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THE MACCABEAN REVOLT 
 
Read: 1 Maccabees 
Supplemental books: 2 Maccabees and Sirach 
Corresponds to Workbook pp 123-128; 243-246 
 
 To review Jewish history is to come to a great appreciation for a people who resist all 
odds and mighty empires to tenaciously cling to their identity as the chosen people of God, 
awaiting the Messiah. Through the ages the faithful few among them have looked to the God of 
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob to not only dwell in their midst, but guide and protect them in this 
“valley of tears,” as the Catholic prayer Salve Regina states. 
 In the time period between Nehemiah’s building of the walls about Jerusalem and the 
birth of Christ is found the Maccabean Revolt. To understand its key players, it is first necessary 
to understand the political climate of this era. “After the remnant of Jews returned to the land, 
they lived in relative peace for a century and were quite faithful to the Covenant. Around 336 
BC, Alexander the Great swept across Asia, conquering nations and extending the rule of a new 
power—Greece. He aimed to unify the world under Greek language and culture—a process 
known as ‘hellenization’ that required people to abandon their religions and allegiances and 
submit to him. The Jews refused. In 332 BC, Alexander came to Jerusalem intending to punish 
them. Impressed by what he saw, he instead allowed them to keep their own laws. Alexander 
died suddenly in 323 BC, and the Greek empire was divided among five of his generals. By 312 
BC, two had emerged as leaders: Ptolemy over Egypt and Seleucus over Syria. First the 
Ptolemies and then the Seleuids took control over Palestine. While the Ptolemies were tolerant 
of Jewish law and religion, the Seleucids were not. In 175 BC, Antiochus Epiphanes came to 
power and began a policy of radical Hellenization under which he determined to eradicate the 
Jewish religion. This sets the scene for the events described in 1 Maccabees and for the final 
Old Testament period in our study, the Maccabean Revolt. Mattathias and his sons led quite a 
courageous and ultimately successful resistance to violent, terroristic suppression of their 
religion by their Seleucid rulers.”1 
 
1 Maccabees 1 
 For one hundred years the Jews lived in relative peace under the rule of Ptolemy I and 
his successors (from 301-200 BC). However, eventually Antiochus IV invaded Egypt, conquering 
it (as described in 1 Mac 1:16-19), and then turned his eyes upon Palestine to subdue the 
people to Greek culture--- which would essentially entail the genocide of Jewish culture. Now 
the battle was not so much intermarriage (as it had been in the time of Ezra and Nehemiah) but 
enculturation. 
 This chapter introduces the harsh treatment of the Jews by Antiochus Epiphanes and 
the desecration of the Temple. What do you learn about Alexander the Great in 1 Mac 1:19? 

                                                        
1 Cavins, Jeff and Tim Gray. The Bible Timeline: The Story of Salvation: Workbook. (c) 2019 by Ascension Press, 
West Chester, PA, pp 123. 
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______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 Why were there Jews quick to cooperate with Antiochus Epiphanes? 1 Mac 1:11-15 ___ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 “Antiochus Epiphanes found ready support in Hellenized Jews who longed to ‘make a 
covenant with the Gentiles’ for the sake of political and social stability (1 Mac 1:11). These Jews 
built a gymnasium in Jerusalem. A Greek gymnasium was not only a center of learning 
(including inculcating pagan religious traditions) but also a center for Greek cultural and sports 
traditions. Students in the gymnasium engaged in athletic competitions naked, creating a 
situation where the difference between circumcised and uncircumcised youth was instantly 
evident. Enormous pressure was put on Jews to forsake their religious traditions and surgically 
reverse the marks of circumcision in an effort to fit into the larger Hellenistic culture.”2 
 
 How was the Temple desecrated? 1 Macc 1:20-24, 37-40 _________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
How did this all-out war on Jewish culture target the three symbols of Jewish culture: the 
Temple, the Torah, and the wall? See 1 Macc 1:41-63. __________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 If an oppressive regime moved into your town and mandated that if you were caught in 
possession of a Bible or reading one, you would be killed, and if you attended Mass, you and 
your extended family would be hunted down and killed, including your grandchildren in other 
towns--- would you continue with Bible Study and underground Mass? This is comparable to 
the horrific situation the Jews found themselves. 
 How did many faithful Jews respond? 1 Macc 1:38, 62-63 _________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Maccabees 2 
 The center of stiff resistance to the policies of Antiochus IV coalesced in the town of 
Modein, 17 miles northwest of Jerusalem, with the family of the elderly priest Mattathias and 
his five courageous sons. They had fled Jerusalem with the other “righteous Jews.” 
 One day the King sent his officers to Modein to force the residents to submit to the  
demand to apostasize.  They targeted Matthathias as the eldest to be the first to offer pagan 
worship and become “numbered among the King’s friends.” How does Matthaias reply in 1 Mac 
2:19-21? What does he then do to a Jewish man who steps forward to be complicit with the 
officers’ demands? ___________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

                                                        
2 Gray, Tim and Jeff Cavins. Walking with God: A Journey Through the Bible. (c) 2010 by Ascension Press, West 
Chester, PA, pp 219. 
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 After this Mattathias “fled to the mountains with his sons, leaving behind all their 
possessions,” and settled in the desert with others who refused the pagan ruler’s commands (1 
Mac 2:27-29). (This is reminiscent of the priests who hid in caves during Queen Jezebel’s reign 
and Jews hiding during the atrocities of World War II). 
 
 What was the fate of many who fled to the desert but refused to defend themselves 
against Epiphane’s pursing forces, in 1 Mac 2:31-38? ___________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
How many died? ________________________________________________________________ 
 
 How did the death of these martyrs solidify the Maccabees’ determination to offer 
fierce resistance to the Greek forces? What justification did they give for their decision in 1 Mac 
2:40? _________________________________________________________________________ 
 Who joined the Maccabees in 1 Mac 2:42? _____________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
Historical note: The “Hasideans,” or literally “pious ones,” would later give rise to the Pharisees 
and Essenes. 
 
 What are the tenets of a “just war” according to the Catechism of the Catholic Church 
(CCC) 2309? ___________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 What profound truth does Mattathias convey to his sons before his death, to encourage 
them in the ongoing struggle? 1 Mac 2:61, 64 ________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 How can you convey this to your own children and grandchildren? As the matriarch, 
how are you called to be an example of strong faith, ever at odds with all that is not of God? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 Note that before he dies, Mattathias gives a quick Bible Study on the Hall of Fame of 
faithful Jewish men (Abraham, Joseph, Phinehas, Joshua, Caleb, David, Elijah, Daniel and his 
companions). How can knowledge of Scripture fortify you in times of trouble? When has it? 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 As an elder, how are you teaching this to your family members? ___________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1 Maccabees 3 
 Judas practiced and perfected guerilla warfare, darting about, mobile, to attack his 
enemies who were used to only conventional warfare. How was he able to meet with such 
success? Judas explains in 1 Macc 3:17-22. ___________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
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 Judas and his band of brothers and co-patriots began to win so many battles that they 
became feared by the Gentiles (1 Mac 3:25). 
 
1 Maccabees 4 
 Once they succeeded in completely vanquishing their violent enemies, to what mission 
did Judas turn in 1 Mac 4:36-61? Why was this so important to the Jews? __________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 The Temple had been “defiled, burned, overgrown, and abandoned. After crying out to 
God, they repair the sanctuary and purify it. They carry away the defiled stones and prepare 
new ones for the altar and create new vessels and furniture. When all this is complete, they 
light the lamps and burn incense. On the anniversary of the Temple’s desecration, they offer 
sacrifices to God and rejoice in an eight-day-long celebration. The memory of this occasion is 
continued today in the Jewish Festival of Lights, or Hanukkah. In addition to restoring the 
Temple, Judas Maccabeus and the others also build walls around Mount Zion and a garrison to 
protect it. 
 It is hard to overestimate the importance of the Temple and Jerusalem to the people of 
Judah. It was more than a symbol of their religion. The Jerusalem Temple was where God lived 
among them and where he made his throne. Jerusalem was the place where he caused his 
Name to dwell. It was a holy city, the seat of the everlasting throne of David. With the walls 
destroyed and the sanctuary burned and desecrated, it was as if there was no place for God in 
Jerusalem, no visible sign of his presence among his people. No wonder ‘all the people fell on 
their faces and worshiped and blessed heaven, who had prospered them’ (1 Mac 4:55). Once 
again, there was a place for God in their midst.”3 
 
1 Maccabees 9 
 Judas Maccabeus died in battle (1 Mac 9:10, 18). Who succeeded him as leader of the 
resistance? (1 Mac 9:31) _________________________________________________________ 
 
1 Maccabees 13 
 Which of the brothers then became the leader? What did he succeed in doing that his 
father and brothers had been unable to do? (1 Mac 13:41-42; 2 Mac 14:7, 11-15)4 ___________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
1 Maccabees 15 
 As we close out 1 Maccabees, with what ruling power did Israel make its final alliance  (1 
Mac 15:16-17? The stage is being set for the arrival of the Messiah with the eventual Pax 
Romana (relative political stability brought by the Roman Empire). See 1 Mac 15:16-17 
______________________________________________________________________________ 

                                                        
3 Cavins. Workbook: The Bible Timeline, pp 245. 
4 Hahn, Scott and Jeff Cavins. Our Father’s Plan: A Catholic Bible Study of Salvation History. (c) 2002 by Ignatius 
Press, San Francisco, pp 51. 
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A quick review of the Old Testament proves again and again the difficulties Israel encounters 
once she no longer relies on God for protection, but turns to political alliances. Eventually the 
Roman general Pompey captures Jerusalem in 63 BC, and the Jews live as a conquered people 
at the time of Christ and afterwards. 
 
Summary: 
 1 and 2 Maccabees give an account of the Jews who were willing to risk their very lives 
to keep the faith. Possessions and life itself were of secondary importance to them. Google 
“Voice of the Martyrs” and review many of the stories of contemporary and past Christian 
martyrs. How will you one day respond to persecution? (CCC 1816, 2473) Can you “drink of the 
chalice” Christ drank (Matthew 20:22)? _____________________________________________ 
 
 The manner in which Judas Maccabeus and his family fought against overwhelming odds 
can “serve as a model for a step-by-step plan for moving forward in adversity: 
 *They have the right attitude:  
  “They gladly fought for Israel” (1 Mac 3:2). Remember that Ezra, encouraging the 
weeping Israelites after reading to them the Law, tells them not to be grieved, for ‘the joy of 
the Lord is your strength.’ Something of that spirit is maintained here. It is founded in the 
knowledge of God’s sovereign love. 
 *That knowledge holds Judas and his brothers in good stead. They know God, they 
know what he has done for their fathers (1 Mac 4:8), and they trust him to be faithful to his 
covenant with them. 
 *They do not rely on their own strength. 
  So confident are they that God himself will fight for them that they do not 
hesitate to go against the much larger armies that attack them. As Judas explains to those who 
are afraid, ‘It is easy for many to be hemmed in by few, for in the sight of Heaven there is no 
difference between saving by many or by few. It is not on the size of the army that victory in 
battle depends, but strength comes from Heaven… He himself will crush them before us; as for 
you, do not be afraid of them’ (1 Mac 3:18-19, 22). 
 *They ask for help. They fast. They consult the Scriptures. 
  They cry aloud to heaven and step out in faith (end of 1 Mac 2:3), relying on God 
to fight for them. Judas’ prayer in 1 Mac 2:30-33 is a beautiful example of faith-filled prayer. 
 *They have the right motive: not simply that they will beat the bad guys, but that ‘all the 
Gentiles will know that there is one who redeems and saves Israel’ (1 Mac 4:11).”5 
 
2 Maccabees 
 2 Maccabees covers the same time period of fifteen years (and more) as 1 Maccabees, 
but includes additional information on how many chose or were placed in the position where 
they accepted martyrdom. As such, the purpose of 2 Maccabees is to build morale, in much the 
same way as Revelation was written by John to buoy up fiercely persecuted Christians. The 
Book of Sirach, written during this same time period, likewise has much to teach on how to 
stand strong in the face of unrelenting persecution. 

                                                        
5 Cavins. Workbook: The Bible Timeline, pp 244-245. 
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 What verses from Sirach 2 would you pull out as encouraging as you face your own 
struggle to remain faithful in a relativistic culture? _____________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2 Maccabees 6 
 How does Eleazar the elderly scribe die a courageous martyr’s death in 2 Mac 6:18-31? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
2 Maccabees 7 
 What impresses you about how this courageous mother faced martyrdom alongside her 
seven sons? (2 Mac 7:1-42) _______________________________________________________ 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 “One of the most striking features in the account of the martyrdom of the mother and 
her sons is that these martyrs believed that their suffering, which was brought upon them 
because of their fidelity to God’s law, would bring about the redemption of the nation (2 Mac 
7:37-38). They thought of their suffering as redemptive acts that would bring down the mercy 
of God upon Israel and end the chastisement that had come upon their people because of their 
national infidelity. There was a higher road to redeem the nation, and it was the path of 
martyrdom. Although Matthathias and his sons did not choose it, 2 Maccabees shows a path of 
redemptive suffering in people like Eleazar and the mother and her sons, which transformed 
the destiny of Israel in a pivotal way and ironically, gave the Maccabean Revolt its success. 
 In his own time, Jesus called his fellow countrymen to a similar martyrdom (Matt 5:29-
42). In fact, for Jesus, the only way to the renewal of Israel lay in the act of embracing the 
supreme threat of Roman violence in his time--- death by crucifixion—thereby unleashing on 
earth the mercy of God.”6 
 This choice of martyrdom will prove to be an important response on the part of early 
Christians, and this alternative to violence is first found in Maccabees. 
    Martyrdom in Context 
 “The Hebrew Bible did not highlight the concept of martyrdom, for it preceded the life 
and witness of Jesus. For Moses and the prophets, death was a punishment, and abundant life a 
reward. Many commandments of the Mosaic covenant had death as a penalty, while life was 
among the blessings of obedience. 
 The Maccabees introduced martyrdom as a major theme of Judaism practically for the 
first time, and in that way helped set the stage for the New Testament. Although the martyrs of 
the Maccabean revolt gave their lives for the old covenant, their means of expressing their 
absolute faith in God aligns them much more closely to the new covenant. The books of the 

                                                        
6 Gray, Tim. Walking with God, pp 230-232. 
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Maccabees work equally well either as an epilogue to the Old Testament or as a prologue to the 
New Testament.”7 
 
 How does the doctrine of resurrection appear in both 2 Mac 7:23 and 2 Mac 12:43-45? 
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________________ 
  
 
The rest of the story: 
 Simon, the last surviving son of Mattathias, becomes an ally of the Selecid emperor 
Demetrius II, and in turn, the Jews are given independence to rule themselves. Simon thereby 
becomes the ruling high priest, the beginning of the Hasmonean Dynasty that would rule for a 
century and eventually result in Herod the Great’s rule at the time of the birth of Christ. From 
Simon’s time, going forward, a line of high priests would essentially rule the Jewish people as 
their king but become increasingly hellenized themselves. This would result in ongoing tensions 
between the Pharisees and the Hasmonean rulers that is detected in the New Testament 
records. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
(c) Glenda Canfield, March 2022. 
 
 

                                                        
7 Ponessa, Father Joseph. Exile and Return: Come and See Catholic Bible Study. (c) 2013 by Emmaus Road 
Publishing, Steubenville, OH, pp 165. 


