SELECTIONS FROM Second Maccabees

Focus on the Introduction of Greek Customs

2 Maccabees,  Chapter 4
7 

1 But Seleucus died, and when Antiochus surnamed Epiphanes succeeded him on the throne, Onias' brother Jason obtained the high priesthood by corrupt means: 

8 

in an interview, he promised the king three hundred and sixty talents of silver, as well as eighty talents from another source of income. 

9 

2 Besides this he agreed to pay a hundred and fifty more, if he were given authority to establish a gymnasium and a youth club for it and to enroll men in Jerusalem as Antiochians. 

10 

When Jason received the king's approval and came into office, he immediately initiated his countrymen into the Greek way of life. 

11 

3 He set aside the royal concessions granted to the Jews through the mediation of John, father of Eupolemus (that Eupolemus who would later go on an embassy to the Romans to establish a treaty of friendship with them); he abrogated the lawful institutions and introduced customs contrary to the law. 

12 

4 He quickly established a gymnasium at the very foot of the acropolis, where he induced the noblest young men to wear the Greek hat. 

13 

The craze for Hellenism and foreign customs reached such a pitch, through the outrageous wickedness of the ungodly pseudo-high-priest Jason, 

14 

that the priests no longer cared about the service of the altar. Disdaining the temple and neglecting the sacrifices, they hastened, at the signal for the discus-throwing, to take part in the unlawful exercises on the athletic field. 

15 

They despised what their ancestors had regarded as honors, while they highly prized what the Greeks esteemed as glory. 

16 

Precisely because of this, they found themselves in serious trouble: the very people whose manner of life they emulated, and whom they desired to imitate in everything, became their enemies and oppressors. 

17 

It is no light matter to flout the laws of God, as the following period will show. 

Focus on the Acts of Antiochus Epiphanes

2 Maccabees, Chapter 6
1 

Not long after this the king [Antiochus Epiphanes] sent an Athenian senator to force the Jews to abandon the customs of their ancestors and live no longer by the laws of God; 

2 

1 also to profane the temple in Jerusalem and dedicate it to Olympian Zeus, and that on Mount Gerizim to Zeus the Hospitable, as the inhabitants of the place requested. 

3 

This intensified the evil in an intolerable and utterly disgusting way. 

4 

2 The Gentiles filled the temple with debauchery and revelry; they amused themselves with prostitutes and had intercourse with women even in the sacred court. They also brought into the temple things that were forbidden, 

5 

so that the altar was covered with abominable offerings prohibited by the laws. 

6 

A man could not keep the sabbath or celebrate the traditional feasts, nor even admit that he was a Jew. 

7 

3 Moreover, at the monthly celebration of the king's birthday the Jews had, from bitter necessity, to partake of the sacrifices, and when the festival of Dionysus was celebrated, they were compelled to march in his procession, wearing wreaths of ivy. 

8 

At the suggestion of the citizens of Ptolemais, a decree was issued ordering the neighboring Greek cities to act in the same way against the Jews: oblige them to partake of the sacrifices, 

9 

and put to death those who would not consent to adopt the customs of the Greeks. It was obvious, therefore, that disaster impended. 

10 

Thus, two women who were arrested for having circumcised their children were publicly paraded about the city with their babies hanging at their breasts and then thrown down from the top of the city wall. 

11 

Others, who had assembled in nearby caves to observe the sabbath in secret, were betrayed to Philip and all burned to death. In their respect for the holiness of that day, they had scruples about defending themselves. 

12 

Now I beg those who read this book not to be disheartened by these misfortunes, but to consider that these chastisements were meant not for the ruin but for the correction of our nation. 

13 

It is, in fact, a sign of great kindness to punish sinners promptly instead of letting them go for long. 

14 

Thus, in dealing with other nations, the Lord patiently waits until they reach the full measure of their sins before he punishes them; but with us he has decided to deal differently, 

15 

in order that he may not have to punish us more severely later, when our sins have reached their fullness. 

16 

He never withdraws his mercy from us. Although he disciplines us with misfortunes, he does not abandon his own people. 

17 

Let these words suffice for recalling this truth. Without further ado we must go on with our story. 

18 

4 Eleazar, one of the foremost scribes, a man of advanced age and noble appearance, was being forced to open his mouth to eat pork. 

19 

But preferring a glorious death to a life of defilement, he spat out the meat, and went forward of his own accord to the instrument of torture, 

20 

as men ought to do who have the courage to reject the food which it is unlawful to taste even for love of life. 

21 

Those in charge of that unlawful ritual meal took the man aside privately, because of their long acquaintance with him, and urged him to bring meat of his own providing, such as he could legitimately eat, and to pretend to be eating some of the meat of the sacrifice prescribed by the king; 

22 

in this way he would escape the death penalty, and be treated kindly because of their old friendship with him. 

23 

But he made up his mind in a noble manner, worthy of his years, the dignity of his advanced age, the merited distinction of his gray hair, and of the admirable life he had lived from childhood; and so he declared that above all he would be loyal to the holy laws given by God. He told them to send him at once to the abode of the dead, explaining: 

24 

"At our age it would be unbecoming to make such a pretense; many young men would think the ninety-year-old Eleazar had gone over to an alien religion. 

25 

Should I thus dissimulate for the sake of a brief moment of life, they would be led astray by me, while I would bring shame and dishonor on my old age. 

26 

Even if, for the time being, I avoid the punishment of men, I shall never, whether alive or dead, escape the hands of the Almighty. 

27 

Therefore, by manfully giving up my life now, I will prove myself worthy of my old age, 

28 

and I will leave to the young a noble example of how to die willingly and generously for the revered and holy laws." He spoke thus, and went immediately to the instrument of torture. 

29 

Those who shortly before had been kindly disposed, now became hostile toward him because what he had said seemed to them utter madness. 

30 

When he was about to die under the blows, he groaned and said: "The Lord in his holy knowledge knows full well that, although I could have escaped death, I am not only enduring terrible pain in my body from this scourging, but also suffering it with joy in my soul because of my devotion to him." 

31 

This is how he died, leaving in his death a model of courage and an unforgettable example of virtue not only for the young but for the whole nation. 

Focus on Persecution

2 Maccabees, Chapter 7
1 

It also happened that seven brothers with their mother were arrested and tortured with whips and scourges by the king, to force them to eat pork in violation of God's law. 

2 

One of the brothers, speaking for the others, said: "What do you expect to achieve by questioning us? We are ready to die rather than transgress the laws of our ancestors." 

3 

At that the king, in a fury, gave orders to have pans and caldrons heated. 

4 

While they were being quickly heated, he commanded his executioners to cut out the tongue of the one who had spoken for the others, to scalp him and cut off his hands and feet, while the rest of his brothers and his mother looked on. 

5 

When he was completely maimed but still breathing, the king ordered them to carry him to the fire and fry him. As a cloud of smoke spread from the pan, the brothers and their mother encouraged one another to die bravely, saying such words as these: 

6 

"The Lord God is looking on, and he truly has compassion on us, as Moses declared in his canticle, when he protested openly with the words, 'And he will have pity on his servants.'" 

7 

When the first brother had died in this manner, they brought the second to be made sport of. After tearing off the skin and hair of his head, they asked him, "Will you eat the pork rather than have your body tortured limb by limb?" 

8 

Answering in the language of his forefathers, he said, "Never!" So he too in turn suffered the same tortures as the first. 

9 

1 At the point of death he said: "You accursed fiend, you are depriving us of this present life, but the King of the world will raise us up to live again forever. It is for his laws that we are dying." 

10 

After him the third suffered their cruel sport. He put out his tongue at once when told to do so, and bravely held out his hands, 

11 

as he spoke these noble words: "It was from Heaven that I received these; for the sake of his laws I disdain them; from him I hope to receive them again." 

12 

Even the king and his attendants marveled at the young man's courage, because he regarded his sufferings as nothing. 

13 

After he had died, they tortured and maltreated the fourth brother in the same way. 

14 

When he was near death, he said, "It is my choice to die at the hands of men with the God-given hope of being restored to life by him; but for you, there will be no resurrection to life." 

15 

They next brought forward the fifth brother and maltreated him. Looking at the king, 

16 

he said: "Since you have power among men, mortal though you are, do what you please. But do not think that our nation is forsaken by God. 

17 

Only wait, and you will see how his great power will torment you and your descendants." 

18 

After him they brought the sixth brother. When he was about to die, he said: "Have no vain illusions. We suffer these things on our own account, because we have sinned against our God; that is why such astonishing things have happened to us. 

19 

Do not think, then, that you will go unpunished for having dared to fight against God." 

20 

Most admirable and worthy of everlasting remembrance was the mother, who saw her seven sons perish in a single day, yet bore it courageously because of her hope in the Lord. 

21 

Filled with a noble spirit that stirred her womanly heart with manly courage, she exhorted each of them in the language of their forefathers with these words: 

22 

"I do not know how you came into existence in my womb; it was not I who gave you the breath of life, nor was it I who set in order the elements of which each of you is composed. 

23 

Therefore, since it is the Creator of the universe who shapes each man's beginning, as he brings about the origin of everything, he, in his mercy, will give you back both breath and life, because you now disregard yourselves for the sake of his law." Martyrdom of Mother and Sons 

24 

Antiochus, suspecting insult in her words, thought he was being ridiculed. As the youngest brother was still alive, the king appealed to him, not with mere words, but with promises on oath, to make him rich and happy if he would abandon his ancestral customs: he would make him his Friend and entrust him with high office. 

25 

When the youth paid no attention to him at all, the king appealed to the mother, urging her to advise her boy to save his life. 

26 

After he had urged her for a long time, she went through the motions of persuading her son. 

27 

In derision of the cruel tyrant, she leaned over close to her son and said in their native language: "Son, have pity on me, who carried you in my womb for nine months, nursed you for three years, brought you up, educated and supported you to your present age. 

28 

2 I beg you, child, to look at the heavens and the earth and see all that is in them; then you will know that God did not make them out of existing things; and in the same way the human race came into existence. 

29 

Do not be afraid of this executioner, but be worthy of your brothers and accept death, so that in the time of mercy I may receive you again with them." 

30 

She had scarcely finished speaking when the youth said: "What are you waiting for? I will not obey the king's command. I obey the command of the law given to our forefathers through Moses. 

31 

But you, who have contrived every kind of affliction for the Hebrews, will not escape the hands of God. 

32 

We, indeed, are suffering because of our sins. 

33 

Though our living Lord treats us harshly for a little while to correct us with chastisements, he will again be reconciled with his servants. 

34 

But you, wretch, vilest of all men! do not, in your insolence, concern yourself with unfounded hopes, as you raise your hand against the children of Heaven. 

35 

You have not yet escaped the judgment of the almighty and all-seeing God. 

36 

My brothers, after enduring brief pain, have drunk of never-failing life, under God's covenant, but you, by the judgment of God, shall receive just punishments for your arrogance. 

37 

Like my brothers, I offer up my body and my life for our ancestral laws, imploring God to show mercy soon to our nation, and by afflictions and blows to make you confess that he alone is God. 

38 

Through me and my brothers, may there be an end to the wrath of the Almighty that has justly fallen on our whole nation." 

39 

At that, the king became enraged and treated him even worse than the others, since he bitterly resented the boy's contempt. 

40 

Thus he too died undefiled, putting all his trust in the Lord. 

41 

The mother was last to die, after her sons. 

42 

Enough has been said about the sacrificial meals and the excessive cruelties. 

2 Maccabees
Chapter 8
1 

Judas Maccabeus and his companions entered the villages, secretly, summoned their kinsmen, and by also enlisting others who remained faithful to Judaism, assembled about six thousand men. 

2 

They implored the Lord to look kindly upon his people, who were being oppressed on all sides; to have pity on the temple, which was profaned by godless men; 

3 

to have mercy on the city, which was being destroyed and about to be leveled to the ground; to hearken to the blood that cried out to him; 

4 

to remember the criminal slaughter of innocent children and the blasphemies uttered against his name; and to manifest his hatred of evil. 

Focus on Victory

2 Maccabees, Chapter 10
1 

When Maccabeus and his companions, under the Lord's leadership, had recovered the temple and the city, 

2 

they destroyed the altars erected by the Gentiles in the marketplace and the sacred enclosures. 

3 

1 After purifying the temple, they made a new altar. Then, with fire struck from flint, they offered sacrifice for the first time in two years, burned incense, and lighted lamps. They also set out the showbread. 

4 

When they had done this, they prostrated themselves and begged the Lord that they might never again fall into such misfortunes, and that if they should sin at any time, he might chastise them with moderation and not hand them over to blasphemous and barbarous Gentiles. 

5 

On the anniversary of the day on which the temple had been profaned by the Gentiles, that is, the twenty-fifth of the same month Chislev, the purification of the temple took place. 

6 

The Jews celebrated joyfully for eight days as on the feast of Booths, remembering how, a little while before, they had spent the feast of Booths living like wild animals in caves on the mountains. 

7 

Carrying rods entwined with leaves, green branches and palms, they sang hymns of grateful praise to him who had brought about the purification of his own Place. 

8 

By public edict and decree they prescribed that the whole Jewish nation should celebrate these days every year. 

9 

Such was the end of Antiochus surnamed Epiphanes. 

