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From Maccabees to Masada: Jews, Christians, and Romans (167 BCE – 74 CE), HPRS5008/HPRS6008 Assessment 3: Take Home Exam: Question 1:
“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.”

Ancient Jerusalem was uniquely situated between three great kingdoms those of Persia, Syria, and Egypt. It was this unfortunate geographical location that was the root cause of many a turbulent time for the people living there. Consistent conflict of neighbouring kingdoms ensured that, although seemingly small and insignificant, Jerusalem played a key role in the geopolitical sphere east of the Mediterranean Sea. Jerusalem was frequently conquered by whichever neighbour was most successful at any given time. This everchanging political landscape led to a history that was equally as complex and inconsistent. External fighting led to internal tragedy for Jerusalem as a prominent and strategic foothold. Babylonian and Persian disputes led to the destruction of the first Temple of the Jewish people worshipping in Judea in Jerusalem in 587BCE.[footnoteRef:1] Alexander the Great soon travelled east to conquer territory for the Greeks and in doing so came to Jerusalem.[footnoteRef:2] Freedom was not a luxury received from this Macedonian king however as Greek presence replaced Persian. Following his death too relief was not felt by the Jewish as the Ptolemaic and Seleucid Empires encircled them. It is to this time period, under the yoke of the Seleucid Empire, that we must now turn.  [1:  Cohan. (1987).]  [2:  Ibid. ] 

Antiochus IV Epiphanes was the Seleucid King from 175BCE to his death in 164BCE. Under this King the people of Jerusalem were subjected to mistreatment and misfortune. Under this King these same people led a rebellion that ultimately allowed for the rebuilding and rededication of their most sacred place, The Second Temple. Our main and most utilised sources in tracing the causes and events of this uprising are the four Maccabees, particularly 1 and 2. Context and a brief overview of the first two Maccabees will assist in understanding their shared themes and obvious dissimilarities. 1 Maccabees was originally written in Hebrew, shows a developed awareness of Jerusalem’s geography and makes use of biblical material.[footnoteRef:3] 2 Maccabees comes to us in Greek and was likely produced by a Jew of the diaspora located in Egypt.[footnoteRef:4] 1 Maccabees covers a period of forty years from the succession of Antiochus IV all the way up until Mattathias’ grandson. 2 Maccabees whilst beginning with the same starting date, the succession of Antiochus IV, ends much sooner with the final victory of Judah.[footnoteRef:5] The main focus of both is the struggle of Jewish people to regain their independence. Themes of Hellenization, early forms of guerrilla warfare, morality and dynasty are prevalent in both. Likewise, they both centre upon one main family and the role they played, Mattathias and his sons. Key events and characters are featured in both, though the treatment of such varies. A closer analysis of these thematic similarities and differences will follow. [3:  Schwarez. (2018).]  [4:  Ibid.; 2 Maccabees. 2:1-9.]  [5:  Ibid. ] 

One must not forget to look at 1 and 2 Maccabees as first and foremost written works. For this reason, it is important to consider how both are carefully crafted as texts. It was for a long time generally accepted that 1 and 2 Maccabees are stylistically very different and that this difference reflects authorial concern. Typically, it was argued that 1 Maccabees focused upon fact and as such had a, “sober tone”,[footnoteRef:6] that actively shied away from narrative and artistic, “flourishes”,[footnoteRef:7] found in 2 Maccabees. This distinction went even further to suggest that 1 Maccabees was restrained and without emotion in contrast to 2 which is impassioned almost to the point of dramatics.[footnoteRef:8] As a means of explaining this key stylistic difference the notion of Hellenization became crucial. Given that 2 Maccabees was produced in Greek by a Jew living outside of Jerusalem it was seen to be the authors consolidation of their Greek literary and rhetorical practices with Jewish content.[footnoteRef:9]  [6:  Honigman. (2014). 65.]  [7:  Ibid.]  [8:  Schwarez. (2018).]  [9:  Himmelfarb. (1998). ] 

Narrative schemes and patterns should also be considered. Both 1 and 2 Maccabees contain three key historical episodes. That of Antiochus IV’s treatment of Judea and its people including murder and theft of money,[footnoteRef:10] actions of Apollonius, and edicts.[footnoteRef:11] In 1 Maccabees each episode is linked to some form of violation against Jewish custom. For example, Antiochus IV succession is tied to the looting of the temple. This, “sinful root” (1:10) of a man was said to have, “arrogantly” (1:21) removed all the sacred objects from within the Temple. Apollonius placement in Jerusalem leads directly on to the building of the Akra which is in turn described as being, “an ambush against the sanctuary” (1:36). Kingly edicts are linked to a complete and total upheaval of the Jewish way of life in accordance with the laws. Edicts that instruct the people of Jerusalem against their religious laws is seen to be, “evil in the land” (1:51). The connections made show the problem of outsiders interfering in Jewish affairs and the dangers of Greek presence in Jerusalem. It highlights anxieties of the author of 1 Maccabees with regards to keeping with the Jewish faith in a traditional capacity when facing such adversity.[footnoteRef:12] But what of monetary theft? The anti-Seleucid sentiments of 1 Maccabees utilises the heavy taxation and Temple thievery in presenting the Greeks as not just greedy and cruel but also immoral. Their stealing is not in aid of a just cause but rather in building development and territorial gain.[footnoteRef:13] For 2 Maccabees a more tailored denunciation is required. The issue of money is not simply transferred to the Greek overseers but to the Jewish people themselves, corruption is the cause of their suffering. The high priests are the target of this particular narrative spin. Primarily they are accused of raising the tribune in attempts to buy the approval of the Seleucid empire and by extension their coveted position.[footnoteRef:14] Clearly then the same themes can be included in both texts but implemented in very different ways for contrasting purposes.  [10:  1 Maccabees. 1:20-24; 2 Maccabees 5:11-16.]  [11:  1 Macc. 1:29-35; 2 Macc. 5:21-26.; 6:1.]  [12:  Honigman. (2014). 235-6.]  [13:  Ibid. 280.]  [14:  2 Macc. 2:4-8; 10:25-45; 15:3.; Honigman. (2014). 280.] 

The actual purpose of both 1 and 2 Maccabees has also sparked much debate within scholarship. Both may well be considered propagandistic material aiming to assist in the legitimisation of the Hasmonaean dynasty.[footnoteRef:15] But it is reductionist to suggest this as the only reason for their publication. Some ways scholars have attempted to categorise these works include as theological history,[footnoteRef:16] temple propaganda,[footnoteRef:17] and for 2 Maccabees specifically, martyrdom theology.[footnoteRef:18] It is possible that both 1 and 2 Maccabees were intended to reiterate and reinforce ideologies found elsewhere in the Torah. For example, a number of thematic similarities can be found throughout both with the Book of Deuteronomy. How to handle idolatry in Jerusalem is outlined early on in 1 Maccabees thus,  [15:  Honigman. (2014). 69.]  [16:  George Nickelburg. ]  [17:  Robert Doran]  [18:  Jan Willem Van Henten. ] 

“When he had finished speaking these words, a Jew came forward in the sight of all to offer sacrifice on the altar in Modein, according to the king’s command. When Mattathias saw it, he burned with zeal and his heart was stirred. He gave vent to righteous anger; he ran and killed him on the altar.” (1 Maccabees 2:23-25).
A parallel account can be seen in Deuteronomy (13: 12-16) wherein similar instruction is given. Should people be led astray by others and attempt to worship unknown Gods it is the duty of their fellow kinsmen to kill them. 2 Maccabees likewise shares similarity with Deuteronomy though more so with book 32 overall. The theme of sin, punishment and reconciliation is expressed in both.[footnoteRef:19] Whilst 1 and 2 Maccabees share their own unique themes with different passages within the book of Deuteronomy there is one theme both possess. Potential for the few to achieve victory over the many despite being both smaller in number and less well equipped. Numerous instances of this notion occur within 1 Maccabees alongside 2 Maccabees that closely link to the theme as its present woven within the entirety of Deuteronomy.[footnoteRef:20] [19:  Berthelot. (2007). 52.]  [20:  1 Macc. 3:18-22; 4:8-11; 4:30-33; 2 Macc.; Deut. 7:17-24; 20:1-4.; Berthelot. (2007). 51-52.] 

As with any religious work the presence and interference of divinity is another theme to explore within both 1 and 2 Maccabees. Within the ancient world it was common practice to infer the role of divinity in the human experience as a reason and result of human actions. What is meant by this is the actions of humanity incur upon them the praise and punishment of divinity. For the Greeks and Egyptians this was a true fact of their religious belief system and a major factor in how and why they worshipped the way they did. For the Jewish this was no different. The wrath of God was exercised as a direct result of Jewish actions and inaction. In this way both 1 and 2 Maccabees try to uncover who is to blame for the sufferings of the Jews that led to a need for revolution in the first place. For 1 Maccabees it is better to place the blame on outside forces as previously discussed and show that for each of the Greeks transgressions against God punishment ensued. But for 2 Maccabees fault is shown to be with the Jewish community itself. It is the disloyalty of the high priests and the abandonment of the Jewish laws by the community in favour of Hellenic socio-political practices that caused the suffering of the Jews. This can be seen in the particular emphasis placed on the introduction of the gymnasium at Judea and the effect this had on the community.[footnoteRef:21] For the Greeks, the gymnasium was not just a place to exercise, it was a central element of everyday masculinity and pivotal to social and political progression. This was the place meetings were held, education was given, agreements were made, and masculine power was flaunted. In order to acclimate within this Greek world Jewish men had to change not just morally and socially but also physically. The gymnasium was attended in the nude and marks of Jewish identity, such as circumcision, were removed in order to fit in appropriately with Greek counterparts. Evidence of this is given in 1 Maccabees alike (1 Macc. 1:10-5). This medical procedure is known as Epispasm and goes against Gods will in the most egregious manner. Elsewhere the act of circumcision is shown to be a covenant between God and Gods people and to break this was abhorrent (Genesis 17:10,14).  [21:  1 Macc. 1:10-5; 2 Macc. 4:9-17.] 

Of course, for both 1 and 2 Maccabees the Temple plays a key role and remains a consistent theme throughout. Dealing with the time periods previously mentioned demanded such thematic inclusion given it covers in its entirety the revolution and rededication. The temple as a central theme includes two main episodes that are significant for both texts. The desecration and the rededication. These paired passages work to give the temple theme a cyclical inclusion within the overall works.[footnoteRef:22]  For 1 Maccabees the complementary passages are thus, [22:  Homigman. (2014). 183.] 

“forbid burnt offerings and sacrifices and drink offerings in the sanctuary, to profane sabbaths and festivals, to defile the sanctuary and the priests, to build altars and sacred precincts and shrines for idols, to sacrifice swine and other unclean animals, and to leave their sons uncircumcised (…) they erected a desolating sacrilege on the altar” (1 Macc. 1:45-48; 54)
“Judas and his brothers said, “See, our enemies are crushed; let us go up to cleanse the sanctuary and dedicate it.” (…) they saw the sanctuary desolate, the altar profaned, and the gates burned. (…) they tore their clothes and mourned with great lamentation; they sprinkled themselves with ashes and fell face down on the ground. (…) Then Judas detailed men to fight against those in the citadel until he had cleansed the sanctuary” (1 Macc. 4:36-42)
Similarly, in 2 Maccabees paired passages of desolation and dedication occur,
“He took the holy vessels with his polluted hands, and swept away with profane hands the votive offerings that other kings had made to enhance the glory and honor of the place (…) he was disregarding the holy place (…) the place itself shared in the misfortunes that befell the nation ” (2 Macc. 5: 16-20)
“Now Maccabeus and his followers, the Lord leading them on, recovered the temple and the city; they tore down the altars that had been built in the public square by the foreigners, and also destroyed the sacred precincts. They purified the sanctuary and made another altar of sacrifice” (2 Macc. 10:1-5).
Because of the fact that both works revolve centrally not only around the temple itself but the ruin and refoundation of the temple as a cyclical pattern has caused some scholars to argue that both 1 and 2 Maccabees are indeed complimentary.[footnoteRef:23]  [23:  Ibid. 183.] 

Thematically 2 Maccabees contains one element significantly lacking in that of 1 Maccabees, life after death. The notion that death is not the end of one’s experience appears multiple times in 2 Maccabees. Some examples include, “raise us up to an everlasting renewal of life” (7:9), “I got these from Heaven (…) from him I hope to get them back” (7:10-11) and, “for you there will be no resurrection to life” (7:14). It is perhaps curious that this theme is present in 2 Maccabees alone but the reason for such inclusion is made clear through another theme also present more keenly in 2 Maccabees, martyrdom. Whilst in 1 Maccabees martyrs do appear, they are not seen in a particularly favourable light. Their sacrifice is not seen heroically but rather as pointless acts failing to enact any real, valuable, tangible change.[footnoteRef:24] Death of a martyr achieves only that and nothing more for the living left behind. This notion is not shared by 2 Maccabees where multiple examples of martyrdom are given and glorified. Examples include Eleazar (6:18-31) and the mother and her seven sons (7:1-41). It is important that people do not self-sacrifice in vain and it is for this reason the notion of divine deliverance in death is developed.[footnoteRef:25] 2 Maccabees uses the death of martyrs as a momentum for challenge and change. It is the sacrifice of those willing to shed their own blood for their faith that gains for the Jewish people once more the assistance of God. Schwarez points out that the removed nature of Jews of the diaspora from actual fighting and threat allows a level of low risk glorification in this manner. [24:  Schwarez. (2018).]  [25:  Ibid. ] 

1 and 2 Maccabees share in the same story and it is due to this that they contain some inevitable and unavoidable overlap in terms of thematic content. Their use of the Temple in a cyclical way, the presence of divinity, similarity to episodes in Deuteronomy and the inclusion of the Hasmonean dynasty show all the ways in which the two works utilise similar themes throughout. But that is not to say they are the exact same. As shown, both have unique elements and approaches to their content for contextual, personal, and literary reasons. 
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