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After Ezra and Nehemiah the Judean
province, at the extreme end of the Persian
empire, lived on the fringes of history for
three centuries. Those with greater initia-
tive dedicated themselves to trading and
left their country to settle in all the urban
centers around the Mediterranean. Yet,
one hundred years after Nehemiah, in 333
B.C., Alexander the Great began to chart
the Middle East countries, defeating all the
enemy armies and overthrowing the kings.
Although he died when he was thirty years
old, his triumphs opened the way for the
spread of Greek culture with its longing for
growth, its confidence in human potential
and its open spirit which surpassed na-
tional individualism.

Alexander’s generals parceled out his
huge empire among themselves. The Ptol-
emies, who dominated Egypt and Pales-
tine, were understanding and did not dis-
turb the Jews for the sake of their religion
and customs. But when the Antiochians of
Syria defeated the Egyptians in 197 and
took Palestine away from them, they began
to impose their pagan religion on the Jews.

This fierce persecution caused the up-
rising of the Jews headed by the

Maccabean family. The first book of Maccabees – acknowledged as one of the most
perfect books of ancient history – relates the events in the war and the deeds of the five
Maccabean brothers, from the year 170 to 130 B.C.

Holy War, Liberation War

The book of Maccabees shows us a people who desire to live but for whom faith is
more valuable than even life itself. When all have become accustomed to living without
conflicts, persecution begins. Many are convinced they can do nothing against such a
great power and that the risks are too great to overcome. Then the Spirit of God engenders
new heroes through whom people recover their sense of dignity, fighting for those rights
that make them fully human and true believers.

The Jewish people found themselves alone against their oppressors, and their Roman
allies were not much help. They relied on their own strength and God helped them in their
efforts.

The Maccabean wars are models of holy wars. They also proved that holy wars do not
solve everything. Caught up in military problems and in political games, the Maccabees’
descendants soon became materialistic and were despised or opposed by true believers.
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– Art and the multiplicity of statues which,
however beautiful they may have been, were
used in pagan worship.

– Physical education: stadiums, sports, swim-
ming pools. Sports were practiced in the nude,
which scandalized the Jews. This explains why
those who were ashamed to be known as Jews

Alexander
• 1 Everything began with the conquests
of Alexander the first, son of Philip, the

Macedonian. Setting out from Greece, he
killed Darius, king of the Persians and the
Medes. Being already King of Greece, he took
the throne of Darius. 2 After fighting many
battles, conquering strongholds and putting
to death the kings of those nations, 3 he
reached the ends of the earth and plundered
several nations. And when the world became
quiet and subject to his power, he became
proud. 4 He gathered a strong army, ruled
over provinces and nations, and rulers paid
him taxes. 5 But he fell sick, and knowing he
was going to die, 6 he summoned his generals
and the noblemen who had been brought up
with him from his youth; and while still alive,
he divided his kingdom among them.
7 Alexander had reigned for twelve years
when he died.

8 His generals assumed power, each one in
the region assigned to him. 9 And immedi-
ately after Alexander’s death, they made
themselves kings and their sons after them,
filling the earth with evil for many years.
10 From their descendants there came a god-
less offshoot, Antiochus Epiphanes, son of
King Antiochus, who had been held as hos-
tage in Rome. He became king in the one
hundred and thirty-seventh year of the Greek
era (175 B.C.).

11 It was then that some rebels emerged
from Israel, who succeeded in winning over
many people. They said, “Let us renew con-
tact with the peoples around us for we had
endured many misfortunes since we sepa-
rated from them.”

12 This proposal was well-received 13 and
some eagerly went to the king. The king
authorized them to adopt the customs of the
pagan nations. 14 With his permission, they
built a gymnasium in Jerusalem in the pagan
style. 15 And as they wanted to be like the
pagans in everything, they made artificial
foreskins for themselves and abandoned the
Holy Covenant, sinning as they pleased.

Antiochus despoils the Temple
16 When Antiochus felt confident of his

power, he decided to seize Egypt and rule
over the two nations. 17 He entered Egypt with
a strong army, with chariots of war, el-
ephants, horses and a great fleet 18 and at-
tacked Ptolemy, king of Egypt. Ptolemy had

to retreat and was defeated, and many of his
men died. 19 The victors seized the fortified
cities of Egypt and plundered the land. 20 In
the year one hundred and forty-three (169
B.C.), when Antiochus returned after defeat-
ing Egypt, he passed through Israel and went
up to Jerusalem with a strong army.

21 He arrogantly broke into the sanctuary
and removed the golden altar, the lampstand
for the light with all its accessories, 22 the table
for the bread of offering, the libation vessels,
the cups, the golden censers, the curtains
and the crowns, and stripped away all the
decorations, the golden moldings that used
to cover the Temple entrance. 23 He also took
possession of the silver, gold, valuable ob-
jects and all the hidden treasures he could
find. 24 He took everything with him and left
for his country, after shedding much blood
and making arrogant statements.

25 There was great mourning throughout
the land of Israel: 26 The leaders and the elders
groaned, young men and maidens lost cour-
age, and women grew pale; 27 bridegrooms
sang lamentations, and the young bride
wept in her marriage-bed. 28 The earth
quaked, in sorrow for its inhabitants, and all
the people of Jacob were humiliated.

29 After two years, the king sent to the
cities of Judah the chief tax collector and he
came to Jerusalem with a strong army. 30 He
spoke to the people with words of peace in
order to deceive them. But when he had
gained their confidence, he suddenly fell on
the city and dealt it a terrible blow, killing
many Israelites. 31 He plundered the city,
burning and destroying the palaces and the
surrounding walls.

32 He took women and children captive
and seized the livestock. 33 Then they rebuilt
the city of David with a high and solid wall
protected by strong towers, and this became
their fortress. 34 There they set evil men and
apostates who defended it. 35 They stored up
weapons and provisions, and everything they
looted in the city, posing a constant threat.
36 It became an ambush for the sanctuary, a
grave and constant threat to Israel. 37 They
shed innocent blood around the sanctuary
and defiled the sanctuary itself.

38 The inhabitants of Jerusalem fled be-
cause of them. She became a colony of
strangers, and was a stranger to her children
who abandoned her. 39 Her sanctuary be-
came empty as the desert, her feasts became

• 1.1 This first paragraph summarizes the
period of history from Alexander until
Antiochus Epiphanes, king of Syria. Note the
passage 1:11-15 where the beginning of the
moral crisis in Judah is emphasized.

Two things characterize the Greek civilization
of the Syrians:
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had to have their missing foreskins – after cir-
cumcision – replaced through a surgical proce-
dure.

• 41. This chapter presents two aspects of
the crisis:

1) A moral crisis. The Jews were in contact
with a more advanced, though pagan, civiliza-
tion. Could one adapt to and take advantage of
this culture without giving up one’s faith?

At that time the Jews were about to pay for the
error they had made in keeping apart from the
cultural progress of neighboring nations. For
three centuries they emphasized that all the laws
and customs of Israel came directly from God
and could not be revised. So, when modern
currents emerged, the most open among them
went through a conscience crisis: could they
perhaps change the customs without betraying
God? It was very difficult to open up to Greek
civilization without being seen as a renegade,
that those who wanted to be modern, not only

changed their life style, but also abandoned their
religion. Think about what happens today when
young people, educated in super-conservative
schools or parishes, discover revolutionary cur-
rents which inspire them.

2) Then came organized persecution. The
powerful kings wanted to unite all the groups
within their empire. They said that religion was
divisive. Freedom of conscience seemed danger-
ous to them. The kings struggled against those
who wanted to serve God and to follow their
consciences.

The people were worried: up to what point
can one endure the undermining and the making
fun of one’s religious practices?

In 1:54, there is mention of the “abominable
idol of the invaders,” which is also mentioned in
Daniel 9:27. This is the way they refer to a pagan
altar built on the site of the ancient altar of the
Temple. Jesus will give a new meaning to this
expression in Mark 13:14.

days of mourning, her Sabbaths were ridi-
culed, and her fame became an object of
contempt. 40 As her glory had been great, so
now was her dishonor, for her greatness was
turned into grief.

Religious persecution

• 41 Antiochus issued a decree to
his whole kingdom. 42 All the peoples of
his empire had to renounce their par-
ticular customs and become one peo-
ple. 43 All the pagan nations obeyed and
respected the king’s decree, and even
in Israel many accepted the imposed
cult. They offered sacrifices to idols
and no longer respected the Sabbath.
44 The King sent messengers to Jerusa-
lem and the cities of Judea to carry the
decree which imposed strange cus-
toms. 45 In accordance with it, burnt
offerings, sacrifices and other offerings
in the sanctuary were suppressed. It
also ordered that Sabbaths and sacred
feasts be like ordinary days. 46 The
sanctuary and its ministers were no
longer to be regarded sacred, 47 in-
stead, altars, sacred enclosures and
temples were to be dedicated to idols.
They were to offer pigs and unclean
animals in sacrifice, 48 and not perform
on their sons the rite of circumcision.
To sum up, they were to defile them-
selves by all kinds of impurity and pro-
fanity 49 in order to forget the Law and

change all their customs. 50 The decree
finally declared: “Anyone who does not
fulfill the king’s order shall die.”

51 The king published this obligation
throughout the province and inspectors
appointed by him went around the land
of Judea. They saw to it that sacrifices
were offered in all cities. 52 Many Israel-
ites joined them, abandoned the Law
and committed countless evils 53 oblig-
ing the true Israelites to find places of
refuge to hide themselves.

54 On the fifteenth day of the month
of Chislev, in the year one hundred and
forty-five, Antiochus erected the
“abominable idol of the invaders”
on the altar of the temple. Pagan
altars were built throughout the whole
land of Judea; 55 incense was offered at
the doors of their houses and in the
squares. 56 There wicked men tore up
the books of the Law they found and
burned them. 57 They killed anyone
they caught in possession of the book
of the Covenant and who fulfilled the
precepts of the Law, as the royal de-
cree had ordered. 58 And being men in
power, they pursued the Israelite rebels
they found month after month in the
cities. 59 On the twenty-fifth day of ev-
ery month, they offered their sacrifices
on the new altar they had built upon the
altar of the Temple.
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national at the same time: Mattathias risks eve-
rything against a totalitarian power. Once again,
God shows his kindness toward his people, by
making the needed leader emerge, a man who,
like Moses, sides totally with the people, when he
could have easily obtained the favor of the
powerful.

60 The women who, in defiance of
the decree, had the rite of circumci-
sion performed on their children, were
put to death with their babies hung
around their necks. 61 Their families
and all who had taken part in the
circumcision were also put to death.

62 But in spite of all this, many Isra-
elites still remained firm and deter-
mined not to eat unclean food. 63 They
preferred to die rather than to make
themselves unclean with those foods
(prohibited by the Law) that violated
the Holy Covenant. 64 And Israel suf-
fered a very great trial.

Mattathias unleashes the Holy War
• 1 In those days Mattathias, son of
Simon, a priest of the family of

Yoarib, left Jerusalem and went to
settle in Modein. 2 He had five sons:
John, known as Gaddi, 3 Simon called
Thassi,  4 Judas called Maccabeus,
5 Eleazar called Avaran, and Jonathan
called Apphus.

6 Mattathias saw the blasphemies
committed in Judah and Jerusalem,
7 so he said: “Alas! Was I born just to
witness the ruin of my people and the
destruction of the holy city? Shall I sit
by while she is in the hands of her
enemies and her sanctuary in the
power of foreigners?

8 Her temple has become like a dis-
honored man, 9 the precious objects
that were her glory have been carried
off as booty, her babies have been mur-
dered in the squares, and her young
men killed by the sword of the enemy.
10 What nation has not received part of
her treasures and taken possession of
her spoils? 11 She has been stripped of
all her adornments and from the free-

dom that was hers, she has gone into
slavery. 12 Our beautiful sanctuary that
was our pride has been laid waste and
profaned by pagans. 13 What is there to
live for?”

14 Mattathias and his sons tore their
clothes, put on sackcloth and went into
deep mourning. 15 In the meantime, the
king’s representatives, who were forc-
ing the Jews to give up their religion
came to Modein to organize a sacred
gathering.

16 While many Israelites went to
them, Mattathias and his sons drew
apart.

17 The representatives of the king ad-
dressed Mattathias, and said to him:
“You are one of the leaders of this city,
an important and well-known man, and
your many children and relatives follow
you. 18 Come now and be the first to
fulfill the king’s order, as the men of
Judah have already done, and the sur-
vivors in Jerusalem as well. You and
your sons will be named Friends of the
King and the king will send you gold,
silver and many other gifts.”

19 But Mattathias answered in a loud
voice: “Even if all the nations included
in the kingdom should abandon the re-
ligion of their ancestors and submit to
the order of King Antiochus, 20 I, my
sons and my family will remain faithful
to the Covenant of our ancestors.
21 May God preserve us from abandon-
ing the Law and its precepts. 22 We will
not obey the orders of the king nor turn
aside from our religion either to the
right or to the left.”

23 When he finished speaking these
words, a Jew came forward in the sight
of everyone to offer incense on the altar
that was built in Modein according to

• 2.1 The entire book will deal with the war
under the leadership of the Maccabean family,
namely, Mattathias’ sons. Here we have the
story of the rebellion of Mattathias, the priest
who suddenly becomes the leader of the perse-
cuted.

I, my sons and my family will remain faithful
to the Covenant. Their motive is religious and
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act only by looking at books and the past. We
always find ourselves in new situations which
demand new reflection: “We were not made for
the Sabbath” (Mk 2:27). In verse 42, we hear of
the Hasideans. This movement for spiritual
renewal, from which the Pharisees and the
Essenes will later emerge, existed before
Mattathias’ rebellion. They joined him, but later
they separated when Mattathias’ sons, the Mac-
cabees, got lost in politics.

the king’s decree. 24 When Mattathias
saw him, he was fired with zeal, his
heart was stirred, and giving vent to his
righteous anger, he threw himself on
the Jew and cut the man’s throat on the
altar. 25 At the same time, he killed the
king’s representative who was forcing
the people to offer sacrifice, and then
tore down the altar. 26 In doing this he
showed his zeal for the Law, as Phi-
nehas had done with Zimri, son of Salu.

27 Mattathias then began to proclaim
loudly in the city: “Everyone who is
zealous for the Law and supports the
Covenant, come out and follow me!”
28 Immediately he and his sons fled to
the mountains and left behind all they
had in the city.

• 29 Many Jews who looked for jus-
tice and wanted to be faithful to the Law
went into the desert; 30 they took with
them their children, wives and livestock
because life had become unbearable
for them.

31 Then the king’s representatives
and the authority in the city of David,
in Jerusalem, were informed that some
men had disobeyed the king’s order
and had gone to hide in the caves in the
desert.

32 A strong force of the king pursued
and overtook them. They surrounded
them and prepared themselves for an
attack. It was the day of the Sabbath.
33 And they said to the Jews: “Enough
of this! Come out and obey the king’s
order if you wish to save your lives.”
34 But they answered: “We will neither
come out nor obey the king’s order to
violate the day of the Sabbath.”

35 So they attacked them at once,

36 but the Jews did not defend them-
selves, nor did they try to close the
entrance of their place of refuge.
37 They said: “We shall die with a clear
conscience but heaven and earth will
remember that we were murdered.”
38 The king’s men attacked them on
that Sabbath, and they all died – men,
women and children – a total of more
than a thousand, not counting the live-
stock.

39 When Mattathias and his friends
came to know what happened, they
went into deep mourning. 40 They said
to one another: “We cannot do as our
brothers and sisters have done; we
shall fight against the pagans to defend
our life and our customs; otherwise,
they will quickly destroy us.” 41 On that
day, they resolved to defend them-
selves against anyone who attacked
them on the day of the Sabbath, and
not let themselves be killed, as had
happened with their people in the hid-
ing place.

42 At that time, a group of Hasideans
(the Devout), valiant Israelites who de-
voted themselves sincerely to the Law,
joined them. 43 All those who wanted
to escape from oppression joined
them, and in this way they grew strong.
44 They succeeded in forming an army;
then they began to pour their anger and
indignation onto the sinners and rene-
gades. These men had to flee to other
lands for safety. 45 Mattathias and his
friends made expeditions during which
they destroyed the altars, 46 imposed by
force the rite of circumcision on the
children they found uncircumcised,
47 and pursued all the arrogant. The un-

• 29. Two opposite attitudes on the part of
believers are seen in this text.

Some decide only on the basis of God’s Law,
or rather, the interpretation of the Sabbath law;
it was forbidden to fight on that day dedicated to
God. They let themselves be killed heroically.
Others use their heads and their consciences and
choose to defend themselves.

The book does not condemn anyone. How-
ever, it becomes obvious that believers cannot
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dertaking prospered in their hands.
48 They defended the Law against for-
eigners and their kings, and subdued
the renegades.
Mattathias’ death

49 When Mattathias neared his death, he
said to his sons: “Now the insolent and the
violent are in power; it is a time of upheaval
in which God releases his anger. 50 So, my
sons, be zealous for the Law and risk your
lives defending the Covenant of our ances-
tors. 51 Remember the deeds our ancestors
fulfilled in their time, that you too may have
fame and glory.

52 Remember Abraham who proved him-
self faithful in the hour of trial, and how God
held him to be a righteous man. 53 Joseph, at
the time of his misfortune observed the com-
mandment of God and so became the lord of
Egypt. 54 Phinehas, our ancestors, because of
his great zeal received the priesthood for
himself and for his sons forever. 55 Joshua
became head of Israel because he carried out
God’s command. 56 Caleb received his inheri-
tance in this land because he had proclaimed
the truth before the assembly. 57 And David
was given a lasting kingdom because of his
devotion. 58 Elijah because of his zeal for the
Law was taken up into heaven. 59 Hananiah,
Azariah and Mishael were saved from the
flames because of their faith. 60 Daniel was
rescued from the lion’s mouth because of his
righteousness. 61 Consider, then, that in any
generation those who trust in God are never
defeated.

62 Do not fear the threats of an impious
man, for his glory shall end in dung and
worms. 63 Today he is exalted, but tomorrow
he shall perish; he shall return to dust from
where he came, and nothing shall remain of
his plans. 64 Have courage, my sons, and
remain steadfast in the Law for in this you will
receive glory.

65 I know that among you, Simon is a man
of sound judgment; listen to him and he shall
take your father’s place. 66 Judas Maccabeus
has been valiant from his youth: let him be
your general and conduct the war against
foreigners.

67 Now, call all those who fulfill the Law to
join you and defend our people. 68 Retaliate
against the pagans and fulfill the ordinance of
the Law.”

69 Mattathias blessed them and then went
to join his fathers. 70 He died in the year one
hundred and forty-six and they buried him in
the tomb of his fathers at Modein; and all
Israel mourned him deeply.

Judas Maccabeus
• 1 Mattathias’ son, Judas Maccabeus,
succeeded him. 2 His brothers and all

who had followed his father gave him their
support and they continued the war with
determination.

3 Judas made the name of his people more
famous. He put on his breastplate and girded
himself with the armor of war like a giant; he
fought many battles and protected his camp
with his sword.

4 He was like a lion when he attacked, like
a lion’s whelp roaring over its prey.

5 He pursued the renegades in their secret
places and consigned to the flames those
who troubled his people.

6 All the renegades feared him, all evildo-
ers were confounded, and liberation was
accomplished through him.

7 Many kings feared him, while the people
of Israel rejoiced in his deeds.

His memory shall be blessed forever. 8 He
went through the cities of Judah utterly de-
stroying the impious and saved Israel in their
trial.

9 His fame resounded to the ends of the
earth for having gathered those about to
perish.

First successes
• 10 Apollonius also gathered to-

gether men from the pagans and a
good number of Samaritans to fight
Israel. 11 When Judas learned of this, he
went out to meet him in battle; he de-
feated and killed him. Many of the en-
emy fell and the rest fled. 12 They seized
the plunder and Judas took the sword

to the point where refraining from fighting
meant renouncing everything which had made
the Jewish people different from all others.

Before the unequal struggle, we have Judas’
profession of faith: God can give victory to a few
fighting a multitude. This is how David spoke
when he faced Goliath (1 S 14:6 and 17:47).

• 10. The books of Maccabees repeatedly
stress that the Jews fought, above all, to defend
their Holy Place. This Temple was the symbol of
the whole Law, that is, of their whole religion.

• 3.1 After the death of Mattathias, his son
Judas heads the resistance.

For three centuries the attention of the believ-
ers had been exclusively focused on worship
activities. Priests and Levites appeared as the
only models of faith. Now, because of circum-
stances, there is a change. Suddenly the Jewish
people are looking again at the days of the
Judges or of David. For many of them, the
model believer becomes the armed fighter who
risks his life to liberate his people.

Actually the brutal persecution brought them
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The Maccabees were not very different from
those who, today, dare to remind us of the rights
of the poor, and to demand the participation of
all in modern societies oftentimes founded on
injustice. They are arrested, tortured and they
die to demand political change, but in so doing,
they defend their own faith, because if they kept
quiet, they would have lost their human dignity
and they have renounced the spirit of justice and
freedom (Gal 5:11-12).

of Apollonius, and from then on he al-
ways used it in battle.

13 Seron, the commander of the Syr-
ian army, learned that Judas had gath-
ered many men and that the whole
community of believers was at his side.
14 He thought: “This is now the opportu-
nity for me to make myself famous and
become an important man in the king-
dom. I will go to fight Judas and his
men who do not obey the king’s order.”
15 So he did, and a strong army of pa-
gans went up with him to help him take
vengeance on the children of Israel.

16 As Seron approached the slope of
Beth-horon, Judas went out to confront
him with a small company of warriors.
17 But on seeing the enemy advancing
against them, Judas’ men said to him,
“How can we, few as we are, fight
against so many? And besides, we feel
weak for we have not eaten anything
today.”

18 But Judas declared: “A multitude
shall easily fall into the hands of a few,
for Heaven can win over equally well
with the help of many or of few. 19 Vic-
tory does not depend on the number of
those who fight, but on Heaven which
gives us strength. 20 They come against
us, moved by their pride and lawless-
ness, to seize us and take possession of
our wives and children and to take ev-
erything away from us. 21 But we are
fighting for our lives and our laws.
22 God will crush them before us; so do
not be afraid.”

23 As soon as he finished speaking,
he suddenly rushed against the en-
emies. Seron and his army were de-
feated. 24 They pursued them down the

slope of Beth-horon to the plain. And
about eight hundred of Seron’s men fell
and the rest escaped to the land of the
Philistines.

25 With this, fright and fear of Judas
and his brothers seized the pagans who
lived around them. 26 The fame of his
name reached the king, and the pagan
nations recounted his battles.
Antiochus prepares for war

27 When this news reached King Anti-
ochus, he was furious, so he ordered all the
forces of his kingdom to assemble, for he had
a powerful army. 28 He opened his treasury
and paid the troops a year’s salary, ordering
them to be prepared for any eventuality.
29 But he found that the money in the treasury
had run short, for the taxes of the provinces
had decreased due to dissension and disas-
ter, which he himself had caused in the land
by changing the laws that were in force from
the earliest days. 30 He feared that, as before,
he would not have enough funds for his
expenses and for the gifts he used to give
more lavishly than preceding kings. 31 So
great was his need that he decided to go to
Persia to collect the taxes from those prov-
inces and raise considerable funds.

32 Then he left Lysias, a nobleman from the
royal family, in charge of the affairs of govern-
ment, from the river Euphrates to the Egyp-
tian frontier, 33 and with the responsibility of
educating the king’s son, Antiochus, until his
return. 34 And he turned over to Lysias half of
his troops with the elephants and gave him
instructions about his policies. On matters
dealing with the inhabitants of Judea and
Jerusalem, 35 Lysias was to send an army to
destroy and crush the defenders of Israel and
all who remained in Jerusalem and to wipe out
even the memory of them. 36 Then he was to
have foreigners settle throughout the Jewish
territory and distribute the land to them by lot.

37 The king took with him the remaining
half of the army and set out from Antioch, the
capital of the kingdom, in the year one hun-
dred and forty-seven. He crossed the river
Euphrates and went through the upper prov-
inces.

We must all fight for the things that give
meaning to our lives and without which a secure
future would be meaningless. For the Jews of
those days, to give up their customs and their
worship was like renouncing their faith, since
they were entrusted with the divine promises.
Though the Temple itself was no more than
stones and wood, with some precious metal,
they could not abandon it without losing their
human dignity and their vocation as believers.
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38 Lysias chose from among the Friends of
the King, Ptolemy the son of Dorymenes,
Nicanor and Gorgias – all influential men.
39 With them, he dispatched forty thousand
infantry and seven thousand cavalry to the
Judean province to destroy it as the king had
ordered. 40 They marched out with their
troops and encamped on the plain near
Emmaus. 41 The merchants of the region
heard of their arrival, so they went to the
camp with large amounts of silver, gold and
fetters, proposing to buy the Israelites as
slaves. The Syrian army and those from the
province of the Philistines also joined the
troops.

42 Judas and his brothers understood that
the situation was becoming worse, because
the enemy had encamped in their territory.
So when they learned of the king’s order to
destroy and crush the people, 43 they said,
“Let us uplift our people from their miserable
situation and fight for them and for the Holy
Place!”

44 The whole community assembled to
prepare for war, and they prayed and asked
God for mercy and compassion.

45 Like a desert, Jerusalem was left with-
out inhabitants. None of her children went in
or out. The temple was profaned, and foreign-
ers lived in the city which had become a
dwelling place for the pagans. There was no
more rejoicing for Jacob, no flute or zither was
heard.

The Jews gather at Mizpah
46 So they gathered and went to Mizpah

opposite Jerusalem because Mizpah had
been a place of prayer for Israel. 47 They
fasted that day, put on sackcloth, sprinkled
ashes on their heads and tore their garments.
48 They opened the Book of the Law to look
for an answer to their questions, just as the
pagans consulted the images of their idols.
49 They brought the vestments of the priests,
the first-fruits and the tithes, and they brought
in the Nazirites who had completed the days
of their consecration; 50 they cried aloud to
Heaven and said: “What shall we do with this
people, and where shall we take them? 51 For
your sanctuary has been trampled on and
profaned, your priests are in mourning and
are humiliated. 52 And now the pagans have
gathered together to destroy us. You know

what they are plotting against us. 53 How can
we resist them, if you do not come to help
us?” 54 Then they sounded the trumpets and
made a great outcry.

55 After this, Judas appointed officials to
lead his people: leaders of a thousand men,
leaders of a hundred, of fifty, and of ten.
56 Then he told those who were building
houses, those about to marry, those who
were planting vineyards, and those who were
afraid, to return to their homes, as the Law
allowed. 57 Next the army marched out and
encamped to the south of Emmaus. 58 Judas
told them: “Prepare your weapons; be valiant
and be ready to fight in the morning against
those foreigners who have joined forces to
crush us and remove our Holy Place from this
land. 59 It is better to die fighting than to live
and see the misery of our nation and of the
Holy Place. 60 May Heaven’s will be done in
everything.”

Battle of Emmaus
• 1 Gorgias took with him five thou-
sand infantry and a thousand

picked cavalry, and moved out by night
2 to fall upon the Jews and take them by
surprise. He had asked men from the
Citadel to guide his troops. 3 But Judas
learned of this, so he went out with his
men to attack the king’s army in
Emmaus 4 while the enemy troops were
still dispersed outside the camp. 5 Gor-
gias arrived at the camp of the Jews by
night but found no one there. He then
began to search for them in the moun-
tains, for he thought: “They are running
away from us.”

6 But at daybreak, Judas appeared in
the plain with three thousand men who
had not the armor or swords they would
have liked. 7 They saw the camp of the
pagans with its strong fortifications and
the calvary surrounding it – all trained
men in war. 8 Judas said to his men:
“Do not fear the number of the enemy
or be afraid of their attack. 9 Remember

• 4.1 They  sent  Apollonius,  a  colonel,
against Judas: Judas killed him. They sent a
general, Seron: Judas defeated the general. This
time, king Antiochus sends a tremendous army
with two generals against the Jews. Judas is
victorious at Emmaus.

Note Judas’ words: God is faithful.
For three centuries, the Jews had been taught

their own history as a series of God’s marvelous

interventions (see the books of Chronicles). They
insisted so much on God’s help that human
courage seemed useless. Judas knows that
people must act without waiting for a miracle or
a revelation. After the victory, everyone realizes
that God is the one who saved them. To ask God
for peace, food, justice, without removing op-
pressive structures, would be hypocrisy.
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how  our ancestors were saved at the
Red Sea when Pharaoh’s army pursued
them. 10 Cry out to God, for if he so
wishes he will remember his Covenant
and destroy that army before us this
very day. 11 And all the nations will
know that Someone saves and liber-
ates Israel.”

12 The pagans looked up and saw the
Jews coming down against them, 13 so
they came out of their camp to face
them in battle. Judas had the trumpets
sounded 14 and his men attacked. The
pagans were defeated and fled to the
plain, 15 but all the rear guard fell by the
sword. They pursued them to Gazara,
to the plains of Idumea, of Azot and
Jamnia and killed about three thou-
sand of the enemy.

16 When Judas and his army stopped
chasing them, 17 he said to the men with
him: “Do not think of the booty now, for
another battle awaits us. 18 Gorgias with
his army is in the hills close by. Remain
ready to fight them, and afterwards you
can gather the plunder with nothing to
worry about.” 19 He had barely finished
speaking when an army detachment
appeared on the hillside. 20 These men
saw that their own troops had fled and
their camp had been destroyed, for the
smoke that rose up from the camp was
enough to tell them this. 21 So they were
terrified. And when they saw the army
of Judas drawn up on the plain ready
for battle, 22 they fled to the land of the
Philistines.

23 So Judas and his men returned to
plunder the camp. They carried off
valuable booty. 24 And on their return,
they sang and praised heaven: For he is
good, and his mercy is eternal.

25 That day was a great victory for
Israel. 26 The pagans who had escaped

went to Lysias and told him what had
happened. 27 When he heard this, he
was dismayed and depressed because
things in Israel had not gone as ex-
pected, and he had not carried out the
king’s command.

28 The following year, he organized
an army of sixty thousand men and five
thousand cavalry to confront the Jews.
29 They advanced into Idumea and en-
camped at Bethzur. Judas came out
with ten thousand men to meet them in
battle. 30 When he saw their military
strength, he prayed, “Blessed are you,
Savior of Israel, who broke the warrior’s
strength by the hand of your servant
David, and handed over the camp of
the Philistines to the power of Jon-
athan, son of Saul, and to his armor-
bearer.

31 In the same way, give this army
into the hands of your people Israel,
and let the confidence they place in
their power and in their horses be de-
stroyed. 32 Fill them with fear; shatter
their confidence in their own strength.
May they be defeated and recover no
more. 33 Deliver them to the sword of
your faithful people so that all who
know you may praise your name.”

34 Both sides attacked, and five thou-
sand men from the army of Lysias fell
dead. 35 Lysias saw that his army was
disheartened, while Judas and his men
grew bolder and were ready to live or
to die nobly. So he retreated to Antioch,
where he recruited mercenaries to
strengthen his army, for he planned to
return to Judea.

Judas purifies the temple
• 36 Then Judas and his brothers

said: “Our enemies are defeated, so let
us go up and purify the Holy Place and

• 36. Because of Judas’ victories, Antiochus
Epiphanes IV signs a treaty by which he grants
autonomy to the Jewish province (April 164
B.C.). The Jews are triumphant and their first
concern is to purify the Temple which had been
profaned by the pagans (December 167).

The Jews are aware of being different from
other people. It is God who decides the future. In
a given moment, they solve what is most urgent
while waiting for a prophet to indicate to them
what they must do as we see in verse 46. Yet, the
situation is paradoxical. There were prophets at
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other times when the Israelites refused to listen
to them. Now that they want to hear a message,
there are no prophets, and there will be no
prophet until John the Baptist.

• 5.1 The Syrian generals reluctantly accept

the treaty signed by the king. They encourage
persecution of the Jews who live in neighboring
territories, sometimes in very large groups.
Then, Judas begins a campaign to save his
threatened people and to bring them back to the
province of Judah.

consecrate it again.” 37 And all the army
assembled and went up to Mount Zion.
38 There they found the sanctuary
abandoned, the altar profaned, the
gates burned, bushes growing in the
courtyard as in a forest or on a moun-
tain, and the rooms destroyed. 39 They
tore their garments and wept bitterly.
Some sprinkled ashes on their heads,
40 while others prostrated themselves
on the ground. They sounded the trum-
pets and cried aloud to Heaven.

41 Then Judas chose men to fight
against the defenders of the Citadel un-
til he had purified the temple. 42 He
chose blameless priests who showed
great zeal for the Law 43 and had them
purify the temple and bring the stones
of the abominable altar of the pagans to
an unclean place.

44 They held a council to decide on
what should be done with the altar of
the holocausts which had been defiled.
45 And they decided to destroy it, so
that shame brought about by the pa-
gans might not remain with it. 46 They
deposited the stones of the said altar in
a convenient place on the temple hill
until a prophet should appear to settle
the matter.

47 Then they took uncut stones as the
Law prescribed, and built a new altar
like the former one. 48 They repaired the
sanctuary, and the interior of the house,
and consecrated the courts.

49 They made new sacred vessels
and brought in the lampstand, the altar
of incense and the table. 50 They burned
incense on the altar, and lit the lamps
on the lampstand, and these began to
shine in the temple. 51 They placed the
bread on the table and hung up the
curtains – bringing to completion all
that had been decided.

52 On the twenty-fifth day of the
month of Chislev, in the year one hun-
dred and forty-eight (164 B.C.) 53 they
arose at dawn and offered the sacrifice
prescribed by the Law on the new altar
of holocausts which they had built. 54 It
was precisely at that same time and
date that the pagans had profaned it
before; but now they consecrated it
with songs accompanied by zithers,
harps and cymbals. 55 All the people
fell  prostrate and blessed Heaven that
had given them happiness and suc-
cess.

56 They celebrated the consecration of the
altar for eight days, joyfully offering holo-
causts and celebrating sacrifices of thanks-
giving and praise. 57 The front of the temple
was adorned with crowns of gold and shields;
the gates and the rooms had been restored
and fitted with doors.

58 There was no end to the celebration
among the people, and so the profanation of
the temple by the pagans was forgotten. 59 Fi-
nally, Judas, his brothers and the whole as-
sembly of Israel agreed to celebrate the anni-
versary of the consecration of the altar annu-
ally for eight days, from the twenty-fifth of the
month of Chislev, in high festivity.

60 At that time, they built around Mount
Zion high walls and strong towers to prevent
the pagans from coming in to occupy it as
they had done before. 61 Judas stationed a
garrison there to defend it. He also fortified
Bethzur so that the people might have a
fortress against Idumea.

Judas goes to rescue the scattered Jews
• 1 When the pagans who lived around
them learned that the altar had been

rebuilt and the temple restored as before,
they became very angry. 2 They determined
to destroy the descendants of Jacob who
lived among them; so they began killing and
driving away the Jews.

3 That is why Judas declared war against
the sons of Esau in Idumea and in the prov-
ince of Akrabattene, for they surrounded
Israel. He dealt them a mortal blow – he
humbled them and looted them. 4 Then he
remembered the wickedness of the gangs of
Baean who were a plague and a permanent
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