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This work forms Chapter Three in Saloul and van Henten’s recently published volume on Martyrdom. The book is part of a thread in the ‘de Gruyter’ series ‘Heritage and Memory Studies’ (AUP, 2020:4). Both Saloul and van Henten hold Professorship’s at the University of Amsterdam and each contribute chapters to the book.

Jennifer Knust is an ordained Baptist Minister and holds the position of Professor of Religious Studies at Duke University (Harper Collins, 2020). Previously she was Assistant Professor at Boston University (Saloul and van Henten, 2020:104). She studies and teaches on early Christian texts and focuses on rhetoric and gender. She has authored a number of books and papers (Duke.edu, 2020).

“Who were the Maccabees?” is a study of how the story of the Maccabees and their revolt against the rule of Antiochus IV Epiphanes in second Century B.C. Judea became a part of the early Christian sacred texts in the fourth Century A.D. and how, eventually, the Maccabees came to be perceived as Christian martyrs at a time when Christianity was expanding after the death of the Roman emperor, Julian (Knust, 2020:79). Knust proposes that the “historicization of the Jews”, which she describes as having taken place in this period, transferred the Maccabees into an “embodied, living Christian past” (Knust, 2020:79). Knust goes on to suggest that this appropriation of one of Judaism’s key events, whilst not acknowledged by that religion (the Maccabean revolt led to the only independent Jewish State in the 2500 years before the formation of the State of Israel in 1948), was used to both bolster the development of the new Christian religion in the face of persecution by the (pagan) Roman State under Julian and also to persecute the Jews (Knust, 2020:82). As such it does not directly address the title of the chapter.

The chapter investigates how, through sermons preached by Gregory of Nazianzus in Cappadocia and later through the panegyrics of John Chrysostom, a feast day (1st August) was instigated in honour of the martyrdom of the Maccabees (Knust, 2020:82). The motivations for this are investigated, including suggestions of reinforcing the defining the Christian religion as separate and distinct from the still widespread Jewish religion, the potential for ‘evangelism’ in a successful feast day and the importance of celebrating the enduring message of the ‘faith’ of a group of martyrs who “presage the advent of Christ” (Knust, 2020:84-86).

Knust cites Rajak (2016) regarding an existing honouring of the Maccabees, both amongst the Jews and the Christians of the period, for resistance to the oppression by their gentile rulers and how the Maccabees point back toward the importance of Abraham as a ‘father-figure’ to both religions. However, at the same time, it is indicated that the Maccabees were not as important for their role as instigators of revolution as for that of “proto-martyrs” (Knust, 2020:90).

The latter part of the chapter situates the Christian Maccabean martyr cult within the wider religious context of the region and the period. The chapter concludes with two appendices; “A Timeline of Maccabean Martyr traditions” and Early Manuscript Witnesses to 2 and 4 Maccabees” (Knust, 2020:97-98). There is also a comprehensive (five page) bibliography.

The chapter clearly identifies how the Maccabean martyr cult came into being, detailing both the historiography and the cultural and religious context within which it was situated and how it developed through the fourth century and beyond. It utilises a number of well-informed and relevant sources to support the thesis and to suggest the reasoning behind the motivations of the key players (the senior bishops and theologians within the Church in that period). However, what it does not do is enlighten the reader as to who the Maccabeans actually were. Rather, it appears to assume that the origins of the family, their followers, their exploits and the subsequent veneration for their latterly-defined martyrdom are already understood by the reader. This omission leads to the feeling that the reader has come in to the story mid-way through it, and reverting back to consult previous chapters does nothing to dispel that feeling because there is no relevant information there.

The chapter is also somewhat confusing in that it makes repeated reference to overt Christian agitation (and even violence) against the Jewish community without detailing how this was manifested or the motivations behind it (Knust, 2020:82;83;85). It also notes how little literary evidence survives (p.87) and possibly this fact is explanatory of the lack of detail suggested above; but then how relevant is it to include such references?
The second part of the chapter focusses on the audience to whom Gregory was addressing his sermon – was it to the Christians present or to non-Christians (local Jews and pagans) in the audience - and discusses contrasting viewpoints put forward by both Jonathan Klawans and Martha Vincent. Again, this does nothing to address the title of the chapter and the remainder of the chapter might be seen as less than relevant to the central theme.

The two appendices make for interesting reading. The first, a timeline of early writings on the Maccabean martyr tradition, notes a number which do not receive consideration within the text of the chapter – notably early writers such as Josephus and Eusebius – possibly understandably, because they do not address the detailed content of the text, but which possibly would elucidate the discussion on who the Maccabeans really were - the supposed purpose of the chapter. The second details surviving early manuscripts relating to 2 and 4 Maccabees and again illustrates how little material survives.

Whilst no primary sources of the manuscripts for the Books of Maccabees have survived, there are many secondary sources – from various versions of the (Catholic) Bible, both in hard copy and on-line (see biblegateway.com); through the writings of Josephus, the Roman historian, written in Greek but with many translations (see uchicago.edu) to many encyclopaedias – again both in book and forms – and academic papers.



This chapter, within the overall scope of the book, clearly exposits how the Maccabees, and particularly the books of 1 and 2 Maccabees, came to be established as part of the canon in the early Christian Bible. However, it does little to directly answer the question of the title “Who Were the Maccabees?”. This writer came away from reading the chapter with no greater understanding of First Century BC religion, or the persecution of the Jews by their Hellenistic rulers (which led at that time to the revolt and self-sacrifice of the Maccabeans and their supporters) than he had before its reading. In this respect the chapter fails in its primary stated purpose of identifying who the Maccabees were. However, what it does do is to provide a much clearer understanding of the development of the Christian Church at the end of the Roman period (mid-fourth century AD) and the importance of the establishment of the concept of martyrdom and its relevance within the early church. As such, it fulfils its role within the volume as a whole and it might be seen that it is the title of the chapter, rather than the content, which misses the mark.
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