was not only a place where 
sacrifices were offered. It was also under- 
stood to be where God lived. God promised 
King David that David’s son, Solomon, 
would build a house where God would 
always be present. This “house” was the 
Temple. Jews travelled from far away to 
visit the Temple because God was there in 
a very special way. 

For good reason, the people of Jerusalem 
were proud of their city, their traditions 
and their importance. It was hard for them 
to accept that a poor small-town 
craftsman, Jesus of Nazareth, was sent by 
God to change those traditions and to 
proclaim the coming of God’s kingdom. 

It was in the city of Jerusalem that Jesus 
was killed. 

 
II. Why Were the Romans in Jesus’ 
Homeland? And Who Was King 
Herod? 
Two thousand years ago, Rome was the 
centre of a great civilization. There were 
a lot of good things about this society – 
and a lot of bad things, too. On the good 
side, the Romans had one of the greatest 
systems of law ever. They built excellent 
roads that joined communities together 
across thousands of kilometres. Because 
their rule was so strong, they gave peo- 
ple a long time of freedom from war (the 
Pax Romana – the Roman Peace) in all 
the vast lands they controlled. On the 
bad side, because they had the strongest 
army in the world, they felt free to   
march into other countries and take  
over. 

The Romans would go into an area like 
Jesus’ homeland and say that they were to 
be the government. They would increase 
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the taxes (keeping the money for them- 
selves) and deal cruelly with anyone who 
got angry enough to oppose them. 

The Romans made a law that they were 
the only ones who could legally execute a 
criminal. That is why Jesus was killed by 
Roman soldiers under the orders of a 
Roman governor. 

King Herod “the Great” came not from the 
royal family of Israel (the family of King 
David), but from a desert tribe that lived in a 
region of the south called Idumea. He got 
the Romans to declare him king by saying, 
“I’ll do everything you Romans ask me to do 
if you’ll let me rule as king of the Jews.” He 
was only a “puppet” of the Caesar or Emper- 
or, but he was very rich. The Jewish people 
hated him for co-operating with the enemy, 
for the Jews lived in fear of the Romans. 

This King Herod was alive when Jesus 
was born. He liked to be in charge of great 
building projects, like palaces and stadi- 
ums. He even had a beautiful new Temple 
built in Jerusalem. But he was a suspicious 

man. He was always on guard against any- 
one who might threaten his power. Herod 
killed anyone he thought might be a threat 
to him. (He even had his wife and three of 
his sons killed.) That is why he ordered all 
infants in Bethlehem to be killed – because 
people said that one of them might become 
a king. (See Matthew 2.16.) 

Herod died shortly after the birth of 
Jesus. His kingdom was divided among 
three of his sons. (They are called tetrarchs, 
meaning minor princes, in the gospels.) 
One of his sons was also named Herod; he 
was the tetrarch of Galilee, where Jesus 
lived. He happened to be in Jerusalem at 
the time of Jesus’ arrest, so Pontius Pilate, 
the Roman governor of the area, sent Jesus 
over to him for trial (see Luke 23.6-16). 
Another of the tetrarchs was called Philip. 
John the Baptist was killed because he 
preached against Herod’s marriage to 
Philip’s former wife. 

The Roman troops in Palestine became 
more and more brutal over time and 
showed less and less respect for the Jewish 
religious practices. In 62 CE, the Roman 
governor of Jerusalem stole money from the 
Temple treasury. When this happened, 
some of the Jews went begging on behalf of 
the “poor governor.” The governor was furi- 
ous; he let his troops do whatever they 
wished in the city. The Jewish people 
fought back. For a short time, they got con- 
trol of Jerusalem again. Then, in 70 CE, 
things got really bad. During the week of 
Passover, Roman soldiers attacked 
Jerusalem. The Jewish people both in and 
outside of Jerusalem fought bravely, but 
the Roman forces were too strong. The 
Romans wrecked most of the Jewish towns, 
killing thousands of people, and drove the 
Jewish people out of their homeland. By 73 
CE, the fight had ended. The Jews became 
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citizens of other countries, where they 
lived, worked and often suffered. 

One very important event took place dur- 
ing the Roman victory of the year 70. The 
famous Temple of Jerusalem, which had just 
been finished, was smashed to pieces, as 
Jesus had foretold. It has never been rebuilt. 

 
III. Jewish Responses to the Roman 
Occupation 
Jesus was a Jew. So were all his friends. 
So were most of his enemies. Jesus went to 
the synagogue on the Sabbath day all his 
life. (The Jewish Sabbath begins at sun- 
down on Friday and ends at sundown on 
Saturday.) He observed the Law of Moses. 
He went to the Temple in Jerusalem from 
time to time. 

The Jewish people at the time of Jesus 
were struggling with the problems that the 
Romans were causing in their community 
and in their faith. Different groups of Jews 
responded to the Roman occupation in dif- 
ferent ways. Jesus did not really fit into 
any of these groups. 

Some Jews, including many of the 
Sadducees, believed that the only way for 
the Jewish people to survive was to co-oper- 
ate with the Romans. They did not give up 
their faith but they did let it be shaped by 
the culture of their day. Many in this group 
worked in the Roman political system. They 
tried to smooth over some of the tensions 
between the Romans and those who didn’t 
like having them around. These Jews did 
not like Jesus because they liked the way 
things were and he challenged that. They 
were also afraid of what might happen if the 
number of Jesus’ followers grew too large 
and the Romans saw them as a threat. 

Other people, including most of the phar- 
isees, believed that Jews would only be 

able to survive and stay faithful to their 
God if they carefully observed every Jewish 
law and avoided those who did not follow 
Jewish laws, including the Romans. These 
Jews believed that the Law was the greatest 
gift God had ever given people. Anyone who 
ignored one law was showing disrespect for 
all of God’s laws and therefore for God. 
This group was afraid that Jesus would 
weaken the Jewish law and the people’s 
relationship with God. Jesus aimed many 
of his words and stories at this group. He 
tried to make them understand that God’s 
law is more than words and rules; God’s 
law is an attitude toward life. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Ruins of synagogue in Capernaum 
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Finally, many Jews believed that the 
Romans had no right to occupy Israel. They 
believed that the Roman occupation went 
against what God wanted. They felt that 
only God had a right to be king and to be 
called “lord.” Anyone who followed the 
Roman emperor, paid Roman taxes or in 
any way accepted Roman rule was breaking 
the first commandment, which said that 
people could have no other Lord than God. 
These Jews believed that good Jews should 
get together to get rid of the Romans by 
force. They were not pleased when Jesus 
told them to love their enemies. 
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