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This review will address the strengths and weaknesses of Malka Simkovich’s article, ‘Greek Influence on the Composition of 2 Maccabees’, as published in the Journal for the Study of Judaism in 2011. Simkovich aims to examine aspects of the book of 2 Maccabees that were influenced by its author’s location in the Hellenistic Jewish Diaspora. The paper’s main arguments are that the text equates holiday observance with religious piety, prayer’s significance in the narrative is because of its influence from Greek drama, and the text is Temple-centred, despite not being Judea-centred.[footnoteRef:1] Overall, the author uses historical context efficiently to support her arguments, but the article has issues with its use of data and exclusion of significant portions of the biblical narrative.  [1:  Malka Zeiger Simkovich, ‘Greek Influence on the Composition of 2 Maccabees’, Journal for the Study of Judaism, 42.2011 (2011), p. 293.] 

Simkovich begins her article by comparing literary motifs in 1 and 2 Maccabees to argue that 2 Maccabees is holiday-focused, using lists of holiday references in both books. After a brief synopsis of the Great Dionysia festival, Simkovich links this to the date of the new holiday instituted by the Judean population in 2 Macc. 10:15 to underline the focus on holiday replacement and observance. Next, she examines the book’s emphasis on prayer as influenced by Greek drama and the genre of mimos. Further reference occurrences are documented alongside a scriptural analysis of 2 Macc. 10:25-27, to compare the Maccabees’ prayer to God before a battle with the Greco-Roman dramatic genre. Continuing from this, Simkovich argues that 2 Maccabees is Temple-centred, using another data set comparing mentions of the Temple and Jerusalem in 1 and 2 Maccabees. She also presents passages from 2 Maccabees (1:20-28; 5:12-21) to argue that the ordering of the passages shows Temple priority. Finally, Simkovich finishes the paper with a few generalisations about 1 and 2 Maccabees and concludes with the suggestion that the two letters addressed to diasporan Jews from Jerusalem in the introduction to the abridged 2 Maccabees may also show 2 Maccabees presenting an alternative to Greek culture. 
Now the paper’s methodology and arguments will be evaluated. Simkovich effectively refers to the context of Second Temple Judaism and its focus on prayer to highlight a potential cause for the prominence of prayer in 2 Maccabees.[footnoteRef:2] This understanding of practice during the Second Temple period is backed up by several esteemed scholars including Shaye Cohen. Compared with First Temple Judaism during which “prayer was not a standard part of worship”,[footnoteRef:3] Cohen teaches that Second Temple Judaism had an elaboration of new liturgy including prayer and a regimen of private worship.[footnoteRef:4] [2:  Ibid., p. 305. ]  [3:  Shaye J D Cohen, From the Maccabees to the Mishnah (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox Press, 2006), p. 22.]  [4:  Ibid., p. 22.] 

However, the conclusion Simkovich draws from this context is not evidentially sound. She argues that this context means that 2 Maccabees considers temple service and prayer with “comparable reverence.”[footnoteRef:5] Simkovich’s pushing of the temple’s significance can be contradicted by evidence from the text of 2 Maccabees itself. The narrator describes that “the Lord did not choose the nation for the sake of the holy place, but the place for the sake of the nation,” (2 Macc. 5:19), and further downplaying of the Temple’s significance can be found in 5:16, in which the narrator shows his relative lack of interest in the Temple cult by describing the items stolen as simply “holy vessels.” David Schwartz explains 2 Macc. 5:19 further as a product of the author of 2 Maccabees’ Diasporan identity, leading to the teaching that the Jewish people are considered more important than the Jewish Temple.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Simkovich, ‘Greek Influence on the Composition of 2 Maccabees’, p. 305.]  [6:  Daniel R Schwartz, ‘Judean Historiography vs. Jewish Historiography: The First and Second Books of Maccabees’, in Judeans and Jews: Four Faces of Dichotomy in Ancient Jewish History (University of Toronto Press, 2010), p. 15.] 

Furthermore, Simkovich neglects to address several key events in the narrative. Simkovich acknowledges and defends her omission of martyrdom, describing it as irrelevant to the book’s theology of holiday observance, Temple worship, and prayer (as is the focus of the paper).[footnoteRef:7] The author’s failure to incorporate accounts of martyrdom related to circumcision and dietary laws allows for her statement that “divine laws such as dietary laws and circumcision are mentioned briefly, but not emphasised.”[footnoteRef:8]  [7:  Simkovich, ‘Greek Influence on the Composition of 2 Maccabees’, p. 298. ]  [8:  Ibid., p. 295.] 

Removing the accounts of the martyrs in 2 Maccabees, Simkovich’s argument for the significance of holiday observance and the Temple-centred nature of the book becomes easier to argue. Simkovich argues that the narrator equates divine law with holiday observance,[footnoteRef:9] but a key critique of this argument is that the author’s emphasis on forcing festival celebrations does not prove holiday focus. 2 Maccabees’ highlighting of the forced festival narrative fits with the fact that the diasporan audience would be more familiar with Hellenic festivals, thus making imagery of Jews forced to participate in a Dionysian parade more sympathetic to that audience.  [9:  Ibid., p. 300. ] 

Simkovich specifically argues that the narrator mentions Jewish holiday observance fifteen times compared with far fewer mentions of other biblical customs correlates with the importance of festivals to the author of 2 Maccabees. She then goes on to create a table of data delineating all mentions of the Law, for example, in both 1 and 2 Maccabees to compare them.[footnoteRef:10] Simkovich acknowledges some key issues with the presentation of this data that mean these comparisons have limited analytical value, highlighting that they “provide no context for these citations”,[footnoteRef:11] so the reader cannot know whether each of the references listed is mentioned briefly or central to the narrative.[footnoteRef:12] However, acknowledging this limitation does not rectify the issues with the data presented, and Simkovich’s conclusions from the list therefore do not hold weight as they are drawn from ineffective evidence. [10:  Ibid., p. 297. ]  [11:  Ibid., p. 297. ]  [12:  Ibid., p. 297.] 

Simkovich argues that 2 Maccabees is an attempt to “combat the infiltration of Greek culture into his Jewish diasporan community.”[footnoteRef:13] However, countless scholars including Schwartz have pointed to the frequent use of Greek literary tropes and allusions.[footnoteRef:14] Simkovich also contradicts themselves here because of their focus on 2 Maccabees’ invoking of a Greek style pathos and influence of Greek drama; if the author of 2 Maccabees was making a deliberate attempt to combat Hellenistic cultural influence, the inclusion of complex Greek literary references would be detrimental to that aim.  [13:  Ibid., p. 295. ]  [14:  Schwartz, ‘Judean Historiography vs. Jewish Historiography: The First and Second Books of Maccabees’, p. 12.] 

Habicht has argued that “the Greek literary form of 2 Maccabees represents more than superficial Greek influence,”[footnoteRef:15] and Himmelfarb posited that “2 Maccabees does not simply borrow but rather transforms these Greek categories as it integrates them into Judaism.”[footnoteRef:16] The incorporation of features of Hellenistic historical writing such as its melodramatic style and the presentation of Jerusalem as a polis reflects “a transformation that goes beyond the inevitable effect of form on content.”[footnoteRef:17] This contradicts Simkovich’s description of the Hellenistic references in 2 Maccabees as a case of “accidental modernism”.[footnoteRef:18] [15:  Martha Himmelfarb, ‘Judaism and Hellenism in 2 Maccabees’, Poetics Today, 19.1 (1998), p. 27.]  [16:  Ibid., p. 19. ]  [17:  Ibid., p. 30. ]  [18:  Simkovich, ‘Greek Influence on the Composition of 2 Maccabees,’ p. 303.] 

Simkovich refers to the abridger as “anti-Hellenist”[footnoteRef:19], which as a label conveys no nuance. Himmelfarb argued that 2 Maccabees does not characterise Hellenism as evil in itself, only detrimental if it leads Jews away from their traditional way of life.[footnoteRef:20] Simkovich argues that exploring the Hellenistic features within 2 Maccabees is “not within the scope of the paper”[footnoteRef:21] but this would have allowed for a more expanded view of the Hellenistic impact on the text. An analysis to determine how deliberate these inclusions may have been would have aided the comprehensiveness of this paper, even if only explored briefly.  [19:  Ibid., p. 302. ]  [20:  Himmelfarb, ‘Judaism and Hellenism in 2 Maccabees’, p. 27. ]  [21:  Simkovich, ‘Greek Influence on the Composition of 2 Maccabees’, p. 304. ] 

Overall, Simkovich’s arguments are unconvincing. The introduction of contextual information such as the Diasporan context of the 2 Maccabees’ authorship and the focus on prayer lends insight into reasoning for the differences between 1 and 2 Maccabees. However, while addressing the Hellenistic influence on 2 Maccabees, the paper fails to adequately engage with essential aspects of the text, raising concerns about its overall comprehensiveness. The methodological approach employed in this paper also raises concerns regarding the data listing’s suitability for capturing the complexity inherent in biblical analysis. Despite its limitations, this paper could serve as a foundation for further exploration, provided that future research addresses the gaps in the exploration of laws such as circumcision that have a great deal of influence on the events of 2 Maccabees. 
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