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Abstract

The Maccabean revolt has elicited reactions in the arena of scholarly debates by experts
in the various fields of Hellenistic civilization. Tcherikover, Hengel and Bicker have
focused on the Seleucid-Jewish relations, the control of the Ptolemaic, Seleucid and
Roman Empires over Judea, the probable causes of the Seleucid-Jewish wars and many
other themes, with little attention paid to the strategies adopted by the Maccabees in their
resistance against the Seleucid Empire, their victory over the Seleucid Empire and
wresting her independence from the Empire. This paper, therefore, narrates the battle
fought between the Seleucid Empire and the Jews, with a view to examining the strategies
adopted by the Maccabees as she engaged the Seleucids for the control of their social,
political and religious .£pace. The study employs the Foco Theory of Revolution as
framework. The historical methodology is also adopted as it provides the trajectory of the
battles, and the personalities of the chief instigators of the Seleucid and Maccabees'
battles. Further studies that may examine the relationship between Antiochus IV
Epiphanes and the Jewish High Priest, Jason are recommended.
Keywords: The Seleucid Empire, the Maccabean revolt, Jewish Independence

Introduction

Josephus, I in his Antiquities, narrates the events of the Maccabean revolts and battles,
among other themes with regard to the Jews and other societies in antiquity. The stories
in 1 and 2 Maccabees/ further inform about the struggles and persecutions the Jews had
to endure under their Seleucid hegemon, and the consequent revolts and battles that

I Josephus. (1999). "Jewish Antiquities" in The New Complete Works of Josephus. Trans. William
Whiston. Kregel Publications, Michigan.

2" I, 2 Maccabees" (2018). In the New Oxford Annotated Bible NRSV, 5th Edition. Edited by Michael D.
Coogan. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
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ensued from the Jewish resistance. Modern scholars have also attempted to examine the
several issues and aspects of the culture of the Jews in relation to their Hellenistic rulers
in antiquity. Bickermarr' (1947) on the one hand, discusses the Hasmoneans, who
although had embraced Hellenistic culture, did manage to install and maintain in full
force, the supremacy of Jewish laws and customs over that of the Hellenistic culture. On
the other hand, Bickerman" (1979) also discusses the cause of the Seleucid-Jewish war,
placing the blame at the feet of Jewish Hellenizers who influenced Antiochus Epiphanes
to establishing policies that ran contrary to Jewish customs and belief systems, and
instigating resistance and revolt from the Jews. While Dabrowa" (2010), discusses the
history, society and institutions of the Hasmoneans and their relationship with other
Jewish citizens, Gera'' (1998), critically analysed Jewish sources with regard to
Antiochus' interests in Judea, arguing that Antiochus was merely concerned with
possessing a court comprising of his supporters and those of Demetrius 1. HengeF
(1974), like Bickerman, puts forward the argument that the Jewish Hellenizers were
responsible for the revolts of the Jews and their persecution by Antiochus as they
encouraged Antiochus to insist on policies that did not sit well with the Jews. Other

3 Bickerman, E. (1947). The Maccabees: An Account of Their History from the Beginnings to the Fall of the
House of the Hasmoneans. Translated by Moses Hadas. Schocken Library 6. New York: Schocken.

4 Bickerman, E. (1979). The God of the Maccabees: Studies on the Meaning and Origin of the Maccabean
Revolt. Translated by Horst R. Moehring. Studies in Judaism in Late Antiquity 32. Leiden, The Netherlands:
Brill.

5 Dabrowa, E. (2009). The Hasmoneans and their State: A Study in History, ideology, and the Institutions.
Jagiellonian University Press.

6 Gera, D. (1998). Judaea and Mediterranean Politics, 219 to 161 B.C.£. Brill's Series in Jewish Studies 8.
Leiden, The Netherlands, and New York: Brill.

7 Hengel, M. (1974). Judaism and Hellenism: Studies in Their Encounter in Palestine during the Early
Hellenistic Period. 2 vols. 2d ed. Translated by John Bowden. Philadelphia: Fortress.
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scholars such as Momigliano" (1975), Sievers? (1990), Stern'? (1968) and Tcherikover!'
(1959), examined the Maccabean period, the political and religious developments in the
Maccabean and Hasmonean eras, Jewish society and religion and Hellenistic civilization
in Palestine. However, little attention has been paid to all the battles of the Maccabean
revolt. This study sets out to examine these battles and the strategies adopted by the
Maccabees to deal several blows on the Seleucids and eventually obtain independence
for the Jewish people. The study employs the Foco Theory of Revolution to give
credence to the method adopted by the Maccabees in the several engagements with their
adversaries. The historical methodology is also adopted as it provides the trajectory of
the battles and the personalities of the chief instigators of the Seleucid and Maccabees
battles.

The Foco Theory of Revolution

This theory also known as foquismo was propounded by Regis Debray, who was a
French intellectual and an official of the government of his day. He was inspired to
formulate this theory due to the experiences surrounding Che Guevara's victories in the
Cuban Revolution of 1959. The important principle offoquismo is that vanguardism by
cadres of small and swiftly mobile forces can provide a lee-way for popular discontent
against the leadership and cause a rebellion. Although this theory was formulated in the
late 1950s, it does provide explanation for the actions of rebellion and war by the
Maccabees: a smaller group of soldiers, against a more powerful, better experienced and
well equipped armed forces of the Seleucid Empire between 167 and 160 BC.

8 Momigliano, A. (1975). Alien Wisdom: The Limits of Hellenization. Cambridge, UK, and New York:
Cambridge University Press.

9 Sievers, J. (1990). The Hasmoneans and Their Supporters: From Mattathias to the Death of John
Hyrcanus I. South Florida Studies in the History of Judaism 6. Atlanta: Scholars.

10 Stern, M. (1968). "The Hasmonean Revolt and Its Place in the History of Jewish Society and
Religion." Journal of World History II (1968): 92-106.

11 Tcherikover, V. (1959). Hellenistic Civilization and the Jews. Translated by S. Applebaum. Philadelphia:
Jewish Publication Society of America.
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Causes of the Revolt

Scholars have presented different factors responsible for the Maccabean revolt. While
some, such as Bickerman and Hengel blame Jewish Hellenizers, Peters'? blames
Antiochus for being autocratic. Doran 13 (2006) considers that Antiochus' desire to
homogenize the Jews, his ignorance and insensitivity to the culture and traditions ofthe
Jews and of course the elite Jews desiring to imitate the ruling aristocracy caused the
Maccabean revolt. Collins," (2016) adduces Jason's interest and support of Antiochus
at the expense of Jewish traditions as one of the causes of the revolt. Whatever the cause,
the Jews were prepared to resist Antiochus or anyone who attempted to forcefully have
them Hellenized. Therefore, the Jews at the instance of Mattathias, a pious Jew from
Modi'in began a revolution later termed the Maccabean revolt named after his third son,
by the name Judah Maccabee. Maccabee was the Jewish word for "hammer." Preceding
Mattathias' action, some Greek officials came to the town of Modi ' in with the intention
of enforcing the ordinances ofthe king Antiochus, and so approached Mattathias asking
him to defile the Temple by offering a swine on the altar. Mattathias outrightly refused,
and killed the Jew who wanted to obey the officials, and also destroyed the idol. In 1
Maccabees 2:27, he stated, "Let everyone who is zealous for the law and who stands by
the covenant follow me." Thereafter, he fled into the mountains with his sons John,
Simon, Judah, Eleazer, and Jonathan and friends and supporters. Later Mattathias died
and his son Judah rose up to lead the Jews into a series of battles that became known as
the Maccabean revolt beginning from 167-160 BC. At this juncture, it is important that
a historical narration of the Maccabean revolt be presented here.

12 Peters, 1. (2020). Antiochus IV, Jewish Quarrels, and the Maccabean Revolt. Constellations, 11(2).

13 Doran , R. (2006). The Revolt of the Maccabees. The National Interest, pp. 99-103. Published by Center
for the National Interest

14 Coli ins, 1. 1. (2016). Temple or Taxes? What Sparked the Maccabean Revolt? In: Revolt and Resistance
in the Ancient Classical World and the Near East in the Crucible of Empire Pp: 189-20 I
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Battles of the Maccabean Revolt

The Battle ofMa'aleh Levona (167 BC)

This battle is unique because it was the first hand-to-hand battle recorded between the
Maccabees and the Seleucids. In his Antiquities, Josephus" describes the Seleucid
General, Apollonius as the General of the Samaritan forces. The General with a coalition
of the Seleucid army from Jerusalem set out to deal with the Jews. Adopting the strategy
of surprise, Judah and his troops ambushed their adversaries at Wadi Haramia and
roundly defeated the Syrian-Greek army.

The Battle of Beth Horon (166 BC)

Josephus" informs us that this battle was fought between the Maccabees under the
command of Judah Maccabee and the Seleucid Empire under the command of Seron
who, in 1 Maccabee 3:13, was described as the commander of the Syrian army. Having
defeated Apollonius, the Seleucid commander at the battle of Ma'aleh Levona, Seron,
in anticipation of the Maccabees guerrilla warfare tactics, organized his army in battle
formation. The ensuing battle resulted in the victory of the Maccabees and the defeat of
the Seleucid leading force and the death ofSeron, (Military Heritage Magazine," 2009),
consequently, the rest of the armies of the Seleucids, withdrew. The Seleucids sent
another force against the Maccabees and this culminated into the battle ofEmmaus.

The Battle of Emmaus (166 BC)

This was a war between the forces of Judah Maccabee and the Seleucid Empire during
the reign of Antiochus IV Epiphanes. The Seleucid forces were under the command of

15 Flavius Josephus. The Antiquities. Book XII, Chapter 7.

16 Josephus, Antiquities Book 12 Chapter 7 paragraph I

\7 "Judas Maccabeus, Hammer of the Jews", Military Heritage Magazine, February 2009, pg. 49-50
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three men; Gorgias, Ptolemy the son of Dorymenes and Nicanor (1 Maccabees chap.
3:38). The victory for the Jews in this battle is considered as one of the important
victories in the war for the Jewish independence.

Gorgias set up camp at Emmaus, and Judah's base was at Mitzphah on the north of
Jerusalem. Judah Maccabee learnt that Gorgias was coming against him with 5,000 men
in a surprise manoeuvre attack at night. He turned the game against Gorgias. He,
alongside his troops deserted Mitzphah and marched on Emmaus. There, he saw that the
camp was heavily fortified by well-trained' heavy cavalry, unlike his soldiers who lacked
the kind of resources their adversary possessed. Lacking swords and armour for many
of his soldiers, he adopted the strategies of intense motivation after having placed his
soldiers in groups of 10, 50, 100 and 1,000. These strategies worked. Meanwhile,
Gorgias met an empty camp and assumed that the Jews had escaped in fear of his attack
and decided to search for them with the intent of destroying them. However, Judah and
his troops attacked Gorgias' camp at Emmaus and roundly defeated the Seleucids with
about 3,000 of the Seleucid soldiers dead. When Gorgias returned to his camp and saw
its destruction and control by the Jews, he refused to give battle to the Jews, rather, he
fled with Judah in pursuit, to the coastal plains.

The Battle of Beth Zur (164 BC)

This was an engagement in 164 BC between the Maccabees and a Seleucid Greek army
under the leadership of Viceroy Lysias. The Maccabees defeated their adversaries using
the guerrilla warfare tactics. Collins" (1989, p. 71) explains thatthe Maccabees recorded
such victory because they were assisted by an angel who recorded the event.

The Battle of Beth-Zachariah (162 BC)

Having defeated the Seleucid Greek forces at the battle of Beth Zur, Judas Maccabee

18 Coli ins, J. 1. (1998). The Apocalyptic Imagination: An Introduction to Jewish Apocalyptic Literature. 2nd
ed. Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company.
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restored the Temple in Jerusalem. The Seleucids presence was still in the city because it
controlled Acra, a strong fortress in the city, this fortress faced the Temple Mount. And
since this was a symbol of a strong Seleucid presence and control, Judah Maccabee
resorted to besieging the fortress in 162 BC. Lysias went against the Maccabees in
Jerusalem with an army of 50,000 infantry, thirty war elephants, cavalry and chariots
besieging Beth-Zur. Judah on the other hand lifted his siege and with his army of20,000
men, positioned himself on the path of the Syrian-Seleucid forces (Tropper," 2017) as
it marched towards Beth-Zachariah with war elephants, light infantry and heavy cavalry.
Judah deployed his traditional tactic instead of his usual guerrilla tactics. Lysias' war
elephants unnerved the Jews, but Elezar Heron, the younger brother of Judah Maccabee,
in an attempt to encourage the Jews against the elephants, got under an elephant that
bore a royal seal and ripped its belly apart. The elephant fell on Eleazar, crushing him to
death as it also died (1 Maccabees 6:43-47). In spite of this, the Jews were not much
encouraged and eventually yielded to the superior power of the Greek phalanx.
However, Lysias could not enthrone Seleucid's control over Jerusalem because he was
recalled to Antioch to engage Phillip, in order to secure Seleucid's control over Antioch.
But prior to his departure, he permitted the Jews to adhere to their customs and worship
as they desired. Eleazar's heroic act led to his commemoration in a Hanukkah coin
issued by the Bank ofIsrael in 1961. Again, a town in the West Bank was named after
Eleazar.

The Battle of Adasa (161 BC)

This battle was fought in the 13th month of Adar at Adasa, near Beth-horon. The
Seleucid army was led by Nicanor. The opposing sides were set in battle array. 2
Maccabees 15 informs us that Judah Maccabee inspired his soldiers with a vision he had
experienced. In this vision, he stated that the Prophet Isaiah offered him a golden sword
with the command, "Receive this holy sword as a gift from God, with it you shall cast
down the adversary of my people Israel.I?" (2 Maccabees 15:16 CPDV). In the ensuing
battle, the Jews won the battle, Nicanor was killed and his troops of9.000 men fled. To
commemorate this victory, Judah appointed the 13th of Adar a feast day to be celebrated

19 Tropper, Amram (2017). "The Battle ofBeth Zechariah in Light ofa Literary Study of 1Maccabees 6:32-
47". Hebrew Union College Annual. 88: 7
20 Catholic Public Domain Version, 2 Maccabees 15:16
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as the Nicanor day. The Seleucids were expelled from the region and the Maccabees
reigned over the affairs of Judea.

The Battle of Elasa (160 BC)

Demetrius the Seleucid king campaigned in the East with Bacchides who was his
General. He made Bacchides the governor of the western part of the Empire. With a
troop of 20,000 infantry and 2,000 cavalry, Bacchides marched on Judea intending to
recapture this emerging independent nation (Josephus XII.chap Il). In Galilee, he
committed a massacre, he then marched on Jerusalem, trapping Judah Maccabee. Some
of Judah's men, out of fear of the large troops of Bacchides, deserted and escaped. Of
the 3000 men, only about 800 or 1,000 men remained with Judah (1 Maccabees chapter
9, Josephus Book XIII), who took on Bacchides in the rough area surrounding Jerusalem.
Although they were heavily outnumbered, Judah and his men attacked the cavalry on
the right flank, where Bacchides was also positioned and routed them. However, the
Seleucid infantry reinforced the left flank and surrounded the Judeans. Eventually,
Judah Maccabee was killed and the remaining Judeans fled from battle. Bar-Kochya"
(1976), claims that the Seleucids merely employed the tactic of drawing the Judeans into
the right flanks so that the Seleucid troops in bringing reinforcement to the Seleucids
would be able to surround the Judeans and defeat them. The Seleucids enforced their
control over Jerusalem. It was, but for a short while, for the brothers of Judah; Jonathan
and later Simeon, continued to engage the Seleucid General, Bacchides, until his defeat,
and the control of the Seleucids over Judea was finally broken. The Jews got their
independence from the Seleucids and the descendants of Simeon established the
Hasmonean Dynasty that ruled Judea until 37 BC, when Herod, with the help of the
Romans, usurped the last Hasmonean king, became a Roman client king, while
establishing the Herodian Dynasty.

21 Bar-Kochva, B. (/976). "Part 11,Ch. 16 Bacchides against Judas Maccabeus at Elasa". The Seleucid
Army: Organization and Tactics in the Great Campaigns. Cambridge University Press
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The Strategies of the Maccabees

Judah Maccabee and his troops adopted two strategies as they confronted a more
powerful and more equipped military of the great Seleucid Empire. These strategies
included; the guerrilla tactic and inspirational speeches. Sometimes a combination of
the two were utilized in order to achieve the goal of defeating the enemy. The Maccabees
received successes and victories in the several military engagements with their
adversaries.

Guerrilla Warfare and the Maccabean Strategy

Guerri lIa warfare is a type of warfare that is unconventional. Here, small effectively
mobile groups of soldiers fight against orthodox military via the means of tactic such as
ambushes, sabotage, surprise raids, hit-and-run-tactics and swift mobility. Tomes'?
(2004) defines guerrilla warfare as an asymmetric warfare evidenced in unequal
strengths of opposing sides. Van Creveld ? (2000) notes that guerrilla warfare intends
and does magnify the impact of a small troop against a larger, more experienced and
equipped troop. Keeley" (1997 p. 75), names it primitive warfare which was a kind of
warfare that does not consider "ponderous formations or equipment, complex
manoeuvres ... and other civilized embellishments." Ellis,25 2004 pp 92-109, regards
the Roman consul, Quintus Fabius Maximus Verrucosus as the father of guerrilla
warfare. He devised the Fabian strategy in war when the Roman Republic warred
against the army of Hannibal. Walter," 1976 p.7 suggests that the Fabian strategy
influenced guerrilla warfare into the modem world. Thomas" 1989 p. 728 stated that

22 Tomes, R. R. (2004). "Relearning Counterinsurgency Warfare." Parameters. Pp. 16-28

23 Van Creveld, M. (2000). "Technology and War 11:Postmodem War? In Charles Townshend (ed.). The
Oxford History of Modern War. New York, USA: Oxford University Press. pp. 356-358.

24 Keeley, L. H. (1997). War Before Civilization. Oxford University Press

25 Ellis, 1. J. (2004). His Excellency. Vintage Books.

26 Waiter, L. (1976). Guerrilla Warfare: A Historical & Critical Study. Transaction Publishers.

27 Thomas, L. M. (1989). Encyclopedia of the developing world
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Sun Tzu, the Chinese General and strategist was one of the earliest military leaders to
propose the guerrilla warfare as a means to defeating one's enemies. Many societies
from antiquity to date have had and do utilize the guerrilla warfare against the regular
and traditional m ilitary to obtain victories in war. Therefore, it is indeed not surprising
that Judah had to adopt this method, especially considering the fact that his troop was
indeed small, compared to the larger, more equipped and effectively trained troops of
the Seleucid Empire. All Judah desired was for the Jews to gain control of their social,
political and especially, their religious space. Guevara" (1997) notes that the guerrilla
fighter " ... fights for the people. He takes up arms in response to the protests of his
people against an oppressor, fighting in order to change the social system that keeps all
his unarmed brothers in ignominy and misery." This is the factor responsible for the
resistance by the Maccabees. In order to ensure that their people adhered to their culture
and civilization as against an imposition by the Seleucid king, the Maccabees, beginning
from Mattathias, the father of Judah Maccabee and his other four brothers, resisted the
Seleucid Empire, got her independence and ruled Judea for several years as originators
of the Hasmonean Dynasty, until 37 A.D. when Herod, through the support of the
Romans began to rule Judea and establishing the Herodian Dynasty.

The surprise/intelligence tactic is one of the tactics in guerrilla warfare. The Maccabees
used the surprise tactic in the battle ofMa'aleh Levona. The Maccabees, ambushed and
surprised their adversaries and defeated the Seleucids. The hit-and-run-tactic was also
employed. In all the wars, with the exception of the battle of Beth Zachariah, the
Maccabees employed the hit-and-run-tactic of the guerrilla warfare. Consequently, the
Maccabees received several victories in many of the battles against the Seleucids. Apart
from the guerrilla warfare, the Maccabees adopted a tactic of inspiring her troops
through speeches. The first was at the battle of Emmaus. Here, Gorgias went against
Judah with 5000 men in a surprise attack at night. The Maccabees escaped from camp
and went against Gorgias' camp, but were stupefied by the capacity of the Seleucid
army. Judah then motivated his troop with his words. He encouraged them to believe
that the God who delivered their ancestors from Pharaoh would also deliver them from
the Seleucids. The Jews won the battle. The second is found in 2 Maccabee 15. Here,
we learn that Judah inspired his troop with the speech of the Prophet Isaiah, who having

28 Guevara, E., Guevara, C. (1997). Guerrilla Warfare: Che Guevara. Rowman & Littlefield
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Conclusion
It is a common fact that the strong, large and fast often control the weak, small or slow
peoples. However, those on the receiving end usually desire freedom from the reigns of
the powerful. Many societies have demonstrated either passive of active resistance
against their conquerors or controllers in spite of their blatant weakness. For the people
who showed continued active resistance, sometimes obtain their freedom from their
oppressors and to be able to achieve this, several strategies, ranging from the mundane
to the sophisticated are employed by the "weak" side. The Maccabees army was indeed
a small one compared to that of the Seleucid Empire. However, the will power of the
Maccabees to be free was the initial motivation needed to push for freedom via war. To
defeat any adversaries such as the Seleucids, effective strategies, irrespective of how
unconventional they were, had to be adopted. The Maccabees did not shy away from
this. They adopted such strategies as needed, and consequently wrested her
independence from the Seleucids and was now in control of the space within the context
of their community.
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