2500 Word Take Home Exam

Critically outline the main themes presented in 1 and 2 Maccabees. In your answer, please also refer to the differences between 1 and 2 Maccabees.


Introduction
Maccabees 1 & 2, recounts historical stories of a victorious Jewish revolution of Judea against the Greek Seleucid Empire, led by the Maccabean family consisting of Matthias the Hasmonean and his sons in 167 B.C.E – 161 B.C.E. The way these books present and explain particular themes throughout these historic events are very different. They differ in language, portrayal, audiences they were writing their accounts for, and other differences.  Main themes that will be explored in 1 & 2 Maccabees are the roles that are prevalent in both works, including different translations and authors during their times of writing and the diaspora. Further, the roles of sin and prayer and the differences of these in both books, observing the roles of the relations between the Hasmonean Jews and their neighbours, as well as their adversaries in their differing representations in both works. Lastly, examining the differences through the uses of religious language, festivals, and the concept of martyrdom in both books.
 By exploring these differing roles, the main themes presented in 1 & 2 Maccabees can be given, and the differences in these themes can be accurately presented to show how different 1 & 2 Maccabees are from each other, despite both being written about the same historical and religious events. 



The Themes of Translations, Adversaries, and the Diaspora
The first themes to explore are the different translations and audiences intended for 1 & 2 Maccabees within Judea and in the diaspora of Jews in the 2nd century C.E. From a lecture delivered by Professor Daniel Schwarez on the differences between 1 & 2 Maccabees, he explains that 1 Maccabees was originally composed in Hebrew, despite only having Septuagint translations as the only surviving versions. 
The original Hebrew rendition was written in the 2nd century B.C.E just after the restoration of the Jewish Temple into the Hasmonean era. The narrative of 1 Maccabees spans a period of 40 years from the rise of the Seleucid ruler, Antiochus IV of Epiphanes to the complete submission and acceptance of the Seleucid Empire for Judea as an independent and Maccabean state. (175 B.C.E – 134 B.C.E). The origins of 2 Maccabees deals with a shorter period, ending with Judah Maccabee’s victory in the battle of Nicanor, as explored in Malka Zeiger Simkovich’s article: ‘Greek Influence on the Composition of 2 Maccabees’. She states that 2 Maccabees:
Recounts the Jewish revolt against Antiochus IV and the consequent period of Judean independence between the years 175-161 B.C.E.’[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Malka Zeiger Simkovich, Greek Influence on the Composition of 2 Maccabees, (2011), Brill, JSTOR, p. 293 ] 

Whereas, 1 Maccabees was originally composed in Hebrew and is of Judean work, 2 Maccabees was composed and enriched in Greek literature. It was written by an unknown author writing the book from the Hellenistic Jew, Jason of Cyrene in his compiled five volume works on the Hasmonean victories during the Maccabean revolt. It was written in a diasporic location outside of Judea, believed to be the Egyptian city of Alexandria for the entertainment of an audience of already Hellenised and Greek Jews. 
Referring back to Schwarez’s lecture, he describes the author of 1 Maccabees to take a more ‘Jewish nationalist approach’[footnoteRef:2] when writing about the Maccabean revolt against the Seleucid rulers and empire. The nationalist author of 1 Maccabees presents an “us” and “them” mentality between Jews and any adversary. They create conflicting divisions with Gentiles and Jewish renegades that adopt the Hellenizing changes of law, as well as idol worship in Temple practices and prohibitions in Torah observances introduced by Antiochus IV of Epiphanes. An example of this can be seen in the following quote taken from 1 Maccabees: [2: Professor. Daniel R. Schwarez, Maccabees 1 & 2| The Lecture in Full, (2018) https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5RQhysxU2GU [accessed 11 June 2020].] 

In those days certain renegades came out from Israel and misled many, saying, “Let us go and make a covenant with the Gentiles around us, for since we separated from them many disasters have come upon us.” […] So, they built a gymnasium in Jerusalem, according to Gentile custom, and removed the marks of circumcision, and abandoned the holy covenant. They joined with the Gentiles and sold themselves to do evil.’ (1 Macc 1: 11-15)
The author of 1 Maccabees makes continuous attempts to engage and persuade his readers into caring and supporting the Jewish protagonists as well as the nation of Judea throughout the book. In contrast, the author also makes attempts to villainise any non-Jew and adversary of the Hasmoneans, possibly to create distaste and hatred from readers of 1 Maccabees.  These feelings are also expressed by the Hasmonean protagonists throughout 1 Maccabees, through their grief and sorrow over the Temple’s desecration, prohibition of Torah observances and killings of young circumcised Jews and their Jewish mothers perpetrated by Antiochus IV. The author uses grief and sorrow to make fuel anger for leading Hasmoneans to revolt and lead their armies into fighting back against their “evil” adversaries. In the following passage from 1 Maccabees when observing Matthias, the Hasmonean’s reaction to a Jew obeying the kings command, offering a sacrifice on an alter in Modein is:
When Matthias saw [the sacrificial offering], he burned with zeal and his heart was stirred. He gave vent to righteous anger; he ran and killed him on the alter. (1 Macc 2: 23-24)
This passage demonstrates the uses of emotional language portrayed by the author of 1 Maccabees, by giving the Jewish Hasmonean protagonists, personalities, and feelings in attempts to make readers have emotional connections with them. This is argued by Michael W. Duggan in his work: ‘1 Maccabees: Emotions of Life and Death in Narrative and Lament’, which he explores, through various Hasmonean laments, that the Jewish protagonists are portrayed as heroes and are incredibly more emotionally developed characters than how their adversaries are portrayed. They are represented as emotionless, fearful, violent and in general, very dislikeable characters, who perish from the guilts they have committed like in 1 Maccabees 6: 8-17 in Antiochus IV’s death for example. Subsequently, this is unlike how they are presented throughout 2 Maccabees.
There are clear differences in writing from the author of 2 Maccabees when reading about relations between the Jewish Hasmonean nation and their neighbours and adversaries. Unlike their portrayal in 1 Maccabees, Gentiles in particular are represented in a far better light, through having good relations and feelings for the Jewish nation. An example of this from 2 Maccabees is in chapter 4, in the grief and sorrow over the unjust murder of High Priest, Onias in Daphne near the city of Antioch:
For [the murder of Onias], not only Jews, but many also of other nations, were grieved and displeased at the unjust murder of the man. […] the Jews in the city appealed to [the king] […] and the Greeks shared their hatred of the crime. Therefore, Antiochus was grieved at heart and filled with pity. (2 Macc 4: 35-37)
This passage demonstrates that the author of 2 Maccabees represents Gentiles, Greeks and even Antiochus himself as more sympathetic and positive characters, than how they are represented in 1 Maccabees. An article entitled: ‘The Revolt of the Maccabees’ by Robert Doran, argues that Antiochus IV’s actions against the Temple and Judea is not the main problem for the cause in the Maccabean revolt. Instead, Doran suggests that:
The germ of the problem [is] much earlier, when the Jewish High Priest asks for, and receives permission from Antiochus IV to build a gymnasium, part of the Greek educational system, in Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Robert Doran, The Revolt of the Maccabees, (2006), Center for the National Interest, JSTOR, p. 101 ] 

Thus, this suggestion by Doran demonstrates that the author of 2 Maccabees does not hold the Jewish nation, or protagonists in as much high esteem as in 1 Maccabees. Due, to the High Priest introducing a gymnasium to Jerusalem, Doran argues that it is through this change in an educational reform sense, that the High Priest abrogated the Jewish polity and so ‘Destroyed the lawful ways of living and introduced new custom [to Judea] contrary to the law.’[footnoteRef:4] The real cause of the revolt in 2 Maccabees was the desire of the Jewish and political elite to mimic ways and education of the superpower of the Seleucids. This was eventually opposed by Antiochus IV through revoking Jewish customs and privileges by Hellenizing the Temple as well as Jewish festivals and sacrifices. Hence, the very start of tensions was arguably caused by Jews, and not their “evil” adversaries presented in 1 Maccabees.  [4:   Doran, The Revolt of the Maccabees p. 101] 



The Themes of Sin and Prayer
Another main theme in both books are concepts of sin and prayer and how these effect the characters within both 1 & 2 Maccabees. Referring again to Schwarez’s lecture, he explains that sin in 1 Maccabees is not explored in as much detail as in 2 Maccabees. This is because in 1 Maccabees the author illustrates that all the hardships, shame, and grief that are brought upon the Jews happen because of their evil and wicked adversaries and Seleucid rulers. An example of this can be read within a poem of lament in 1 Maccabees which states:
The citadel became an ambush against the sanctuary, an evil adversary of Israel at all times. On every side of the sanctuary they shed innocent blood; they even defiled the sanctuary. Because of them the residents of Jerusalem fled. (1 Macc 1: 36-38)
This is only one of many examples in 1 Maccabees, of how hardships faced by the Jewish nations are caused primarily by adversaries, and not by their own shame and self-afflicted sin as expressed throughout 2 Maccabees. In 2 Maccabees, Jews are arguably seen to be sinful and this is the main cause of the problems they face throughout the narrative. It is also apparent in 2 Maccabees, that the main way for Jews to atone for their sin is through the practice of martyrdom, and individual fates are determined on sins and divine providence. This can be seen within 2 Maccabees 12 after Judas’ victory over the Gorgias, where it states:
Then under the tunic of each one of the dead they found sacred tokens of the idols of Jamnia, which the law forbids the Jews to wear. And it became clear to all that this was the reason these men had fallen. (2 Macc 12: 40-41)
When observing prayer in both books, referring to Simkovich’s article, she states that despite 2 Maccabees revolving around divine worship, intervention, and omnipotence, the prayers that are written:
‘Are not fashioned after those uttered by biblical heroes, but after the manner of tragic Greek heroes.’[footnoteRef:5] [5:  Simkovich, Greek Influence on the Composition of 2 Maccabees. P.295] 

Simkovich believes the author of 2 Maccabees does this due to the Greek drama that Hellenized Jews would be accustomed to when reading the book. Additionally, many of these Greek tragedies would be performed in theatres to crowds of 17,000-20,000 people. Thus, the prayers in 2 Maccabees were composed this way mainly to entertain the Hellenised Greek crowds that would read and come to watch the tragedies that happened. This includes Hellenised Jews to motivate them to partake in Jewish festivals, as well as Greek ones.
In 1 Maccabees, as the narrative comes from a nationalist approach, and lacks divine interventions as well as passages on resurrection, angels, and immortality, the author continuously conveys nationalist messages that the nation of Judea could solely rely on the Hasmoneans. Thus, there was no need to pray to God to achieve victories over adversaries.

The Themes of Religious Language, Festivals and Martyrdom
Religious language, festivals and martyrdom are also main themes seen within 1 & 2 Maccabees. For the religious language of the books, 2 Maccabees seems to present more divine narratives than what is seen in 1 Maccabees. The author of 2 Maccabees describes numerous appearances of heaven and divine interventions throughout the book. Examples of these religious experiences can be seen in 2 Maccabees 5: 2-5 through apparitions of golden-clad cavalries charging and fighting in the sky. Another example is in 2 Maccabees 15: 15-17, where Jeremiah, the prophet of God, appears to Judas Maccabee, and gives him a golden sword in order for him to strike down adversaries. A final example of divine intervention of aid to the Hasmoneans can be seen in 2 Maccabees 10: 29-31, where Judas is protected and supported from attacks of Timothy and his mercenaries, by five resplendent angels on horses with golden bridles. 
These examples demonstrate how the author of 2 Maccabees is conveying to his Greek-Jewish audience that the Hasmoneans had aid and support of God through divine interventions. Whereas, 1 Maccabees’ narrative conveys more nationalist messages that the Jewish nation can depend on the Hasmoneans to prevail over Seleucid and Gentile adversaries, rather than God.
When it comes to Jewish festivals in both books, Simkovich argues in her article that 2 Maccabees is ‘holiday-centred, and that it seems to equate holiday observance with religious piety.’[footnoteRef:6] This is due to the Hellenized Greek readers of 2 Maccabees being familiar with Greek culture and its festival-centred calendar. By observing Jewish festivals and holidays in 2 Maccabees, this gives Hellenized Jews an alternative to Hellenistic practices.  [6:  Simkovich, Greek Influence on the Composition of 2 Maccabees, p.293] 

Despite having no positive or negative connotations associated to them, Simkovich presents data in her article on the number of times festivals are mentioned in 1 & 2 Maccabees seen on page 296[footnoteRef:7]. This shows that 2 Maccabees refers to holidays like Hanukkah and the Sabbath more than 1 Maccabees. Simkovich herself, seems surprised due to ‘expect[ing] [that] the Hasmonean propagandist [would] display a more sophisticated knowledge of the Jewish holidays.’[footnoteRef:8] This is because the audience of Judean Jews for 1 Maccabees would have been more accustomed and knowledgeable of the Jewish holidays than the Hellenized Jews of 2 Maccabees. Despite mentioning a variety of laws including the commandments, and mentioning the Sabbath on a number of occasions, the use of Jewish holidays in 1 Maccabees seems to only be used to further the narrative and to further the villainization of Antiochus IV and adversaries of the Hasmoneans that are seen to desecrate or prohibit the Sabbath in any way. Hence, this can arguably mean that 1 Maccabees’ use of festivals is used to push anti-Greek and any anti-Jewish adversary message through the negative connotations of the Sabbath. 2 Maccabees use of festivals, are to educate and show Hellenise Jews other opportunities and practices they can engage with through their religion, despite being already Hellenised. [7:  Simkovich, Greek Influence on the Composition of 2 Maccabees, p.296]  [8:  Simkovich, Greek Influence on the Composition of 2 Maccabees, p.294] 

Lastly, martyrdom is another theme in both books as Schwarez explains that martyrs are individuals who should be adhered and respected within 1 Maccabees. Also, 1 Maccabees continues to portray messages of nationalism which are also seen in the martyrdom of characters that defy Seleucid rules in the book. An example is in 1 Maccabees 4 at the battle of Emmaus. Judas, is more than willing to die a martyr when his army is outnumbered, in which he states:
And now, let us cry to Heaven, to see whether he will favour us and remember his covenant with our ancestors and crush this army before us today. (1 Macc 4: 10-11)
Martyrdom in 2 Maccabees, as previously mentioned in the theme of sin, is displayed as a main way for Jews to atone their sins from the problems and conflicts caused. The martyrdom of Jews is repaid by the mercy of God in 2 Maccabees 8, when too much Jewish blood had been spilled in the previous two chapters, by setting fire to the towns and villages, Judas and his army were revolting against. 




Conclusion
Both books have very different interpretations through the main themes explored, despite being written about the same historical event. 1 Maccabees takes a much more Jewish nationalist approach, conveying messages to readers that the Jews during this time could rely on the heroic protagonist of the Hasmoneans. The conflict that occurs throughout the narrative is blamed on any adversary, and in the end, they succeed in purifying and re-dedicating the Temple to the Israelite God. 2 Maccabees offers a much more dramatic, but educational Greek narrative for Hellenised Jews, of the Maccabean revolt through the main themes explored. Through its narrative of divine religious language and Greek drama, this book gave Hellenized Jews the opportunity to learn and practice from their religion.
Overall, these two books of Maccabees are integral to the history of Judaism. In this case, the Jewish nation stood up against the tyranny of their rulers and came out triumphant. This is still remembered through festivals such as Hanukkah today, and hopefully will continue to be remembered in the years to come. 
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