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To what extent can we assess roots of the conflict between Greek religion and Jewish religion during the reign of Antiochus IV in terms of ideology and types of evidence?
The Maccabean Revolt of 167 BC was the climax of the conflict between traditionalist factions in Judaism, and those who would have preferred a more Hellenised Jerusalem. The rebellion can be analysed to understand something of the situation that was happening at the time, but, being only one part of the conflict, cannot be viewed as typical of the relationship between the Jewish and the Greek religions. The followers of the Jewish religion managed to keep separate their beliefs in a world in which the Hellenistic world was always happy to absorb new gods, and syncretism – although not moving towards an end goal of complete unification, rather, religions in contact adopting features of each other – was the norm.[footnoteRef:1] Antiochus’ policy of encouraging Hellenism was a way of bringing stability to the kingdom that he had inherited – a kingdom that was increasingly harassed by Rome and the Parthians. A unification under the acceptance of Hellenistic religion would be a means of bringing some stability to the empire.[footnoteRef:2] ‘Any religion could become the evil enemy […] the objects of accusations and repressions’, and this is what we see happen time and again when religions meet, although, not always on the grounds of ideological disagreements.[footnoteRef:3] The whole period of the conflict under the reign of Antiochus IV can be seen as representative of ‘a competition for power within Judaea, not a clash between Hellenism and Judaism’.[footnoteRef:4] [1:  Potter. ‘ Hellenistic Religions’. 2005. 419-426. ]  [2:  Campbell. ‘An Empire on the Brink of Destruction: The Stability of the Seleukid Empire Under Antiochus IV (175 BC – 164 BC). 2014.]  [3:  Scheid. ‘Religions in Contact’. 2007. 114.]  [4:  Gruen. ‘Jews and Greeks’. 2003. 267.] 

When we look at this time period and consider the available sources for evidence of the conflict between the factions of Judaism and Hellenistic religion, we must at all times bear in mind the initial purposes of the sources. The Books of the Maccabees are invaluable for a Jewish point of view of the time and the events occurring within it, but we must take everything contained within them with at least a grain of salt. The Books of the Maccabees were written for a Jewish audience, to be eventually included within their collections of holy writings, as a record of the suffering of the Jewish religion and its followers under the reign of Antiochus IV, a justification of the Maccabees’ response, and a journal of the events of the time. The Book of Daniel also provides us with a Jewish view of ‘otherness’; whilst consensus is out on whether the text was composed during the 6th Century BC, or is a product of authors unknown during the Hellenistic Era, the kingdoms in Nebuchadnezzar's dream are outside forces intent on destroying Judaism but doomed from the outset, in a parallel to how some during the Hellenisation of Jerusalem may have viewed the Seleukid authorities.[footnoteRef:5] We cannot take the sources at face-value and must be careful to interpret them with an appreciation of their original purpose, bias, and be cautious when using them that we do not accept everything they say without truly considering the larger, contextualised meaning, and the purposes for which they were written.  We have the development, with the reliance upon texts, of a manifesto of accepting what is written to be fact, even when these sources are constructed works, palimpsests of meaning and purpose. [5:  Phillips. ‘Antiochus IV, Epiphanes’. 1910. 127.] 

The conflict was less about ideology than the Jewish sources would have us believe.[footnoteRef:6] Arguably, the more importance that the Jewish writers placed on ideology and belief, the more that they could justify the reactions of the Maccabees in defending their faith against the Hellenisers, and their rough treatment at the orders of the king. The stress placed on the importance of ideology and religious practice is something of a misdirection on the part of the Jewish authors; the heroes of the rebellion that they were lauding were not the ideal models of piety that the texts would like to convince us of. The Maccabees were the ones fighting on the Sabbath, in seeming disregard for the Jewish traditions that they were apparently straining to uphold.[footnoteRef:7] The discussion must take also into account to what extent the Hellenisation of Judaea was an internal movement or an imposition from external powers.[footnoteRef:8]  [6:  Daniel 2:43-44 gives us an indication of the ideas that may have been held those who did not support Hellenisation; they would hold strong to their faith and Antiochus and Hellenism would be destroyed. ‘And just as you saw the iron mixed with baked clay, so the people will be a mixture and will not remain united, any more than iron mixes with clay. “In the time of those kings, the God of heaven will set up a kingdom that will never be destroyed, nor will it be left to another people. It will crush all those kingdoms and bring them to an end, but it will itself endure forever.”’]  [7:  Collins. ‘Israel’ 2007. 186]  [8:  Shipley. The Greek World After Alexander. 2000. 303-309.] 

We have to take into account that communication with Greek culture was a relatively new thing for Judaea at this time; for all of the hundreds of years of Jewish history, until fairly recently at this point in history, Judaea had kept very much to itself, the majority of the people having nothing to do with the Hellenistic world.[footnoteRef:9] The elite, however, was slowly becoming increasingly Hellenised; the contact of the House of Tobias with the Alexandrian court is a good example of the assimilation of Greek practices for seemingly economic and political reasons, without any conflict of ideology.[footnoteRef:10] This relative isolation and strong cultural identity compared with the cultural melting pots of the Ptolemaic and Seleukid Empires under which it found itself would invariably lead to a change in the Jewish distinctiveness, the way that they saw ‘others’ and the nature of their interactions with peoples outside of their own culture and faith. Becoming a part of the Seleukid Empire in 200 BC, after having been a Ptolemaic possession, Judaea would have been in an uncertain position.[footnoteRef:11] There had been an increasing acceptance of the Hellenistic way of life that the Judaeans discovered through their relationship with Ptolemaic Egypt prior to being absorbed into the Seleukid Empire; ‘there had grown up in Jerusalem a strong pro-Syrian party which sought political safety in complete dependence upon Syria’.[footnoteRef:12] The orientation of some internal factions to a more Hellenised way of life caused a backlash from more traditional groups within Jewish culture, with some of the anger being directed towards Antiochus and the government of Judaea, who by this point had Hellenistic clemencies.[footnoteRef:13] [9:  Austin. The Hellenistic World from Alexander to the Roman Conquest: A Selection of Ancient Sources in Translation. Sources 214 and 215. 2006. 378-382.]  [10:  Zeitlin. ‘The Tobias Family and the Hasmoneans’. 1932. 182.]  [11:  Shipley. The Greek World After Alexander. 2000. 307.]  [12:  Mathews. ‘Antiochos Epiphanes and the Jewish State’. 1899. 15.]  [13:  Campbell, T. ‘An Empire on the Brink of Destruction: The Stability of the Seleucid Empire Under Antiochus IV (175 BC – 164 BC). 2014. 19.] 

The origins of the conflict was a complicated situation, the meeting of the different cultures and religions of the Jews and the Greeks was not, initially at least, a cause for conflict. The merging of the two cultures and religions was beneficial for the two; the Greek way of life brought gymnasia to the Jews, the benefits of Greek education had already been recognised, and they were not in conflict with the Jewish traditions and customs.[footnoteRef:14] The difficulties really began at the establishment of a new High Priest; as Diodorus records; ‘authority over the people is regularly vested in whichever priest is regarded as superior to his colleagues in wisdom and virtue. They call this man the high priest and believe that he acts as a messenger to them of God’s commandments’ the fact that the position could be bought, and was appointed by an outsider king would have given the traditionalists cause of unrest.[footnoteRef:15] The Helleniser Jason had promised inclusion of further Greek influence and institutions in Jerusalem in exchange for the High Priesthood, ousting Onias III, whose bid for the position had been lower than Jason’s.[footnoteRef:16] Jason himself lost the position to Menelaus, who promised a greater sum of money in exchange for the job. Neither side was seemingly motivated towards the position from a place of piety, rather, they wanted to further their own gains. This could, naturally, be the result of the way that the surviving accounts of the period have framed the conflict and the characters involved. The appointment of Menelaus to the position by Antiochus IV was not accepted well in Jerusalem, although that was not necessarily because of the involvement of the king, but because of the identity of the individual appointed. There were factions against Menelaus on the grounds that he was unqualified for the position, perhaps having been a Benjaminite rather than a Levite.[footnoteRef:17]  [14:  Collins. ‘Israel’. 2007. 186-187. ]  [15:  Diodorus XL.3 ]  [16:  2 Maccabees 4:7-9]  [17:  2 Maccabees 4:25. ‘Menelaus returned to Jerusalem with papers from the king, confirming him as High Priest. But he possessed no other qualifications’; Josephus, however, has Menelaus as Jason’s brother - Josephus Antiquities of the Jews 12.237.
Errington, R. M. A History of the Hellenistic World 323-30BC. 2008. 270.] 

Opposition to Menelaus’ appointment to the High Priesthood grew as it became obvious that he was not capable of generating the funds to pay the Seleukid authorities that cash that he promised them to get himself the job. The lack of ability on Menelaus’ part to do what he had promised to do from the outset stirred up the internal opposition as well as the objections of the Seleukid authorities who were meant to be receiving the cash. This opposition came to breaking point when Menelaus’ own brother, Lysimachus, stirred up popular violence, alongside the Seleukid garrison in the city, inciting unrest. This is again, not a direct clash of ideology; we have, essentially, a Hellenistic king becoming involved in the Jewish religious affairs through the election of the High Priest, civil unrest at this appointment being stirred up by both the Seleukid military presence in the city, and the brother of the perpetrator.[footnoteRef:18]  The Jewish sources, despite their hostility to the Seleukid authorities, ‘make clear that the problems had their origin in local tensions and developments that invited royal intervention’.[footnoteRef:19] 1 Maccabees itself states that there ‘came forth from Israel a lawless generation’, and that although the king gave them permission to ‘practise the customs of the heathen’; the initial desire to stray from the path, in fact, came from internal forces.[footnoteRef:20] The Books of the Maccabees can be interpreted as having dismay at the Jewish people who were attracted to a Hellenistic lifestyle, but a stronger disagreement with the idea of Hellenism as a whole.[footnoteRef:21] [18:  Mendenhall. Ancient Israel’s Faith and History. 2001. 200.]  [19:  Austin. The Hellenistic World from Alexander to the Roman Conquest. 2006. 383.]  [20:  Austin. The Hellenistic World. Sourse 217. 2006. 385.]  [21:  2 Maccabees 4:13-17.] 

Prior to 169 BC, the conflict was bubbling under the surface, and the tensions between the Judaeans and the Seleukid authorities came to its first head with the sacking of the Temple in Jerusalem, furthering the anti-Hellenic cause. The sacking was actually sanctioned by Menelaus, the High Priest, and although it can be used as something of an example of the Seleukid irreverence towards Jewish tradition at this exact point in history, it is not indicative of a long-standing bad attitude from Antiochus towards Judaea.[footnoteRef:22] The sanctioning by Menelaus also complicates the matter – we do not have a case of the Hellenistic king coming in and taking the Jewish treasure at the dismay of Jerusalem, rather, the individual who was meant to be leading the Jewish people and looking out for their best interest essentially invites the king to empty the coffers. The Hellenic-leaning Jewish government of Judaea were more of a problem to the city than the Seleukids.[footnoteRef:23] [22:  Gruen. ‘Jews and Greeks’ 2003. 268.]  [23:  Medenhall. Ancient Israel’s Faith and History. 2001. 200.] 

We can see, however, from the response of Antiochus IV that he believed that the conflict was rooted in ‘the close association between fundamentalist Jewish religious observance with the political rebellion’.[footnoteRef:24] Antiochus’ retaliation against the unrest in Jerusalem was heavy-handed but did not come from a desire to end the Jewish traditions or to try to wipe out Judaism altogether, although that is what the Jewish sources would have us believe. Rather, he is attempting to rid Judaea of the traditionalist factions that had been causing trouble and refusing to allow any Greek culture into the city. The individuals perpetuating an argument of conflicting ideologies were the more traditional Jews, who were refusing to accept that anything other than their way of life was correct. ‘Devotion to Hellenism became identified with loyalty’, and it can be understood how Antiochus thought that the best way to ensure the wellbeing of his interests in Judaea and the prevention of any further unrest was to quash the traditionalist opposition and employ a policy of forced Hellenisation on those who objected.[footnoteRef:25] This is not to say that Jewish and Greek ideologies could not mesh, but that certain individuals were using it as an excuse to not accept the influence of the Greeks, an imposition of ‘otherness’. We have to take into account the fact that the Seleukid influence on Judaea prior to this point was minimal – the backlash from the traditionalists was probably due to their being overwhelmed by the move from the Seleukid powers to try to involved Judaea more. Until the 160s BC, there was little for the Seleukids to bother Jerusalem for, save the loaning of mercenaries. Here we find ourselves at the point of increased Seleukid involvement in the region; it has just passed back into their hands from the Ptolemaic Empire, and they have to try to maintain their stability in a world that is increasingly being dominated by Rome. The cruel response of Antiochus is not an attempt to rid the world of a conflicting ideology, rather, there is little to suggest that the majority thought that their ideologies even were in opposition. As Scheid explores, ‘while the Alexandrian Greeks and Jews exchanged mutual accusations, their aim was to do the other group harm, not to destroy its practices and beliefs’; religion here is taking on the role of a political tool – one that can be used to strengthen or undermine.[footnoteRef:26] [24:  Errington, R. M. A History of the Hellenistic World 323-30BC. 2008. 270.]  [25:  Mathews. ‘Antiochus Epiphanes and the Jewish State’. 1899. 15.]  [26:  Scheid. ‘Religions in Contact’ 2007. 114.] 

It seems to be more of a matter of traditional Jewish factions trying to avoid cultural erosion; these precious cultural identifying features were, for some, wrapped up in the practice of Jewish customs and the defence of the Jewish religious ideologies. Antiochus too to persecuting those who were clinging to traditional Jewish belief not out of desire to wipe out traditional Judaism, but to attempt to more seamlessly integrate Judaea into the Seleukid Empire – the more traditional Jewish groups were the one cause the main conflict, and they had to be punished because of that, not necessarily because of their faith.[footnoteRef:27] [27:  Mendenhall. Ancient Israel’s Faith and History. 2001. 200.] 

The interaction between Judaism and Hellenism in this period has been seen as a force of Greek religion and culture trying to erode Jewish tradition and practices, and that Judaea had to face a choice between standing up to the Hellenistic wave, or disappearing entirely. There has also been something of an argument between ‘reason and religion, between rationality and spirituality’ projected on to the study of the conflict.[footnoteRef:28] The absorption of Judaea into the larger Hellenistic world meant that, whether Jewish traditionalists liked it or not, there would be some Greek traditions and practices permeating their lives. The conflict, whilst having a religious flavour, is not based solely on ideology – the high priest introduced the first gymnasium, the initiative for turning towards the Hellenistic world came from within Judaea itself. The evidence of the Books of the Maccabees points to the cause of the conflict being internal struggles between the elite bidding for the high priesthood, and the records of Seleukid policy towards the Jewish people prior to and after this point indicate little in the way of the conflict originating in a strong opposition of Hellenistic ideology to Jewish belief. [28:  Gruen. ‘Jews and Greeks’ 2003. 264.] 
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