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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.















1 and 2 Maccabees are both deuterocanonical books that primarily deal with the repression of Jewish practices under the Seleucids in the reign of Antiochus IV, and further the events leading up to, beyond (in the case of 1 Maccabees) and including the Maccabean revolt which sought to counteract this oppression. However, whilst an over-arching narrative and shared themes can be identified within 1 and 2 Maccabees, key differences can be observed in equal measure in terms of content, authorship, and also the manner in which certain themes are put to use. As such, this essay will explore a number of these themes (notably tradition; martyrdom; human action versus divine intervention; and heroism) in full, specifically focusing on those differences which separate the two texts and the implications of these differences on the reading and interpretation of the Maccabees as a whole.

It is worthwhile to begin by examining the authorship and original language of the texts, both of which illuminate certain contextual elements which are key to understanding the books in terms of their similarities and differences. 1 Maccabees, likely written in the time of John Hyrcanus after 134 B.C.E., is perhaps more complicated in terms of tracing its linguistic history, with the supposed original Hebrew version being lost and debates in the scholarship as to whether the original was in fact in ‘Septuagintal Greek’ rather than Hebrew. Darshan argues that factors such as a lack of standard literary Greek linguistic elements and allusion to biblical texts confirm a Hebrew original, although does note that some Greek influence in terms of themes and motifs can be identified.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Darshan, 2019, p.92-102.] 


Conversely, 2 Maccabees is more identifiably Greek and with no evidence of a Hebrew original. Its authorship, date and location of publication is also less certain, though deSilva argues for a date of composition after 161 B.C.E. (since the events of the book end here) and before 63 B.C.E. (based on ‘the thoroughly positive portrayal of the Romans’), whilst also suggesting that it was of Judean rather than Alexandrian origin, given that many Judeans ‘were, however, fluent in Greek’ and that there was mobility of Jews from the Diaspora in and out of Judea during the period.[footnoteRef:2] 2 Maccabees also claims to largely comprise the work of Jason of Cyrene,[footnoteRef:3] but as Trotter points out, it is unclear to what extent that work forms the basis for 2 Maccabees and whether other sources are used, nor can shared literary sources between 1 and 2 Maccabees be identified.[footnoteRef:4] It is also generally agreed that the letters in 2 Maccabees were composed by a separate author, adding yet a further dimension to the varied authorship of the Maccabees as a whole.[footnoteRef:5] When two books have different authors and yet still multiple authors within a single book, there will undoubtedly be identifiable differences in each. [2:  deSilva, 2012, p.163.]  [3:  2 Macc: 2:23. All translations are taken from the NRSV.]  [4:  Trotter, 2017, p.117-8.]  [5:  Ibid.; 2 Macc: 1:1-2:18.] 


Naturally, these considerations must be taken into account when assessing any overlapping or varying themes between the two books. There are some basic points that can be made about the differences. Firstly, the more historiographical nature of 1 Maccabees could be attributed to its dating and authorship, since it is more tangibly immediately contemporary with the events it describes (unless we accept that 2 Maccabees is stringently faithful to Jason of Cyrene’s work, in which case the matter becomes debatable), whilst 2 Maccabees, as-well as probably being published at a slightly later date, is more explicit in its varied use of source material as has been discussed, and thus reads as a more interpretive and theological text. This can be observed through the theme of martyrdom, a theme identifiable within both books but to varying degrees and arguably in order to demonstrate different points. In 1 Maccabees for example, the martyrdom of the Jews hiding from the king’s officers is described mostly in historical terms and in order to contextualise the actions of Mattathias in his rebellion, and if removed would create a gap in the narrative.[footnoteRef:6] Conversely, martyrdom in 2 Maccabees features more prominently and is concerned with reverence for God (and therefore his intervention) and includes more explicit reference to the Pharisaic theological concept of resurrection, rather than being primarily concerned with historical events themselves, as can be observed in the martyrdom of the seven brothers and their mother and perhaps most strikingly the martyrdom of Razis.[footnoteRef:7] In the case of the latter, the theological focus of the narrative is particularly clear from the graphic and symbolic image of Razis casting his own entrails at his enemy, trusting in the belief that they will be returned to him through physical resurrection. In any case, if these episodes were to be removed from the text, then the historical account would still make sense, further highlighting the importance of theological concerns over historiography in 2 Maccabees.  [6:  1 Macc: 2:29-60.]  [7:  2 Macc: 7; 14:37-46.] 


Despite this, some scholars have argued that the historicity of 2 Maccabees should not be dismissed. One particular theme which illuminates this argument is that of the festival of Hanukkah. The historical origins of Hanukkah are well documented in 1 Maccabees in a detailed account of the cleansing and re-dedication of the temple, which was rebuilt and adorned, followed by an eight day celebration of the dedication.[footnoteRef:8] In regard to 2 Maccabees, Wheaton notes its ‘neglect…as evidence for Hanukkah’ in the scholarship, but argues that a re-reading highlights the way in which its author ‘imbued Hanukkah with meaning’.[footnoteRef:9] In particular, Wheaton notes the urge in the letters for all Jews, including the ‘scattered people’, to partake in the celebration of Hanukkah,[footnoteRef:10] whilst the historical remainder of the book continues to ‘motivate the readers to celebrate the festival with a view toward future deliverance’, and as such ‘the epistolary introduction to the historical epitome of chaps. 3-15 binds the festival of Hanukkah to the events recounted therein’.[footnoteRef:11] Nevertheless, the difference in use of the theme can be observed. Once again, whilst 1 Maccabees introduces Hanukkah in an entirely historical context, the letters beseech God to gather those ‘scattered people’ in celebration and are focused on divine intervention to that effect as opposed to the human-led instigation of Hanukkah in 1 Maccabees. Thus, whilst the theme is shared, it is exercised in different ways. [8:  1 Macc: 4:36-59.]  [9:  Wheaton, 2012, p.248-9.]  [10:  2 Macc: 1:10-2:18.]  [11:  Wheaton, 2012, p.249-52.] 


Another important theme within 1 and 2 Maccabees is heroism, which can be split into several different categories and is indeed linked to the theme of martyrdom. Tomes identifies these categories as ‘heroism of the warrior, the martyr, and the suicide’, correctly noting that perhaps the most obvious example is the heroism of Judas and his brothers, warriors who exhibit bravery, for example in the case of Eleazar Avaran heroically charging at an elephant and losing his life.[footnoteRef:12] Tomes does however form the ‘suicide’ category on the basis of the Razis episode, which is arguably identifiable with or could at least be considered a sub-section of martyrdom, and thus the former two categories only will be treated here for argument’s sake.[footnoteRef:13] The important distinguishing factor between 1 and 2 Maccabees here is that the two categories do not represent the theme of heroism equally within both books. Returning to the martyrdom of the Jews hiding from the king’s officers, Tomes rightly notes that their decision not to fight so as to not ‘profane the sabbath day’ is not well received by Mattathias, who believes that if they do not defend themselves, then they will ultimately be eradicated.[footnoteRef:14] Here, then, Mattathias embodies heroism in the form of the warrior, but in such a way that reduces the heroism of the martyrs owing to the fact that their actions in observing their law and faith were essentially incorrect in the context of the threat that faces them and, equally, because ‘they had hoped not to be found out’.[footnoteRef:15] [12:  Tomes, 2007, p.172-3; 1 Macc: 6:43-46.	]  [13:  Ibid. p.176.]  [14:  Ibid. p.175; 1 Macc: 2:40-41.]  [15:  Ibid.] 


Conversely, the martyrs in 2 Maccabees are heroic precisely because they die adhering to their law. As with the case of Hanukkah, the events of 1 Maccabees are human-led and revolve around individuals shaping their own fate with less divine intervention, whilst in 2 Maccabees reverence for God and divine intervention guide human action, and so martyrdom here equates to heroism. Similarly, heroism of the warrior in 2 Maccabees is often represented by the supernatural, again leading the narrative in relation to the divine as can be observed, for example, by the heaven-sent horseman at Beth-zur who ‘dressed in white and brandishing weapons of gold appears at the head of the Judean army, in response to the prayer that God would send a good angel to deliver them’.[footnoteRef:16] This particular account of a God-led force is of course vastly different to Mattathias’ rebellion which takes matters into its own hands. Similarly, as martyrdom is an intrinsically more peaceful act of heroism than war and rebellion, arguably 2 Maccabees is decidedly more peaceful in its overall teachings. Thus heroism, too, is a shared theme which is exercised in very different ways. [16:  Ibid. p.183; 2 Macc: 11:6-10.] 


Peace and war do, of course, constitute themes within the books, though it is perhaps best to examine these themes in relation to the underlying cause of the conflict: Hellenization. As Law points out, ‘Jews had been dispersed all over the Mediterranean world since the Babylonian captivity of the sixth century B.C.E.’ and so many found themselves living within Hellenistic cities such as Alexandria during the Hellenistic period, where they were able to ‘participate as fully in Greek culture’ whilst also preserving their religious traditions.[footnoteRef:17] The world of the Maccabees is, of course, one which casts a more dour light on this situation, casting these Greek ways of life as unclean and corrupting, as is evident from a description in 1 Maccabees of the installation of Gentile cults within Judah in which even many Jews are said to gladly abandon their religious customs.[footnoteRef:18] If we return to the letters of 2 Maccabees which beseech God to ‘set free those who are slaves among the Gentiles’ and to ‘punish those who oppress and are insolent with pride’, we see again opposition to Hellenization.[footnoteRef:19]  [17:  Law, 2013, p.15-6.]  [18:  1 Macc: 1:41-64.]  [19:  2 Macc: 1:27-28.] 


Nevertheless, Wheaton reads the letters in a more restrained tone, suggesting that the passage is ‘motivated less by a desire to promote Jewish identity in a context of geographic dispersion than by the need to petition God as a whole people’, and therefore is not about ‘ethnic solidarity before a watching world but spiritual solidarity before God’.[footnoteRef:20] The language and authorship of 2 Maccabees is also relevant here, given that the abridger was clearly fluent in Greek and part of the Diaspora, and likely would have included letters authored by someone of a similar disposition. As such, while 2 Maccabees clearly confirms support for the revolt and restoration of the Temple, it could be argued that there is a less strict approach to Hellenistic culture more broadly, which clearly benefitted many Jews and did not necessarily encroach on their religious practice. In this respect, the universal reunification of the Jews, which as has been explored could be achieved through Hanukkah celebration, is perhaps the most prominent theme. Whilst both books have different notions of what exactly that entails and how to bring it about, it is a common denominator regardless. [20:  Wheaton, 2012, p.251.] 


However, Jewish laws and traditions are equally prominent within both books and of course form an important theme on their own, one which forms a counterpoint to Hellenization and the related suppression of these traditions. These traditions form the contextual arena in which many of the events in both books take place, some of which have been addressed already, particularly in the case of martyrdom in both books where a choice between life and death is offered, and in order to live one must break tradition, as it was for the seven brothers who were compelled to ‘partake of unlawful swine’s flesh’.[footnoteRef:21] Nevertheless, even the presentation of the absolute importance of upholding Jewish law and tradition varies greatly between the books. In 1 Maccabees, we have already seen that tradition can be broken when Mattathias deems it acceptable to fight on the Sabbath day, yet in a more troubling episode he ‘forcibly circumcised all the uncircumcised boys that they found within the borders of Israel’.[footnoteRef:22] It has been argued that this episode refers only to Jews and not all boys, and similarly that it is in act of liberation for those Jews who had to avoid circumcision in order to avoid persecution rather than a coercive act.[footnoteRef:23] Even taking this more positive reading, the fact that emphasis is put on corrective circumcision highlights the more pragmatic nature of 1 Maccabees. Preserving tradition might be the ultimate goal, but it is more frequently forsaken either by those Jews trying to avoid persecution or Mattathias and his rebels trying to destroy those persecutors. Troublingly, if we read the passage as referring to all boys including Gentiles, then the message is morally ambiguous and appears to be a symbolic act of violence. Whilst the importance of tradition is key within both texts, then, the methods by which tradition should be preserved are again presented in varied ways which can often be attributed to the prominence of human action in controlling the fate of the Jewish people. [21:  2 Macc: 7:1.]  [22:  1 Macc. 2:46.]  [23:  Soon, 2020, p.162-3.] 


A number of themes have been observed throughout this essay, namely tradition; Hellenization; martyrdom; the re-unification of Jews (including Hanukkah); and heroism. In conclusion, these themes are all largely identifiable (and indeed are all very much linked) within both books, although to varying degrees and often with their own particular emphasis. The most fundamental element of 1 and 2 Maccabees is of course preserving tradition by revolt, taking a stand against encroaching Hellenization and threats to specific ways of life. There is perhaps a difference in the severity of the Hellenistic problem within the books, with 2 Maccabees being concerned with those immediate threats to tradition but taking a more measured approach to Hellenism as a whole. This can be observed through the theme of re-unification and Hanukkah, in regard to the fact 2 Maccabees beseeches all Jews in the Diaspora to come together in solidarity, and indeed its authorship might also be relevant here. Martyrdom is a vitally important theme, but one which is given more prominence in 2 Maccabees in which this more ‘peaceful’ act of defiance stans in contrast to the more direct military focused approach of 1 Maccabees, which of course, in terms of heroism, somewhat diminished the actions of martyrs. Overall however, the two books complement each other, with the first providing a foundation of the history and the importance of human action, whilst the second perhaps offers a more theological perspective in which ‘God-led’ events reshape the message of the narrative. 
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