Judaism and Hellenism in 2 Maccabees- article review.

The article Judaism and Hellenism in 2 Maccabees by Martha Himmelfarb, investigates the way that Greece had influenced Judea. She also explores the depiction of Judah and the martyrs in 2 Maccabees.

2 Maccabees depicts Antiochus trying to Hellenize Judea by forbidding Jewish customs and the Maccabees revolt against Antiochus.

The first section of Himmelfarb’s article explores the differences between the books of Maccabees 1 and 2. One was originally written in Hebrew and the other in Greek. 2 Maccabees covers a shorter time period than the first book and is also written in a more Hellenistic style.

Himmelfarb then moves onto to describe the Hellenization of the city through the addition of a gymnasium. Himmelfarb’s next section goes into more detail about how 2 Maccabees is more Hellenistic than Biblical in its writing style. 

The main section of Himmelfarb’s article explores how 2 Maccabees depicts Judah, the main hero of the Maccabean revolt, and the martyrs. She particularly highlights that Judah and the martyrs are referred to as noble. Himmelfarb also focuses on the importance of the use of Hebrew in 2 Maccabees.

One thing that is exceptionally good about Himmelfarb’s article Judaism and Hellenism in 2 Maccabees is her use of other languages. This can be seen through how Himmelfarb has translated a quote from Christian Habicht’s article from German into English.[footnoteRef:2] This is useful because by translating the quote into English, the quote becomes more accessible to the reader and not all scholars do this in their articles. [2:  Himmelfarb, 1998, 20] 


This can also be seen through Himmelfarb’s use of Greek. Himmelfarb uses ancient Greek in her article which is understandable as 2 Maccabees was originally written in ancient Greek. However, she does not overuse it.  She always supplies a translation in English, and she does not use overly long quotations, usually only a few words. An example of this can be seen when she discusses ancestral laws or nomois tois patriois.[footnoteRef:3]  [3:  Himmelfarb, 1998, 28] 


Some scholars overuse Latin or ancient Greek in their articles. This can be off-putting, but it is important to sometimes include the original Latin or Greek so that the reader can make their own translation, if they wish. Himmelfarb has done this to an exceptional standard because she has included the original Greek at some points such as when she is discussing the importance of gennaios or nobility, but she has not used so much that it is off-putting.

Himmelfarb also has a good use of scholarship in her article. She discusses other writers’ opinions on the topics and also voices her own. An example of this is when Himmelfarb is discussing the scholarly debate over whether 2 Maccabees, chapter seven was an original part of the book or whether it was a later addition.[footnoteRef:4] She discusses other scholars such as Habicht’s  before deciding that chapter seven was probably an original part of 2 Maccabees because of the continuities.[footnoteRef:5] This is an excellent use of secondary scholarship because she provides the opinions of scholar’s from both sides of the argument before coming to her own conclusion. She also uses evidence from the text to back up her opinion.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Himmelfarb, 1998, 31-2]  [5:  Himmelfarb, 1998, 32]  [6:  Himmelfarb, 1998, 32-4] 


One of the main problems with this article is Himmelfarb’s engagement with the primary sources. The problem is not that she does not engage with them but that she is inconsistent. At some points in her article, she engages well with her main primary source which is 2 Maccabees. Himmelfarb can be very good when picking quotations to use in her article. One example of this is when she quotes chapter 8 when Judah “enlisted those who had continued in the Jewish faith, and so they gathered about six thousand”.[footnoteRef:7] This is a good use of quotation because she reminds the reader that the number of people still following the Jewish faith was quite low. This also highlights the importance of the martyrs, who she discusses later in the article, because not only were they still following the Jewish faith, but they were prepared to die for doing so. [7:  2 Macc. 8:1] 


This shows that Himmelfarb’s engagement with primary sources such as the Bible, particularly 2 Maccabees, can be very good. However, her engagement with other primary sources (such as Plutarch or Plato) is not as good. This inconsistency can be seen most clearly when she compares the use of gennaios or noble in Maccabees 2 and other ancient sources. Forms of gennaios are used eleven times through the course of 2 Maccabees,[footnoteRef:8] and she describes each of them.  [8:  2 Macc. 6:27-8, 6:31, 7:5, 7:11, 7:21, 8:16, 12:42, 13;14, 14:42, 14:43, 15:17] 


An example of this can be seen in chapter seven when the mother encourages her sons, “Filled with a noble spirit, she reinforced her woman’s reasoning with a man’s courage.”[footnoteRef:9] Craven comments in her commentary of chapter seven that these are Greek values and that the mother is praised for “being like a man.”[footnoteRef:10] This shows the importance of nobility and courage which were Greek values in 2 Maccabees. [9:  2 Macc. 7:21]  [10:  Craven, 2009] 


However, the same cannot be said of the other ancient sources. Himmelfarb states in her footnotes, that her research showed that Plato used a form of gennaios one hundred times and Plutarch one hundred and twenty times.[footnoteRef:11] This could suggest that nobility was very important in the Greek world. She only includes one quotation on gennaios which is not from the Bible, “Therefore on this occasion they gallantly faced opponents who largely outnumbered them”.[footnoteRef:12] Gallantly in the original Greek is gennaios. This is Himmelfarb suggesting that 2 Maccabees was trying to place Greek values of nobility on its martyrs and heroes such as Judah, but she does not give enough direct quotations from the other ancient texts to back this up. She gives eleven quotations from 2 Maccabees but only one out of hundreds of possibilities from the other sources. In Himmelfarb’s defence, she does try to explain this inconsistency in her footnotes, “The greater size of these corpora means that these terms are relatively far less frequent in these authors than in 2 Maccabees”.[footnoteRef:13] For the reader a broader comparison between 2 Maccabees and the other ancient texts would have been appreciated. [11:  Himmelfarb, 1998, 34]  [12:  Polyb. Histories, 1.17.12]  [13:  Himmelfarb, 1998, 34] 


To add to this, Himmelfarb states at the beginning of the article that 2 Maccabees was written in an “elevated and highly rhetorical style,”[footnoteRef:14] which was popular in histories during the Hellenistic period. However, Himmelfarb gives no examples as to which particular texts 2 Maccabees may have been inspired by.  [14:  Himmelfarb, 1998, 21-2] 


Daniel Schwarez suggests in his lecture Maccabees 1 and 2 some ancient texts that 2 Maccabees may have been inspired by.[footnoteRef:15] He states that the martyrdom of Eleazar in chapter six may have been inspired by the death of Socrates.[footnoteRef:16] According to him, the arrogance of Antiochus in chapter five can be compared to Herodotus’ description of Xerxes trying to build a bridge across the Hellespont[footnoteRef:17] because they both show the arrogance of oriental tyrants. The most interesting comparison though in my opinion is that of the mother from chapter seven to Antigone from Sophocles’ play. This is because both of these women are martyrs as they are both willing to die for what they believe to be right, and they both do this because of their religion, “having committed a crime that is holy.”[footnoteRef:18] In addition, both women stand up to an evil tyrant. [15:  Schwarez]  [16:  Pl., Phd., 65 d]  [17:  Herodotus, Histories, 7]  [18:  Soph. Ant. 73 ] 


The final section in Himmelfarb’s article explores the use of ancestral language or Hebrew in 2 Maccabees. She does this by doing a close reading of chapter seven and analysing the uses of Hebrew.

She analyses all the uses of Hebrew in the book but one of the most effective uses of Hebrew occurs when one of the sons is refusing to eat the pork, “He replied in the language of his ancestors and said to them, “No.””[footnoteRef:19] This is an effective use of Hebrew because it makes it clear that the son answered in Hebrew,  “the language of his ancestors”[footnoteRef:20] but he gives an abrupt one-word answer, “No.”[footnoteRef:21] As Himmelfarb notes, as the son would have been a subject of the Hellenistic empire, he would at least have been able to give this answer in Greek.[footnoteRef:22] This means that when Hebrew was used it was an act of resistance or defiance. Hebrew was also used by Judah later in the book when commanding his army.[footnoteRef:23]  [19:  2 Macc. 7:2]  [20:  2 Macc. 7:2]  [21:  2 Macc., 7:2]  [22:  Himmelfarb, 1998, 37]  [23:  2 Macc. 12:37, 15:29] 


Schwartz notes in his article that the Hasmoneans may have tried to use Hebrew as a “national symbol,”[footnoteRef:24] which can be seen through the way in which the Hasmonaeans had Hebrew inscriptions on early coinage.[footnoteRef:25] As 2 Maccabees was written in Greek rather than Hebrew like 1 Maccabees, this emphasises the points in the book where Hebrew is used. The fact that the rebels such as Judah and the martyrs used Hebrew could have been added to the symbolic importance of the language. [24:  Schwartz, 1995, 26]  [25:  Schwartz, 1995, 26] 


As Himmelfarb focuses so much on the use of Hebrew in chapter seven, she does not consider the other themes present in the chapter, such as the resurrection of the martyrs. This is understandable as her article focuses on the relationship between Hellenism and Judaism, but the resurrection of the martyrs is still an important theme in 2 Maccabees, especially as it does not appear in 1 Maccabees.[footnoteRef:26] [26:  Schwarez] 


Himmelfarb concludes her article by discussing the complicated relationship between Judaism and Hellenism in 2 Maccabees. The book seems to hate gymnasium and all that it represents, but it still uses Greek values such as nobility to praise its heroes.[footnoteRef:27] So even though 2 Maccabees claims to hate everything Greek, such as the gymnasium, the relationship is far more complex.[footnoteRef:28] [27:  Himmelfarb, 1998, 38]  [28:  Himmelfarb, 1998, 38] 


To conclude, I believe that Himmelfarb’s article Judaism and Hellenism in 2 Maccabees, is excellent. It is very well written, and I particularly appreciate the analysis of the text, especially the use of Hebrew in 2 Maccabees. However, I would have appreciated it if Himmelfarb had used more of the ancient Greek texts that 2 Maccabees is meant to be inspired by.   
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