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Nicholas Andcrson·s thesis titled. ·The De-evolution or the Jewish Warrior: is a diachronic 

study of the Jewish self-view as ·warrior.· con:ring selected Jewish literature from about 200 

B.C.E to :wo C.E. The premise of this thesis is that such a study of Jewish literature in its 

historical context might enahlt! the historian to better understand the Jewish self-i<ll.!ntity as 

·warrior' in those four centuries. as well as the paradigmatic change from ·warrior" to 

· accomodationist" in the wake of the Bar Kochha revolt. 

In seven chapters. this thesis consists of literary analysis. historical analysis. and partial 

translations ofl Maccahci:s. The Book of Judith. ·The Scroll Of The War Of The Sons Of 

Light Against The Sons of Darkness· from Qumran. Josephus· account of Massada. the 

available literature that talks ahout the Diaspora revolt and the Bar Kochba revolt. and 

,\fexillat Ta ·unit. 
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Introduction: 

This thesis is a diachronic stud,· of the Jewish self-view as ·warrior.· covering selected . ~ 

Jewish literature from about 200 B.C.E to 200 C.E. The premise of this thesis is that such a 

study of Jewish literature in its historical context might enable the historian to understand 

better the Jewish self-identity as ·warrior· in those four centuries. This is not to say that any 

singular piece of Jewish literature from this period would inform us with any degree of 

certainty the degree to which the Jews of an age ,·icwed themselves as ·warrior:· to the 

contrary. it can not. Alkr all. the only thing that thi: historian can minimally be sure of is 

that each of the selected pieces of Jewish literaturi: is a •literary artifact.· meaning that it can 

give the historian a sense of what the authors might have thought. hut by itself it can not say 

what any gi,·en society thought or even if it was mainstream. In each source. this uncertainty 

otkn extends to questions of authorship and audience. 

Although the historian can spi:culatc. then: oticn is really no way of knowing who wrote 

a particular text. an<l who read thnt text. with complete certainty. That being said. a 

conglomeration of i:ach indi,i<lual piece of literature studied illuminates trends that otherwise 

might he missed: and in a diuchronic study such as taken on in this thesis. there is a 

proverbial graphing of imli,·idual <luta-points through which certain patterns emerge that 

support claims of societal norms and psyche-permeation. Thus. although each single piece of 

literature from an age can not assure us of much. the patterns that emerge when vicv,,ing 

several such pieces of literature arc more informative. 
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In this spirit. the literature examined in this thesis. regardless of historical n~racity. is in 

itself useful as literature for determining how Jews of an age might have thought of 

themselves, or wanted to think of themselves. as warriors. In other words, regardless of 

whether or not the literature accurately recounts historical fact. it is a fact that the literature 

did exist; and therefore the literature can be mined for what it might tell us about the age in 

which it was created. All of this helps ·shed light' on how Jews might have viewed 

themselves, and been viewed as warriors. in a particular time. 

In some ways, the desire to explore this idea of Jewish self-identity as warrior has been 

mulling around my mind for many years. Growing up in a secular family who flirted with 

Reform Jewish education. I was raised with the I lolocaust as the central Jewish event. and 

subsequent reason for maintaining Jewish identity. This premise. along with other cultural 

factors, led me to conclude before 1 was a teen that Jews were weak and victims. After all. 

unlike many other cultures amalgamated within the American melting pot. Jews were not in 

professional sports 1 and Jewish stereotypes made Jews into people with brains but without 

bra\'.·n. More poignantly. as schoolchildren we were taught that. en nws.w: the Jews. eYen the 

men. had passi\'Cly been herded into the Nazi gas chambers without cn:r attempting to fight. 

The death of 6 million. including 1.5 million children was protesh:d. hut rarely physically. 

The Jews did not lose a war. ltJr thae was nen:r eYen a battle. There was no mass uprising. 

for there \Vas barely e,·cn armcd-rcsistarn:c.~ For \"arious reasons that arc retrospectively 

understandable even as they remain inexcusable. the Jews of Europe·; allowed themseh·es to 

be murdered. Studies of Jewish history. including the conclusions of this thesis. suggest that 

1 With rare and noted. exception. 
~ The fact that Jews hold up the ·Warsaw uprising· ( 19--1--1) as our most cited modem example of organiZt:d 
anncd resistance, an effort which was limited, contained, and easily suppn:sscd hy the local Nazi authority. only 
further demonstrates the point. 
·' And by pro)(y. lhe world. 
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by the time the Nazis began the ·final solution,· the Jewish community was unable to even 

conceive of physical resistance. even when their lives (and those uf their children) depended 

on it. 

A few years later at age thirteen. that image that I had of the Jew as victim was sharply 

jolted upon my first \'isit to the state of Israel. A country full of Jews who were not just the 

accountants and bankers of the familiar stereotype. but also were the bus drivers. farmers. 

policemen and soldiers. Men and women. of all ages. went about their lh·es in military 

uniforms, with muscles. guns. and most importantly, pride. Instantly l understood that these 

Israelis were a type of· new Jew.' who would never have let their families he led to the 

slaughter. and would shed hlood to make sure that ·never again· was more than just words. 

In the years that followed. my experiences and studies enlightened me to the fact that 

there were many Jews outside of Israel who shared the machismo of their lsracli-•cousins: 

but the questions of ·why· and ·how· still continued to nag me. Why did it take the 

Holocaust to guilt the world into allowing the Jews a place of their own? How did we. as a 

people. e\'er get to the collccti\'c slate of mind that we needed the gitis of others in order to 

ha\'e permission to defend our livl!s against those who would take them? Were we always 

like this? Was the situation always thus ... or had something happened to nrnkc us like 

this ... to put us in such a compromising situation? 

Once I began studying Torah these questions hecamc even more pronounced. It docs not 

take a scholar to realize that the Israelites of the Bible are almost constantly engaged in war. 

and even the most revered biblical figures led the Israelite armies into battle. Add to this 

confusion the mythical lore of the Maccabees. after \.vhich arc dubbed the Israeli Olympics 

and Israeli International sports teams. these modem examples of physical Jews who can 
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physically compete in a physical world. I often wondered how the Jews went from the 

conquering anJ victorious people of the Biblc or the heroes of Judah Maccabcc to a people 

who could not. or woulJ not, defend themselves against the Nazi death machine. It is the 

friction of contemporary Jewish self-identity. the conflation of •victim· and ·warrior: which 

gave rise to this thesis. which is aptly titled ·the de-evolution of the Jewish warrior: 

In my research I hoped to accomplish four things. First. although through a casual 

perusal of the Bible I suspected that the characters rc\'crcd in Judaism possessed a warrior­

identity and warrior qualities: l wanted to look more closely at specifics. Second, although I 

had heard about the Maccabees. my ·knowledge· was but cursory and at best. second-hand. 

wanted to read the sources myself. and reach my own conclusion~. Third. I suspected that 

the literary genre known as Second Temple Literature. some of which m·erlaps and extends 

past the Hasmonean dynasty. might provide other examples of literature in which Jews were 

strong. suitably able to defend themselves against conquerors. and in some cases. able to 

claim the title of ·conqueror.' Because most of the literature that can be categorized as 

·Second Temple· is outside of the Jewish canon. I also was cager to delve into material that is 

much less studied than that litcrnturc that is held sacred to Judaism. I thought that if such 

texts could be found. they might inform as to specifically how kws of an era ,·icwcd 

themselves as warriors and what ·warrior· qualities were Yalucd. Of course. the privilege of 

taking new ( for me) Second Tt:!mplc- texts and really studying them was interesting and 

worthwhile in itself: Additionally. the later the composition of those texts which lionized the 

Jewish warrior. the closer (perhaps) I might cumc to my fourth objective. that being to 

identify a specific time. or event. which dcmarkcd the paradigmatic shift from fows being 

comfortahlc engaging in war. to being a people war-averse. 
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With these goals in mind. I began my research shining through Second Temple literature 

looking fr,r texts in which the Jewish characters were warriors. My inquiries rc,·ealcd that 

there was a \'aricd plethora of such texts. for more than I could ever hope to explore within a 

life-time. much less the confines or a l\fash:r·s thesis. Thus, after further exploratory 

examination. I selected seven texts to include in this thesis. The examination and analysis of 

each of those se\"en texts scr\'cs as the basis for a chapter. Of those se,·cn. five neatly fit into 

the category of Second Temple literature which contain strong Jewish identification as 

warrior. although they all do this differently. These arc: I Maccabees. The Book of Judith. 

·The Scroll Of The War Of The Sons Of Light Against The Sons of Darkness· from Qumran. 

Josephus· account of Massac.la. the a,·ailahlc literature that talks ahout the Diaspora rc\'olt 

and the Bar Kochba rc,·olt. and Megillal Tu ·,mil. 

My research primarily emhracl!d three types of sources: First. when applicable and 

possible. the primary literary source itself. When the oldest existing version of the text was 

in Hebrc,v. then I utilized the Mcbrcw Ycrsion as well as various English translations. In 

these instances. although I sometimes looked at photocopic:s of actual manuscripts. I mostly 

relied on critical c<litiuns. In instances when the I khrcw was not the original language. or 

when the I lchrcw original is not known to still exist. I relied on nirious English translations 

rather than the Greek or Latin. Thi: Second type of n:sourcc used was cxisting sc..:onc.lary 

interpretations and commentaries as well as sociological and historical analysis of those 

primary documents. The third type of resource was historical accounts of ~ach era that I 

thought would help explain the literary text in the general context of the times. as well as 

vl'ithin the specific context of the Jewish people i•is-li-\'is social. political. military. and 

natural factors. Since the experts oticn could not agree on c\'cn basic facts. in writing. each 
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chapter I often presented opposing arguments. and then when appropriate. offered my own 

analysis. 

Clearly my choices for what to include in this thesis arc those texts that I thought might 

help me realize my goals; but it is very possible that there arc many existing Jewish texts 

from the Second Temple Period that I did not write ahout which would either be totally 

irrelevant to this thesis. or even counter my hypothesis and findings. 

My research on timely literary texts. taken in summation. as well as historical analysis. 

suggests certain findings to this effect: throughout the four hundred years leading up to Bar 

Kochba ·s defeat. Jews had a strong-warrior identity: however. after the Bar Kochba revolt. a 

paradigmatic shift occurred resulting in a .Jewish people that was war-averse. Broadly 

speaking. the suggestions towards this conclusion were arrived at hy viewing the chosen texts 

as a series of indicating data-points that hoth rclfoct. and refract. the Jewish warrior identity 

present (minimally) in the confines of each indh·i<lual text and (maximally) in the societal 

whole.-1 

As this thesis will <lcmonstrate. the Jewish literatun: of each age relkcted the political 

and social realities of the day: while ut the same time it n:frach:<l an idealized Jewish sclf­

imagc.5 When war was a viahlc option lc.lf the .kws. which it was from the Hasmoncan 

pcriod6 through the Bar Kochha war. 7 some kwish likrature drnmpioncd the Jewish warrior. 

1 This is not to say that the ·warrior" identity was the only idcntity that Jcws lionized and championed. For 
instance, Jewish literature throughout the ages also champions the person who can engage in pcacc. For 
instance. in the 1-lebrcw Bible. the word ·shalom· uppeurs 16--t times. although according to Aaron T,1pper in his 
disscnation on the subject (Tapper. "From Gaza," 71. ). the meaning of the world is for from consistent. 
~Again.albeit perhaps only the ideal of the tc,rs author. if one hclic,cs that ('ach work was written by. and for. 
an audience of one. 
1' The first Hasmoncan revolt against the Selcucids tool,; plac(' from 167-16.t B.C.E .. but the independent 
Hasmoncan dynasty is dated from the years of 164 B.C. E. to 63 C. E. concluding when Rome conquered Judah. 
7 The second war with Rome, or the · Bar-Kochba war· occurred between the years 132-135 C.E. 
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However. a tier Bar Km:hba · s stunning defeat by Rome, there was a distinct change in the 

collective Jewish psyche from ·warrior· to ·war-averse;· specifically. the Jews of Judacax 

went from being a people ·comfortable" engaging in war to a people distinctly averse to. and 

fearful of, both war and ,·ioknce. I lahcl this latter attitude as ·pacifist" and 

·accomodationist. · In the same manner as it did in the preceding centuries. Jewish literature 

post Bar Kochba demonstrated this morphed Jewish self-identity dictated by the post-Bar 

Koch ha reality. With the shattered Bar Kochba revolt went much of the Jewish aspiration to 

actively reclaim their former glory through war. 

As war ceased to be a dahlc option for Jews. the Jewish self-image as warrior underwent 

a radical paradigmatic shift towards accomodationism. Once again. mirroring the social and 

political realities of their day. the Jewish warrior-hero was replaced with a demilitarized 

pacifist identity. who in turn ser\'cd as hoth model and exemplar to the Jewish masses. 

Although this change was not O\'crtly acknowledged by the rabbinic authority. examples such 

as the rnbbinic treatment of the Maccabean victories or their ·annulment" of ,\legillat Ta ·anil 

indicate that such changi: did occur. 

One might surmise that this change was either a conscious departure from. or the result of 

a pragmatic sclf-n:prioritization of. both the i:xisting religious texts and the messianic vision: 

and thus of the \'ery religion itsd f. II istory indicates that an accomodationist stnnce 

hchoo\'ed the rahhinic uuthoritics after Bar Kochba"s demise because their ,·cry existence. 

and certainly their ·authorized power." was permitted only through the grace of the Roman 

authority. The Rabbinic authorities needed only to look at the Bar Kochba <lcbaclc as a 

reminder of the price for Jewish armc<l resistance. The rabbis likely realized that Yiolent 

M The tem1 ·Judaea· is usec.1 when speaking of this geographic area before ii became a Roman province. at which 
point. historical Judaca hecomcs historical ·Palestine·. 
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national confrontation with the Romans could only lead to more Jewish bloodshed, def cat. 

and increased Jewish restrictions.'' Essentially. 70 years of foiled Jewish revolt led the 

rabbinic authorities to realize that further military engagement literally would risk Jewish 

survival; however security might he achieved through accomodationism. 

Although the dates of 100 B.C.E. to 200 C.E are neatly packaged. they are far from 

arbitrary. In essence these dates mark the beginning and the end of an era: the era when Jews 

aggressi,·cly pursued their national freedom of politic and religion from foreign occupation 

via military means. 111 In the area of 200 B.C.E, the Seleucid Greeks took over Judaea. For 

various reasons these new occupiers awakened dormant bellicose tendencies in the Jewish 

population which had arguahly heen in hibernation since the biblical era of the Judges. 11 

These four hundred years also cover such monumental events as the Roman occupation 

of Palestine which began in 63 H.C.E .. the destruction of the Second Temple in 70 C.E .. and 

the rise and failure of both the Diaspora revolt ( 115-117 C.E) and the Bar Kochba revolt 

( 132-135 C.E. ,. ConYcniently. the year (circa) 200 C.E. marks the solidification of a pivotal 

Jewish legal code. that being the codification of the Mishnah. This litcruture hints at the 

Jewish transformation to pacifism and accomodationism where Messianism could not be 

achicn:d through viok·ncc. hut rather only through praycr and mir::ml. For the purposes of 

this thesis. ·Messianism· is u ciJlch-all phrase which encompassed historical uspirations for 

political. social. and rdigious independence. And with the Mishnah. Jewish views that 

championed a military option were forbidden and considered both rogue and inappropriate . 

. , As seen in the post-Bar-Kochha Hadrian decrees. 
'° This era of ::?00 8.C.E. to 200 C. E. is also sometimes referred to as the · Apocalyptic Era.· "Characteristic of 
this era of apocalypticism to suggest that this age was approaching an end·· (Sollamo. ··War and Violence." 
348.) 
11 S~mson. whom tradition chronologically places as the last of the biblical Judges, is said lo ha,·c lived circa 
the late 12th or early 11 '" century R.C. E. (My. S. s. ,. :'Samson .. ) 
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This thesis consists of sc\"cn chapters that will examine how Jews viewed themselves as 

·warrior· through certain pieces of period literature. The fr>rmat of each chapter is to examine 

the general historical context of the period in which the text was composed. and then the 

specifics of how that general history affoctcd the Jewish community in which the text 

existed. Thus, each chapter places a literary work 12 in its historical. social and rdigious 

context in an attempt to analyze the intent and effect behind the original literary ,,·ork. as 

well as how that work was pcrcei\·cd and influenced certain Jewish communities in posterity. 

To effectively do this. the literary details relating to Jewish self-identity as warrior arc 

examined in dose detail. with subsequent personal analysis rendered when appropriate. 

Chapter One. ·The Bible.· covers a selection of hihlical characters who cxhihit warrior 

traits. This chapter highlights certain words. actions. and interactions to clarify how these 

characters present as ·warrior: and are later exemplified as such hy later Jewish generations. 

Chapter Two centers on I Maccabees. Primarily. the thesis hypothesizes that these books 

were \\Titten. and reflective ot: a time of trememlous Palestinian Jewish militarism leading to 

the Hasmoncan Dynasty. This was a time thttl future generations up through the Bar Kochba 

revolt woul<l gloril)' as the ·golden agc: and the literature prm·i<led a (misleading) cxamplc 

of how Jewish militants could throw off ti:,rcign occupation of Ju<laca. This litcrnture shows 

that Jews thought thcmsel,·cs to he superior warriors who couh.l light and Jcfout major 

military powers. This chapter will also show that hundreds of years later. in their efforts to 

demilitarize the Jews. the victories of the Maccabees and the I lasmoncan might were 

marginalized into obscurity hy rabbinic authorities. 

I:! Chapter Six is the exception to this general rule in that there is no sole piece of literature to evaluate, but 
rather this thesis will survey how Bar Kochba wns treated in extra-Judaic sources. by rnrious authors. and from 
a modem historical perspective. 
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Chapter Three focus,~s on the Book of Judith. Specifically. the analysis focuses on the 

presentation of a ·woman warrior" who. likc the Maccabees. fights using unconventional 

weapons an<l strategy against hopeless odds and an •invincible· enemy. The chapter shows 

that C\'cn if Judith is a purely fantastical story without a grain of historical truth. in her 

character's refusal to submit to the forces of superior armies, and to resist with e\'erything 

that she had. Judith became a role model for those who wished to champion active and 

violent resistance. 

Chapter Four focuses on Qumran·s ·war Text." also knO\m as ·The Scroll Of The War 

Of The Sons Of Light Against The Sons of Darkness.· The chapter focuses on the historical 

uncertainty. violence. and unri.:st in .ludaca that is juxtaposed with the Jewish feelings of 

powerlessness in the face of the Roman might. An in-depth analysis of the Qumran warrior 

as portrayed the ·War Text" is then followed by discourse as to the exact nature and purpose 

of the text itself: a preposterous proposal of the powerless or a pre-text to realistic revolt. 

Chapter Five focuses on Josephus· account of Massada within the context of the Great 

Re\'olt. While considering Josi:phus· historical authenticity. the chapter also considers how 

Josephus· Massm.la account as litcraturc is in itself useful for determining how Jews of an age 

might han: thought of themselves. or wanted to think of thcmselvc-s. as warrior. After all. it is 

a fact that the liti:rature did exist: and therdore the literature can he mined for what it might 

tell us about the auc in which it was crcutcd . ... 

Chapter Six first frlcuses on the Diaspora Re,·olt and shows that although it is likely that 

each local conflict had specific local causes. 13 there is significant evidence to suggest that the 

Jewish warriors from each of these communities coordinated and cooperated with one 

1.1 Yadin. Rm· J.:okhh". 17: Ren Zeev. "The Uprising." 93. 
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anothcr1~towards a common goal and against a common enemy. Despite the tremendous 

risks that ultimately m:re realized upon each revolt's failure. Chapter Six emphasizes that the 

Jews of these Diaspora communities were not just prepared to engage against the mightiest 

fighting force in the world. hut that they actually engaged; thus indicating that the Jewish 

v,·arrior existed and was common enough to simultaneously lead four established Jewish 

communities in armed revolt. 

The second part of Chapter six fi)cuscs on the last significant Jewish. military endeavor in 

ancient history. 15 the Bar Kochha rc\'olt ( 132-135 CE). The thesis examines the state of the 

Roman Empire l'i.H'i-,·is Jewish national and messianic aspirations. the plausible causes of 

the Jewish rc\'olt. what was at stake for hoth the Romans and the Jews. the strategics and 

tactics of hoth armies. and the resulting punitive Roman consequences. Additionally. Bar 

Kochba is examined as a historic and literary figure. This chapter also shows how the 

rabbinic authorities were initially split in their support for Bar Kochba, but that after the 

rc,·olt was quashed the rabbinic authorities railed against him. his militarism. and any sort of 

1m:ssianic aspirations through ,·iolcncc. From this point on. messianic inclinations were only 

to he pursued non-vioh.:ntly through prnycr and mit=mt. and specifically not through anned 

struggle. 

Chapter Seven fi>cuses on the ,\h•gillal T" ·anil. ·the Scroll or Fasting: which is reully a 

concise list mainly comprised of kwish military victories to be annually commemorated. 

The chapter professes that the foct that most of 1'/e~illat Ta 'emit is a list of Jewish military 

achievements. and one that was halakhically endorsed. 16 strongly suggests that the Jev.:ish 

people held armed-resistance as an ideal to be commemorated. celebrated. and applauded. 

1~ Sper. Thi! F111111·!! •• 56: Ben Zecv. ··The Uprising," 94. 
i; Up until the ..1/i)·"h movements of the 19111 century as prelude to the crcution of the stale of Israel. 
1" Although not universally. 
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This final chapter analyzes the latest scholarly disco\'crics on MeKillat Ta ·uni/. and shows 

that it is reasonable to suggest that the terminus ad quem may extend past the Great Revolt. 

and into the era of Bar Kochba. Additionally, the 3rJ century rabbinic decree to ·annul' 

MeKillat Ta 'emit is examined in the context of the hypothesis that the rabbis were 

demilitarizing Judaism in order to avoid further slaughter and to appease their Roman 

benefactors. 
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Chapter One- The Bible: 

Although prior to these key four centuries. the Bible is central to the Jewish religion and culture. 

and therefore is the vital starting point when evaluating relevant Second Temple and Rabbinic 

literature that contains Jewish self-identity as warrior. 17 The biblical characters. and their warrior 

attributes. serYe as an example. and narrative starting point. for some of the Second Temple 

literature: 111 but they also quintessentially demonstrate the antithetical change directed by some 

rabbinic authorities in the Amoraic period. 

War dominates the biblical narrati\'e landscape. The main biblical Hebrev.' word for war. :r>Jn,>J. 

appears I 18 19 times, thus reflecting the prominence of the war theme in the Bible. Indeed. much of the 

biblical context is war: a literary backdrop which accurately reflected the harsh realities of the 

Bronzc:?0 and Iron21 ages inside the historical Lc\"ant. 

It is safe to say that during the Middle Bronze Age. war. and violence. was common throughout 

the Fertile Crescent.:'.!:! However. the historic l.e\'ant was ··dra,vn into the power struggles with greater 

force than the other Near Eastern countries. and their inhabitants frequently became the \"ictims of 

these international maneuverings.''2l The geographical area where the early biblical heroes roamed. 

for they arc presented as being semi-nomads. was a strategically \'ital bridge to all of the regional 

supcr~powcrs of the day .24 Thus. the conquest anu control of the Lc,·ant was a prerequisite to either 

checking competing imperialistic interests. or to furthering a nation's imperial aspirations. ··It is not 

Ii All abbreviations and documentation arc referenced to: Alexander. Patrick and Kutsku. John eds.. The SB/. 
Jlandhoo/1. ,fS~r/1.' Ji>r Ancic:111 Near East,:m, Bihli,:ul. mid Ear~r ( 'hri.~titm S111di<!.~. Peabody. Massachusetts: 
Hendrickson Publishers. 200..t. 
ix Sec Testament of Judah & Testament of thl! Twelve Palriarchs. 
1'' According to Biblcworks software (version 6) program. the number 118 includes all the various possible 
limns and derivations. 
w The age of the Patriarchs may be dated to circa 2200-1550 B.C .E. (Avi• Yonah. ··War and Warfare'". 20: 620.) 
!L 1200-900 B.C.E. (Avi-Y<1nah. ··war and Warfare:· ::?0: 62::?.) 
~~ Coote, "Ancient Israel ... in Esler. Trihalism. 36. 
i 1 Ben Sasson. A I /islon-. 8. 
2~ Almost consistently Egypt to the South, with various regional powers fluctuating to the North, although 
mostly the Assyrians and Persians. 
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surprising. therefore. that Palestine and Syria serwd as international battle-grounds more often than 

any other area in the ancient world. In addition. there were stuhhorn enemies to the cast and west. in 

the form of desert marauders and scaforing peoples. I lowc\'cr. these could not compare in sheer 

power to the mighty forces that had come into hcing beyond the northern and southern frontiers:·25 

The almost constant jostling. in the form of military maneuvers, for control of the Le\'ant dictated that 

the rcgion·s inhabitants were accustomed to the unfortunate reality. and the constant possibility. of war 

either directed against them or in the general region. 

This is not to say that most of the bihl ical characters, either as actual people or historical/literary 

. . I . ·1· h h ' 11 11 reprcsentatmns. ever were rcg1ona ·super-powers . o t e contrary. t cy ,verc not.~ · owcver, 

logically they had to have been proficient in ·war·: that being organized armed conflict for the sake of 

defense or set goals. in order to na,·igatc the rough and ever changing hellicosc political waters in 

which they li\'ed. Tribes that were unable to engage in war did not enjoy longevity. but rather were 

conquered. enslaved. and assimilated into those tribal groups that were able to physically defend and 

conqucr.:!7 

From the text of the Bible itselt: the biblical heroes as imli,·iduals and as tribal lcm.krs clearly 

engaged in war. as well as foals of tremendous physical strength which can be seen as a coveted 

characteristic for a warrior. Although the lsraditc m1rrntor doc~ not focus on these traits or their 

military m;complishments. these hcllicosc dmractcristics arc an integral part of their mythic persona. 

and arguably their charismatic appeal. In fact. it is precisely these qualities. at h!ast in part. which 

zs Ben Sasson. A flistmT. 6. 
~1' "Attcmpls at de1cnni;1ing n comparative I)' accurate date for (many of the biblical characters. including the) 
Patriarchs are themselves doomed to failure. for in fact it is difficult to speak of the so-called ·patriarchal 
period· as a wcll-dclined chronological entity. even where one accepts the biblical tradition as such. It\\ ould 
seem. rather. that imbcdded in this narrative cycle arc reminiscences of centuries-long historical pmccsscs that 
may hark back to the West Semitic migrations within the Fertile Crescent that made their way C\'cr westwards 
and reached their apex during the tirst quarter of the second millennium. These extended time spans were 
telescoped in the biblical narrative in a mcrc trigencrational schcmc: Ahraharn. Isaac. and Jacob:· (Ben Sasson . 
.-I llislon', 32.) 
~7 Coote: --Ancient Israel."" in Esler. Trihalism. 36. 
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qualify the biblical heroes for leadership. They arc strong. they arc strategic, and through their war• 

skills they enable their dependents to survive. 

Starting with the first Patriarch, Abraham, there are direct and indirect references to the military 

prowess of biblical characters. Most obvious is Genesis 14 which recounts how Abraham's nephew. 

Lot. v.·as captured in a raid relating to a regional war bel\vecn local kings. This was dubbed the war of 

the •four kings against fh-c:28 As it happened. the Four Kings2') together looted and conquered much 

of the territory belonging to The Five Kings.30 land that cm·crcd all the regions of the Transjorden, 

Edom and the Ncgcv. 31 Lot and his family were captured and taken as booty. Abraham.32 upon 

hearing of Lot· s capture ··armed his disciples who had been born in his house - three hundred and 

eighteen of them• and pursued the enemy anny many miles to the North: 

mN~ vi,t1, iWl7 iili"J'IL" ,n,:i "1"'7"' 1"':l'lii nN v,.,, 1"iiN ;"1:JlllJ ":l Ci:J.N j]i'Jitr, 
i,N1.lWi'J i'IL"N ;,:i,n 11,' c~,,.,, c,.,, 1"'1:lli1 Ni:i ;'i,.,, 0:i"'Y v,n.,, 11 111 r,,,,, 

Cli:i nK, C"iz..'J:i I"lN □:,., :rt.z..':i 1'1L':lii 1"iiN i,j,, I"lN Cl1 UJ::)i;'i ,:::i m, :i;.::~, i?t!l~,, 
And when Abram heard that his kinsman was taken captive, he armed his 
disciples who had been born in his house, three hundred and eighteen, and 
he pursued them as for as Dan. And he with his servant.c; deployed against 
them at night and struck them; he pursued them as far as Hobah which is 
North of Damascus. He brought back all the possessions; he also brought 
back his kinsman, Lot, with his possessions, as well as the women and the 
pcopk,.:n 

From ,1 simple reading or Cicm:sis 14. the reader 1.:an tkdm:i.: u fo\\ important things about 

Abraham. First. Abraham quickly assembles his men and pursues the anny of the Four Kings: thus 

showing that Abraham's force was trained. llcct and able to mobilize very quickly. This reflects a 

28 Genesis 14:9. 
~•, According to Genesis 1-U. the Four Kings arc: Amraphcl. king of Shirrnr: Arioch. king l}f Ellasar: 
Chcdorlaomcr. king of Elam: and Tidal. king of Goiim. 
Jo According to Genesis 14. the Five Kings arc: Rem. king of' Sodom: Birsha. king of Gomorrah: Shinah. king 
of Admah: Shemcber. king of Zcboiim; and Zoar. king of Rela. 
31 Muffs ... Abraham:· 95. n . ..J2. 
l:? Then still ·Avram: 
.n Genesis 14: 14-16. 
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group accustomed to. and ready for. anncd conflict. This assumption is strengthened if one reads 

7'~'Jn as •his trained men: In the context of battle. which is the context of this story. •his trained 

men· can be read as men trained in the discipline of battle; or, in a word. ·warriors: Second, 

Abraham· s pri\'ate army of 318 men was sizable enough to defeat the same enemy army that h,id 

defeated those armies of the Five Kings. This would indicate that Abraham·s private army was more 

powerful than the combined regional war-lords since. in his victory. Abraham essentially conquers the 

conquerors. Third. this passage shows that Abraham· s army was not only trained to repel an enemy. 

but to pursue and attack: a feat that requires a higher level of experience. skill and training. Fourth. 

Abraham was strategic enough to attack at night. thus showing his commanding skills as a ·general.· 

The night attack also buttresses the assertion that his force \\·as cohesive and well trained. In 

summary. Abraham's military victory over the marauding Four Kings is direct textual evidence of his 

skill as warrior. and war lcader.34 

More subtle. indirect textual evidence is indicated a few chapters latcr.35 with u\·ertures from the 

remaining Fi\·e Kings led hy Abimelech. Abraham has magnanimously restored Abimclcch·s 

plundered properly und pcrsons. after which Abimclcch sues Abrahan, for a peace-treaty ... It is 

Ahimclech. significantly accompanied by his general Phicol. who seeks to enter into a pact of non­

aggression \\'ith Abraham. Clearly. the patriarch's presence in the land constituted something of a 

threat to the Philistine king. All this c\·idcncc clearly suggests tlmt the patriarch was not simply a 

I . J 1 · •. h I . I •• lh power css rest cnt u 1en o t e anu. · 

Isaac. although somewhat· nae as a literary figure. certainly has attributes of para-military 

prowess. although the biblical text is unclear if this was based on actual deed or merely reputation by 

H These assumptions were confim1ed as ·reasonable· hy Major (res) Vari\· Nornbcrg of the Israeli Defense 
Force. telephone interview. 7112/07. 
n Genesis 21 :22-23. 
;c, Muffs. "Abraham:· 96. 
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association. In a later narrative. Isaac too is approached by Abimelcch to parley. except that in 

addition to bringing his general, Phicol. to the dclihcrations, Ahimclcch also brings his advisor, 

Ahuz.at.37 This would indicate that like Abraham. Isaac also was considered a military threat. perhaps 

to an even greater degree than was Abraham. to the local established chiefdoms and thus wisely 

pacified through armistice. 

Like his father and grandfather. Jacob is not depicted as being bellicose. yet there arc many 

references to his physical and military prowess. Regarding his physical strength. Isaac is able to 

single-handedly roll the rock off of the watcr-well.38 a feat that usually required the combined efforts 

of many men. This public display of almost ·super-human· strength also marked Isaac as dangerous to 

confront. thus helping to ensure his safety while alone in a foreign land?1 

Most acute is Jacob·s hand-to-hand comhat with the mysterious entity ( (vya) i) ) ) ) ) ) 

understood to be a divine hcing. along the river Jabok:~0 

l7j:'Tn ,::,,, rp:::i :!1',"1 1? ,:r N-, '"::, Ni"1 7iilll;i ,m-,y 1!7 1~l7 '.trN i':lN,1 11:l? :Jj?Y' in,,, 
"Jn::i,:::i ON ,:, lii?iUN i:6 1r.)N"1 iiii.:l';'i :i?u ,:, .. Jn'illl ir.iN .. , ,r.i3J 1ji:JN:'i::l :::li'll'I ,,, :i::i 

z,,iiV ,::, -,Niili'"' ON ,::, 7?::!iU 11:i.i ir.iN• ::li'li' N? i~N"'1 :Jj:'31, i?::!N"'1 7r.illl iir.i 1"'iN 77.JN'1 

"'?JiV? ?Nili'11 ;-;r ;i?J? ,r.iN'1 7?::!i.:!' NJ :ii"~;'i i?::!N'"1 :::li'li'" ?KC'"l ,:m,, □"t!JN □!71 C';'i?N □ll 
"l,l/~J '7!{J111 tl"J:.'.) ?N O"J~ O";'i'?N ·n"Ni "::l ?N"J:.'.) tl1j?~:-r Ott :lji!i" Nij:'"1 i:rc· mN 7,:i,, 

Jacob was left alone. And a man wrestled \Vith him until the break of dawn. 20 

When he saw that he had not pn..'\'ailed against him, he wrenched Jacob's hip at 
its socket, so that the socket of his hip was strained as he wrestled with him. 27 

Then he said, 11 Lct me go, for dawn is breaking." But he answered, "I will not let 
you go, unless you bless me." 211 Said the other, "What is your name?" He 
replied, "Jacob." 29 Said he, "Your name shall no longer be Jacob, but Israel, for 
you have striven with beings divine and human, and have prevailed." ~0 Jacob 
asked, "Pray tell me your name." But he said, 11 You must not ask my name! 11 

" 7 Muffs. ··Abraham:· 96 n 43. Furthermore. ··a re-examination of lhe secular treaties between Isaac and 
Abimclech. and between Jacob and Laban. will dearly demonstrate that military activity. following Near 
Eastern traditions of law anJ chivalry. is a common - but often neglected- therm! in the lives of all the patriarchs 
as depicted by many of the tradcnls in the Book of Genesis." (Muffs. --Abraham:· &2_) 
Js Genesis 29:2. 
w Jacob grew up in Canaan. but sojourned cast to N,thor where he was withoul the protection of his tribe. 
w Genesis 32:25-31. 
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And he took ll•avc of him there. 31 So Jacob named thL' place Pcniel, meaning, 
"I have seen a divine being face to face, yet my lifo has been preserved. 

This narrati\'c gi\'cs Jacob the strength and endurance to fight through the night "until the break of 

dawn:· As for the compliment that the angel gives to Jacob ... You have stri\'en with God and with 

~;·"' biblical scholars42 posit that "this can hardly refer to the contests with Laban or Esau; it points 

rather to the existence of a fuller body of legend. in which Jacob figured as a hero of many combats, 

culminating in this sm.:ccssful struggle with the deity:..t~ 

Further buttressing his warrior accomplishments. Jacob later reveals that he captured the city of 

Shechem .. from the Amoritcs with my sword and bow:..t4 This statement indicates that Jacob not only 

v.·as known as a successful warrior by both men and God. but also that he conceived of himself as 

,varrior and a conqueror. 

Some of Jacob's sons also cmml.!cd in acts of war. Most obvious arc the two brothers. Simeon and ...... 

Le\'y. who not only used their swords. hut slaughtered a rival tribe for perceived tribal honor. After 

intentionally tricking the men of Shcchcm to circumcise themsel vcs with the pretense of forming an 

alliancc."'5 the two brothcrs ruthlessly slaughtered all of Shcchcm·s men. and enslaved that city's 

women an<l children: 

,::i,n tll'N ;i:l'i 'iii'\ ·,,, j1lii,jt,' :lj?3r ·J::i ,J~· mp·, cr:1N::i om·:i:i ·ttr?t:i':i c,·::1 ":i'1 

:iY'1 111'\ iiij?'i ::i,n -~, 1li;■i ,:i:i c::ii.:.,• TlNi ,,~n nN, i::lT ,::i ,,.,;■j'j nu:i i'li;■i ?:11 iN:i·, 

TlNi CJN~ 1'1N omnN iN?jU 1vN i"ji';■i 1T:r, 0"'7?i'1:i '7j1 iN::l ::li'l7" •J::i 1N~·, O:lt-' n•:i~ 

TlNi 000 ,:, 1"1Ni c,·n ?::J mmiiji? ;■i1iti':l ,~·N I'll'\i i"li::l itlJN Tll-\1 C;■i"i~ii I'lNi Cij?:l 

41 Genesis 32:29. 
4! Muff's. ··Abraham:· I 00. 
1·1 Muffs. "'Abraham," I 00. 
44 "'The history of the verse is somewhat as fi.lllows: the original form was um:quh'ocally military and did not 
include ·chad ·al ahcka. Thcsc words were added hy a pious redactor whose intention \HIS to ohfuscah! the 
original warlike tone:· (Muffs. ··Abraham." 99.) 
.is Genesis 34:21: "These people are our friends; let them settle in the land and 1110\'c about in it. for the land is 
large enough for them; we will take their daughters to ourselves as wives and give our daughters to them."" 
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"'Ji:,'"'~J;,, "nK Z::Jni::)3) .,,, ,K, 11ll~TO ,~ Jj:'li" ,~~,, rr::i:::i iitl~ ,:::i n~, 1TJ'1 1:JTO □:1't.UJ 

"'n":n 'JK "Tl17jlL'J1 "J,::,:,, "?ll ,~oi'\J1 1El0?j "ni'.:i "JK1 "nEl:n "'Jl7J:>J fiK;'i Jitr::i 

iJmr.x nN: ;iwl7" :-tJn::>:i ,,~~,, 

On the third day, when they were in pain, Simeon and Levi, two of Jacob's 
sons, brothers of Dinah, took each his sword, came upon the city unmolested, 
and slew all the males. 26 They put Hamor and his son Shechem to the sword, 
took Dinah out of Shechem's house, and went away. 27 The other sons of Jacob 
came upon the slain and plundered the town, because their sister had been 
defiled.2~ They seized their flocks and herds and asses, all that was inside the 
town and outside;29 all their wealth, all their children, and their wives, all that 
was in the houses, they took as captives and booty. '.\ti Jacob said to Simeon and 
Levi, "You have brought trouble on me, making me odious among the 
inhabitants of the land, the Canaanites and the Perizzites; my men are few in 
number, so that if they unite against me and attack me, I and my house will be 
destroyed." 3-I But they answered, "Should our sister be treated like a whore?"-16 

From a simple reading of Genesis 34:25-31, the reader can deduce a few important things about 

Simeon and Le,)·: and from the characteristics of these two brothers make some assumptions about 

Jacob's tribe in general. First, the brothers were adept in para-military mancu\'cring. Since the mass 

circumcision of Shccchcm was proposed by Jacob· s sons. the reader has no reason not to think that the 

entire slaughter was premeditated. In this case. they stratcgized how to totally eliminate a numerically 

superior tribe without losing C\'Cn one of their own number. Although to the modem reader this might 

seem ruthless. from a strategic pcrspccti\'c it is brilliant. 

Second. the text relays that each brother took his sword. ,~,n WW. In tht: Middle Bronze Age. 

the sword was not a common instrument of the average man. but rather was employed by military 

infantry.4i Although simple weapons for dclcnse were likely commonplace. a ~,n was the weapon of 

a lighter. The fact that at least these two brothers. Simeon and Levy. had access to swords indicates 

that they likely were comfortable using them. 

H, Genesis 34:25-31. 
47 Avi-Yonah, '·War and Warfare:· 20: 620. 

24 



Third. not only did Simeon and Levy plan out the attack on Shcchem. but they also implemented 

their plan by killing all of the men. who were helpless at the time. in cold blood. This amount of 

slaughter. apparently done without hesitation or remorse. would indicate that both brothers were no 

strangers to war and \'iolcnce. Fourth. in addition to killing the men. they enslaved the women and 

children and took all of the possessions as booty. This often was the fate that a defeated tribe faced. 

and to do so was almost the expected behavior of the victors. Simeon and Levy seem to be at case 

behaving like victors. which would indicate their comfort with both war and victory. Fifth. when their 

father. Jacob. expresses fear of retribution from the other area tribes. Simeon and Levy respond with a 

justification. and without remorse. In doing so. they demonstrate confidence in their capacity to fight 

and their ability to handle any competing tribes who might seek revenge. In summary. Simeon and 

Levy·s premeditated slaughter ofa rival tribe is direct textual evidence of their comfort. skill and 

capacity to wage war. 

Although the biblical narrative does not directly tell of the war exploits of Jacob ·s other sons. there 

are some indirect references that woul<l indicate that at least some of the sons had fierce reputations 

and identified as warriors. ••f:\·cn a supcrlicial perusal of the last words or Jacob-ix or the last words of 

Moscs-t'l presents the n:adcr with a whole host of heroic deeds and military attributes:·~° For instance. 

Jacob relays one son· s reputation us u warrior when he says: 

7,-"'. ,.,..,., ·,:-.. .. , 010 .. ..,.., •• l'"J- -1"'· ··, •. •:--,•=--··· 71- .. ·, .. ,•,i-:J ,,_ ,-.. I 11, _ _, ::. ·..11d1 ...., ,I t 1 1, :.i I:., ::.,·.., I ~ 1,:.11 I I I I I 

Dan shall be a serpent by the road, a viper by the path, which bites the horse's heels so 
that his rider is thrown backward51 

Similarly. Moses describes Dan as .. a lion·s \\"help that leaps forth from Bashan:·· 52 

u Genesis 49. 
·1'' Deuteronomy 3 3. 
50 Muffs ... Abraham:· I 00. 
~ 1 Genesis 49: 17. 
5~ Deuteronomy 33:22. 



In Jacob· s :;wan-song Dan is portrayed as a fierce snake who, employing guerilla tactics. hides and 

then attacks unexpectedly. and thus is able to repel larger and stronger forces. Moses labels Dan as a 

young lion who leaps. Both passages liken Dan to dangerous. aggressive predators. The parallels 

seem to complement one another. lionizing Dan·s ability to wage war and inflict damage upon his 

enemies. 

Another of Jacob·s sons, Levi. also is compared to a lion: thus reflecting his abilities to wage war 

and to defeat soundly any who might face him in battle. Levi is charged to absolutely crush his enemy 

by ·smiting the loins of his foes·. This is a biblical expression which can mean destroying onc·s 

physical loins.53 or can act as an idiom for breaking somcone·s resolve.5-t Either way. Levi has the 

warrior reputation as one without mercy who strikes fear into his enemies and will ·Jct his enemies rise 

no more:· 55 

\ 

Likewise Gad is presented as a blessed lion. ··poised to tear off arm and scalp:··5" 

Notice the imagery hcrc is not of Gm.I-the-lion lighting other animals. hut of people. Ciad is 

·poised· fix war. and so others fear him: hut hy hcing poised. he is actually more fearsome hecausc he 

is in control. I fo: power is that he is always ready for war. and so that even his pn:scncc sern~s as a 

threat. 

Benjamin is compared to another ferocious animal. a hungry wolf: 

"Sec Jeremiah -48:37: Ezickid 47:..t: Amos 8:10. 
51 See Proverbs 30:31: Ezickicl 21: 11: Ezickicl 29:7: Nahum 2:2; Nahum 2: 11. 
55 Deuteronomy 33: 11. 
5(, Deuteronomy 33:20. 
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The ravenous wolf: In the morning he consumes the foe and in the evening he 
divides the spoil.57 

It is not enough that Benjamin is a predator. hut he is a predator on the hunt. The imagery here is 

deliberately intended to portray Benjamin as a fierce warrior who can not just defend. but also attack. 

A solider accomplished in war and accustomed to victory. 

EYen Joseph. whose biblical narrati\'c is one of spoiled teen. slave. prisoner. and finally as a 

pampered vizier. is attributed intractable battle-field resolve and deadly acumen with the war-bow. 

··Archers bitterly assailed him. They shot at him and harried him. '{ct his bow stayed taut. and his arms 

u"'Xn "''j]J ,;'i~~iV"1 ,::,,,, ,;'j,,~.,, 
'7Kitr i:JK ;"i3i'7 ocm Ji'!7" i"'::ix ,,.,~ ,.,, .. "3.i'it n~,, inttli' jn"x:1 :lium 

Moses description of Joseph is C\'en more violent than that of Jacob. In Deuteronomy. Joseph does 

not kill with a bow from afar. but rather dl!fcats everyone by attacking and goring like a colossal bull: 

c:i, c',~N n,:1J1 o;-n y,K 'u~N 11ri' mr z:iN~:u cm:J 1"J1i' o~, ~J7r?1 ,, ,,:i ,,,it.-. ,,:i::i 
:'i!L'Ji'J '~?N 

Like a firstling bull in his majesty, he has horns like the horns of the wild-ox; 
with them he ~ores the peoples, the ends of the earth one and all. 5'J 

Indeed. the nation of Israel was comprised of all twdvc trihcs. t:ach assigned military 

strength and \"ictory m·cr their many enemies: 

7'7 7":rx von:i,, 7n,i,.:::,. :::2,n 1i!ll'\1 71n; p.~ i?1i'"::l YlL'1J □:Ii ,,~:i ,~ ?Kil:,,', Tii!lN 

7,1n ,~,m~:i '?Y :imn 

~' Genesis .t9:27. 
5N Genesis 49:23-24. 
~9 Deuteronomy 3 3: 17. 
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0 happy Israel! Who is like you, A people delivered by the LORD, Your 
protecting Shield, your Sword triumphant! Your enemies shall come cringing 
before you, And you shall tread on their backs.W 

Many, many of the subsequent biblical heroes are also men (and women) of war. accustomed and 

comfortable with feats of strength. para-military strategy. acts of intentional \'iolence, and military 

action. Recall that while still living under Pharaoh's roofrvtoses kills an Egyptian slave-master in cold 

blood: 

"i:ll1 t.trN ;,:,~ "iX7.l W'tN Ki"i cn,:ic:i N,.,, ,,mt ,N N'l:C"i :'it'~ ,,l.,, o;i;-i cr7.l":1 ,;,,, 
,,n::i 1;,J~o.,, .,,x~;i mt 7"1 tLr~ 1"K ,:, ~,.,, ;"i:i, ;,:, 1ti.,, 1"MN~ 

Some time after that, when Moses had grown up, he went out to his kinsfolk 
and witnessed their labors. He saw an Egyptian beating a Hebrew, one of his 
kinsmen. He turned this way and that and, seeing no one about, he struck 
down the Egyptian and hid him in the sand. fil 

An analysis of these two lines rc\'eals some very interesting characteristics about Moses. First. 

Moses· motivation for killing the task-master was spurred on by tribal. or ethnic. friction. It was not 

because the Egyptian was beating a slave that Moses was dri\'cn to take violent action. hut that he was 

beating an 1.\-raelile slave: the group that Moses identified with in contrast to the people known as 

Egyptians. If Moses just wanted the beating to stop. it is elusive to the analyst why he would not just 

command the task-master to desist. After all. ~foscs was a member of Pharaoh·s royal fomily. surely 

he could ha,·c ,·erhally commanded the Egyptian. at least in this instance. to refrain. As insight into 

Moses· character. and later propensity for military action. it is important that Moses decided not to 

command. or reprimand. but rather to kill. 

Second, the text says that Moses looked ·this way and that and. seeing no one about. he struck 

down the Egyptian.· This vvould indicate that the violence was strategically premeditated. and that 

''° Deuteronomy 33:29. 
1' 1 Exodus 2: 11-12. 
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Moses killed the Egyptian despite understanding that if found out. he would face harsh consequences. 

Also. by hiding the dead hody in the sand. Moses hoped lo avoid detection and punishment. Finally. 

Moses· method for killing the Egyptian was not removed and subtle. but rather face to face and in cold 

blood. This would indicate that Moses was not averse to violence by his own hand. Moses was 

motivated to murder along ethnic lines: his strategy was premeditated and calculated and his 

implementation was brutal. The bihlical narrative docs not assign any remorse to Moses for his action; 

to the contrary, Moses· decision to kill seems to bl.! justified and lauded. 

Throughout Exodus. Moses emerges as a leader of the Israelite people. In the volatile setting of 

the ancient world. sometimes circumstance dictated that Moses act as the commander and strategist for 

the Israelite army. as in the battle with Amalck. Unlike f\foses· killing of the Egyptian task-master, in 

this narrative Moses docs not enter into direct comhal. hut rather is the general strategically directing 

his field commander. Joshua. Undcrstandahly. Moses realized that he was more valuable in the battle 

as a calculating general than as a foot-soldier. In climbing the mountain and remaining visible to his 

Israelite troops. Moses stands as a sign that the battle was going well. and as a symbol to boost the 

Israelite warrior moral. Moses strategy. and his army·s fortitude. succeed in bringing about a military 

\·ictory: 

~;:;, tn:.,·.:i~ ,.::, iii:i !i'ti'1;i" ,~ :it:.:~ 1i'JK"1 ( :c,,~,::1 ?Kit:." □ 1· on,·, p,r.i:: K:r, 
17:)~ 1i!..'~::, l7:.:.,'1;'i' i:.7li"'1 ~,--::1 i::r:i?K;'i ;-;um ;'il7::ll;1 w~, ,1· ::l~J "JJX ,nr.i p7r.i1·::i Cii"i:i 

ii• ;'ii!.,'~ z::ri• it-·~:, ;'i';"11 ;'ili::l):i "01\1 1,li 11ii1 j1:i~ ;"liV~1 j:,??:lli:J Cii?;'i? :-iiV~ 1? 

::1~·•, n,nn ,r.i~~--, j::lX 1iij:''1 tti::i:i :ii1r.i .,., v?~li' ,:i,., ii" n•J• 1i!t'NJ1 ?~iitr 1:2.:n 
iV?rPi C'r.it:i:i XJ iY :iJ1i'JX r,· ';'i'i 1iiK ;'iri'J1 iii~ ;im ,•1·::i ,:i~n ,,m 1i;'1N1 ;'j~,~ 

:::i,n ~~, 1r.i3i• m", v?r.ill' mit :1nv,~~ 

Amalek came and fought with Isrnel at Rcphidim. Moses said to Joshua, "Pick 
some men for us, and go out and do battle with Amalek. Tomorrow I will 
station myself on the top of the hill, with the rod of God in my hand." Joshua 
did as Moses told him and fought with Arnalek, while Moses, Aaron, and Hur 
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went up to the top of the hill. Then, whenever Moses held up his hanJ, Israel 
prevailed; but whenever he let down his hand, Amalek prevailed. But Moses' 
hands grew heavy; so they took a stone and put it under him and he sat on it, 
while Aaron and Hur, one on each side, supported his hands; thus his hands 
remained steady until the sun set. And Joshua overwhelmed the people of 
Amalek with the sword.62 

The sortie with Amalek is not the only battle in which Moses commands Israelite soldiers. Alier 

returning from Mt. Sinai with the ten commandments. and seeing Israelites worshipping the golden 

calf. Moses commands the Levites to battle against the guilty Israelites: 

iYW? ili'iV~ ,:m:,·, 1i::lli 1::)i" ?l1 ,::i,n tz..''N ,~,t· '7lltiitr ~:i,~ i'1i'" ,~I'\ :i:l O:i7 i?JK"i 
,~,, :itu?.J ,:i,:, ,,, ~JJ ,tu::r, 1::J.ii' TlK tii"K1 i;'iYi nK i.::"Ki i"nN nN tr;iK U i;'i1 :i:m?.J:i 

trN ,~,N nW'?iu':l Ni:i;'i or:i OY:i i~ 

He said to them, 11Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel: Each of you put 
sword on thigh, go back and forth from gate to gate throughout the camp, 
and slay brother, neighbor, and kin." The Levites did as Moses had bidden; 
and some three thousand of the people fell that day.6 ~ 

The narrati\'c here is revealing. First. the Levites. those priests who would become responsible for 

the Tabernacle. carried swords. Not only that. hut according to the Torah narrati\'c. they were a 

cohesi,·e enough fighting unit to coordinate attacks on 3.000 Israelites throughout thl! camp. 

Additionally. they were ruthless enough. upon the command of l'v1oscs their general. to fight against 

people from all of the othl!r trihes. The fact that Moses could rely on the loyalty of such a well trained 

fighting unit in a civil war attests to tvloscs· control o\'cr a \'ital unit of the Israditc anny. That Moses 

could command the Lcvitc troops into Civil \\'ar again reinforces Moses· ability. and willingness. to 

wage war ... even against a dissenting group of his own people. 

At the beginning of Deuteronomy. when Moses is rc\'iewing the lsraditc history. he refers to 

his role in leading the lsrnclitcs in yi:t still other hattlcs against enemy armii:s. lntcr.:sting is the use of 

"~ Exodus 17:8-13. 
''·1 Exodus 32:27-28. 
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the singular At a Koh; implying Moses· direct action and not that of Israel. Likely this reflects 

Moses· leadership and command of the Israelite fighting forces: 

;'i,~ iwN 1,:,:, 7N.i1zr "J:J 7N :,iin~ ,:n iznn, imt:i 'tlnn it0li "nt0v:i ;,JiJ) O"VJiN:J .,;,,, 

1ta::i:i 71,?:) lili nN, 11::nun:i :liv,., i!L'N "1m(;, 7,1:') 1n"o nx in:,:, .,,nN o:,,N mN ii1i'" 
"li'i1z.t:i nintvYJ :nu,., iIDN 

It was in the fortieth year, on the first day of the eleventh month, that Moses 
addressed the Israelites in accordance with the instructions that the LORD had 
given him for them, after he had defeated Sihon king of the Amorites, who 
dwelt in Heshbon, and King Og of Bashan, who dwelt at Ashtaroth and Edrei.M 

Later in Deuteronomy these battles are more fully recounted: 

N~ .. , ,~,x nN nw,, i.:i·, ,r.;, nnN m,n ln''O nN TJ~, nn "n?n;i :iN1 ,,N v1i'" i7JN"1 
<iJ:J> m~, 111N 7.11 1J'J~':, ,.:r:i?N j?1j?" 1:iJ1i"l ;'j~;-J" :i~n,i':')? ,~y ,:i, N1;'i l1nN1j?7 ,n,o 
N? =io:ii O"itiJ:i1 orm i"31 ,:, m, o,m, Ni:,:, m1:i ,.,,l7 ,:, nN 1J?J1 ,~l7 7J nx, ,~J:1 

,m notzt• ?31 itv~ 7l77l7~ 1J1::i, it0N o,il7:i ,,t0, u, un:i ;'i~;'iJ;'i p, ,.,,'C' 1nNw;-; 

p,p, 1r1J ?::l:i r,~ 1J~~ ;"iJ:,.t:,• 7i!t'N TPii' ;"jff;"j N? 1l7'?l:i 1:1]1 .,liJ:l ,c·~ ,,y;·n 1JiN 

1rJ::>? iJ,;"T7N 

And the LORD said to me: See, I begin by placing Sihon and his land at your 
disposal. Begin the occupation; take possession of his land. Sihon with all his 
men took the field against us at Jahaz, and the LORD our God delivered him to 
us and we defeated him and his sons and all his men. At that time we captured 
all his towns, and we doomed every town -- men, women, and children -­
leaving no survi\'or. We retained as booty only the cattle and the spoil of the 
cities that we captured. From Arner on the L'dge of the Arnon valley, including 
the town in the valley itself, to Gilead, not a city was too mighty for us; the 
LORD our God delivered everything to us.ti5 

The details of these battles arc raw. Israel attacked and captured King Sihon · s land. but not before 

first meeting and defeating Si hon· s full fighting force in the field. Under Moses· command. the 

Israelite anny killed every person in Sihon·s kingdom. including the women and children. The 

suggestion that the Israelite warriors could meet an army in open battle. as well as sack their fortified 

'·1 Deuteronomy I :3-4. 2:31-37 recounts that Moses slew Sihon. King of Amoritcs and Og, King or Bashan. 
r.5 Deuteronomy 2:31-36. 
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cities. indicates that the Israelite fighting force was unified. coordinated. and powerful. They were 

also portrayed as f<Jllowing standard army proci:durc in taking hooty from their defeated foe. The fact 

that they were ordered to. and actually killed all of the kingdom·s native inhahitants speaks to both 

their discipline. and their ruthlessness. Certainly by this point the Israelite anny is a fighting force 

accomplished in war_M, 

It seems that Moses· successor. Joshua was being groomed for leadership. and was acceptable as 

such. at least in part because of his military brilliance in leading the nascent Israelites in bloody battle 

against Amalek."7 But Amalck was only Joshua·s warm-up for the fierce hattlcs against The Seven 

Nations \Vhen the Israelites finally entered. and physically conquered. Canaan.'111 Recounting every 

battle that Joshua led wh~n conquering Canaan is beyond the scope of this thesis. hut a few choice 

passages about Joshua will demonstrate his almost mythological war-prowess. 

In terms of commanding authority. Joshua is the undisputed military leader of the twelve tribes, 

and general over the Israelite inrnsion into Canaan. His troops tell him. "Any man who flouts your 

commands and does not obey c,·cry order you give him shall be put to death. Only be strong and 

resolute!"c,9 lt is these last two qualities. strength and n::solution. which the troops feel are coveted in 

their leader and essential to victory. 

Since Joshua is leading the lsraclitl! army in conquest of fortified cities which is hcst accomplished 

by siege. one can he sure that success depended not as much on hattlc-lielJ strength. hut on calculated 

t," Of course. the reader must consider the possibility that e\'en if this account is read as ·true.· that it might have 
been embellished. That being said. the real point is not how accurately the narrative rctlects the historical 
reality. but rather the fact that the hihlical narrntivc as a written piece of literature and should be considered as 
such. 
''7 Exodus 17:9 
&K The book of Judges. 
1"1 Joshua I: 18. 
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strategy. Joshua employs spies to run reconnaissance, scoping out each city·s weaknesses and 

encouraging infiltration hy stcalth.7'1 

Joshua·s sacking of Ai is a great example of Joshua·s strategic battle acumen. Knowing that a 

direct attack on Ai's reinforced city walls would be disastrous. Joshua tricks Ai's army into ieaving the 

city. and then when they are away the Israelite am,y burns it. thus essentially ending the battle: 

,.,n;, ,,,:::i:i. itrN: :,,x C"tti,w 11w,:,, ,n:1", "l7:"l m,l7, :,~n,~:, Ol7 ,::,, l7wi:,, Oji"1 
iN:~ i"li:-r 11,j 1ji"n,n ,N ,,ir:, ,,nx?,j ,.,31, C"::liN: cnN 1N:i ,~N:, cm, ,~.,, :,;,, cn,w,, 
,:vN:::i 1J1'1Nip, 1N~" ,::, :,,:,, ,,l,':, 1?N: ::l1i'J "1'1N ,v..·N Cll1:"l ,:n "JN1 O"J::):l o::i:1,::> CI1"":i, 
1iVN::l 1:l'J~, O"OJ 111,jN" "::) , .. 11;, ,?,j omN 1Ji'"n:, ,v ,:r,mt Utl"1 o;·p)::,; 1JOJ1 ;"1JiVN1::l 

C::l1"J O::>":i'N ji1ji" ;"'iJnJ1 1"l7;"'l 1'1N or,w,,:,, :::li,N;'i?j 11,ji'l"l OTIN:1 0:"l"J!j, U0:11 :"IJiVNi::i 
1"l1:"l nx in";!", ,,:,?,j,, :i,,::i,.,, ,,31:, iN:r, ,,., moJ::> iJ,, .. , ,?j,ji?j?j :,i:,?j Ci' ::i,,x:i, ... 
oii, o,, .. O:i::J :i":"I x,, :i?j"?,jtz,:, 1"l7:i jiU:i1 :,1,37 :,J:,1 iN,.,, o;·r,nN "31:"'i "iVJN m,,, wx:i ~,,,:i ,N 1::i:iJ ,:i,~:i OJ:i cnm, :,J:,i :iJ:i 

So Joshua and all the fighting troops prepared for the march on Ai. Joshua 
chose thirty thousand men, valiant warriors, and sent them ahead by night. He 
instructed them as follows: "Mind, you are to lie in ambush behind the city; 
don't stay too far from the city, and all of you be on the alert. I and all the 
troops with me will approach the city; and when they come out against us, as 
they did the first time, we will flee from them. They will come rushing after us 
until we have drawn them away from the city. They will think, 'They arc 
fleeing from us the same as last time;' but while we arc fleeing before them, 
you will dash out from your ambush and seize the city, and the LORD your 
God will deliver it into your hands .... They entered the city and captured it; 
and they swiftly set fire to the city. The men of Ai looked back and saw the 
smoke of the city rising to the sky; they had no room for flight in any direction. 
The people who had been fleeing to thl' wilderness now became the pursucrs.71 

Joshua uses his prior hattlc with Ai. in which the lsraclitl.!s were routed. to lure Ai into a false sense 

of confidence. Joshua aptly dh·idcs his troops. and coordinates tactics to overcome an entrenched 

enemy. Joshua and his strategics arc credited with the military victory. and the subsequent Israelite 

70 For example, in Joshua 2: I, Joshua secretly sent two spies from Shittim inlo Jericho. 
71 Joshua 8:3-7. I 9-20. 
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rise to power. with the narrator assuring the reader that it was stratagem such as was used against Ai 

that enahled the nomadic Israelites to become ·the pursuers.· 

When it comes to fighting through cunning. it is Sampson the Nazir who. in the opinion of this 

author. exhibits the most creative and destructive plans. In one instance, Samson ties torches between 

pairs of foxes. and then semis 150 pairs into the Philistine fidds. thus burning all of their crops. 72 

When the Philistines come to the trihc of Judah to extradite Samson. Samson willingly goes but once 

he is inside the enemy camp. he picks up an ass jawbone and wields it to single-handedly slaughter 

1.000 Philistine soldicrs.7'i It is because of Samson's superhuman strength and amazing ability to kill 

his enemy. that he is chosen hy the people to lead Israel for 20 ycars.7-1 Clearly the Israelites were 

clamoring for a champion75 as they awarded not just wisdom. hut the man who was strong enough to 

keep them from the sla\'c markets of the Philistines. The narrati\'C text infonns the reader that 

Samson·s strength comes from Ood. thus reinforcing the idea that this warrior and his amazing 

abilities were to be admired. 

Another poignant example from the Bible of warrior qualities comes during the reign of Saul. who. 

after soundly delcating Amalck in an extended war. refused to kill the Amalck king. Agag. When 

Samuel the prophet secs that Saul is unable to kill his Amalckitc counterpart in cold blood. Samuel 

takes a sword and slices Agag. in half?' 

72 Judges 15:3-4. 
-:-1 Judges 15:15. 
~4 Judges 15:20. 
75 ··Following the sociologist Max Weber. some historians have aptly describ!!d this regime of the Judges as 
constituting a leadership based on personal charisma ... Charismatic rule thri\'es on a peoplc·s belief in the 
appearance in a time of crisis of a divinely favored personage enjoying n close relationship with God. 
experiencing divine revelations anJ possessed of outstanding courage. This type ofleudcrship is 
characteristically spontaneous and specilically personal. . .'Ille clamor for a champion in a time of distress would 
produce a voluntary gathering of thi: people around this person, a feeling of total dependence upon him and a 
~ational religious awakening."" (Ben Sasson . . -I /liJlm:1·. 67.) 
·" I Samuel 15:33. 
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Aside from the context of this passage once again being war. it is interesting that the Israelite King 

is expected to exhibit the warrior trait of being able to kill in cold blood. and of following orders. 7i 

Even more interesting is that Saul was unable. or unwilling, to kill his Amclckitc counterpart. Was it 

Saurs desire for mercy that kept him from slicing Agog in halt~ or was he unaccustomed to direct 

bloodshed by his own hand? Either way. Saur s dearth elf this warrior trait cost him his kingship. as is 

seen when Samuel says. "The LORD has this day tom the kingship over lsrad away from you and has 

given it to another who is worthier than you."'78 By this statement. Samuel the Prophet is saying that 

Saurs weakness is enough to dethrone him. In this statement. Samuel is implying that Saul will be 

replaced by someone more comfortable with killing. 

And of course King David. in addition to kading a successful. violent couped ·eta/. uses his anny 

to expand his vassalage into unprecedented regions by conquering his neighbors. The hiblical narrator 

recounts David·s military accomplishments during a particular campaign when David used his military 

force to steam-roll o\'er the neighboring trihcs. thus expanding Israel"s domain and subjecting the 

surrounding kingdoms lo an unnual tribute: 

,::m:i N,~, n.,~:i'? o.,,:iii ·:v 11i';n :i~,~ omN :J::HV:i ,:m::i o,,~-, ::ixm nN T, 
,n:,-,:,, ;,:n:s l'??'J Jiii jJ 7n.'11;i TIK ,,, Ti ;'jj'jJ?'J 'Nu·: O.,i::ll1., ,,,., :,,~,~ ";'in, m.,n:i? 
~,,.., tli"'N :"\?N cri!.UY1 O.,u•,~ mN?'J ll:rn,·, :')".'N U?'J?'J ,,, ,,.,.,, ( r,,~ )i;'i:~:l ,,., :l"'i.:i':i' 
:i:n:s 7,?"J iil71i:i? iTll-, j7i:.-'~1 oil'\ ~:im :i:n :i~?"J iJ?"J?'J ,m.,, ::i::ii:i ,::i n~ ,,, ij7l1'1 

1117 □,~ ';'ini pt.:,•~, t:nN::l □·::i:s: ,,, 1:nzr, r,:rN =,?N tr:n:n o·,tt:lJ OiN:l ,,, Ti 
, .. :i iTllN ::l:ii:i .,U?i!l m, iii iij?'1 7?:i ,~·N ,:i::i. ,,, 111'\ i'ij?' ::n:r, ;'jiiJ~ "Nt.:..'1J tr,::n,, 
:iJi;'i nTL·m ,,, 71??"J:i np1? ii~ii:i ·,:: ·n,::1m ntt:im O?it.:17., □x.,:i·, ,rn,1:i •1:n; ,~ 

1!-t?'J 

And the Moabites became tributary vassals of David. David defeated 
Hadadezer son of Rehob, king of Zobah, who was then on his way to restore 
his monument at the Euphrates River. David captured 1700 horsemen and 
20000 foot soldiers of his force; and David hamstrung all the chariot horses, 
except for 100 which he retained. And when the Arameans of Damascus came 

77 The Bible portrays it is God"s command that Amdl.!k is to he totally annihilated. 
,M I Samuel 15:27-28. 
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to the aid of King Hadadezer of Zobah, David struck down 22000 of the 
Arameans. David stationed garrisons in Aram of Damascus, and the Arameans 
became tributary vassals of David. The LORD gave David victory wherever he 
went. David took the gold shields carried by Hadadezer1s retinue and brought 
them to Jerusalem; and from Betah and Berothai, towns of Hadadezer, King 
David took a vast amount of copper.79 

King David is portrayed not just as a visionary strategist. but also as a ruthless commander who 

was known for systematically slaughtering his war-captives: 

,:in;'i N:,~, n~i'J;i? i:r,:m ~Ji!.,' ,,~'I, ;,~;~ omN: ::iJ'tlt":i ,:in:i 011i'J,, :iN:m nN: ,,, 
:,m~ ~Kv:i o~,::131, ,,,, :::iN:ii'J ,;,rn n,,n;,7 

He also defeated the Moabitcs. He made them lie down on the ground and he 
measured them off with a cord; he measured out two lengths of cord for those 
who were to be put to death, and one length for those to be spared_xn 

As a national and military leader. being an accomplished warrior was an admirable quality. David 

personally sliced off the foreskins of two-hundred Philistines in order to woo the King·s daughter. 81 

Amazingly. tand telling of the cultural \'alues of the time). a warrior fierce enough to take two hundred 

enemy foreskins was worthy of not only the King·s daughter. hut the peopte·s admiration and. 

eventually. the entire kingdom. 

Certainly from these examples. a select few amongst the possible many. it is clear that war was 

part of the biblical backdrop: that the biblical heroes were portrayed as both warriors and military 

leaders: and that thl.! continuation or the lsraditc nation was dependent on th1.:ir military success 

against the en~r present enemy nations. Thus. military prowess was considered a Cll\'Cted 

characteristic and the biblical writers understood this ·warrior" trait to be part of their national {or 

tribal) self-identity. 

7'i 2 Samuel 8:2•8. 
~0 2 Samuel 8:2. 
81 I Samuel 18:27. 
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!P Chapter Two- I Maccabees: -

The book of I Mm:cabecs is considered historical literature v.Tittcn by a Jew for a Jewish 

audiencc.83 It recalls the Jewish rc\'olt against the Seleucid Greeks as well as the rise of the 

independent Hasmoncan state in historic Palestine. Before dcl\'ing into the literature itself. 

specifically the Jewish warrior-identity championed within the text. it is important to review 

the historical circumstance that fomented the Jewish revolt: for it is the historical 

circumstances that somehow galvanized the Jewish population from a mentality of passively 

accepting foreign rule to one of waging war to preserve their religious freedom and 

eventually towards their political independence. 

Although it is difficult to pinpoint the genesis of these events, it might be easiest to begin 

where I Maccabees begins. with the man who changed the face of the Western world. When 

Alexander the Great was only twenty-three years old. he boldly led his army out of 

Macedonia and into Asia. In 323 BCE. less than ten years later. his armies had conquered the 

largest empire the world had ever known. 0\'er 3.000 miles stretching from Greece in the 

west to India in the cast. 

However, upon Alexander's death his generals, known as the diadochi, 
each appropriated a different part of the empire for themselves. The 
turbulent years from 323 to 301 8.C.E. saw endless conflicts among these 
diadochi concluding with the diadochi splitting Alexander's empire and 
creating the first Hellenistic kingdoms. Of Alexander's generals: 
Lysimachus acquired Thrace, Cassander grabbed Macedonia and Greece; 
Antigonus secured Asia Minor; Ptolemy Lagus gained Egypt and its 
periphery while Seleucus Nicator became the king of the rest of the 
Persian Empire which included Syria and Mesopotamia. Both Ptolemy 

~~ Unless otherwise noted, all translations of I Maccabees is taken from Attridge. 1-1.W. "'l Maccabees:· Pages 
716-897 in .Jewish Writings o(lhe Second Temple Period. Edited by Michael Stone (trans. 'Today·s English 
Version·.) Philadelphia: Fortress Prcss. 1984: similarly. 11 Maccabees is taken from Allridge. l·I.W. --11 
Maccabees ... Pages 898- I 025 in .lewis/, ll"riti11g.\· of thl.! Second Temple f'l!riod Edited by Michad Slone 
(trans. ·Today's English Version·.) Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984. 
8 ; Goldstein,/ Maccab,•i:s. 14. 
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and Seleucus lay claim to Palestine, a coveted prize due to its strategic 
location and accessible ports.84 

As it had been since the Bronze Age. Palestine was of major strategic importance as an 

advance base for any military campaign against. or defense of, Egypt.115 Additionally. its 

harbors enabled Palestine to be the hub for all types of imports and exports which included 

local oli\'cs. 'asphalt from the Dead Sea used for embalming. and the world- famous perfume 

from Ein Gedi known as balsam (l'esimon). which was produced exclusively by that 

• "86 ·1·h r: 117 I t· I H II . . d . h community. us. 1or over twenty years t 1c two most power u c emstic ynasues. t e 

Ptolemies and the Seleucids. battled for control over Palestine with disastrous results for its 

towns and population. For a hundred ycarsk" Judaea was part of the Ptolemaic empire and in 

that time. there is no C\'idencc of major Jewish discontent with the ruling Ptolemies. and 

certainly no mass Jewish re\'olt. In the year 201 B.C.E. Palestine switched hands when the 

Seleucid Antiochus Ill defeated the Ptolemaic Ptolemy IV Philopator at Panias. As a result 

the Seleucids annexed Judaca to their empire where it remained until gaining its full 

independence in I 42 BCE after the: Hasmoncan revolt. 1111 

For the Jewish inhabitants. the change of rule from Ptolemaic to Seleucid initially had little effect 

because Antiochus Ill (::!:!3-187 BCE). the Sckuci<l conquc:ror of Palestine. changed almost nothing 

in the pattern of gon:rnmi.:nt and i:ustoms that had prcn1i led in Ptolemaic Judaca. At the start of his 

reign he allowed Judaea'HI to maintain its traditional system of government and C\'cn granted the 

"·' Book ... Jewish Joumcvs:· 3. 
HS Book. "Jewish Journeys." ➔• 
~,. Book. ··Jewish Journeys." 4. 
K7 323 to 301 B.C.E. 
88 300 to 20 I B.C.E. 
M•i Goldstein. / Mar,·ahws. 171. 
''° "'Until the Hasmoncan Rcvoll. Judaca was a sdt:.containcd unit. one of the many formed under the Seleucid 
province of Coele-Syria and Phoenicia. Thus the identity of the province Yahud l]udaea) was established from 
the days of Persian rule. and even its Greek name. loudaia. was similar. To the Seleucids, Judaea. with its 
population of loudaioi. was a nation (ethnos) with its center in Jerusalem ... (Ben Sasson. A History. 191.) 
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Jews additional privileges:" But the political and financial crisis that befell the Seleucid Kingdom 

came to force a change in its domestic policy:92 and with that change of policy came a change in the 

Jewish mentality towards their Hellenized rulers. 

Although tolerance and benevolence was initially Antiochus' policy, his 
reign quickly became one of turmoil. His energies constantly were 
devoted to preventing insurrection within the motley states that 
comprised his empire and keeping foreign enemies like the Romans and 
Parthians at bay. In the year 168-167 B.C.E. Antiochus' empire stood at 
the nadir of debility. In the summer of 168, near Eleusis, across the 
Canobic branch of the Nile, the Roman legate, Gaius Popilius Laenas, 
forced the Seleucid monarch to abandon his conquest of Egypt, which 
only a few years before lay almost fully within his grasp. Antiochus Ill's 
defeat in the war against Rome had saddled the Seleucid administration 
with a heavy financial burden of indemnities to be paid to the Roman 
republic.93 

The Seleucid failure to conquer Egypt and the wasted financial investment left Antiochus with a 

crushing debt and he was forced to misc money wherever he could. In light of the Seleucid financial 

crisis, Antiochus saw no reason not to commandeer the enonnous wealth kept in the ancient temples 

of their kingdom. one of which was the Jewish Temple in Jerusalem. In raiding The Temple 

treasury. the Selcucids were acting out of simple financial consideration and was in no way targeting 

the Jews for particular retribution. '/.l 

1-lovfcvcr. soon afterwards Antiochus initiated a series of injunctions that absolutely were 

particular to the Jews: 

It was his next action, also financially motivated, that sowed the seeds of 
the future Jewish rebellion. He annulled the hereditary office of High 
Priesthood, as instituted in the Torah, and replaced the High Priest, Onias 
Ill, with the priest')~ who bribed him with the most money.96 The High 

'ii i.e. - the remission or all roval taxes l'i.ir three vcars. 
9 ~ Goldstein, / Maccahees. I 04 · 
•J.l Cohen. The Husmone1111. 23. 
''·1 Ben Sasson. A His/on. 20 I. 
••s Initially it was a llell~nizcd priest named Jason. the brother ofOnias Ill. who bought himself this position. 
Jason attempted to import extreme Hellenism lo Jerusalem in an effort lo convert the city into a full polis. 
% Book. "Jewish Journeys." 7. 
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Priest was not only the religious head but also the political leader of the 
nation. He exercised supreme authority over the Temple, which included 
responsibility for the capital's security and its regular water supply. He 
also was responsible for the gathering of royal taxes.97 

In other words. the position of High Priest was potentially a hugely lucrative position of 

power and therefore. Antiochus was convinced that he could personally profit by selling the 

position to the highest bidder. 

Therefore, in t 67 BCE Antiochus took two additional drastic steps. The first step was to 

build a large fortress in close proximity to the Temple named the Acra. which was garrisoned 

with crack Greek troops?' According to Maccabees L "Then Antiochus and his forces huilt 

high walls and strong towers in the area north of the Temple. turning it into a fort...Thcy also 

brought in arms and supplies and stored in the fort all the loot that they had taken in 

Jerusalem. This fort became a great threat to the city:·•;,., 

The second step was that Antiochus issued an edict banning public pradice of Judaism 

upon pain of death. Maccabees I recounts that "The King also sent messengers with a decree 

to Jerusalem and all the towns of Judaea. ordering the people to f<.Jllow customs that were 

foreign to the country. I le orJcn:d them not to offer burnt olforings. grain offorings. or wine 

offerings in the Temple. and commanded them to treat Sabbaths and fcsti\'als as ordi1mry 

work days. They m:n: cn:n ordered to dclilc the Temple and the holy things in it. They 

were commanded to huild pagan altars. temples. and shrines. and to sacrifice pigs and other 

unclean animals there. They were forbidden to circumcise their sons and were required to 

make themsel\'es ritually unclean in every way they could. so that they would forget the Law 

which the Lord had given through Moses and ,vould disobey all its commands. The penalty 

" 7 Ben Sasson • . ·I l-li.'itm,-, I C)2. 
••H Book. --Jewish Joum~vs:· 7. t,,, I • 

Mac I :33. 35. 
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for disobeying the king·s decree was dcath.'' 100 This was the first recorded case of a 

specifically religious persecution in Jev.-ish history and essentially was a <lcdaration ohvar 

against the non-Hellenized Jews. 

Antiochus' edicts against the Jews remain puzzling. They seem 
counterintuitive to the Hellenistic tendencies of hyper-tolerance and 
assimilation. Polytheism is in general regarded as naturally tolerant, and 
it is a fact that Antiochus did not resort to religious compulsion in respect 
to other nations in his kingdom. The priests of the Babylonians and other 
nations continued to live their traditional religious lives and to serve their 
gods. Antiochus himself was particularly inclined towards the cult of 
Olymic Zeus, as is evidenced by the coins he struck, but there are no 
grounds for assuming that this attachment induced him to humiliate 
other cults, with the exception of the Jewish religion, which he persecuted 
mercilessly. 101 

It was precisely hccausc the Jews were •militant' about their monotheism that they were 

intractably opposed to practicing polytheism. and thus highly resistant to the idea of 

assimilating into the greater Hellenized culture. Antiochus decided that the only way to make 

the Jews to1crant. and thus malleable. \Vas to weaken the Jews· resolve to practice solely their 

obdurate monotheistic Judaism. The •tipping point" for the Jews was not the subjugation by 

a foreign power. they were used to that: rather. it was .-\ntiochus· targeted persecution that 

made the Je,,s frcl as if they had absolutely no choice but to renllt Yiokntly or forfeit their 

religiously com1rnm1.kd separate identity. 

In retrospect. the historian has to question the wisdom of Antiochus· logic. Certainly it 

seems as though J\ntiochus. like his Ptolemaic predecessors. could easily ha\'c pacified the 

Jews simply by not forcing polytheism upon them. Regardless. his plan backfired and 

provoked the Jc,vs into a fierce armed rebellion. Forty years of armed resistance and 

frequent military victory catapulted the Jews to a status far hcyond regaining their pre-revolt 

100 I Mac I :44-50. 
1111 Ben Sasson. A Histm:\', 205. 
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status quo which merely permitted them to practice thdr monotheistic Judaism as a pacified 

subjugated people within the Seleucid Empire. Under the pressure of necessity, Judaean 

Jewish armed rl.:'sistance morphed from pockets of guerilla brigades to battle•hardcncd 

victorious annics. As is relevant to this thesis. the historian has to wonder what is it that 

enabled these Jews. unaccustomed as they were to war, to he such strong warriors. What 

inspired their resolw to fight. and win. against almost consistently numerically superior, 

superbly trained. and better armed enemy armies? 

In an ironic pcripctcia. by the time the Hasmonean dynasty was establishedlO::!thc Jews 

had bested their Seleucid oppressors at war. 10:, greatly expanded their sovereign territory, 

purged the land of inimical gentile forces either by destroying nations or mass forced 

• 1114 d d . 11· . h 1· . . I R S <l com·crsmns. an cntcrc mto a rnm:cs wit orc1gn natmns sue 1 as omc •• parta. an 

Athens. It is essential to understand that all of these things were only possible because the 

Jews were able to tic Id such a powerful military force and control a piece of vitally strategic 

land. Only their military prov-:css cnahlcd them to defeat the Seleucid an11ies. conquer their 

neighbors. and to he an attractiYc ally to foreign powers. The history of Antiochus· edicts 

against the kws and the subsequent rise of the Jewish warriors and the Jewish Hasmoncan 

Empire arc chronich.:<l in the book of I Mm:cabcc. 

w~ Under Simon the Ethrmrch in 142 B.C.E. 
un .. The enmity between Hasmoncan Judaca and Tryphon automatically made Simon a natural ally of 
Tryphon·s opponent. Demctirus II. One consequence of this alliance was that Demetrius exempted Judaca from 
paying tribute lo the royal exchequer (in 1-12). Thus the independence of Judaea was acknowledged by the 
official representative of the Seleucid dynasty. The Jews themselves reckoned Jewish sovereignty from this 
year: · And the people of Israel began to write in their instruments and contracts: In the first year of Simon. 
High Priest. comrmmdcr and leader of the Jc\\ s· (I Mac 13:4:!) After twenty-five long years of struggle. Judaca 
had become a sovereign stat.:- in C\'ery respect The war. which had begun as a desperate revolt against !he 
religious policy of Antiochus Epiphancs. had gone far beyond its original aims and resulted in the re~ 
establishment of the Jewish slate after an interruption of more than 440 years:· (Ben Sasson • .-f flistm:,·. 215.) 
w, i.e. - the ldumeans under John Hyn:anus 
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Although there arc four non-canonical books that arc called 'Maccabce', most scholars 

consider only the first hook of Maccabees (Maccabcc 1) to he a reliable historical source; and 

as a source it has some value to be sure. It covers the forty year period from the accession of 

Antiochus ( 175 B.C.) to the death of Simon the Maccabee ( 135 B.C.). 1115 The Jewish revolt, 

lead by Matthathias and his five sons. Judah. Jonathan, Yochanan, Eliczar and Simon. had 

several phases. Despite being constantly out-armed and outmanncd. the Maccabees led an 

irregular anny of thousands of anti-I lcllcnist kws to fight battles in the mountains, to lay 

siege to enemy garrisons. and even in the open field. The Jewish revolt was both a war 

against the Seleucid hegemony and a civil one against the Hellenized Jews. 

The first phase of the war started in 167 BCE when Antioch us outla\\·ed Judaism. During 

the course of the next three years he sent various Greek generals with their armies to 

exterminate the Jewish rebels: but after suffering a series of surprising defeats, Antioch us 

ultimately was forced to declare a temporary truce. The first phase culminated \Vith the 

Jewish forces conquering Jerusalem. which allowed them to rededicate the Temple in the 

year 164 BCE. Retaking Jerusalem wus considered such a great military victory. and the 

rededication of the Tempk such an important e\'cnt. thut the rvtaccabccs declared an annual 

holiday ( I lanukkah) to cornmcmorate these Jewish victories. 106 

The second phase of the Jewish n:Yolt was less of a rchdlion than a rise to Jewish 

national independence under the leadership of Judah·s four brothers. The second stage 

recalls battles against their gentile neighbors. power struggles with competing local Jewish 

groups. pacts. betrayal. and alliances with \'arious other empires. The battles waged by what 

was to be knO\vn as the Hasmom:an dynasty did not always end in victory. but gradually they 

"'' Ciolds1cin. f ,\fai·rnhees, 62. 
icu, I Mac 4:59 
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were able to solidify their power and borders. and eventually expand far into neighboring 

territories. 

··Despite that fact that the text from which all translations have been dcri,·cd is the Greek 

of the Septuagint: modern scholarship believes that the Septuagint is itself a translation of a 

Hebrew original:'107 Historians infer this assertion from the sentence structure of I 

Maccabees which is certainly Hebrew and many expressions and words that occur which are 

literal translations of Hebrew idioms. 11111 This once extant. but no longer. original Hebrew 

Urtext is collaborated by St. Jerome 109 who reported that he saw the hook in llcbrcw. 110as 

well as Origen 111 who gi\"cs a transliteration of "its Semitic title·· which he reports as Sarheth 

Sarhane el. or more correctly Sarheth .\'arhwwiel. Though the meaning of this title is 

uncertain. it is decidedly either I lebrcw or Aramaic. 

Conventional scholarship dates l Maccahces somewhere between 135 B.C.E and 63 

B.C.E. The year 135 B.C.E marks the beginning of John Hyreanus· reign. the same ruler 

\\'ho is mentioned in the work·s concluding sentences: 

But someone ran to Gczcr ahead of Ptolemy's men and reported to 
John that his father and his brothers had been killed and that Ptolemy 
was sending his soldiers to kill him. John was horrified at the news, 
but, because he had been wurncd in advance, he was able to capture 
and put tu death the men who had been sent to kill him. Now the rest 
of what John did from the time he succeeded his father: his wars, his 
dL>eds of courage, his rebuilding of walls, and his other 
accomplishments, arc written in the chronicles of his reign as High 
Priest.112 

107 A hridge, / ,\lacmhee.\·, 171. 
ins i.e. - I Mac: I: 4. 15. 16. 4-4: II: 19. 4:!. 48; V: 37. 40: etc. ··These peculiarities can scarcely be explained by 
assuming that the writer was little versed in Greek. for a numhcr of instances show that he was acquainted with 
the niceties of the language." (Toy. ··Muccabccs. Book of.") 
10' 1 ca. 345 - -120 C.E. 
110 Goldstein,/ .\/m:rnht•l•s. 17. 
111 185- 284 C.E. 
11 ~ I Moc 16:21-24. 
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'"However. as the Romans arc throughout spoken of in terms of respect and friendliness. it is 

clear that the lerminus tul qm:m must be some time before the conquest of Jerusalem by 

Pompey in 63 B.C.E:·1 u As to whether the date can be more nearly determined scholars are 

not agreed. 

As this chapter is primarily concerned with Jewish self-identity as warrior. the authorship 

and audience of I Maccabees is of particular interest. Unfortunately. no hard evidence for 

either actual identity exists beyond that which one might infer from the literary work itself. 11" 

From the text the reader can ascertain that he was a devout Palestinian Jew who likely was 

either a participant in the Maccabcan fighting force. or had access to those Jewish warriors 

that did. The author also admired the I lasmoncan family and he hclicved that Jews owed 

their suJYival and success entirely to them: 

When the people of Israel heard about all this, they asked themselves, 
'How can we express our thanks to Simon and his sons? He, his 
brothers, and his father's whole family have been towers of strength 
for our nation. They have fought off our enemies and set the nation 
free ... Often when wars broke out in the country, Simon son of 
Mattathias, a priest of the Jehoiarib family, and his brothers risked 
their lives in prott'Cting our nation, our Temple, and our Law against 
our enemies. They have brought great glory to our nation. 115 

Additionally. from the text it is clear that the author held the warrior traits of the Jewish 

fighters in the highest csh.:cm. an<l that hi.! admired the strntcgic military acumen of the 

Jewish gcncrals. 11 " 

113 Goldstein, / Mm·rnn~'i:.v. 63: Altridgc. / Maffahi:l's. 171. 
11 ~ Although this author has not seen Utl)' scholars claim thut the author of I Maccabees is Jason of Cyrus, the 
author of II Maccabees claims to write a summary of a more detailed account ulrcady rccurded by a certain 
Jason of Cyrus. "I will now 1r-y to summarize in a single book the live volumes written by Jason." II Mac 2:23-
28. 
115 I Mac 14:25-26, 29. 
w, Toy. "Maccabees, Book of.") 
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Forgoing the possibilities that the narrative itself is merely embellishment or 

exaggeration, from the context and language of Maccabees l. the Jewish warriors arc treated 

as heroes. Throughout the text. certain warrior traits arc emphasized and lionized as 

admirable. For instance. as a group, the Jews who fought under Maccabean command arc 

described as "the strongest and bravest men in lsracl.'' 117 thus iterating that both strength and 

courage were qualities to be complimented and aspired lo, even if this description is 

embellished or exaggerated .. As important to the Jewish soldiers was their ability to fight, 

and win. in actual combat. "The battle began. and in lhe lwnd-Ju-huncl.fiKhlin}{ about 5.000 of 

Lysias· men were killed. When Lysias saw that his anny was being defeated and when he 

saw the reckless courage of Judas and his mcn .. :•IIR 

Perhaps the hcst description of the fierce Jewish warrior. one who is ahle to \\Teak havoc 

on the enemy on the battle-fidd. is the famous story recounted in Maccabees I of Eleazar 

slaying the elephant: 

When Eleazar Avaran saw that one of the elephants was larger than 
the others and that it was covered with royal armor, he thought that 
the king was riding on it. Eleazar sacrificed his life to save his people 
and to gain eternal fame. Ht• rau l,oldly t01l 1tmf tlu• l'leplumt, which was 
in the middle of a battalion of infantry. HL• rushed fonr 1ard killing men to 
fl,e rigltt 1111d /,:ft, 5() that f/,e c11e111y S()/dias fell back b~fore him 011 bot/, sides. 

He slipped under the elephant and stabbed it to death, and it fell on 
him and killed him. 11 4 

Although the physical ability of the Jewish warrior lo engage successfully in combat was 

lauded. their aggressi\·cness is credited for ·evening the odds· and ·leveling the playing 

11 ~ I Mac 2:-12. 
1111 I Mac -:1:34-35, italics mv own. 
11'' I Mac 6:43-46. italics m;· own. 
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field." For instance. as was typical. 120 in a particular battle Judah ·s troops were very much 

outnumbered by the army of general Gorgias so much so that the Gentiles were confident in 

their victory. Judah realized that if he waited for Gorgias· army to attack. thus allowing the 

battle to commence on Gorgias· terms .md al his pace. the Jews would be slaughtered. 

Instead. as was typical. Judah did the unexpected and attacked the much bigger enemy force, 

thus aggressively capitalizing on his own troop·s desperation and utilizing the element of 

surprise: 

When the Gentiles saw Judas and his men preparing for battle, they 
moved out of their camp to fight. Then Judas and his men sounded 
their trumpets and attacked. The Gentiles broke ranks and fled to the 
plain ... altogether they killed about ~,000 of the enemy.121 

The Jews often surprised the enemy forces with unexpected moves and fierce attacks. but 

it is their ruthlessness that is often lauded throughout the text: 

So Judas and his army s11dde,i/y tw·m•d and attacked Bozrah by the desert 
road, captured the town, and killed every man in it. They looted the 
town and set it on fire.1:?2 

By killing all of the town·s men and razing it to the ground the Maccabees were ensuring 

that they would not ha\'c to worry ahout those men flanking them as they continued their 

campaign. relieved themselves of having to guard and feed prisoners. and guaranteed that 

they would not ha\'c to sack the same fortilicJ town twice. Remember. most of this war was 

not hctwcen two established countries with land. n:sources and ambassadors~ rather. Judah 

and his troops were always on the run. li\'ing off the land. and operating under the threat of 

iw "The military position of Judacn was precarious. for even Antiochus· forces on the near side of the Euphrates 
were far more numerous and better lraini.!d than the fighters who gathered under the banner of the 
llasmoneans.'' (Ben Sasson • . ·I lliswry. 207.) 
1~1 1 Mac4:12-15. 
m I MacS:28. 
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existential extermination. The modern reader might consider being ·ruthless· less than 

admirable. but to the l\faccabecs. it was a trait that would help ensure their survi\'al. 

According to the text, it really was the literal survival of the Jews that ,vas at stake. 

Indirectly the argument can he made that if Antiochus· goals were met. and Judacan Judaism 

was destroyed, than the other isolated settlements of Jewish populations outside of Judaea 

would not have had the psychological or physical strength to maintain their separate identity 

and thus would have disappeared from history. Be that as it may. certainly the very existence 

of the Jewish rebels. numbering in the many thousands. v.·as at perilous risk because 

Antiochus· definitive primary goal was their absolute destruction. One instance where this is 

conveyed is when ··Lysias was ordered (hy Antiochus) to send an army against the Jews. 

especially the Jews in Jerusalem. to hreak their power and destroy them so that no trace of 

them would remain. He was ordered to take their land and give it to foreigners:· m The 

threat of extermination from the powerful ruling king would have been. and according to the 

text was. taken seriously. 1 :!-1 Many times throughout I Maccabees the Jewish commanders 

remind the Jewish troops that they arc lighting for their lives and the surYival of their 

people. 1:!~ Psychologically. this fact might explain why the kwish troops \\'Crc so fierce. so 

aggressive. and at times. so ruthless. The Gentile empires could always afford to retreat and 

to regroup in order to light another duy: however the Jews could not afford such a luxury as 

each defeat was hugely costly and potentially final. 

In I Maccabees. the Jewish commander is portrayed as the quintessential soldier and 

Jewish citizen. with his warrior attributes considered ideal. In describing his battle­

endowments with admiration. the Maccabcc become the archetype for what the Jewish man 

123 I Mac 3:35-36. also see Nacanor·s orders in I Mac 7:26. 
124 Sec I Mac 9:..J4. 
m See I Mac 3:59. 
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can. and ought to be. Although it is difficult to prioritize all of his characteristics. it is clear 

that his most valuable trait is the ability to lead Jewish armies to victory, thus not only 

ensuring Jewish survival. but also commanding that Jews be respected for their battle 

prowess. and treated as such. 126 This is demonstrated when Matthathias passes leadership to 

Judah. He is told, ··Judas Maccabeus has been strong all his life. he will be your commander 

and will lead you in battle against the enemy .... A vcnge the wrongs done to ym1r people. Pay 

back the Gentiles for what they have done:·127 From this statement it is clear that Judah's 

main role is to lead the Jews to military victory. Similarly, when the mantle of leadership 

passes from Jonathan to Simon. Maccabees I reports that the people enthusiastically rallied 

"and they answered with a loud shout. ·You arc now our leader in place of your brothers 

Judas and Jonathan. Fight our lrnr.\·, and w,· will do ll'hute,·er you ask. ••l.:!k 

The Jewish leader. however. does not just direct his troops from a safe distance: but 

rather picks up his sword to lead the charge and in doing so. inspires other men to do the 

same. ·'Judas was the first to cross the rh·cr against the enemy. cmd all hi.~ men.fiJl/owed 

him. ••l::!'J In a manner rl.!minisccnt of his biblical naml.!sakl.! and t:Xl.!mplar. the text describes 

Judah as being a fierce warrior who slays with his sword and inspires fear in his enemies. 

Judas brought greater glory to his people. 
In his armor, he was like a giant. 
He took up his ,.,·capons and went to war. 
With his own sword he defended his camp. 
He was like a ferocious lion roaring as it attacks. 110 

1~1' See I Mac 11 :52 ancr Jonathan saved Kini! Demetrius from the gentile mob at 1\ntioch. 
127 I Mac 2:66-68. ~ 
l~H I Mac 13:8-9. italics my own. 
':9 I Mac 5:43, ilalics my own. 
'-'0 I Mac 3:3-4. 
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The Jewish warrior. as portrayed in the text. docs not just fight for his own survival, but 

frn Jews everywhere: 

Jews lived beyond Judaea itself. The Jewish population was particularly 
dense in the three districts of southern Samaria - Lydda, Ephraim and 
Ramathaim ... Naturally, some of them sought political union with Judaea, 
and during the Hasmonean Revolt the Jews from the hills to the north and 
north-west of Jerusalem and from the Plain of Lydda were among the 
most valiant of the fighters. Even the actual cradle of the revolt, Modi'in, 
seems to have lain outside Judaea, in the district of Lydda.131 

Often these Jewish populations were isoh1tt.!d amongst hostile Gentile neighbors. and 

were subject to retrihution for Je\vish victories elsewhere in the region. A good many of the 

battles described in I Maccabees arc battles in greater Palestine fought against the Gentile 

nations with whom the Jewish population was interspersed. 

We must not forget that the settlements of the Jewish population in 
Palestine- whether in Judaea or elsewhere- were surrounded by a hostile 
gentile population; and while this population was of widely differing 
ethnic origins, Hellenistic rule provided it, stratified as it was, with 
something like a united Hellenized leadership.132 

The text itself relays the atmosphere in these years and the violently tense relations with 

the Gentile ncighhors: --when the neighhoring nations heard that they Jews had built the altar 

and restored the Temple as it had hecn before. they were so furious that they made up their 

minds to destroy all the Jews who were li\'ing about them. So they began to murder and kill 

our pcop1c:· 1" In these years of war, often .lcwish settlements beyond Palestine took part in. 

or were dragged into. the fighting. The text relays that when a Jewish settlement was in 

danger, they \\·ould cry out to Judah: --Many of us have already hcen killed. Come rescue 

1., 1 Ben Sasson .. ·I lfi.,·tmT, I 98. 
1 ' 2 Ben Sasson. A His rm:,·. I l)7. 
133 I Mac 5:1-2. · 
DI I Mac 5:12. 
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In Maccabees I. the Jewish commanders consider the lives of Jews under attack their 

responsibility, and often the Jcv,.-ish army takes great risks us to sa\'e Jewish brethren from 

annihilation. ··They left there and marched all night to the fortress at Dathcma ... (with the 

war-cry) •Fight today for our tc11ow Jcws! .. "136 However. once those Jewish populations 

were saved, they could not just be left alone v.'ith the hnpcs that they could def end 

themselves: rather. under the protection of the Jewish troops those remote Jewish populations 

were relocated to more secure areas in Judaca. n 7 •·Then Judas gathered together all the Jews 

in Gilead to take them back to Judaea with him. It was a large group of all kinds of people, 

together with their wives and children:· nK In this way. the Jewish troops could be 

augmented with new rcsen·es. Jewish innocents could be protected. and the Maccabees 

would not have to worry about ha\'ing to divert further military resources to protect isolated 

Jewish settlements. This ingathcring of Jews into Judaca would also enable their 

contemporary aspirations of Jewish nationalism. 

As seen when Judah was facing insurmountable odds in his final battle. the Jewish 

general was portrayed as having courage in thi: face or death and the resolve ncvc:r to back 

down. ··Nc\'er let it be said that I ran from a battle. If our time has come. lcf s die bm,·cly for 

our follow Jews and not leave any stain on our honor:· 1-' 11 The text shows that the Jewish 

general inspires his men and has the courage to keep on lighting no matter what. The 

message here is clear: fighting they at least lmvc a chance. but by being passive they will 

surely die: 

m And go to great expense, as seen in the few instances when the Maccabcan leadership was ahlc to pay 
ransom for Jewish prisoners of war. Sec l Mac 9:70. 
n,, I Mac 5:29. 32 - similarly the Maccabees marched on Bozmh. Alcnu. Mul,;cd. Bolo! ,llld Chuspho to sa\'c 
threatened Jewish populations. 
117 Goldstein,/ Mae'cahees, 293. 
m I Mac 5:45. 
,w I Mac 9:10. 
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When Judas' men saw the army coming against them, they asked, 
'how can our little group of men fight an army as big as that? Besides, 
we have not eaten all day, and we are tired!' 'It is not difficult,' Judas 
answered, 'for a small group to overpower a large one. It makes no 
difference to the Lord whether we arc rescued by many people or by 
just a few. Victory in battle does not depend on who has the largest 
army; it is the Lord's power that determines the outcome. Our 
enemies are coming against us with great violence, intending to 
plunder our possessions and kill our wives and children. But we are 
fighting for our lh·cs and our rcligion.140 

It is this attitude. this example. which inspires the common Jewish man. even in the story. 

to rise up and claim his right to fight his enemy. ·•Toe Jews pursued them all day long from 

Adasa to Gczcr. As they followed. they kept sounding the call to battle on the trumpets. ·•and 

from a/1 lhe surrounding ,·i/lu~,•s <?fJuclaea people came out and attacked lhe.fleein# enemy 

.fi·om the sicles:·1-' 1 This forced them back toward the Jews who were chasing them. and all of 

the enemy were killed in the fight. Not one of them survived:·1" 2 Herc the Jew is no longer a 

passive minority subject to the whim of a foreign power. but rather is a member of u warrior 

nation who rallies to tight fi.)r his own people. 

The Maccuhccs arc portrayed with traits that go for beyond physical abilities. courageous 

attitudes and leadership skills: they were smart and strategic as well. As military leaders. the 

Jewish commanders could light on multiple frontsw using guerilla tactics. open field 

strategy. i.i.i and c,·en emulate enemy tactics to lay siege to fortified towns. ··so Judas decided 

,.m I Mac 3: 18-21 . 
Hi I Mac 5:22-24. 
•~~ I Mac 5:19-20. 
11~ This occurs in I Mac 7:45-46 utier Jonathan lights and wins a battle that was strategically important to 
Alexander. 
in I Mac 5: 18-20. 
IH "Under Jonathan and Simon the Jewish armies proved that they were 1101 confined to lhe hilly terrain of 
Judaea and could successfully engage the royal annics even in the plains. far from their bases.'" (Ben Sasson. A 
History, 207.) 



to get rid of them and called all the people together to besiege the fort. The people 

assembled and laid siege to the fort. ... They built siege platfom1s and battering rams."" 145 

Another trait that the Jewish warrior, and commander, possessed is that they were •Joyal 

to the law of Moses· but they were able to balance their religion with the practicalities of 

war. Primarily this balance is demonstrated in the Maccabees' decision to wage war on 

Shabbat. despite the apparent religious tradition to the contrary. In the early part of the initial 

revolt. communities of Jews \\·ere slaughtered without even attempting to defend themselves 

because the Gentile armies attacked them on the Sabbath. These Jewish communities 

believed that it was better to be killed rather than to desecrate Shabbat. 141, In other words, 

these Jews were too religious to survi\"e the realities of war. which in the Gentile world is not 

suspended for the Jewish Sahhath. 

Upon hearing about these massacres, Mattathias and the other commanders made a 

conscious decision that it was better to violate the Sabbath rather than be killed. ··When 

Mattathias and his friends heard the news about this. they were greatly saddened and said to 

one another. · t fall of us do as these other Jews have done and refuse to fight the Gentiles to 

defend our li\"cs and our religion. we will soon be \\'ipcd off the focc of the earth.' On that 

day they decided that if unynnc attacked them on the Sahhath. they would defend themselves. 

so that they would not all die ,1s othl.!r Jews had died in the can:s:· 14 i Thus Matt.lthias 

decided to change the law for the best possible reason. that being survival. 

Once the Jewish rcn,lt saw some initial success. especially at\cr Antiochus admitted 

defeat by suing for a treaty. the Maccabees were adept at establishing diplomatic relations 

1~5 I Mac 5:19~20. 
1~r, Aaron Panken (Pankcn. 77"' Rh~•tork·. 9,) cites Moshe Herr"s reconstruction of history. Warfare on Shabbat 
was entirely forbidden before the incident with Mattathias. but aller Mattathias· decision to fight on Shabbat. 
the practice of delensive war on Shabbat was thereatler permitted. 
1~7 I Mac 2:35-38. 
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with other empires. mainly Ptomaic Egypt. 1-1!( the Spartans1•N and the Romans. 150 By 

establishing allianccs with the enemies of thdr enemies. the Hasmoncans gained powerful 

allies who further buttressed their legitimacy. strengthened their reputation, and e,·entually 

enabled their national independence. 

It is interesting that in the diplomatic letters to Sparta. both the Hasmoneans and the 

Spartans claim ·blood-relation· to each other. thus further legitimating their alliance ... The 

following is a copy of the earlier letter: King Arius of Sparta to Onias the I Ugh Priest. 

greetings. We have found a document about the Spartans and the Jews indicating that we are 

related and that both of our nations arc descended from Abraham:·151 Sparta was known for 

their fierce fighting and desire for independence. often defeating much larger armies. Could 

the Jews have identified with the Spartan warrior mentality. thus influencing them to suggest 

that the two nations were related? Although purely speculative. a lack of evidence for other 

connections makes this assumption plausible. 

The most important diplomatic alliance that the I lasmoncans sought ,vas with the 

ambitious Roman Empire. 1~:? Rome accepted the Jews· offer of alliance and sent a letter. 

engraved in bronze. to Jerusalem as a rl.!cord of their trcaty.' 53 In part. the treaty reads: 

May things go well for the Romans and for the Jewish nation on land 
and Sea! May they l'll'\'Cr ha,·c crn.>mics, and may they never go h.1 war. 
But if war i!-i declared first against Rome or any of her allies anywhere, 

UM "When King Alexander heard what Jonathan had done. he gave him cYen greater honors. I-le sent him a 
gold shoulder buckle. which is given only to those honored with the title. ·rclati\:c to the King.· Uc also gave 
him the city of Ekron and its surrounding territory."(! Mac 10:88-89.) 
1~,. I Mac 12:20. 
150 I Mac 8: 17-30. 
1~1 I Mac 12:19-21. 
152 ··Relations with states outside the Seleucid empire .ilso rccci\'cd attention. The embassy to Rome dispatched 
by Judas and the resultant treaty of alliance. recorded on bronze tubhits in Jcrusalcm ... was conlirmcd under 
Jonathan and Simon. in whose reign Rome again inter\'cncs in Seleucid affairs on behalf of the Jews. 
Furthennore. the author records on sc\'eral occasions between the Jews and the Spartans."' as well as the 
Athenians. This was helpful in consolidating Judaca ·s intcmational standing. (Allridge. / Maccuhf.!t>.,·. 174.) 
15' I Mac 8:22. 
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the Jewish nation will come to her aid with wholehearted support, as 
the situation may require ... and in the same way, if war is declared first 
against the Jewish nation, the Romans will come to their aid with 
hearty support, as the situation may require.15.l 

Butting against the front-lines of the Sdeuci<l Empire, the Jewish people's fight for 

independence was strategically vital to Rornc·s imperialist expansionist policy. It seems that 

Rome was almost looking for an excuse to engage the Sclcucids in war. as can be seen when 

the Senate confronts the Seleucid king Dcmi:trius by asking him, ··Why have you trcah:d our 

friends and allies, the Jews. so harshly? If they complain to us about you one more time. we 

will support their causc an<l go to war against you on land and sca:· 155 The Jewish leaders 

engaged in international intrigue and alliances through war and diplomacy with soldiers and 

ambassadors: but from Maccabccs I it is ch:ar that the Jews were only rnluahle to these 

foreign powers because of their military power and their potential to control such a strategic 

location. 

From the text it is clear that the Jews also admired the Romans. and \Vere inspired by the 

Roman way of waging war and their ability to conquer their enemies. Perhaps the 

Hasmoncans modeled themselves after their Roman contemporaries. at least in their 

ambitions to expand their empire. collect trihutc from their neighboring nations. and have 

their military command respect: 

Judas had heard about the Romans and their reputation as a military 
power ... People had told him about the wars the Romans had fought 
and their heroic acts among the Gauls, whom th~y had conquered and 
forced to pay taxes. By careful planning and persistence, they had 
conquered the whole country, even though it was far from Rome. 
They had overcome the kings (and) defeated them so badly that the 
survivors had to pay annual taxes ... took their wives and children 
captive, plundered their possessions, occupied their land, tore down 

151 I Mac 8:23-25. 27. 
1' 5 I Mac &:31-32. 
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their fortresses, and made them slaves. They also Jcstroyed or made 
slaves of. .. everyone who had fought against thcm. 15° 

The other clear role-model that Maccabees I consistently refers to is the biblical one. The 

Jewish commanders frequently re for to the great military deeds and accomplishments of their 

ancestors: reasoning that that same blood t1ows through their veins. and thus the Maccabean 

Jews also have the potential for greatness in battle. Matthathias· last speech to his sons while 

on his deathbed demonstrates this succinctly: 

When the time came for Mattathias to die, he said to his sons, 'these 
are times of violence and distress. Arrogant people are in control and 
have made us an object of ridicule. But you, my sons, must be devoted 
to the Law and ready to die to defend God's covenant with our 
ancestors. Remember n1/mt your ancestors did and ll011• muc/1 tlu.>y 
nccomplislled i11 their day. Folloll' tlieir example (emphasis added) ... 137 

From the genesis of the Revolt. the author of Maccabees I employs the biblical reference 

of Phinehas as an ancestor who zealously engaged in the righteous killing of not only a 

gentile. but also of a fellow Jew: 

Shaking with rage, he (Mattathias) ran forward and killed the man 
right there on the alter. He also killed the royal official who was 
forcing the people to sacrifice. In this way Mattathias showed his deep 
devotion for the Lmr• j11":>l 115 Pl1i11elws had dom• 111lte11 lw killed Zimri 5011 (f 
Salu. 158 

The intended inference is that just as Phinchus was n:wardcd by (irn.1 15'1 ti.ir killing a kw who 

was straying under the detrimental influence of a Gentile. 1611so too Mattathius acted 

righteously in his decisions to kill. 

151' I Mac 8: 1-11. 
157 I Mac 2:49-51. italics m, own. 
1~M I Mac 2:2-1-25; emphasi~ my own. 
15'' The priestly line continues through Phinehas. This was interpreted as a sign ofGod·s fovor. 
1"" Phinehas speared Zimri while he was in the act of sexual intercourse with a non-Israelite woman. ( Numbers 
25:7-8) 
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The fi.1ct that the Jewish troops were always outnumhcrcd by the Gentile armies. and that 

the odds were always against them. caused thi.: Jcv-.-s to ri.:mcmhcr that they arc descended 

from the same shepherd Da\'id who killed the Philistine giant Goliath despite Goliath's size. 

am10r, and training ... In the following year Lysias gathered an army of 60.000 well-trained 

infantry and 5.000 cavalry. intending to conquer the Jews ... Judas came to meet them with 

10.000 men. When Judas saw how strong the cncmy·s army \\'as. he prayed. · We will praise 

you. Savior of Israel. You broke the attack of the giant hy the hand of your servant 

David ... ·· 1111 Consistent with their hiblical role model David, who expanded the Jewish 

kingdom through wac those few Jews were c,·cntually able to expand their borders under the 

I Ii, 
Hasmoncan dynasty for beyond .ludaea. -

Even the Jewish expansion outside of Judaca was not considered. by those Jews. 

conquering new territory: but rather it was merely reclaiming what had already been 

conquered by their ancestors. and thus naturally belonging to the descendcnts of those 

biblical heroes ... Simon answered. ·We ha\'c newr taken land away from other nations or 

confiscated anything that belonged to other pcopk. On the contrary. we huvc simply taken 

hack property that \\'C inherited from our uncestors. land that had been unjustly taken away 

from us hy our enemies at one time or another. We arc now only making use of this 

opportunity to rccoYcr our ancestral haitagc:· 11,_~ According to Simon. th1.: Jewish warrior 

was merely a continuation from their biblical ancestors und their military achicwmcnts. 

1h1 I Mac 4:28-30. 
th~ ··More Jewish war expansion occurred under John I lyrcanus ( 134-132 BCE) ... in every direction, including 
the annexation ortdumea, where its population was forced to convert to Judaism ... The con4uests by John 
1-lyrcanus and Aristobulus increased Judaea lo sc,·cral times its former size. (Ben Sasson. The llistm:\·. 218.) 
... and Alexander Jannai's ( !03-76 BCE) reign was a succession of conquests and wars. Under his rule, 
1-lasmonean Judaea reached ils largest territorial size." (Ben Sasson. The llistory, 220.) 
11'3 I Mac 15:33-34. 
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To summarize. with the blood of biblical military heroes pulsing through his veins. the 

Jewish warrior as presented in Maccabees I was strong. hra\'C. aggressive and when needed. 

ruthless. The Jewish warrior was not just fierce in hand-to-hand combat, but was smart and 

fought strategically. Versatile in his attack and unpredictable in his sudden parleys, the 

Jewish warrior was not afraid to die in battle and fought for Jews everywhere. But the 

Maccabean warrior was not a savage. but rather was a righteous man who was able to 

balance his religious duties with the practical realities of war. Thus, through his battle­

prowess and strategic acumen, the Jew commanded respect from both his enemy and his 

alley; and thus was able to establish his independence from foreign reign. conquer his Gentile 

neighbors. and aptly maneuver through international diplomacy with the greatest nations in 

the known world. In I Maccabees. the Jewish warrior who can fight was someone to be 

praised, respected. emulated and held up as a role model for what a Jewish man should be. 

Along those lines is the origin of the holiday of l·lanukkah. initiated by the Maccabees 

upon defeating the Seleucid annies in the most important battle of that war. As suggested in 

the context of Maccabees I. an annual nationalistic holiday to commemorate the Jewish 

military victory and resulting rededication of The Tcmplc 11'"1 would serve to remind the 

Jewish people of their ability to physically O\'Crcomc enemy armies. as well as their 

astonishing success in maintaining their separate identity as a monotheistic people. Re­

conquering Jcrusulcm and reclaiming The Temple was no small feat. to the contrary. 

according to Maccabees I Antiochus· army ha<l 60.000 troops supported by 5.000 cavalry 165 

commanded by Lysias. the cmpcror·s own cousin. By defeating his powerful anny. the 

relatively small force of Jewish warriors were able to force a temporary truce with terms that 

1~ Commemorating victory on the 25th Kislcv in the Year 164 BCE. 
IM I Mac 4:28. 
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included annulling Antiochus· anti-Jewish decrees. Following that battle fi:lr Jerusalem. 

Judah"s subsequent rededication of The Temple was both a poignant symbol ofthc Jewish 

revolt's success and the pride that the Jewish warrior was warranted for his perfom1ancc on 

the battle-field. 

However. the explanation for the cclehration of Hanukkah, which seems so clear in the 

context of Maccabees I, changes over time to something very different. ··Each of the four 

main ancient sources on the events of Hanukkah: Maccabees I, Maccabees II. Josephus· 

Antiquities. and the Talmud each have different interpretations on the emotionally charged 

culmination of the first stage of the Hasmoncan revolt. which was the rededication of the 

Temple by Judah and his followcrs.'" 1M' 

Bv the time the Talmud was cm.lilied in the 61h_7,h Ccnturv C.E. the rabbis had all but ., . 
omitted the military aspect of the holiday and replaced the accomplishments of the Jewish 

v,arrior with a religious ·miracle· story. not seen in any of the earlier sources. concerning a 

cask of oil that inexplicably lasted eight days and a menorah. By the time of the Talmud·s 

codification. the rahbis had succeeded in obscuring a decisi\'dy nationalistic holiday 

commemorating Jewish military \'iclory and replacing it with a religious story which was 

almost Yoid of any military memory. Additionally insightful. this story is not treated with 

any seriousness in the Mishnah or Toscphtah. Viewed another w.1y. each agc·s authority has 

recognized Hanukkah as a cclehrution that Israel was ohligl!<l to commemorate: howc,·cr. 

what exactly the Jewish people were celebrating Yurics greatly with each age's historical 

context and particular agenda. 

The only primary contemporary sources from the Temple vicinity of the e\'cnts of 

Hanukkah arc the two books of the Maccabees. II Maccabees is similar to I Maccub1.:es In 

lh(, Book. "Jewish Journeys." 11. 
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that it was ,Hittcn around the same time and general covers the same events over the same 

period of time: howc\"cr it was written in Oreck for a Diaspora audience by an anonymous 

author who admits to writing a summary of a previous account written by a certain Jason of 

Cyrus. 167of,vhom. nothing is known. Much more so than Maccabees I. the author attributes 

Jewish human accomplishment. including military victories, to God and miracles. He also 

professes his hope not only to infom1 his audience. but to entertain it. 1611 

After the Maccabean military ,·ictory. Maccabees I goes on to say: 

The twentv-fifth dav of the ninth month, the month of Kislev, in the , . 
year 1491ti9was the anniversary of the day the Gentiles had desecrated 
the altar. On that dav a sacrifice was offered on the new altar in 
accordance with the Law of Moses. The new altar was dedicated and 
hymns were sung to the accompaniment of harps, lutes and cymbals. 
All the people bowed down \'1.'ith their faces to the ground and 
worshipped and praised the Lord for gizii11g tltem Pictory ... For eight 
days they celebrated the rededication of the altar ... then Judas, his 
brothers, and the entire community of Israel decreed that the 
rededication of the altar should be celebrated with a festival of joy and 
gladness at the same time each year, beginning on the twenty-fifth of 
the month of Kish~\' and lasting for eight days. 170 

From the text. it is dear that the twcnty-filih of Kislcv marked historical hook-ends with 

the anniversary of when ·the ( icntiks had <lcsccrntcd the altar· on one end and the 

rededication on the other. From the context of !'vlaccahces l. (""then Judas ordered scm1e of his 

soldiers to attack the men in the: fort 1; 1whik he puriticd the Tcmplc:· 1;.2 it appears as though 

Judah led his troops directly to The Temple as soon as they achieved victory. thus we can 

w ··J will now try to summarize in a single hook the li\'c rnlumcs written by Jason. The number of details and 
the bulk of material can be m·cr,,hclming for anyone who wants to read an account of the events. But I have 
attempted to simplit}· it for all readers: those who read for sheer pleasure will find enjoyment and those who 
want to memorize the facts,, ill not find it difficult ... I will leave the matter of details to the original author and 
attempt to give only a summary of the events:· II Mac 2:23-28. 
1" 8 II Mac 15:39. 
""' Corresponds with 164 A.C.E. 
170 I Mac 4:52-59. italics mv own. 
171 The Acra. • 
172 I Mac 4:4 I. 
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assume that the 25th of Kisle\' was the actual day where the Jews were victorious. What is 

more, it is dear from the text that the Jews understood that the only reason that they were 

able to rededicate The Temple was because of their military victory ... which is \vhy they 

specifically "praised the Lord for their victory." It seems that for the writer of Maccabees I, 

the rededication and the tviaccabean victory were inseparably linked, but that the former 

could not ha\'c happened without the latter. Thus. at least in large part, Hanukkah clearly 

was a celebration to commemorate the military accomplishments of the Jewish soldiers. 

In I Maccabees there is no mention of the cruse of oil that miraculously burned for eight 

days and similarly .. there is no mention of the nine branched menorah that ,vould become a 

central feature of the festival. Rather the holiday seems to have been instituted as an 

independence day to commemorate the founding of the Hasmoncan Dynasty:· 173 

When Jason of Cyrcnc writes about this holiday in II Maccabees. he explains the holiday 

to the Jews of Alexandria as a ·Sukkot" of winter with the expressed intent to ha\'C the 

Diaspora community begin to celebrate it annually: thus the historian can infer that the 

community of Alexandria was prc\'iously unaccustomed to do so. E\'cn though Maccabees II 

is similar to Maccahccs I in that it relays the historiography of the Maccahcan rc\·olt. when it 

comes to explaining the miracle he hind the cight day cclchration of the 25th of Kisle\'. Jason 

gi\'cs a Ycry difforcnt explanation: 

From the Jews of Jerusalem and Judaca to those in Egypt, warm 
greeting ... we thank God because he saved us from great danger. We 
were like men ready to fight against a king, but God drove the enemy 
from our holy city. When King Antiochus arrived in Persia, his army 
seemed impossible to defeat, but they were cut to pieces ... (and so) on 
the twenty-fifth day of the month of Kislev we will celebrate the 
Festival of Rededication just as we celebrate the Festival of Shelters 
(Sukkote). We thought it important to remind you of this, so that you 

m Book. ••Jewish Journeys." 12. 
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too mav celebrate this fostival. In this wav vou will remember how fire . . . 
appeared when Nehemiah offered sacrifices after he had rebuilt the 
Temple and the altar. At the time when our ancestors were being 
taken to exile in Persia, a few de,·out priests took some fire from the 
altar and secretlv hid it in the bottom of a drv cistern. Thev hid the fire . ., . 
so well that no one ever discovered it. Years later, when it pleased 
God, the Persian emperor sent Nehemiah back to Jerusalem, and 
Nehemiah told the descendents that they had found no fire but only 
some oily liquid. Nehemiah then told them to scoop some up and 
bring it to him. When everything for the sacrifice had been placed on 
the altar, he told the priests to pour the liquid over both the wood and 
the sacrifice. After this was done and some time had passed, the sun 
appeared from behind the clouds, nnd suddenly everything on the 
altar burst into flames. Everyone looked on in amazement. .. Nehemiah 
and his friends called the li4uid 11,•pl,tlwr, which means 
'purification' ... 174 

Although titting with the style of II Maccabees in that the military \'ictory of the 

Maccabees was credited to God. the miracle that is being commemorated seems to he 

referring to ·the sacrificial fire that Nehemiah found almost three centuries before the 

Maccabean rededication! Again the cruse of oil and the f\fonorah are not mentioned in this 

source.· 175 

Josephus. \\Tiling in the first century CE. in his .le1dsh Allliquilit•s similarly sets the 

context for the rcdcdkation of The Temple as the culmination of the Jews military \'ictory 

over their Gentile l!ncmii.:s. Josephus <locs rdcr to Chanukah as the --Festival or Lights .. 

without giving a reason. I le describes the first Chanukah: 

Judah and the men of his town celebrated the restoration of the 
sacrifices in the Temple for eight days, and omitted no sort of 
celebration, but made their hearts glad with expensive and splendid 
sacrifices. And he honored God with songs of praise on the harp, and 
he delighted the people. They were so very glad at the revival of their 
customs, when, after a long intermission, they unexpectedly regained 

17-1 II Mac I: 1-36. 
175 Book. •·Jewish Journeys." 12. 
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their freedom of worship, that they made it a law for posterity to 
celebrate the restoration of the Temple worship for eight days. And 
from that day to this we celebrate the festival and call it Lights. 17n 

Josephus. who is not reticent in writing about miracles, admits that he is 
unsure of the origin of the name, 'Festival of Light.' He guessed that its 
origin may have to do with the regaining of Jewish freedom. Josephus 
failed to mention any customs relating to the observance of this holiday. 
He did mention that the celebration is eight days in duration, however, 
once again the cruse of oil and the Menorah are not referred to.177 

However. it stands to reason that the name · Fcsti,al of Lights· could be a cultural reference 

or precursor ·menorah·. 

To this author it is clear thar in Maccabees I. Maccabees II and Josephus. although the 

exact nature of the miracle that Israel annually commemorates varies considerably. each of 

those works contains the explanation for celebration within the context of Jewish revolt and 

military Yictory in Jerusalem. Thus. the reader of each of those works understands that it was 

the Jewish military ,·ictory (whether through human strategic genius or the grace of God) 

which led to the Jews regaining the Temple and being able to rededicate it after purification. 

This is not the case with the Mishnah. Toscphtah or the Talmud. Today Hanukah is 

considered the first post-hihlicul ksti, al in Judaism. Although the holiday is in fact 

mentioned in the Mishnuh six timcs. 1; 11 its co,·erugc as a militury \'ictory in both the Mishnah 

and the Talmud is marginalized to the point of obscurity. Unlike the earlier texts mentioned 

where the holiday is clearly in the context of the Jc,,ish military \'ictory. in the tractate of 

Shabbat. 1 lanukkah is casually rclcrrcd to as an aside during a discussion about Shabbat 

candles: 

171' Josephus . ..I 111 .• 12. 
177 Book. ··Jewish Joumevs:· 13. 
178 These arc m. Ta ·w,it. 2; IO; m. i\lukkot. 3 :9: 111. Rosh llaSha1wli I :3: m. l1ikkurim I :6, 6:6: 111. Megilfolt 3:4. 
(Pankcn. ""the liturgy," chupler 2.) 
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li'JTlJ ?tO inN 7::1 N7N 1N~i'J N'?i 1ji1::l ,z::nn~J, ,NJii'J'tlln rr:i m:i?i'J ;'iiJltll;)i 

OJ ,:i ;'jil)j]J , 11"iN c,-, ji"'?iii'? N?N 1J ;1";i N?i , .,,,,. Fi:> "i'tll mmn:i nJ17:1 ;'j'l;i!L,' ,,;,:i o,:m., c:ri'J'I mNtu'3.ii ow:::ip nimot ;,Jw, .c,i'J, :,Jmw rn:m ii?""ii;il 
.:i~11:i1 

What is Hanukkah? As the rabbis taught: On the twenty-fifth (day) 
Kislev the days of Hanukkah begin. They (the holiday) arc eight 
days .... for when the Greeks entered the Temple they contaminated all 
the oil that was in the Temple. And when the royal Hasmonean House 
gained the upper hand and vanquished them, (the Hasmoncans) 
searched and found only one flask of oil that was lying with (out of 
sight) with the Kohen Gadol's seal (still intact). And it contained only 
(enough oil) to kindle (the menorah) for one day. (however) a miracle 
was performed with (this oil) and they kindled (the menorah) for eight 
days. (Because of this) In the following year the Hasmoneans and the 
Sanhedrin established and rendered these eight days festival days with 
respect to Halle I and 'thanksgiving'. 179 

The Talmud·s explanation of Hanukkah sccms to be a bit of an amalgamation from all of 

the earlier sources. but without the military emphasis. Like the previously mentioned ancient 

texts in this chapter. it docs reiterate that the holiday is for eight days and begins on the 25th 

of Kislev. It also refers to the Greek dcsecrntion of the Temple: hmvever. the Greek 

desecration is not a general desecration of unclean animals and statues to foreign Gods as in I 

Maccahccs. 180 but rather is limited to the sacred oil. This is reminiscent of II ~laccahccs· 

explanation of Nehemiah· s neplulwr. hut attrihuted to the I lasmoncan rededication rather 

than to that biblical character. Tractak Shabhat docs cite that this miracle occurred in the 

aftermath of the Hasmoncan victory. but this one line is casually mentioned without the 

grand battle conkxt of the previously mentioned texts. The Talmud says that the holiday is 

"'' h. Shahhat 21 h. 
IMO I Mac I :46-47, "They ... defiled the T emplc and the holy things in it. .. (and) built pagan altars and 
shrines ... to sacrifice pigs and other unclean animals there:· 
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to celebrate the miracle of the oil and clearly docs not attribute the holiday. or the miracle, to 

the actual Jewish military victory over the gentile am1ics. 

This is the first mention of this occurrence in a source that was completed 
almost seven centuries after the events described! The Rabbis deflect 
attention from the miraculous aspect of the military victory, in which a 
ragtag bunch of Jews manage to defeat one of the most effective fighting 
forces in the world, and instead focus on the miracle of the oil which had 
been previously unmentioned in any other source. 181 

Unlike the writers of Maccabees I. the rabbis were not writing in an age where Jc,\·s were 

succeeding in anncd revolt. nationalist aspirations. and military achievements. To the 

contrary quite the opposite: the rabbis were writing a few centuries later. on the heels of an 

age when Jewish warriors. dedication. or genius battle strategy had failed to throw-off 

foreign gentile occupiers. Theirs was an age when Jewish warriors had been uttered defeated 

by Roman armies. Jewish attempts at rebellion brutally su~jugated. and Jewish nationalism a 

mere memory. In an attempt to protect what was left of the Jewish people. the rabbis 

attempted to demilitarize Judaism. 'The rabbis felt that the way to preserve Judaism for the 

future was not through military revolution against overwhelming forces in the way of the 

Maccabees. but rnthcr they emphasized passivity and accommodation in the form of Torah 

d d b t. I . -IK"' stu y an o serYancc o t 1c mt1=i-01. -

As the following chapters will continue to demonstrate. as a means to Jewish survival 

the rabbis sought to change thi:: Jewish man· s sclt:.identity as warrior to one of non-military 

religious accomadationists. However. hctwccn the fall of the Hasmoncan dvnastv and the 
~ . . 

defeat of Bar Kochbas· revolt. I Maccabees may have served to influence the general Je,vish 

population to repeated armed insurrection against the Romans by lionizing the Maccabcan 

1~1 Book, "Jewish Joumcvs:· 13. 
1~2 Book. ··Jewish Joumc;'s." 13. 
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warrior who would fight against great odds to \·ictoriously drive out foreign forces from the 

Jewish homeland and restore Jewish independence. 
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Chapter Three- The Book of .Judith: 

The book of Judith 18·1 is a narrati\'c piece of literature dating from Second Temple 

timcs. 1s.t The story is as follows: Nebuchadnezzar. the King of Assyria. waged war against 

his neighbors and, despite their wealth. strength. and incredibly fortified citics. 185 

Nebuchadnezzar utterly dcfoated thcm. 111" Before too long. Nebuchadnezzar sent his chief 

general. Holofcrncs. to continue his campaign of expansion 187 and Holofcrncs successfully 

conquered all the nations from the Persian hoarder to Sidon and Tyre. 

When Holofcrncs· army came to the narrow valley of Esdraelon. which leads into Judaea. 

the Assyrian forces found that Esdraelon·s mountain passes1118 were defended by a small 

group of Jews living in the fortified mountain towns of Bcthulia and Betomcsthaim. These 

mountain Jews essentially ser\'cd as gatekeepers tasked with keeping the Assyrians out of 

greater Judaca and specifically wi;rc seen as the only hope of kceping Jerusalem and the 

recently restored Temple safc. 18'1 

IH~ Translation from Moore. Carey . . ludilh. Vol. ~0 of nu, .-l11d11n· Bihlc. New York: Doubleday & Company. I 985. 
•~~ Since Judith is gencrnlly considcrcd fiction. scholars have difficulty assigning it an exact date. (icnerally 
scholars think it likely that Judith was cumpris.:d early in thl' first century RC.E. during thl' late Hasmoncan 
period either toward the end of John I lycanus I l I 35• I 04 H.C .E.) or at the beginning of the reign of A lcxander 
Janneus ( I 03· 78 RCE). Craven. "Judith." 43: Monrc. "Judith.'" 67: Nickclshurg ... Judith.'" 50. 
1 K• Judith I :2--1. 
lk(, "In the seventeenth year he marshaled his f1.irccs against Arphaxcd: and in battle he ddcatcJ him. routing 
Arphaxcd's entire army and all his carnlry and chariots. I le occuph:d his towns and then turned to Ecbatana. 
subduing its tower:· (Judith I: I 3. l 4) 
1~7 Judith 2:-l. 
1~8 Carey Moon.:' ( Moore. ··Judith:· 45.) tigurath,el_\ characterizes this narrow pass (Judith 4:7) as the 
·Palestinian Thcrmopylac· which the Spartans famously defended with just 300 warriors against Xerxes and the 
Persian legions. However. Moore cedes that Arnaldo Momigiano·s (Biblical Archeologist 45. 1982. 227•228) 
assessment that the stories of Judith and the Spartan stand at Thcnnopylae have so much in common that it is 
plausible that the fonner story was actuatly based on the latter. (Moore. ··Judith," 154.) This author would posit 
that based on the documented alliance and treaties between the Hasmoncan Dynasty and the Spartans (Chapter 
#2): perhaps this connection. or influence. further hints towards perceived warrior•cultural commonalities. 
Specifically, the Hasmonean warriors admired. and sought to emulate. the Spartan reputation for military 
prowess, especially against stacked odds 
1~•• "(The Jews were) alanned for Jerusalem and the Temple of the Lord their God. For they had returned from 
exile only a short time before: and all the people of Judaea had been reunited. and the sacred utensils. the altar, 
and the Temple had just recently been rededicated alier they had been defiled." (Judith 4:2•3). 
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When llolotcmes realized that sacking lkthulia and Bctomcsthaim was the key to 

gaining cntrce into Judaea. he conforre<l with local Gentile chiefs who told l lolofrrnes the 

Jews were fierce in battle and would not easily be defeated. especially since their tO\ms used 

the mountain heights to their advantage and were well fortified. Nevertheless. lfolofcrncs 

attacked 190 driving the Jews behind their city ,mils. and systematically laid siege. l'>l 

Thinking that the massive Assyrian force would he unable to survive off the sparse mountain 

land. the Jews hoped to wait-out Holofcrncs· siege: but Holofcrnes was able to cut off the 

Jews· water supply 192 to the point where they literally were dying of thirst and on the verge 

of surrcnder. 1•n However. at the pro,·crbial I l ih hour. a local young ,,·idow named Judith 

appeared to the town leaders and promised that she would defeat the inrnders i•i.t and thus the 

Jews would avoid the dreaded fate of a conquered pcoplc. 193 

l'lll "The next day Molofemes ordered his entire anny ... to make war against the Israelites ... every able-bodied 
man ... a hundred and seventy thousand infantrymen and twelve thousand cavalry.·· (Judith 7:1-2.l 
1''1 The Jcv.-s hoped to wait-out I lolofcrncs · siege thinking that the massive Assyrian force would be unable to 
survive off the sparse mountain land. (Judith 7:4.) 
••i~ ... le (Holofernes) found their" ater sources. seizL?J them. so thirst will destroy them. and they will surrender 
their town.·· (Judith 7:7. 13.) 
1''' ··The Assyrian anny had blockadc:d them for thirty four Jays. and all the: watcr rcsi:n i:s were Jc:plctcd for all 
the inhabitants of Bethulia. The cisterns were going dry. and no one could qm:nch his thirst for C\'en a day 
because the water had to be rationed. The children were listless. and the women and young men fainted from 
thirst and were collapsing in the town·s streds and galC\\ays. fix they no longer had .my strength ... (the people 
cried out to the leaders) ·contact them (the Assyrians) at once and hand o\'cr the whole town to he sacked b~ 
1-lolofcmcs· people and all his army. for it is better for us lo he sacked by them. Fm although we shall become 
sla\'es. our li,·cs will be spared: and we shall not witness with our own eyes the death of our little ones or our 
wives and children brcathinu their last.·· (Judith 7:~0-22. 26-27. J 

I'll "Judith said to them. · Li;tcn to nu:. I am going to do something which will go dmrn among the children of 
our people for endless generations. As for you. stand at the gate tonight, and I will leave with my maid ... lhe 
Lord will deliver Israel by my hand. But you must not inquire into the affair; for I will not tdl you what I am 
going to do until it is accomplished:· (Judith 8:32-3-l.) 
1''5 Nebuchadnezzar swore that he would .. come upon them. and I will cover every square inch of land with the 
feet ofmy army, and I will let them be looted by my troops. Their wounded will fill their ravines and gullies! I 
will send them away as captives to the ends of the whole world ... on the rebellious show no mercy. Let them be 
slaughtered and looted ... " (Judith 2:7-11.) l.atcr. 1-lololcmcs specifically threatens the obstinate Jews who 
refused to surrender when he promises that ··We, Ncbuchadnczznr's scn·ants, will strikt.- them down as if they 
were one man. Their hills will be drunk with their blood. and their plains filled with thcir corpses. Not even 
their footsteps will survive! They will be completely wiped out!"· (Judith 6:3-5.) 
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Judith. who is described as being ·shapely and beautiful,· 1'", wealthy i•n and righteous, ltJS 

used clothing and make-up to make herself irresistibly attractive. She then gained entrec into 

the enemy camp by making two types of overtures to I lolofcmcs. The first overture was to 

tantalize Holofernes with information on how to penetrate the Jewish defenses: the second 

was of a sexual nature. 1-Iolofcrncs in tum, confident of an imminent victory against the 

mountain Jews. was cager to engage the shapely Judith and to enjoy the fruits of his spoils. 

Smitten by her \'Cry presence. Holofcrnes exclaimed to his officers that .. in tcnns of beauty 

and brains. then: is not another woman like this from one end of the earth to the other!'"199 

Before too long. O\'er a feast. Judith helped Holofernes get incredibly drunk200 and tempted 

him with sexual elllc.•ntes. 2111 Fully intending to ha\'e sex with this hcautiful Jcwcss.202 they 

entered his tent and while Holofernes ··sprawled on his bed. dead drunk:·20-'Judith ironicalJy 

used Holofernes· own sword to chop off his head savagely.204 Judith immediately put his 

bloody head in a sack. and with her maid escaped from out of the Assyrian camp into the 

night. 

Once hack behind the town walls. Judith quickly assumed command of the Jewish forces. 

She commanded a daring battle strategy which bluffed the Assyrians into thinking that the 

1"" Judith 8:7. 
1')~ "Iler husband l\lan.1ssch had lcti her gold mid sil\'er. male mid female ser\'ants. Ii\ cstm:k. and lklds." (Judith 
8: 1-J.) 
•••~"( ... despite her wealth. age and beauty) ··there was no one who spoke ill of her. so demutly did she foar 
God:· (Judith 8:9.) 
1'19 Judith 11 :21. 
~,HJ ··Holofcmcs wus so delighted with her that he drank a great deal of wine. much more than he had ever drunk - -on a single day since he was born:· (Judith 12:20.) 
:oi "Who am I that I should refuse my lord? I will do whatever he desires right away. and ii will be something 
to boast of until my dying day:· (Judith 12: 14.) 
~01 ·•J-lolofcmcs was beside himself with desire. and his brain was reeling. and he was \'cry cager to have 
relations with her." (Judith 12: I 6.) 
~o.l Judith 13:2. 
~0-1 •·She went to the bedpost by Holofomes· head, and took down from it his sword. and approaching the bed, 
she grabbed lhe h,iir of his head and ... slruck at his neck twice with all of her mighl. and chopped off his head." 
(Judith 13:6-8.) 
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Jews still had sufficient strength to tight. anJ she gambled on a certain chaos that might 

ensue once the Assyrians realized that their kadcr haJ been slain. Her tactics were 

successful and when the Assyrian soldiers fleJ. they were pursued and cut-down by Jews not 

only from those mountain towns. hut from across the entire land. 

The book of Judith employs descriptions of the Jews. of Judith. and of their actions which 

may inform the reader of the author· s perception of .Jew-as-warrior. Although the question 

of verifiable history is interesting. the finished work serves to infonn regardless of its factual 

truth. To begin. the lengthy accounts of King Nebuchadnezzar's military might, as well as 

the strength of the Gentile enemies whom he defeated. dearly relays the certainty that the 

Assyrian army was heyond defeat ,·ia conn.:ntional military methods. Quintessential to this 

point is the description of one of these defeated kings. King Arphaxed of rvkdcs. who despite 

the impressive fortification of his city. fell hcneath the tidal wave of the Assyrian might: 

King Arphaxed ruled over Mcdcs and Ecbatana and had thought his 
capital to be un-impregnablc. Arphaxad had surrounded Ecbatana 
with walls of hewn stones four and a half feet thick He had designed 
its gates, which were one hundred and five feet high and sixty feet 
wide, to allow his army of mighty men to parade forth, with his 
infantrv in full formation. 205 

The message is clear: if the Assyrians could Jcfoat a tremendous power like King Arphaxcd. 

then the small towns of mountain Jews. despite their n.:putation as licrcc lighters. could not 

possibly stand a chance. 

A tier more than thirty days of withstanding the Assyrian siege. the Jews were dying of 

thirst. Rather than die in this slow and painful manner. they decided (almost) that it would be 

better to suffer the consequences of slavery rather than sec their children waste away. They 

M Judith 1:13-14. 
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were desperate. an<l thus it made sense to embrace .lu<lith·s highly unorthodox strategy for 

salvation. 

Judith herself embodies the familiar warrior ideal found in both the Rihle and in I 

Maccabees in that she is willing to risk her life against the enemy to save her people. she has 

tremendous courage against great odds. she t:ffcctivcly uses unorthodox tactics against a 

numerically superior l.!ncmy: she arms hcrsdf with the hcst weapons (intelligence. beauty, 

sexuality. cncmy·s overconfidence) available to her. and she employs daring battle tactics to 

overcome superior fbrccs. Judith models the Jew who takes action against the enemy. and 

ruthlessly fights to win despite the risks and the odds. 

Like the Mm:cabecs. the heroine Judith was decisive in her dedsions and quick in her 

implementation. Onci.: Judith realized the din: situation. she began to act. Furthermore. 

Judith risked her reputation. her chastity. her freedom and her lite to kill Holofemes. and thus 

to gh·e her people a small chance of escaping the horrible fate of a conquered people. 

Judith's choice is even more imprcssi\'e once one n:alizcs that Judith likely had options not 

m·ailahlc to hcr kwish neighbors or male parallels. One must assume that any woman who 

could so enchant I loloferncs with her hcauty and intclligcncc could easily have switched hcr 

loyalties and aYoidcd risking her personal safety. Likely. if she haJ so desired. Judith could 

have found her way into the arms of a powerful Assyrian man and lin::d out her lifr in 

comfort and safety. But she did th!! opposite and with tremendous courage Judith faced the 

enemy and risked everything for her people. 

Reminiscent of the Maccahces. Judith used aggn:ssivc and unorthodox tactics to 

overcome her huge disadv~mtagcs: those hcing that she was alone. a woman. and had to enter 

into the enemy camp both unassuming and unarmed. The fact that her goal from the outset 
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seemed to ha,·e been to kill the enemy general. not on the hattlc field , .. ·here she would not 

ha\'e stood a r.:hance. but rather in his uwn tent. shows a focused discipline which would be 

the envy of any soldier. Judith pro\'ed herself practical as a .. clever and resourceful 

assassin.·· 20" with both her meticulous preparations and her ability to mask her murderous 

intent. Judith unabashedly deceives I lolof emcs. and in doing so, was able to implement a 

complex and fragile plan. 

What is more. like any good strah.:gist. Judith masterfully used the cncmy·s weakness 

against him. Specifically. she first usc<l l lolofcrncs· ·lack of mastery for his own desires 

against him.' 207 those hcing his desires for power. food. alcohol and sex. Even more 

impressive is that Judith com.:ctly ascertained that the Assyrian army would he rudderless 

without their leader. and thus with but one precise cut of a sword thal indcstructihlc force 

could be made \'Ulnerablc. 

After returning with Hololcrncs· se\"crcd head. it is Judith who commanded the 

innoq1ti\"e battle stratccv. Judith· s <larirn.! tactics cffrcti,·cl\" maximized the drama and made ~- ~ ~ 

her gamble possible by showing the Assyrian army that their leader. Holofcmes. had been 

killed under their ,cry noses hy the peopk whom they thought were on the verge of 

208 surrender: 

(Judith said to thl· ,·illa~1p leaders) 'Pll-asc hear me out, my brothers, 
Take this head and hang it from the battlements of our wall. And as 
soon as day breaks and the sun comes out over the land, each of you 
take up your \'\'capons, and let en~ry able-bodied man leave the town. 
Appoint a commander for them as if you were about to descend upon 
the plain against the Assyrian outpost. Only you must not descend! 
Then the Assyrian outpost will grab their weapons and make for 
camp. They wi11 rouse the officers of the Assyrian army and then rush 

~0" N ickclsburg. "Judith:· -l7 rclerring to Judith IO: 1-5. 
207 deSilva. /ntrod11ci11>[, 85. 
~u~ Judith 14:1-5. 

72 



into Holofernes' tent, and not find him! Then they will panic and 
retreat at your advance, and you and all who live within Israel's 
borders will pursue them and cut them down in their tracks. 

It is vital to note that it is Judith who dictated the strategy. anc.1 the male village leaders 

listened. But more amazing. is that Judith's entire strategy was based on a blum She knew 

first hand the dire situation that the thirsty Jews were in. but counted on scaring the Assyrians 

into a retreat. It was a desperate plan. but one that brilliantly capitalized on the enemy·s only 

weakness. that being their shocked perception of reality and the chaos of being leaderless. It 

worked: 

So Bagoas went into (Holofcrnes' tent) ... and found him on top of the 
bed stool - a discarded corpse, with his head missing! He let out a 
yell ... then, quivering with fear, no man stood firm with his comrade, 
but with common impulse they tried to escape along every path in the 
plain and the hill country. Those who were encamped in the hills 
around Bethulia were fleeing too. Then the Israelites, every fighting 
man among them, sallied out after them.2•J<J 

Judith"s personal actions. her active pursuit of blood and ,·ictory. speak of a warrior. 

·There is no doubt that her beauty is a weapon hy which Judith sa,·es Israel. .. she uses her 

sexual attraction as a wc.1pon ... shc girds herself in the armor ofwomanhooc.l: she has her hair 

done. puts on makeup. attires hi.::rself glamorously. and goes out in her beauty to confront the 

enemy gcm:ral."~ 10 To this m1thor. it speaks \olun1t.!S that Judith chose to kill llolofcrnes via 

decapitation rather than some method more subtle. like poison. /\\though Judith"s strategy 

necessitated the gcncrnl"s head to route the Assyrian army. one can not help but to be struck 

by the cold brutality of the act. Nonetheless. the heroine is credited with saving her people 

from defeat. death. rape and enslavement through her ruthless actions. \\!hen her people's 

Ii Yes were at risk. Judith. like other i<lcalizc<l Jewish warriors. goes for the proverbial jugular 

~1~1 Judith 14: 14-16, 15; 2-3. 
~1° Frymer-Kensky. Reading. 340. 
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vem. Her example of action against thi.: superior enemy. using any means necessary. is 

lauded to inspire emulation. 

In terms of the book of Judith· s authenticity. meaning historical accuracy. many scholars 

firmly hold that the narrative is ·•didactic fiction and not factual history ."'111 That being 

said, many of those same scholars think that this fiction was meant hy Judith"s anonymous 

. , 11 b h . d . d I f. d · · ·· 1 n wntcr~ - ot to cntertam an to instruct as a ··mo c or proper an improper acllons. ·-

This author agrees with Alonso-Schokcl who thinks that Judith is ··the homiletic model of 

h h d . . d . d ..... ,.i man w o preac cs or a ,·ocatcs acu,·c resistance an not passive surren er. -

Along the same lines. other scholars21 ~ think that Judith scr\'c<l to inspire as Resistance 

Literature in that ··the faithful arc those who fight the good fight."'21h This author would posit 

that the historical accuracy of the Book of Judith is far less important. in the context of this 

thesis. than the fact that the book existed and presumably was read by the Jewish masses. 

Even if she was entirely fictional. Judith was an exemplar. Although it is impossihle to know 

it for a fact. it certainly is possihlc that her example informed the psyche of the masses in 

much the same way that popular 1rn:Jia dot:s today. In hearing of Judith's refusal to submit 

to the forces of superior armies. and to resist with cn:rything that she had. Judith becomes a 

role model for those who wish to champion active. ,·iolcnt resist,mcc. 

~11 This view is held by: Craven. ··Judith."" -13: Nickdsburg. "Judith." -18: and (kSil\'a. /n1md11,·i11g. 
92. A notable exception to this line or thinl-ing is Moore. ··Judith, .. -IS: .. With the exception of a fow statements 
(Judith 3:8. 4:7.). the rest of the narrative remains well within the bounds of realism and could be essentially 
true. i.e .. just slightly exaggcrakd."" 
~ 1 ~ Due to the fact the Judith"s author appears to be fomiliar with the kwish religious customs. history and 
geography of second century Palestine. there is a consensus 1hat the anonymous author likely was a Palestinian 
Jew. (Moore. ·•Judith:· 70; deSilva. /111md11dng. 90: Craven. "Judith:· 43.) Additionally. although no Hebrew 
Urtcxt survives. ··the Book of Judith gives c,cry indication of hcing a translation of Hebrew text."" ( Moore. 
··Judith."" 66.) 
~" N ickclsburg. ··Judith."' -t&. 
" 1~ Alonso-Schokel. "'Ruth. Tobias."' 66. 
!ts Winter. TIDotB, 1025: Craven. "Judith."" -t6. 
211' Craven. ·•Judith.'" 46. 
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Chapter Four- The Scroll Of The \Var Of The Sons Of Light A~ainst The Sons of 

Darkness:217 

The general historical context in Judaca around the millennial transition was one of 

uncertainty. violence. and unrest. 2111 Eventually. due to civil war between tVl·o rival brothers 

contending for control m·cr Judaca. John Hyrcanus II and Aristobulus IL the l Iasmoncan 

Dynasty fatally splintered. Desperate for power. each brother appealed to the neighboring 

Roman Empire for aid in hopes of gaining control despite the potential dangers of extcnsi\'c 

military dependence and economic debt at the hands of the amhitious Caesars. Although the 

Hasmoneans had hcen ruling under the Roman shadow for decades. once aware of the depth 

of Judaean ,·ulnerahility. Rome decided in 6J B.C.1-:. that Judaca was weak enough to 

commandeer with minimal effort: which they did without shedding one drop of blood.219 

The following century under Roman rule was not one of peace and tranquility in Judaca 

as .. these years were constantly characterized by civil and political unrcs1:·210 It is unclear 

how much of the unrest was <luc to lingering hopes of reclaiming Jewish nationalistic 

aspirations ,·crsus <lesperah: reactions to pen.:ein~·d Jcpri\'ations of accustomed religious 

indepcndern.:c and frcl.!dom. HowC\'Cr. rcgan.Jlcss or the specific cauq:s. muny Jewish 

insurrections took place ..is Jews took up arms in a dcspcrntc protest ag,,inst Rmmm policy 

" 17 The late professor E.L. Sukcnik named the scroll ·The War of the Sons of Light against the Sons of 
Darkness· on account of its contents and by way of summarizing the lirst line of col. i: ·The first engagement of 
the Sons of Light shall he to attack the lot of the Sons of Darkness.· {Yadin, Tlw Scroll. I.) 
m Although an extcnsi\'c rendering of this cra·s fascinating history would be inh:resting and worthwhile in and 
of itself. the confines of this thesis dictate that only n very general history be conferred as it is the context for 
the War Text. 
~ 1•1 •• In general terms. Romun rule in lute Second Temple Palestine may be di,iJed into three major stages: I. 
vassal state under llyrcanus II. 63-40 B.C.E.: 2. llcrodian rulc. 37 B.CE-6 C.E: 3. Dircct Roman ruh:. 6-66 
C.E. (save for the brief reign of Agrippa I. -t 1-44 C.E. r· (Allridge. ""I Maccabees:· in .Jewish Wrili11gs. ed. 
Stone, 18.) 
~~0 Allridge. "I Muccabccs," in .Jewish Wrili11g.\·. ed. Stone. 18. 
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and persons. particularly those of Caligula (37-41 C.E.) and Nero (54-68 C.E.). ··By the end 

of the last Roman go\'ernors. total anarchy seems to have prevailed in Judaca.''221 A 

culmination of these Jewish armed rc\'olts was a full scale war which ended with the 

destruction of the Temple ( 70 C.E.). 

The end of Jewish religious sovereignty. made blatant with the destruction of the Temple, 

was a time of great uncertainty. social upheaval. and apocalyptic expectation for many. Even 

without the overt violcncl!. various political-religious sects vied for influence and power 

amongst the common people and hoth authorities. Judaean and Roman. Some of the Jewish 

literature of this era reflects the Jewish uncertainty and reaction to this paradigmatic shift, 

specifically that of increasing Roman control and the subsequent correlating Jewish 

powerlessness. ··The Roman conquest in general. and in particular the turbulent days in 

Judaea following Hcrod·s death. were an ideal setting for the propagation of beliefs regarding 

an imminent dcli\'erance from the yoke of foreign conquest:·:!:?:? and the reclaiming of Jev.-ish 

sovereignty. 

Amid this unccrtuinty. somctim..: in the second century B.C.E .. :!~.i a group of Jews li\'ing 

in Judaca with sectarian sentiments against th.: ruling forusalcm priesthood ··dclincd 

thcmscl\'cs as a discerning group struggling against an unsympathetic Jewish majority ."'114 

They estahlishcd a community outside of .lcnis.1lcm hy the DcaJ Sea in a place known as 

Qumrnn. It is likely that this community was one of a group called the Esscncs.2.'.! 5 The 

~z, Altridgc. "I Maccabees:· in .ltt1rish ll'riti11gs. ed. Stone 22. 
m Alt ridge. "I Maccabees." in .Jewish II ·,.;1i11gs. ed. Stone 25. 
m ··we must be content lo date the li.1UnJing of the sect sometime in the second ccnlUT)' BCE a lier the 
Hasmoneans had taken over the high priesthood. about 152 BCE" (Schiffman. "Origin:· 46). 
m Schiffman, "Origin,'' 4.'.!. 
12 ~ "The Essenes. a sect noted for its piety and distinctive theology, were known in Greek as f:ssenoi or Essuioi. 
Although numerous suggestions ha\'e been made about the etymology of the name, none has achieved scholarly 
consensus. The most recent theory, and also the most probable. holds that the name was borrowed from a group 
of devotees of the cult of Artemis in Asia Minor. whose demeanor and dress somewhat resembled those of the 
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question of exactly the origins of this Qumran community. specifically their social standing 

among the known Hasmoncan era parties. is debated still amongst leading scholars:22'1 

however, their origin is not overly important to this thesis. \\'hat is important to this thesis is 

how the historian might interpret the literature found in the Dead Sea Caves227 ris-,H·is how 

that Qumran community might have viewed themselves as warriors. To this end. it is 

essential to note that the Qumran community believed that they were currently li\'ing on the 

verge of the End of Days1211 and typical of apocalyptic groups. they believed that their age 

would soon be followed by the dawn of a new and better one:·22 '1 Specifically. the era which 

they hoped would end was their era of Roman rule. and the concomitant Jewish 

powerlessness. 

Although there arc hints. instances and references to military aspirations. or plans. 

throughout many of the Dead Sea Scrolls.1~0 the scroll known as the War Text is singularly 

devoted to battle plans for a specific eschatological war to be waged in the future. The War 

Text re,·eals that the world will he di\'ided into two diametrically opposite forces of ·good· 

and ·eYiL spcci fically the ·sons of Light: those being the warriors of the Qumran 

community. will battle against the ·Sons of Darkness.· those being basically eYcryonc else in 

group in Judaca. Since the Jisco\'cry of the Dead Se.i Scrolls. most scholars have identified the Qumran sect 
with the Essenes ... although the h.:nn ·Essene· docs not appear in any of the Qumran scrolls ... The Roman 
author Pliny identifies an Essene settlement hctwecn Jericho and Ein <icdi on the wcstcm shore of the Dead 
Sea:· (Schiffman. RedaiminJ!. 78.) 
w, ""Scholars differ widely in their ancmpts to identify the sect of the scrolls with one of the sects known to us 
from other sources. In fact, the sect has been identified by various scholars with every single one of the 
numerous sects which existed toward the end and alicr the period of the Second Temple ... Many scholars now 
accept the view. first suggested by E.L. Sukenik and developed by Dupont-Sommer, Brownlee. Grin1. De Vauz 
und others that the sect of the si.:rolls was Essenes. (Yadin. 711e SC'ro/1. 246.) 
~27 Known as ·The Dead Sea Scrolls.· 
m Schiffman. --origin," 42. 
~2'' Sollamo. ""War and Violencl! ... 348. 
:?Jo To this point, scholars include the scrolls of·The Community Ruic· (Schiffman. /'er.rnnu/ llllt:n·ii:w. 24 
August. 2007~ Sollamo, "War and Violence:· 34(). ), and the various p.:slmrim (Sollamo. "War and Violence:· 
349: Bolotnikov, ··The Theme." 262.) 
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the world. hut quintessentially led by a people referred to as the 'killim '.231 This war between 

good and c\'il on earth will be paralldcd by superhuman dualistic forces in heaven. After six 

taxing battles in which the ·sons of Light" will alternately defeat and then fall to the 'Sons of 

Darkness·. the ·Sons of Light' ultimately will he victorious in the seventh and final battle 

through the grace of God's inter\'ention. Although the War Text docs not specify it, in the 

Jewish tradition of partnership and covenant, it seems as though the contest can only be 

decided by God if the loyal warriors of ·light' first wage. and win. against the vast and 

powerful forces of ·darkness·. Thus both the very real human efforts and battles of the · Sons 

of Light' along with the divine effort of God an: needed in tandem in order lo reign 

victorious and usher in the new age. 

Most striking to this author about the War Text is not its assurance of ultimate victory. its 

polemic against the enemy. or its reliance on God for ultimate salvation~ these traits are 

common232 to the other genres of literature covered in this thesis. What is most striking is the 

incredible attention to detail in which the author of the War Tcxt23 ~ describes everything 

having to do with the warrior. weapons. mounts. formations. and tactics. Unlike other pieces 

of Jewish literature in which the future revelations arc attributed to a hihlical prophet. .. the 

author mentions neither himsd r nor the circumstances in which were rc,,cnlc<l to him the 

things which he tells his reu<lers: nor docs he attribute the rcYdution to righteous men of the 

past. as we so otlen find in the apocalyptic works. His style is mattcr-of-foct and terse. 

231 .. Killin,-• is a code word for Romans ... and the dcfeal of the "kittim"' seems to be th!! major concern of the 
author of the War Scroll throughout th!! whole book. Since the scroll was wrilll!n during the Roman rule. the 
author wanted to hide his intentions frnm Roman censorship and m.ikc the content {)f the scroll undcrstmtdable 
only to the group ... therefore he was using a code word. ( Bolotnikov. "The Theme," 264.) Additionally. the 
·war of k;tos· is mentioned in Jewish sources (Sttdl!r (}/um Ruhhah 30. M. St11. 9.1-t) It is dated fitly-two years 
alter Vespasian·s war and sixteen before Bar Kochba." (Ben Zeev. "The Uprising:· 100.) 
m But certainly not limited to the works of literature co,·ered in this thesis. 
m Yadin. Thf! Scroll, ix. 
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describing the occurrences as facts. self-e\'iuent and known to his rca<lcrs.""234 In short. much 

of the War Text seems to be a practical manual for properly conducting \Var against specific. 

but cryptically named enemics,235 with almost every possible imaginable variable anticipated 

and provisioned against. 

The goals of this thesis chapter are two-fold: Firstly. to examine and analyze the image 

of the Qumran army and warrior described hy the author in the War Text.236 These 

descriptions provide possible insight into how the Qumran man saw himself. or ideally 

wanted to sec himself: as a soldier. Secondly. this author hopes to theorize about the 

motivations of the War Text author against the questions of the actual existence of a \'iable 

Qumran fighting force. In other words. were the details of this war-manual the actual plans 

of a militant group actively planning to implement attacks: or rather was the War Text the 

delusional fantasy of a powerless and passive hunch who never actually thought to do 

anything more than talk ahout what would happen with the manifestation of Divine guidance 

and the impossibility of perfect conditions? 

Unlike the descriptions of thi.: warrior found in the Bihk. ~faccabccs and Judith. the War 

Text does not han: much specific description ahout thl..' indi,·idual warrior except as each is a 

part of the whole anny. The army is fully comprised of the · Sons of Light.' and each and 

every warrior in that mmy is of th1.: absolute highest quality in cn:ry imaginable respect. The 

army is incredibly organized and coordinated: while thl! warriors arc disciplined and well 

trained. The army is complete and comprised nf foot-soldiers. ca\'alry and war towers on the 

m Yadin, The Sao/17 in relcrcn1;c to dmptcrs 11:. and r;9 of the War Text. 
2-;~ i.e. - "In the first year they shall fight :igainst Aram Naharaim. in the second against the sons of Lud. in the 
third against lhc remainder of the sons of Aram: Uz. Hui ,Togar and Masha ... in the fourth and the firth they 
shall fight against the sons of Arpachshad ... de:· (Y:idin, Thl' Sao// 2: 10-11.) 
1"· All War Text English translations arc taken from Y..idin, Yigacl. 711e Scroll Of71u.! War Of The Som·(?{ 
Lixlu Against Tiu: Sons of Darkness. Translated by Baty:i and Chaim Rabin. Cambridge: Oxford University 
Press, 1962. Each translation is demarcated with X: Y representing column: line. respectively. 
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field: while the soldiers arc well am1cd and uniformly immaculate. The army is not a 

dcfcnsh·e an11y. but rather is an uggrcssi\'e anny that plans to attack the enemy first and 

pursue them across the lands until they arc crushcd:2.H while each individual warrior will 

gladly step forward to initiate attacks with war-darts dubbed with such epithets as ·sparks of 

blood to fell the slain by the anger of Ciod.' 

Guided by Torah. the holy anny is girded in ritual purity. commanded by battle- priests 

and paralleled by angelic beings who simultaneously carry this war into the hea\'cns; so too 

each indi\'i<lual soldier is ritually pure and of intractable faith to God and of their destined 

ultimate \'ictory. The anny is comprised of remnants from the twelve tribes who gather 

outside of Jerusalem cager to he Goe.rs army: while each warrior is a brave ,·olunteer eager to 

annihilate the enemy. The am1y is steadfast despite the assured and pre-ordained defeats 

prior to their ultimate victory: while the warrior is h(mored to die in battle as the ultimate 

sacrifice for his anny·s ultimate ,·ictory. 

The War Text"s description of how the army of the ·Sons ofLighf was to employ 

banners and trumpets confers that the ideal army was super-organized and that the ideal 

warrior was hyper-disciplined. The contemporary reader must remember that in the days 

hcforc modern technology. h,Hth:s wen: dl.!cidcd hascd on field communication. or lack 

thereof. An army that could lluiJly commlmic.,tc and l}Uickly react to commands while the 

arrows were flying had a tremendous a<lYantagc O\"er one that could not. All the more so for 

a force like the ·Sons of Light" which planned on heing numerically inferior to their enemy in 

m The war is to be waged in three phases of extending concentric circles starting with Judaea and ending with 
an expansionist push North to battle the Killim who have settled in distant hmds. As Yudin summarizes. --111 the 
first it will be conducted against the all iancc of Edom. Moab. Ammon. and Philistia. led by the Kittim of 
Asshur. Joined to these wi II hi! n group of ·offondcrs against the Covenant" from mnongst the Jews. In the 
second phase they will tight the •Kittim who dwell in Egypt'. In the third and last phase the war will be waged 
against the kings of the north' in general." (7). It is interesting to note that by the end of the first campaign, all 
Jews who are not considered ·sons of Light' will he defoated and dead. thus leaving a united Jewry to engage in 
subsequent battles. 
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each and every engagement. The ability to react quickly and decisively as a fighting unit 

would make them sharply dangerous and much more effective at war. 

In the army238 of the · Sons of I ,ight. · each military division from the largest to its 

smallest subdivision of ten men had its individual banner with the troop·s name. its 

commander. and all of that commander's direct reports. For instance, one of the myriad units 

(one-thousand men) carried a banner with their name ·retribution of God"2w and underneath 

it was inscribed the name of that myriad·s commander with ten names of each of his sub­

commanders who each led one of the myriad"s hundred-man battalions. Another fighting 

troop, this one of only ten men. was named · Rejoicings of God upon the ten-stringed lyre· 

and beneath that inscription the hanncr hdd the name of that troop"s commander of the ten. 

along with the names of the nine men in his charge:·rnJ In this way. each man was identified 

by name to at least one fighting unit. and often more than one. In terms of organization. with 

this banner system each soldier would know exactly his place in the am1y. and thus his place 

and role in each different type of battle formation. Through these descriptions. without 

ha\'ing any description of the army·s strength or indi\'i<luars lighting prowess. the War 

Text"s author com·cys the warrior ideals of organization and discipline aboYc all else. 

The War Text also dcscrihcs in excruciating detail the exact tnnnpct calls with which to 

mnnem·cr each unit into. and out n[ different battle scenarios: 

The use of the trumpets for summoning them when the battle intervals 
are opened for the adYancc of the skirmishers, the trumpets for the 
fanfare of the slain, the trumpets of the ambush, the trumpets of 

m The structure for the whole anny of the ·Suns of Light' was modeled after biblical Israel" s organization 
(Exodus 18) while encamped and while \\andcring in the wilderness. ·"Tims the men arc organized by tribes. 
families, thousands, hundreds. fitlics. and tens." (Dimant. D. ··'[11c War Scroll." In .lt•w1\h Iii-iring (,,tf. Sto11t'J .. 
516.) 
m Yadin. Thi! &roll. 43. 
2~0Yadin, The Scroll, 4:5. 
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pursuit when the enemy is smitten, and the trumpets of withdrawal 
when the battl~ rcturns.2-1 1 

In this way. the anny of the · sons of Light' would be able to communicate and react to 

real-time battle situations with pre-arranged trumpet signals. However the War Text does not 

just detail that there would be signals for each type of general battle engagement. but rather 

amazingly it details the exact length and tone of the trumpet signal for each variation on these 

engagements! For instance: 

The trumpets shall keep blowing to direct the sling-men until they 
have finished throwing seven times. Then the priests sha]] blow on the 
trumpets of withdrawal, and they shall come to take up position by the 
side of the first formation to fall in at their appointed position. The 
prieslo;; shall blow on the trumpets of summoning, and three 
skirmishing battalions shall go forth from the intervals and take up 
position beh\'cen the lines, with cavalry on their flanks on the right 
and on the left. The priests shall blow on their trumpets a level note, 
signals to array for battle, and the columns shall deploy into their 
proper arrays, each man to his place. When they arc drawn up in three 
arrays, the priests shall blow for them a second fanfare, a low legato 
note, signals for advance, until they approach the enemy lines and 
stretch their hands to their weapons; then the priests shall blow on the 
six trumpets of assault a high pitched intermittent note to direct the 
fighting, and the Le\'itcs and all the band of the horn-blowers shall 
blow in unison a great battle fanfare to melt the heart of the enemy. At 
the sound of the fanfare, the battle darts shall go forth to fell the slain. 
The sound of tht• horns shall cease, while on the trumpets the priests 
shall keep on blowing u high-pitched intermittent note so os to direct, 
signals for fighting, until the skirmishers have hurled into the line 
se,·en times. Then the priests shall bkm: for them the trumpets of 
withdrawal, a low note alternately level and legato ... 2-12 

The War Text goes on to list the exact composition and size of the army. ··The whole 

army. sc\'cn formations. twenty eight thousand warriors. and the horsemen. six thousand in 

w Yadin, Thi! Semi/. 3: 1•2. 
m Yadin, The Sao/I. 8:1•14. 
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number. __ •. :m This army is described as exceedingly well armed. In addition to infantry and 

cavalry. they would have the advantages of ·war towers· armed with men and machines to 

help neutralize enemy archers, break enemy flanking attempts. and lay siege to fortified 

cities. In one description. The War Text instructs on one particular use for these tmvcrs, that 

being 'to disorganize the enemy:· 

Disposition for changing the array of the battle battalions, so as to form 
up in the shape <.)f a rectangle with towers, enveloping arms with 
towers, an arc with towers, a flat arc with protruding columns, and 
wings issuing forth from both sides of the line, to disorganize the 
enemy ... there shall be all round the tower in the three frontal positions 
three hundred shiclds.244 

The War Text. in manual-like fashion. lists the weapons that each type of soldier would 

have depending on his battalion and the anticipated battle fonnations. No warrior was armed 

with just one type of weapon. but rather each v,;arrior carried a virtual arsenal on his person. 

In various specified combinations. soldiers were instructed to carry: shield. grcave. helmet. 

cuirass. sword. darts. staff: lance. spear. sling. and how. As if that were not impressive 

enough detail. each of these weapons was to be crafted according to specifically indicated 

requirements of uniform length. material. and adornment. For instance: 

All of them shall carry shields of burnished copper, like a face mirror. 
The shield shall be bordered with a rim of cable work and a pattern of 
running spiral, work of an artificer, in golJ, silver, and copper welded 
together and precious stones in ajour work, work of a smith, cunningly 
wrought. The length of the shield shall be two cubits and half, and its 
breadth one cubit and ha(f.245 

With each weapon manufactured as an exact replica. this army is portrayed as not only an 

organized one comprised of disciplin1.:d soldiers. hut a handsomely sharp one as well. 

w Yadin. 71ie Scroll, 9: -1. 
m Yadin. Thc:Scroll. 9:10-11. 13. 
m Yadin. Tlw Scroll, 8:4-7. 
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Although each weapon's appearance and use is described in a manner that is worthwhile to 

examine. it is the war-darts that are particularly interesting. Like all of the weapons. the war­

darts were to be of the highest quality of make and aesthetic. but additionally. each war-dart 

\Vas to be inscribed with a battle-cry connoting either God's bellicose intentions toward the 

enemy. or the fierceness of the ·Sons of Light" in battle. For instance. each soldier's second 

dart2-1 6 would be inscribed with the name · sparks of hloml to felt the slain by the anger of 

God:" and his third dart would bear the epithet ·Glitter of a sword devouring the sinful slain 

b h . d f C' d ·2-17 y t e JU gmcnt O TO . 

To buttress the infantry and war-towers. the army of the ·Sons of Light" employed 

superior cm·alry. The cavalry. like the infantry. had different instructions for various types of 

battles and were described in such a way as to connote perfection. In addition to being men 

of the finest character with the finest training fully armed with the finest weapons. they were 

to ride only stallions of superior breeding. training. conditioning. experience and 

temperament. The War Text is not remiss in any detail. For example. when the ca,·a)T)' 

enters initial battles that the War Text calls ·skinnishcs·: 

... se\'en hundred horsemen being on one side .:md seven hundred on 
the other ... all the cavalry that go forth to battle with the skirmishers 
shall be on male horses fleet of foot, tender of mouth, long of wind, full 
in the measure of their years, trained for battlL• and accustomed to 
hearing the noises and to the sight of all spectacles. Their riders shall 
be men of valour for battle, trained in horsemanship, the measure of 
their age being from thirty to forty-five years ... they and their mounts 
shall be garbed in cuirasscs, helmets and grcavcs, armed with round 
shields and spear eight cubits long, a bow and arrows and battle darts, 
all of them ready in their arrays for the day of vengeance, volunteers 

rn, Every soldier had seven darts which he would hurl at the enemy at the start of each battle. 
217 Yadin, The Scroll, 6:3 
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for battle,248 to destroy the enemy in the battle of God and to shed the 
blood of their guilty slain.2-t1.1 

The War Text's description of the army of the ·Sons of Light' goes beyond their succinct 

organization and iron discipline. beyond their tactical adroitness and superior ability to wage 

war because of their innately superior training and weaponry. The army and every soldier in 

it has the attitude and character of a warrior. that being appropriately aggressi,·c in their 

desire to attack the enemy. and rightfully ruthless in their eagerness to continue lighting until 

the enemy is not just subdued. but is dead. The very first line of the War Text sets the O\'crall 

tone for the tome and the mission of the army: ·'the first engagement of the Sons of Light 

shall be to attack the lot of the Sons of Darkness ..... ~~0 

248 ··Volunteers of battle··: Throughout the War Text. the author stresses that the soldiers must be volunteers 
and at one point ( Yadin. The Scroll. I 0:5 ). he quotes Deuteronomy regarding 'turning back the faint-hearted·. 
However. as Yadin points out (Yadin. Th,· Sao//. 304. n. 5). the War Text omits the first three of the four 
Deuteronomic war exemptions listed in Deuteronomy 20:5-8: 

"ls there anyone who has built a new house but has not dedicated it? Let him go back to his home. lest he 
die in battle and another dedicate it ls there anyone who has planted a vineyard but ha-; never harvested 
it? Let him go back lo his home. lesl he die in battle and another hanest it. Is there anyone\\ ho has paid 
the bride-price for a wife. but who has not yet married her? Let him go back to his home: lest he die in 
battle and another marry hcr ... ls there anyone afraid and disheartened'? Let him go back to his home. lest 
the courage of his comrades· llag like his."'( Tm1,1d1. Jewish Publication Society. Dcut 20:5-8.) 

The first thn.:e of these causes. the social causes for dismissal. arc not lish:d at al I in the War Text. Perhaps just 
as the Rabbis later (circa 215 C.E. when the Mislmah was codified) would hyper-extend these war-exemptions 
(war exemptions are expanded upon in Mislmah Sotah 8 ,md arc further exlensi\'ely JiscusscJ in Rav Ii Sotah 
30"s*40's) to the point that it \\oulJ be virtually impossible fi.tr anyonc not to be exempt. the War Tcxt of 
()umran seems to ha\'c taken the opposite approach so that the most people possible could be conscripted. It is 
interesting that the fourth Deuteronomic cause for war-exemption. that being he who is too •faint-hearted.' 
which is given the least attention by the Rabbis. is the only cause for dismissal for the Qumnm warriors. 
Perhaps this shows that the author of the War Text was virulently opposed to ha\'ing cowards in their army 
because each man was supposed to be ·cager· to fight God·s war against the rest of the world. Assuming that 
Qumran had the same Deulcronomic lcxt as the rabbis. it is interesting that both the Rabbis of the Mishrrnh and 
the author of the War Text instituted change in ordcr to lit their agendas. and those changes. reflecting the 
polarity of each party's agenda. were on opposite polarities. The Rabbis of the Mishnah wanted to demilitarize 
Judaism and so they expanded the war exemptions so that with their interpretation nobody would ha\·c been 
biblically required to fight; however the author ofQumran was fomenting a military resurgence by describing a 
time (albeit perhaps one purely fantastical). when everyone of their community would be required to 
light. .. except for cowards. Thal b~ing. said. The War Text docs restrict who could fight by excluding women 
and children from battle. Even men under twenty-five years of age could not light. although the) could 
participate in a support role. 
~~·, Yadin. The Saolf, 6:7-16. 
m Yadin, The Scroll. I: I. Emphasis my own. 
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The War Text is \'Cry cli:ar throughout its length that the am1y of the · Sons of Light' is 

not a <lcfensi\'e army protecting land or li\'CS. but. to the contrary. is an aggressive army that 

is charged to surge forth into the territory of the cncmy251 with the sole purpose of 

eliminating any military force that falls under the auspices of the · Sons of Darkness·: 

The whole army, seven formations, twenty eight thousand warriors, 
and the horsemen, six thousand in number, all these shall take up the 
pursuit so as to destroy the enemy in the battle of god for an eternal 
annihilation. The priests shall blmv for them the trumpets of pursuit, 
and the warriors shall spread out against the whole enemy force for a 
pursuit of annihilation, while the cavalry roll back the enemy at the 
sides of the field of battle until their extcrmination.252 

Most telling about the nature of Qumran · s War Text is the religious nature of the army 

and its warriors. They arc called the ·Sons of Light' because they arc the faithful remnant of 

the twcl\'c tribes who hold with the proper state of mind. ritual ohscr\'ancc and ritual purity. 

Their army was lo be pt!rfcctly holy because battle-Priests were to be in command. and each 

warrior would be ritually pure before entering the battles where. under God-in\'oking 

banners. they would use weapons with Gou·s name to battle God"s enemies. The War Text 

specifics that the army would engage in pruyer hefore and alter l.!ach battle. and defeats on 

the battlefield should be interpreted as nothing other than God·s di\ inc plan towards ultimate 

\'ictory. and not indicative of any long-term status. For the warriors of the War Text. the 

exact fi.tlfillml!nt of the Law \\·as an essential condition for success since not only was the 

outcome of the wur on earth to he balanced on a precipice. but the parallel angdic battles 

being waged in the hea\'ens were likewise tenderly balanced. Only by v.·aging God·s war 

properly. especially in accordance to Torah precepts. would God ultimately tip the balance of 

~; 1 ··In the first year they shall fight against A ram Naharnim. in the second against the sons of Lud. in the third 
against the remainder of the sons of A ram: llz. llul. Togar and Maslu1 ... in the fourth mul the firth they shall 
light against the sons of Arpachshad ... in the remaining ten years the war shall spread out against all sons of 
Japeth in their dwelling places. ( Yadin. Th,: Sao/I, 2: I 0-11.) 
~s2 Yadin, The Scroll. 9:4-7. 
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alternating victories and defeats hy entering the fray in the cle\"cnth hour and in doing so 

secure victory for God"s faithful warriors. 

Guided by the Torah·s rules of engag~mcnt. the War Text is clear that this war would 

have to be fought not only in accordance with all the laws and statutes of warfare specified in 

the Law of Moses, but according to all the general rules of war practiced by the nations 

against whom they would fight. For instance. the ·Sons of Light" would absolutely adhere to 

the biblical prohibition against fighting on Shabbat25 ~ or in sabbatical years. 254 The War 

Text docs not explain how the anny of the ·sons of Light" would reconcile the proclivity of 

other armies to continue to wage war on Shabbat. irrespective of what the Torah might 

decree or that Qumran might wish. This of course hegs the question of how ·rear these battle 

plans were if a condition to enter into the war was that hoth sides. including the ·Sons of 

Dark.· would respect the Sabbath as holy and in accordance to the biblical text. refrain from 

war on Shabbat. 

This author is tempted to summarize that the author of the \\'ar Text created impossibly 

high standards as mandatory preconditions for waging war. and in doing so ensured that the 

·Sons of Light" could nc,·cr actually light. The organization and discipline described. 

although not impossihlc. would ha\'c hccn the t.!m·y of c\'Cry tmny in the world. The 

unwaverim.!. commitment. training. accrcssi\'encss and ruthlessness of each warrior gi\"cs this ... ... ...... 

fighting force mythical prowess: and the lluality. quantity and unifonnity of the arsenal. 

including towers and horse. point towards not only a superior field presence but an 

m It is inlercsling lo note that in this case of forbidding war on Shabbal the Qumran community (as it is 
rcfiected in the War Text) did not support (in fact Qumran theoretically reversed) the decision of the Maccubean 
army to ignore the biblical decree out of necessity. This observation is. of course. conditional on ·whether we 
can accept that the report in I Maccabees was rcncctive of the reality that Jews would thereafter tight on 
Shabbat. As presented earlier in this thesis. the Maccabees decreed that the reality of war outweighed the 
biblical prohibitions against fighting on Shabbat because the enemy did not similarly ·take Shabbat off from 
the lield of battle. 
2~ Yadin, The S,:roll. 2.9. 
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unshakable support infrastructure. All of these factors: the twenty-eight thousand warriors 

and six thousand horses.255 the trumpets and the discipline, the weapons and the attitude: arc 

set against the fact that ··the community lacked the wherewithal to wage \\·ar·· at all. 25'' Far 

from a dedicated mi1itary force of 34.000 men supported by an intractable infrastructure. 

likely Qumran was a community of a few hundred.257 Although it is difficult to ascertain the 

degree. if any. of militarism:!511 in Qumran, certainly militarism was not the prime concern. or 

endeavor. of the community. Thus. it is akin to fantasy to think that a small community 

could swell their ranks with the quantity and quality of men that the War Texts mandates as a 

pre-condition for war. 

Numerical and qualitative fantasies aside. although the parallel war to be fought in 

heaven might be dismissed as theological belief. the practical implications of not reconciling 

the Torah laws with the realities of war cannot be ignored. That the authur of the War Text 

does not even attempt to reconcile these bihlical restrictions with the harsh realities of war 

indicates that the conditions necessary for the ·Sons of Light' to wage war was. in reality. 

impossible. In other words. the example of fighting on Shabbat is a ·toophote· that forbids 

Qumran to actually engage in lighting sincl.! that precondition could ncYer hn\·e been met l<.1r 

the simple reason that an enemy would not ·rest" on Shah bat. even if Qumran insisted on it. 

:~~ Yadin. Th11 Stn,11. 9: -l. 
=~i. Sollamo. ··War and Violence:· 345. 
: 57 According to the testimony of Philo and Josephus. there were ahout four thousand Esscncs-scattcrcd in 
communities throughout Palestine .. :· (Schiffman. R,:daimi11g. 79.) but Dr. Schiftrnan personally estimates that 
the Qumran male membership was limited to a few hundred. (Schiffman. email com!.'i/1'>11Cle11n.·.13 October. 
2007.) 
m However. Lawrence Schiftinan (Schillinan. fer.wnal lnrerriell', 24 August. 2007.) thinks that likely there 
was a some sort of real military component to the community. if for no other reason than that ·they expected the 
Romans to attack them ... and they needed to be ready ... Opponents to his them)· point to the lack of 
archeological evidence at Qumran that would suggest militarism. such as a cache of weapons. However. aside 
from the familiar mantra that ·a l.ick ofcvidencc is not evidence of absence." Professor Schiflimm counters this 
assertion by pointing out that .. in 66 C. E. the war starts with the Romans. II is plausible that three out of four of 
the Qunmm guys left to light and those were the messianists. It might have been that they took the weapons 
with them ... and this would have lcli about one of four of the Qumran community in Qumran without 11 weapons 
cuche ... ·· 
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Assuming that the impossible conditions precluded Qumran from fighting an actual war. 

the historian must wonder if the War Text author set the standards impossibly high 

deliberately in order to avoid military action. If this \\'Cre the case, then perhaps this 

fantastical literature was an attempt to theologically and psychologically explain Jewish 

powerlessness (and perhaps suffering) in a new post-Hasmonean world where the Roman 

polytheists were the dominant military force: and the Jews. no matter how pious. were at best 

pa\',ns and puppets to Roman power. If setting the conditions for war at an unobtainable 

level was a conscious decision by the author of the War Text. then perhaps his intent is 

reflective of. or a predecessor for. the similar strategy employed by the mishnaic rahhis to 

demilitarize Judaism and Messianism hy making Jewish redemption only availahle through 

Torah study and milzmt. Divine initiation and intervention. \\'hat is certain is that the plans. 

numbers and details set forth in the War Text do not seem to retlect any sort of reality in 

terms of v.·hat the Qumran community feasibly might have been capable of implementing. 

That being said. although this author is tempted to dismiss the War Text as delusional 

fantasy. regardless of the War Text author· s deliberate intention: in his final analysis he can 

not because of that scroll's propensity for di.!tail. If the War Text were meant to function in 

some sort of hyperbolic or prophetic way. then why not just do what other such writings do 

and prophesize with grand. hut gcm:ral. declarations. Tht: War Text docs not <lo 1rn .. 1ke general 

grand declarations. but rather instructs in painstaking detail. In contrast to a narrati,·c or 

poetry. the manual-type form and the extensive details take away from any ·cnjoymcnr that 

an audience might receive from a genre that tlowcd. The War Manual seems very much a 

working document meant to instruct. 
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Even more lo the point. this author would opine that such a working document. meant to 

instruct (cwn if fantastic). is a vital first step to any practical action. In other words. the first 

step to real action is real planning. Even if that detail was only ·real' on a hypothetical level, 

it is a vital component that reflects at least the possibility of action. This reading of the War 

Text would suggest that the extensive war described in the War Text is indicative of real 

intentions •·for the plann1.:d offensive against the occupying Romans ... although perhaps not 

to reach independence for Judaea. hut to bring eternal redemption and victory over the forces 

of evi1:·259 

It should also be noted that the depth and degree of details attached to the military was 

not something that came from the author"s imagination. hut rather seems congruent with 

practical war manuals thought to exist at the time: 

The laws of war and of military organizations as set out in the Torah, 
tactics of the armies of the world, and the prayers: these obliged him to 
base himself260 on different sources. For the first subject, he of course 
relies mainly on Numbers and Deuteronomy ... On the other had, when he 
came to write on the second subject- the tactics of war, arms, the trumpet 
signals, etc. - he had to turn to different sources. The number of accounts 
of battles in the Bible is not large and they could not serve him as a source 
for a detailed description such as he wished to present to his readers. 
Also the descriptions of wars in the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha are 
very general and could not supply him with the material needed. An 
analysis of the chapters in question (cps 5-7) and of the terminology 
employed proves that he used contemporary military sources.261 

Unfortunately the only sentence in which he mentions the sources from 
which he drew his knowledge has mostly been eaten away ... this sentence 
gave the name of the source on which he relied: "In that very place, he262 

15'1 Bolotnikov. "The Theme:· 265•8. 
!c.o Meaning the writer of The War Text. 
2'' 1 Professor Lawrence Schiffman agrees with Ymlin ·s assessment !hat the Qumr:m community had practical 
war manuals. He comments that "the war ti:xt was futuristic ... although there is evidence that there also were 
practical war manuals written by the Qumran community that ha\'c been lost. .. but we can assume that they did 
exist." (Schiffman, />ersonal /111,.m·il:w. 24 August, 2007.) 
21,2 The Priest leading the · Sons of Light· into battle against the ·Sons of Darkness·. 
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shall array all the formations, as written in the Book (?) of War. 263 ... This 
would be a reference to a book of general military rules264 or perhaps to a 
kind of handbook on military matters for the use of priests.265 

It would also seem plausible. if not probable. that an author \vho could write in such 

exhaustive tactical and practical detail might likely have direct military experience himself. 

Whether there were many men with similar experience in Qumran is unknown. but one thing 

is for sure. In contrast to the later Mishnaic rabbis who demilitarize Judaism by teaching that 

Messianism would come about not through violence but through prayer and mit=\'Ot: the 

community of Qumran was quite positive that even if their anny was nothing but fantasy. the 

idealized course of action toward a new world order was one which centered on war and 

,·iolence in which they were to have an active part. Thc inclusion of such precise military 

details indicate that Qumran took themselves seriously as warriors. and wanted to haYc others 

(potential recruits) take them seriously as well. 

Unfortunately. C\'en in Qumran·s linal moments the historian can inter little as to just 

how serious the men of Qumran took themselves as warriors. regardless of the intent or effect 

of the War Text. ·we know little about thc: final battle and circumstances at Qumran when 

the Roman legions approached (.)umran on their way to Massada. That the Romans 

destroyed the main huilding nf the community points to at least some skirmishes at 

Qumran:2h(, but there is no indication of any of the specifics. or even if the Qumran 

~i,; Yadin's footnote on ·the book(?) of war:· '"It is impossible to say whether the missing word was se/er- in 
which case a military handbook of some kind may ha\'e hecn meant- or serekh. In the latter case. the reference 
may actually be to the first part of our scroll. ( Yadin. The St·ro/1. n.6. 
1" 1 Yadin posits the possibility that perhaps this ·Book of War· is the same one mentioned in h. Moc!d Qatan 
25b: "A certain youngster opened the eulogy over Rav Hamma as follows: A disciple of sages has asccndc<l 
from Babylonia and with him a Book of War:-.:· 
~M Yadin, 711!.!Scro/l, 16-17. 
~66 Sollamo, (Sollamo. ··War and Violence," 350.) cites Magness· 71111 Arduwology ,fQumrun ,mJ rhe Det1el 
Sea Scrolls. Grand Rapids, Ml. 2002. 61, cg. 184. 
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community· s · Sons of Light". successfully engaged the Romans at all. .267 Unlike the War 

Text, the men of Qumran did not alternate defeats with victories over the •kittim' and ·Sons 

of Darkness." Their first and only battle ended their lives and their community ... but perhaps 

not the spirit of their aspirations. Those would be carried on over the next half century with 

Jewish revolts and rebellions until they climnxcd in the Akiva-backed Bar Kochba revolt. 

In conclusion. the \Var Text is different from other writings of that era for many reasons. 

but the extensive militaristic detail and practical tactical planning give the War Text a feeling 

of ·seriousness· that is absent in the biblical narrative accounts and prophetic writings. 

Writings like the Book of Judith and I Maccabees arc narratives. hut the War Text is an 

instruction manual reminiscent of halakhah. As posed in the introduction to this thesis. an 

interpretation for a halakhah of ·war" seems conspicuously absent from .Jewish literaturc.268 

Perhaps the War Text could have been set to function as such: in essence. perhaps it is the 

•missing link·. 

Ji,7 Sollamo (Sollamo, .. War and Violence," 350.) docs point out that in his Jewish Wm II. Josephus reports that 
the Essenes were terribly tortured by the Romans ... and he made the Essenes martyrs and heroes of their faith in 
the Maccabean spirit. 
21)11 Although the rules of Dc:uteronomy 20 are about war, the subject lacks an extensive interpretation similar to 
that of how to celebrate Torah holidays. deal with land acquisition. or laws of marital purity. 
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Chapter Five- Josephus' Account of Massada: 

This thesis will briefly examine the Massada story because it generally fits in \Vith the 

theme of examining a piece of Jewish literature that reflects and refracts certain Jewish self:. 

images as ·warrior" from the era in which it was written and initially read. To partake in this 

exercise. one must utilize Fla\'ius Joscphus· 21'9 account of the Massada event as he reports it 

in his book. ·The Jewish War .. ;nu due to the fact that aside from Josephus· account, the story 

of Massada as we knm:i; it is unknov.n and not mentioned in Jewish literature.271 

Like all of the pieces of literature presented in this thesis. the historical \'cracity of 

Josephus· account is somewhat qucstionahk. Although this d1apter will brielly <lcl\'e into 

the issue of Josephus· accuracy and embellishment. as well as partake in admitted conjecture 

as to Josephus· possible motives: this author holds that Josephus· account is consistent \vith 

the overall sentiment of this thesis: that hcing that Josephus· Massada account as literature. 

regardless of historical \'erncity. is in itself useful for determining how Jc,vs of an age might 

have thought of thcmscln:s. or wanted lo think of themselves. as warrior. In other words. 

regardless of whether or not the literature accurately recounts historical fact. it is a fact that 

the literature did e~ist: un<l therefore the literature can be mined fi.>r what it might tell us 

ahout the age in which it was cn:akd. 

Like all the literature presented in this thesis. Josephus· Massada account demands to be 

read in its historical context. The l lasmoncan Jewish state. weak and overly dependent on 

~1''' Josephus, son ofMallhias, was born in 37 C.E .. served as a commander for the Jewish forces in the Galilee 
against the Romans. and eventually became a Roman citizen and notable historian chronicling. amongst other 
things, the factors and events of Romc·s war with the Jews. Once in Rome. his patrons were often the 
Emperors themselves. and Josephus was given a house. a pension for life and Roman citizenship. 
mi A.k.a.: Be/111111 ,/11daci11111. 
271 Dr. Martin Cohen (Cohen. l'i:r.mnal /merrh.'ll', October 3. 2007) confinns this fact and further explains that 
the Massada stol)· docs not appear in Jewish literature specifically because its narrative of militant Jews defying 
Rome was counter to the rabbi"s effort and desire to acquiesce to Rome and demilitarize Judaism. 
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their ambitious Roman allies, was annexed as a Roman province to be governed by Roman 

officials in 6 C.E. One of the Roman puppets who ruled Judaca was King Hcrod.272 who 

rightly perceived that he was vulnerable at the hands of his Jewish subjects and so built a 

desert fortress outside of Jerusalem in case he was forced to flee his capital. This fortress. 

ca1led Massada. was built to wait out troubk. Herod spared no expense or effort to make 

sure that a small group of soldiers might defend l\·lassada · s walls against a much larger force. 

and that there would be enough food. water and weapons to last for years. 

Although Herod's preparations might allow him to wait out trouble. it was the desert 

landscape in which Massada was situated that could enable it to actually break a siege. 

Massada was situated in the middle of a desert ahovc the wa\'es of the Dead Sea: and the 

local environment. harsh and spartan. would not provide enough food or potable water for an 

army at siege to survive without a steady infrastructure to transport vast quantities of both 

over long distances. However. Massada·s extensive system of cisterns was designed to catch 

the rain and thus to enable the fortress enough water to survive a siege that might last years. 

Massada · s origin and development is dcscrihcd by Joscphus::!i' 

When Herod came to the thronl' he decided that no place would better 
repay attention and the strongest fortification, especially in view of the 
proximity of Arabia; for its situation was most opportune, 
commanding as it did a vie\-\' of Arab territory. So ht.> surrounded a 
large area with walls and towers and founded a city there, from which 
an ascent led up to the ridge itself. Not content with that he built a 
wall round the very summit and erected towers at the corners, each 

m In 70 B.C.E. l-lcrod was born in Ashkclon. which at the time was in the region of ldumea. Appointed 
governor of the Galilee by his father Antipater in 47 B.C.E. Herod crushed a Jewish revolt led by Hezekiah and 
had the rebels put tu death without a trial. Arraigned before the Sanhedrin. he fled before they could pass 
sentence. In 43 B.C.E. Herod was appointed governor of Coe/e .\\-ria by the Roman Senate and three years later 
Herod was similarly crowned King of Judaca. a land which at the time had recently fallen into the hands of the 
Panhians. Soon after, in 37 B.C.E .. Herod returned to Judaea with Roman military hacking and after fiw 
months of siege. captured Jerusalem. {Bamavi and Eliav~Feldon. llistoric:t1/ Atlas. 50.) 
273 All Josephus quotes are taken from the translation done by G.A. Williamson, The .Jewish War. Penguin 
Books. 1970. 
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ninety feet high. In the middle of this enclosure he built a palace ... and 
he constructed a number of tanks to receive rain-,-vatcr and maintain a 
constant supply. He might well have been compcting with nature in 
the hope that the impregnability the place had rccci\·ed from her might 
be outdone by his own artificial defenses. He further provided an 
ample store of weapons and engines, and managed to think of 
everything that could enable the occupants to snap their fingers at the 
longest siege.27-1 

As the years progressed. Roman relations with certain sizable segments of the Jewish 

population steadily deteriorated until they exploded into open revolt and war in 66 C.E.275 

The Jewish forces were not a ..:ohesiYely unified force but were rather more along the lines of 

a loose confederation of warring sects. After being soundly defeated in open battles. the 

Jewish fighting forces mostly barred themselves inside the besieged Jerusalem walls ,..,·here 

they spent as much time fighting each other as they did keeping the Romans out. 

According to Josephus. one of the militant Jewish sects at the time was the Sicarii. .:m-. who 

were extreme not only in their bellicose tactics but also in their theology. At the outbreak of 

the war with Rome in 66 C.E .. the Sicarii captured ~fassada. but not before they first had 

slaughtered the Jewish inhabitants of Ein Gc<ldi.2; 7 who were. in thdr cycs. wicked and 

doomed to pcrdition.2711 The historian can assume that while the Roman army defeated the 

organized Jewish forces ccnh:rcd around Jcrusalcm. these Sicarii waited out the lighting in 

their Massada fortress. Finally. in late 74 C.E .. the campaign commander. Flavius Sil\'a. 

~; 1 Josephus, The Jewish I for. II :264 :68. 
m Josephus. Tlu:.Jewish War.11:425:1 
~,t, Aside from Josephus. it is not at all chmr that the Sicarii was a true sect. as opposed to 11 small group loosely. 
if at all, affiliated. 
277 Shaye Cohen reports (Cohen. '"Massada Literary ... 400.) that it was not only the men of Ein Geddi who the 
Sicarii slaughtered. but over 700 women and children as well. 
278 Cohen, "Massada Literary:· 40 I . 
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approached Massada with his troops279 and set to work ·mopping up· the tiny remains of 

J ' I c..l . '~U ew1s 1 arme rcs1stancc. -

Josephus· account claims that the charismatic leader of the Sicarii militants vvas a certain 

Eleazar.2'11 Josephus relays that before taking over Massada. Elea1.ar had experience, and 

success, in fighting the Romans both in the open field, and under siege. Although the 

following description of Eleazar prl.!ccdcs Eleazar·s command of Massada, it is important for 

two reasons. 

The first is that Josephus seems to hold Eleazar. and his warrior attributes, in high 

esteem. Eleazar and the other Jewish troops arc portrayed as courageous, not afraid to strike 

first at the enemy. and exceedingly dangerous in battle. Further. Eleazar specifically is 

portrayed as a charismatic leader who could rally his peers to hattle. as bold in his strategy. 

unafraid to risk. and fierce in his fighting. Caring for his men. Eleazar also was confident 

enough in his battle prowess that he not only led attacks on fortified positions. but guarded 

the retreat of his troops with his own sword. 

Secondly. and somewhat surprisingly. Josephus docs not describe any actual fighting 

between Jews and Romans in the final Massada showdown: and so this description of Eleazar 

1 ~·1 Mainh the I 0th lcu.ion. 
1k11 Cohc,;. "'Massmla Litcrar. :· 40 I. 
~" 1 It is interesting to note th;,t Josephus himsdfclaims that while he was fighting the Romans. one of his best 
lighters was a man named Eh:azar. son nfSamias, from Saba in the Galilee. Josephus speaks at length and with 
admiration of Eleazar and his strenglh in battle: "In lhis struggle one of the Jews distinguished himself in a way 
that calls for very special mention. 1 lis lathcr·s name was Samias. his own Eleazar. and his birthplace Saba in 
Galilee. This man raised a huge stone and llung it from the wall at the battering-ram with such tremendous 
force that he broke off its head. Then he!' leapt down and seizing 1he head under the noses of the enemy carried 
it back to lhe wall wi1hout turning a hair. A target now for all his foes and wilh no am,or to protect his body 
from the rain of missiles. he was pierced by ti\·e shatis: but paying not the slightest regard to them he climbed 
the wall and stood there for all to admire his daring ... he charged the ranks of the Tenth Legion. foiling upon the 
Romans with such dash und l\11;· tlmt they broke through their lines and routed all who stood in their palh.'' 
(Josephus. The .fl.!11'i.~h War. 111:232.2) It remains to be seen if this Elea1..ar is the same one who Josephus later 
says led the militants at Massada Josephus. Thi! .lewi.'ih We1r, Vll:202:6), but if this is in fact the case. then 
Joscphus is claiming to not only know the lcu<.lcr of the Massada Jews. but to have fought alongside of him 
against the Romans. 
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as a warrior lighting is that much more emphasized. It is interesting and relevant to 

Josephus· narrati\·c that despite Elcaznr·s prowess. ultimately the Roman siege was 

successful and Eleazar narrowly escaped with his life. In this light, it makes sense that in the 

future Eleazar, faced with the doom of certain Roman success, despite the best efforts of his 

accomplished and adroit warriors, might champion other options: 

They (Jews under siege by Roman troops) wanted to test their 
prospects of escaping a siege; so they made vigorous sorties every day 
and grappled with all whom they encountered; at heavy costs to both 
sides ... Among the besieged was a young man, bold in enterprise and 
energetic in action, named Eleazar. He had been prominent in the 
sorties, inciting the majority of defenders to issue forth and interrupt 
the building of the platforms, and in the encounters doing a great deal 
of damage to the Romans; for those who dared to sally out with him he 
smoothed the way to the attack, and made retreat safe by being the last 
to withdraw.282 

Josephus goes on to recount. with an abundance of specific detail. the final confrontation 

on Massada behvccn the <lctcnnincd Roman war-machine and Eleazar· s warriors. Realizing 

Massada"s strengths. Fla\'ius Sih·a set his engineers in standard siege-breaking endea,·ors. 

mainly cutting off avenues of escape and huilding ramparts to neutralize Massada · s 

ad\'antagc of height and fortified walls. Meanwhile. inside the mountain-top fortress. 

although the Jews wanted for nothing. they could only wait and watch as the Roman ramps 

hegan to take form. Josephus describes that the Jews would hantcr and taunt the Roman 

troops while they worked. sometimes with volleys of arrows and stones. sometimes with 

words. and sometimes ·thumbing their noses· at the Romans by standing on Massada"s walls. 

in full view of the Roman troops. and pouring out valuable water into the sand as ifto say. 

·we arc not in a hurry. un<l we arc very comfortable.' 

m Josephus. Tlw J,•wi.'ih Jfor, VII :202:6. 
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Eventually the Roman ramparts reached f\.fassada · s outer defenses and the Roman troops 

attacked the outer walls. In anticipation of this. the men of Massada built an inner wall of 

v,;ood and pliable material in order to withstand battering rams. However. by the time the 

Romans were ready to attack it was near dark. and so the Romans burned down the new inner 

wall, but then retreated with the intent to return with the dawn to defeat the Massada 

warnors. 

It was at this point Eleazar gathered all of the Massada men and with an impassioned 

speech, advocated for the collective suicide of everyone present. as well as their wives and 

children. Josephus has Eleazar's speech as long and addressing different subjects. including 

his belief that the soul lives pleasantly after death. and that despite herculean efforts. Rome 

,,·as invincible to defeat. Despite hcing a hit lengthy. a section of Eleazar's speech is worth 

quoting at length because in it Josephus ,·i.NH'i Eleazar relayed not only his reasoning for 

mass suicide. but also hinted at how he \"icwcd the ·warrior-qualities· of these Jewish men: 

... and now all hope has fled, abandoning us to our fate, let us at once 
choose death with honor and do the kindest thing we can for 
ourselves, our wives and chiklren, while it is still possible to show 
ourselves any kindness. After all, we were born to die, we and those 
we brought into the world: this even the luckiest must face. But 
outrage, slavery, and the sight of our wives led away to shame with 
our children-these arc not evils to ,.vhich man is subject by the laws of 
nature: men undergo them through their own cowardice, if thev have a 
chance to forestall them by death .ind will not take it. We were very 
proud of our courage, so \Ve revolted from Rome: no,-v in the final 
stages they have offered to spare our lives and we have turned the 
offer down. ls anyone too blind to see how furious they will be if they 
take us alive? Pity the young \'\'hose bodies are strong enough to 
survive prolonged torture; pity the not-so-young whose old frames 
would break under such ill-usage. A man will sec his wife violently 
carried off; he will hear the voice of his child crying, 'father!' when his 
own hands arc fettered. Come! While our hands are free ~nd can hold 
a sword, let them do a noble service! Let us die uncnslaved by our 
enemies, and leave this world as free men in the company with our 
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wives and chiklrcn .. .let us deny the enemy their hoped for pleasure at 
our expense, and without more ado leave them to be dumbfounded by 
our death and awed by our couragc.28~ 

From this passage it is clear that ahovc all else Eleazar (and Josephus} valued a warrior·s 

courage, and the ability to die a free man (rather than as a prisoner or a slave). Since even the 

Romans would "he awed .. by this act of "courage:· it would seem that courage to do 

something radical and drastically ad\'crsc to scJt:.prescrvation. such as mass suicide. was an 

indication of the true ·mettle· of a superior warrior. Perhaps this was admired because it 

indicated a certain ruthlessness. or dedication. or willingness to die unfettered despite the 

I . h .,,1-1 ug est cost.· 

Hmvevcr. this passage. and indeed the entire Massada story. has to he viewed not only by 

the choice that the men of Massada made. but also by the options that did not choose. Most 

obvious is that they chose mass suicide over torture and enslavement. as well as over being 

helpless to protect their wives and children from the horrible fates that surely awaited them. 

If the Massada tale is any indication of Josephus· view of Jewish warriors. then the reader 

can conclude that for the Jewish warrior. there were some things that were worse than death. 

~~; Josephus. TJu:.lt!ll'ish ll'ar, Vll:390A5. 
~81 In his comprchensi\·e comparntin! study. Shaye Cohen shows that in the Second Temple Period mass suicide 
as an ahcmati\'c to cnsla\'cmcnt was not rare. or limited to any particular culture. "M:1ssada was not unique. 
Ancient history provides many examples of a besieged city or fortress whose inhabitants (men. women. and 
children) preferred death lo surrender or capture:· (Cohen ... Massada Literary:· 386.) Cohen lists 16 such 
historical narrati\'cs that resemble Jos..:phus· Massada tal..:. Further. Cohen states that: "cullecti\'e suicide was 
the action of last resort ... for Greeks. Romans :ind the townspeople or Asia Minor whose object was to avoid 
capture not only by the Romans but also by Persians. Greeks. and Carthaginians."(Cohcn. ··M.issada Literary;· 
390.) Cohen :ilsu demonstrntes that rmmy of Josephus· contemporal')· historian-peers similarly lionized a 
group·s choice for mass suicide thus rcllccting a general Roman admiration for such men who could make. and 
implement. such n hard decision: "Our corpus shows that ancient historians generally approved of collcctivi: 
suicide ... for instance. Polybius and his followers clearly admire !he desperate resolution of the Phocians. while 
Appian has the Roman consul admire the •virtue· or ·prowess· of the Astapaeans ... who as ·lovers of liberty, 
could not tolerate slavery."" (Cohen, ··MassaJa Literary." 392.) This author would posit that Cohcn·s 
demonstration of the commonality of mass suicide adds probability to the veracity of Josephus· account. 
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What is harder to understand is why the men of Massada did not choose to fight to their 

deaths.211~evcn if death was certain. Whether by suicide or battle, both avenues have identical 

results. One would think that ut least by fighting the Romans, the Jewish warrior could die a 

warrior·s death. However. by Josephus· account. since these warriors chose suicide over 

battle it would seem that by their standards. the more ·manly' thing to do was to have the 

resolve to kill onc·s comrades. family and finally self in order to die freely. on their own 

tenns. This act is one of ultimate defiance. Perhaps then this is the ultimate warrior quality. 

for Josephus at least, that a warrior could detennine the time and manner of his own death. 

Keeping in mind that the Josephus account is the only written account available of the 

Massada event. at this point it might he appropriate to address how accurately Josephus· 

account reflects what really happened on l\fassada. or if the Massada event ever happened at 

all. As indicated in the introduction to this chapter. the veracity of Josephus· account. 

although important in other contexts. has no bearing on this thesis· assumption that the 

factual presence of a piece of literature is grounds enough to utilize it as an a,·enue for 

determining perceived Jewish self-identity. However. detem1ining a degree of,·eracity 

might allow the historian insight into the Josephus· motivations to expand his nurrati,·c with 

any creati\'c exaggerations. 

When judging the ,·eracity of Josephus· account. one must remember a few things. First. 

Josephus admits that he was not at Massudu. and so the reader must assume that some of his 

account is permitted through creative license. For instance. it is unreasonable to condemn 

Josephus· conception of Eleazar's speech because it is obviously not a rendition verbatim. 

Second. like all the historians or his day. Josephus was permitted to insert creative rhetoric in 

285 Perhaps after killing their families first to humanely save them from their fates. 
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the absence of fact; and C\'cn to exaggerate in order to enhance the narrative·s effectiveness 

to cntertain.2116 

In light of that ca,·eat. based on external collaborating evidence. (mostly archcological 

disco\'ery from the Massada site in Israel and data from existent external Roman imperial 

commentaries).2117 scholars21111 agree that in matters of facts. figures. distances. measurements 

and formations. Josephus accounted with accuracy."2K'l It is unclear whether this accuracy can 

be attributed to first hand knowledge. second hand accounts. or the use of the Roman 

imperial records (which because of his patrons would have been at his disposal). This is not 

to say that Josephus· accuracy was always total. To the contrary. even those scholars who 

hold by Josephus· general veracity admit that (in areas that do not describe facts. figures. 

distances. measurements and formation) his ••inaccuracies range from vagueness to hlatant 

• "" 290 11 h I t· h h . . h exaggeration. owevcr. on t e ot 1er extreme o t c spectrum. event osc cntlcs w o 

charge Josephus· Massada account as being a ··farrago of fiction. conjecture. and error ... :Ni 

must be clearly qualified in their academic context for this type of criticism is shouted not to 

challenge the veracity of thi: general narrntcd cn:nt. but merely the absoluteness of the 

details. For instance. c,·cn Shayc Cohen who calls Joscphus·s account a ··farrago of fiction. 

conjecture. and error·· admits that: 

:iu, ··Josephus needs no apology for these inventions and embellishments since practically all the historians of 
antiquity did such things:· (Cuhcn. ""l\fassada Literary." 397.) 
:H 7 "Undoubtedly. the source of much of Josephus· accurate duta was the Roman imperial commentaries. the 
lmpomn<•muta. specifically mentioned by him tlm:c times in his works. (Broshi. ··The Crcdibili1y:·3g 1.) 
Josephus relied on commentaries dating not only from the period of the Great War but also on later 
commentaries found hy him in the imperial archives." (Broshi. '"The Credibility;· 383.) 
m This author reaches this conclusion b>' comparing scholars on opposite sides of the spectrum regarding their 
opinion of Josephus· veracity. For instance. both Magen Broshi and Shaye Cohen. who seem to agree on little 
else. both concur that at least in these areas. Josephus is credible. 
189 For instance. Josephus accurately pro,idcd the correct distanci.:s between geographical points. the 
measurements of the Massada fortifications and c\"cn. upon renewed scholarship. the relative nccuracy of this 
population estimates. (Broshi. 11,._, ( 'redibili1_r. 380-381.) 
:•io Broshi. '"The Crcdibilitv."' 383. 
~91 Cohen. "Massada Liter~ry:· 399. 
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We may readily believe that the Josephan story has a basis in fact. First, it 
is plausible. Many Jews committed suicide during the crucial moments of 
the war in 66-70, and, as we have seen above, many non-Jews also 
committed suicide rather than face their enemies.292 

To paraphrase Cohcn·s analysis of how the Massada event ·really happened· ,·i:..-cl-\'is 

Josephus· account. Cohen thinks that Josephus exaggerated in that not all of the Massada 

residents committed suicide. or burned their buildings. exad(i· as Josephus says. Rather. 

Cohen·s admitted conjecture of the event~ has some of the Jews slaying their families and 

setting the public buildings on fire: while others of the Sicarii fought to the death or 

attempted to hide or escape. I le concludes that upon breaching l\·1assada · s defenses. the 

Romans were in no mood to take prisoners anJ massacred all whom they found_:?93 The point 

being that despite condemning words. C\'Cll Josephus· most harsh critics admit that the bulk 

of what he says is certainly plausihlc. they just take issue with some of the details. 

Another way to look at the plausibility of Josephus· account is to consider why Josephus 

would make up something that was not true if his account. and credibility. could be 

im·alidatcd by the myriad of Roman soldiers involved. including his patron himself: Fla\'ius 

Silva. The answer is that Josephus would not and could not. Josephus. albeit permitted with 

some crcati,·e license. had to write within the 1.:onlincs of what were considered the hasic 

facts and t:onjccturcs of the Roman ,·ictors at Massada. It is precisely hecausc his account 

had to be within the realm of ·truth" that Josephus could not (and did not) ha\'e the Sicarii 

engaging in some dcspcratC" light. .. bC"causc c,·cryonc who was at Massada knew that such a 

"'l-1 battle never occurred.~ 

;••~ Cohen. ··Massada Literary:· 399. 
2''° Cohen. ··Massada Literm,,:· 403. 
1''4 Since Josephus is the onl; source for what hnpp,.mcd nt Massada, and was the official Roman hi!-ltorian on the 
subject as empowered by the Roman Emperors, his account is ·the' official Roman account of all that occurred. 
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Additionally. Josephus· moti\'ations for recording the Massada event in the way that he 

docs must be understood in the context of his personal situation as well as his intended 

audience. Although Josephus claimed to be from a priestly family which could proudly trace 

its pedigree to the early Hasmoneans. and he claimed to have led Jewish forces against the 

Romans in the Galilee. Josephus clearly was perceived by some Jews in his own day as a 

traitor. Although alter the war Titus gave Josephus an estate outside of Jerusalem. Josephus 

thought it prudent to decamp for good to Romc. 2''5 Likely he feared for his very lite by the 

Jews of Judaea who were bitter at his changed allegiance. and who sought to make an 

example of Josephus by broadcasting what would happen to traitorous Jews. In addition to 

the accusations by his fellow Jews. the fact that Josephus never returned to Ju<laea likely 

indicates that he feared for his life.:>% 

Josephus wrote about the Jews not necessarily because he loved the Jews but because ·the 

Jews· were the only thing on which he was an expert and was considered worthwhile to the 

Romans. Remember. in ·The Jewish War.· Josephus is not just writing about the Jews. but of 

their war with Rome and spccitically. the Jewish <lclcat at the hands of the \'cry men who 

later hecmrn: his patrons. ·The kwish War· was published bi:causc it ma<lc the Roman 

Emperors look good. And the stronger the Jewish warriors were made to look. the better 

their Roman ,·ictors would uppcur. That being said. Jewish warrior prowess urn.I making the 

Romans look good arc not necessarily mutually cxclusi\'c cn<lea\'ors. However. despite 

attractive political theories. it is \'cry difficult to be certain of Josephus· motirntion for 

portraying the Jewish warrior as positi\'cl)' us he did. 

m Once in Rome. Josephus was given the very house in which Vespasian had lived as a private citizen. a 
pension lt>r life, and Roman citizenship. 1.atcr. Vcspasian gave him a second large estate in Judaea. and 
Domitian exempted his property from the land-tax payable by all provincials. a highly coveted honor. 
(Smallwood, "Introduction,'' 13.) 
l% Smallwood, "Introduction:· 13. 
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The one clue that might give some hint as to Josephus· reasons for his portrayal of the 

Jewish warrior is his intended readership. Aside from the commission to be part of the 

official Roman annuls, it seems that .Josephus· initial intt:ndcd audience was other Jews! In 

his introduction to The Jewish War . .Josephus infom1ed his readers that he originally wrote 

his account in Aramaic ··for circulation among the Jews of the eastern Diaspora-those li\'ing 

beyond the Euphrates. under Parthian rule:· ~•n Aramaic was the linKua.fiwica of the region. 

but would have prevented most of the Roman Empire from reading what he wrote. 

What then. was Josephus hoping to accomplish? Certainly there seems to he an clement 

of self-affirmation and self-congratulation in showing the mettle of the Jewish ·race· of 

which he was a mcmhcr. Indeed. Josephus makes the Jews out to he worthy adversaries who 

·fought the good fight" but c,·crltually lost to the superior Romans. In other words. the 

military prowess of the Jew did not matter hi:cause the Romans were. and ahrnys would be. 

hctter.2911 If anything. Josephus seems to write as a cautionary tale for Jews to know that 

when they are outclassed and beaten hy their betters. they need to accommodate and 

acquiesce to the Romans. In doing so. like Josephus himscl[ kws would recein: the benefits 

of Roman largess anJ would be better off with Rome as their pro\'crbial patrons. Through 

tht: Massa<la account. Josephus ulludcs to the foct that the futile altcrnati\'cs or fighting to the 

bitter end or nohl\' rnmmittim.!. suicide still results in death rather than the sccurit\' of sdf . ~ . 

go\'crnance and prosperity: all of which \\WC to be had under Roman authority .2'1'' 

~''7 ··and later translated it into Greek in order to make it accessible to the peoples of the Roman Empire:· 
Smallwood, ··Introduction." 14.) 
M In the seven yc.1n; of war. from 66 C.E. to the foll of Massada in 73 C.E .. from the beginning the Romans 
had far greater for1:cs: three legions rcinlim:cd with auxiliaries. approximately sixty thousand well-trained 
professional soldiers. (Barna, i and Eli,1,-Fcldon, .I 1/istorirnl .-It/us. 52) 
2w Although Massada was the linal stronghold of the Jews and is thus is the climax of The Jewish War. this 
tension between suicide and dying in battle is one that is a con~istent theme throughout the book. Although this 
author has not done extensive research to prove this point. certainly Josephus himself cogently argues against 
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To some readers. Josephus· suggestions might seem pusillanimous: but to others they 

might seem starkly practical and even parallel to what some of the rahhis in fact would 

adhere to. starting with Yochanan hen Zakai and cvol\'ing into a demilitarized Judaism. 

Interestingly. and perhaps deliberately, both JosephusJoo and Yochanan hen Zakai3O1 claim to 

have escaped Roman sicgc302 only to be given an audience with Vespasian whom they 

prophesizc would become Emperor. Soon after. when this prediction became rcality.303 both 

were given privileges worthy of his prophesy. For Josephus. it was access to the highest 

echelons of Roman society. a powerful patron. and cntree into the publishing world. For 

Yochanan hen Zakai. it was pcm1ission to relocate to Yavneh in order to ensure Judaism·s 

survival. In both cases. each man submitted to the physical military superiority of Rome in 

order to sun·ivc and succeed. 

Whether taken as a metaphor or merely as an example reflective of the reality. each man 

sacrificed his pride as ·warrior· in order to obtain what he perceived as a higher goal. But as 

we will see in the next chapter. despite the Roman victories in the war of 66 C.E .. the 

submissive attitude of fosephus and the rabbis of YaYneh were not uniformly adhered to. nor 

was it a forgone conclusion. Th~ spirit of the biblical warriors. the Maccabees. Judith and 

the ·sons of Light" was u part of the collccti\'c Jewish psychc30·1 and could not easily be 

subverted. Jews wen: a people who had succeeded in war. and despite Roman defeats. that 

suicide (Josephus. 11,e .Jewish U,11·. 111"382: 17) when the remnants of his Galilean troops were trapped in the 
cave and considering suicide as a \'iable option. 
300 Josephus claims to have been brought out of a cave in the Galilee where his men had commiltcd suicide. and 
marched by Nicanor to Vespasian. (Josephus. Tiu! .J11wish Wal". Ill :383: 19.) 
Jui Yochanan hen Zakkai"s account is recorded in h. (iillin 55b-57b 
Ju~ Josephus from a cave in Jotapala and Yochannn ben Zakkai from Jerusalem in a coffin. 
303 ··In July of69 C.E. by which time Nero lrnd been dethroned and his two short•livcd successors had met 
equally inglorious ends." (Smallwood. ··1n1roduction."' 11.) 
10~ Although it is difficult lo establish that because Jewish warrior-identity exists within a text that this retlccts a 
warrior psyche within the society. minimally it is evidence that the warrior psyche existed at least within one 
particular segment of the Jewish socicl). 

105 



warrior self-identity would not be bleached out easily for any reason. whether convenience. 

luxury, or even the necessity of survival. 
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Chapter Six- The Diaspora and Bar Kochha Re,,olts: 

In the 60 years after the destruction of the Second Temple (70 C.E.). the warrior self­

identity of the Jewish people was not only alive. but boiling over. Starting \\·ith a series of 

armed-revolts in the Diaspora. and ending with the harsh finality of Bar Kochba·s re,·olt in 

Judaea, the Jewish warrior ·spirit' brought open war against Rome and in certain cases. their 

Gentile neighbors. The brutal Roman dcfoat of the Jews in Judaea can not he emphasized 

enough, as it is the pi\'otal historical event that led to. or forced. a major paradigm shift 

within the national Jewish psyche. With Bar Kochba ·s defeat at Betar ( 135 C.E.).305 Jews· 

self-identity as warrior was drastically shifted to one that was war-m·crse and assimilationist. 

Up until this point. pre,·ious chapters of this thesis have centered on Jewish literature 

from the Second Temple Pcriod:; 111' howc\'cr. this chapter will stray from this f<)rmula in that 

it will center around the historical c,·ents of Jewish armed revolt rather than focus exclusively 

on any one piece of contemporary Jewish litcraturc3117 because. for various reasons which will 

be discussed in this chapter. such a singular work is not known to exist. In this way. this 

chapter is less formal rnn:rage of spccilic literature.: than an •interlude: llowc,er. as this 

chapter will explain. the Jewish armed n:\olts that l<Jllowcd the destruction of the Second 

Temple. and the ultimati.:: consc4t11..:nccs at the hands of the Roman military mrichim: \\ ere 

ribsolutely ,·ital in the way that they affcch.·d the Jewish psyche. Judaism. and the Jewish 

people from that point fon.vard. Thus. chapter six of this thesis might he n.:gan.h:d as a •vital 

M Eshcl, .. The Dates:· in 711e Bar Kod1ha ll'ar Rffonsidercd (ed. Schafer). In . 
. li)(, By definition. the cn:nts of this chapter happen after the Second Temple was destroyed. and thus fall outside 
of the scope of what is · Second Temple.· Nonetheless. a contemporary Jewish source or piece of literature is 
lacking. 
:;o7 However, for lack of better options, this chapter will utilize later Jc\vish and non-Jewish sources to a certain 
degree. 
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interlude· which explains "the tensions between Jewish perceptions or ideologies of power 

and the political realities of Jewish life:·308 

However, Chapter Six: ·the Bar Kochba revolt.· is like the previous chapters in that it is 

less important for the purposes of this thesis to unravel what is ·true· and historically 

'factual: than it is to focus on how the events as they were recorded and understood by the 

Jewish people might have reflected and refracted Jewish self-identity as warrior. This 

chapter will look at the historical context. possible causes, initial success and ultimate defeat 

of the Bar Kochba revolt. Additionally. it will delve into Bar Kochba as a historic and literary 

figure. All of this helps ·shed light' on how Jews were ,·icwcd and viewed themselves as 

warrior at the time. 

Finally. this chapter will examine how Rahhi Akiva·s alleged allegiance with Bar 

Kochba's forces occurred. and how it was described by the Talmudic tradcnts after their 

stunning defeat. This section will show how the tradents were initially split in their support 

for Bar Kochba. but that atlcr the revolt \Vas quashed the rabbinic authority railed against 

him. his militarism. and any sort of messianic aspirations to be achie,·ed through violence. In 

contrast to previous centuries. from this point on Jewish nationalism and IVkssianism was to 

he pursued non-violently through prnycr and mit=rnt. and specifically not through the lens of 

armed struggle. 

Rarely forty years altcr The Grcat Revolt. Jews throughout the Roman Empire rose up in 

armed rebellion. These revolts occurred in prominent Jewish communities in Lihya?14 

E 'io C 311 d S . M . ) ' 11 I I I . I I - I I 7 C I' )' P gypt: yprus. an • yna ( csopotamrn · - at roug 1 y t 1c same tum: ( .)- . .:.. · · 

'°" Biale. f'mrer and f'owerles.1·11e.u, ix. 
3•N Cyrene or ·Cymaica. · 
310 Alexandria. 
311 Salamis. 
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and so these revolts together have been dubbed ·The Diaspora Revolt.• Although it is likely 

that each local conflict had specific local causcs.314 there is significant evidence to suggest 

that the Jewish warriors from each of these communities coordinated and cooperated with 

one anothcrJ 15toward a common goal and against a common enemy 

The Diaspora Revolt erupted during the reign of the Roman emperor Trajan316 in 115 C.E 

while Trajan was occupied in Syria with war against Parthia.317 --This spasmodic revolt 

started in AD 1 15 in Cymaica ( Libya). where the Jcws ... fought against the local population 

so fiercely that eventually the Romans were compelled to intervene. At the same time. or 

shortly thereafter. the Jews of Egypt rose too: Cyprus followed as a battle scene. and so did 

Mesopotamia with a general revolt in 116 ... _llll The causes for the various Diaspora Jewish 

uprisings arc unknown. hut the speculative consensus amongst various historians seems to be 

that likely the causes were an amalgamation of Jewish national "messianic yeamings"-' 11' and 

the --Jocal factors of social. economical. political. and ideological competition ... betwecn Jews 

and Grccks:·~::io Additionally. these four Jewish communities provided fertile ground for the 

surviving Judaean ,·ctcrans of the Great Revolt. and it stands to reason that they brought with 

them to these Diaspora communities not only their battle-field experience. hut their 

philosophy321 and leadership. which took root and spn:ad. 31~ 

m Antioch 
m Schitlimm. ,--,w,, T.:xt. 172. 
H~ Yadin, Bw· f{od1hu. 17: Ben Zee\', ""The l/prising." ()3_ 
w Sper, Tht! F11t11re,. 56: Ben Zccv. "The Uprising," 94. 
111• 98-117 C.E. 
w Sper. The Future. 55. 
m Yadin. Bar l-:rJd1ha. 17. 
31 '' Yadin. Bur A.'od1hu. 17. 
320 Ben Zeev, "The Uprising.:· <)J. 
m Perhaps what Josephus refers to as the · fourth philosophy' lionized by the Zealots. 
m Spcr. 111e Future. 56. 
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The Libyan uprising had its roots hack in 73 C.l: .. when mass armed resistance ended 

with the deaths and confiscation of property of a large number of wealthy Jews. n 3 Now. two 

generations later, once again the Jews of Libya rose up against their Greek and Roman 

neighbors. but this time under the leadership of a certain Jewish •King Andn.:as." 32"' 

According to Dio · s account. 325 the Jews successfully attacked and destroyed local Cyrenean 

pagan temples. statues of gods. and centers of Greek civic life with shockingly violent and 

cruel behavior. After initial victory over local garrisons. the Jews tried to destroy the road 

between Cyrcnc and its port. Apollonia; in order to disrupt the anticipated Roman 

reinforcements set to arrive by sea 

Within a few months. in October of 115 C.E .. the Jews of Egypt also rose up against their 

non-Jc\,·ish neighbors in a widcspn.:ad armed rc,·olt that spread through large sections of the 

country. Like their Jewish brethren in Libya. they too targeted pagan temples and civic 

centers_.:i2,, This antagonism between the Egyptian Jews and their gentile neighbors went back 

at least to the third century B.C.E .. but in recent generations violent exchanges along ethnic 

lines had grown both in frequency and intensity. Under the Emperor Claudius ( 41-54 CE) 

this longstanding fou<l hctwccn thi: Jews and Greeks in Alexandria had crupti:<l into open 

:J; Ben Zeev. ··The Uprising." 94. 
,~~ According to Ben Zee,·, (Ben Zee\". "Thi: Uprising:· 9-t). the Roman historian Dio Cassius. (Ziphilinus 
68:32.1) reports that this king·s nami: was ··trndreas··. but according to the ancient historian Euschius. his name 
was "Lukuas." Ben Zee\' explains this as "c:ither two difforcnt persons or one person with two names. a 
common practice at the time:· This author thinks it likely the latter. 
;;; .. The most important and extensive of the classical sources for the Second Remit are the \\ ritings of Dio 
Cussim. the third-century historian. in his Roman I li.,tm:r. although his passage dealing with our subject 
actually comes to us only in an abbrc\'iatcd fonn through the hands of Ziphilinus. an eleventh-century 
monk...but Dio docs not mention the leader of the Jews nor the fact that he had been successful; nor docs he 
mention the duration of the war. In fact. even the cause of the revolt as described by Dio is contradicted by 
other historians. (Dio says that Jews could not tolerate foreign races settling in their city anJ foreign religious 
rights being planted there)" (YaJin. Har Kochha. 19.) 1\s a source. although certainly imperfect. Peter Schafer 
in his summation ofBar-Kochba scholars· work from the 2001 Princeton llnivl!rsity eonfcrencl! titled. ·Bar 
Kochba Reconsidered· says: "[)io Cassius· report has become the major trustworthy literary source of the 
uprising:· (Schafer, "Preface ... XX). 
;~(, Ben Zcev. "The Uprising:· 96. 
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fighting: 327 and in October of the year 115 ··armed attacks had been perpetrated by Greeks 

against Jews, the last of which may definitely he considered a direct 1.:ausc of the Jewish 

uprising."'328 As the Jewish revolt in Egypt continued on. the lines were clearly drawn with 

the Egyptian Greeks reinforced hy both the Roman military and the Egyptian pcasants,329 

while the Jews of Alexandria were reinforced by Jews from Syria330 and Libya. Specifically. 

··Eusebius states that the Jews of Libya acted in co-operation with the Jews of Egypt and 

specifically mentions a military alliance adding that at a certain stage the Jews of Libya 

passed into Egyp1:·331 Dio Cassius also rcports~n that ha\'ing annihilated their pagan 

adversaries in Libya. the Libyan Jews marched cast to support the Jews of Egypt in late 115 

or early 116 C .E. J.B 

At roughly the same time. the Jews of Cyprus. led by a man named Artcmion. rose up 

against their pagan neighbors and destroyed the city of Salamis. The full extent of the loss of 

life is unclear. although from the records it is clear that the local gentile inhabitants of Cyprus 

were unable to contend with the armed Jewish forces that remained \'ictorious until the 

Roman military legions under Marcus Turbo arri\'cd to defeat them. ..Dio states that in 

Cyprus ·t,vo hundred and forty thousaml (gentiles) perished· whereas Orosius writes that 'all 

the Greek inhabitants of Salamis wcrc killed··· 3.,-t 

In the Jewish uprisings of the Diasporu re,·olt. the last to begin was in Syria towards the 

end of 116 C.E. The details of the causes of this revolt and the resulting damages arc 

unclear. but according to the sixth century chronicler Malalas ... thirty thousand Jews rushed 

327 Spcr, The Fullll"r.!, 56: quoting the 6th 1:cntury 1:hronickr Malalas. 
m Ben Zecv. '"The Uprising:· 96. 
P'l B Z Tl LJ . . .. 96 · - en ccv, ·· 1c pnsmg. . 
·'·10 Spcr. The f'lllure, 56. 
,:;i Ben Zccv, .. The Uprising:· 94. 
m Dio Cassius. Roman lfotorr. Book LXVIII: 32:2. 
m Spcr. Tht! Future. 57. · 
rn Ben Zeev, "The Uprising:· 96. 
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up from Tiberius to support their brethren in Antioch:.:m What is clear from Roman records 

is that the Jewish Revolt in Syria was cff ective enough so that Trajan '"·as forced to call up 

one of his best generals. Lusius Quietus. to quell the Jewish revolt. 

The Roman reaction to the Diaspora Revolt was forceful and thorough. It is clear that 

they took the Jewish uprisings \'cry seriously as they named the revolt a ·1wn11lt11s' indicating 

they viewed it as an emergency graver than war:Ufi In response. Trajan sent in legions of 

land and sea forccs:n'including cavalry. 338 led by top generals on the side of the Greeks. 

Marco Turbo. one ofTrajan·s best. was in command of the Libyan. Egyptian and Cypriot 

fronts. He arrived in Libya and crushed the Jewish uprising before the autumn of 117.339 

The harsh and thorough character ofTurho"s campaign against these Jewish revolts is 

described hy Appian;'~11who states that in his day. Trajan ·cxtcnninated· the Jewish race in 

Egypt.""341 Additionally. the Jerusalem Talmud describes the destruction of the great 

synagogue of Alexandrian. and the subsequent despair of the Egyptian Jcwry: 3"'2 

'itu, 11:1:) :'iMi M, :itt'i1JO::l~ ':,t!/ 1JOO"M "'!:1"1 :-tMi M?ili' ,::> :i1i" ":li 17.l~ 'Jl1 
o",5:>:> :i:l , .. :i C"~Y::i ;,n·:i ,·uo~ r::rJ::,, , .. uoMi :i":i :i?i,:- "i''"o:i r~::, ,.,~.,~ 
m:nu □"J:JK rm1.::i,v~ □i:l r':i :i:ii ,i:I' mM,i"nv t::r1:::ii:v, □",x~ "~i, .. ::i 
Ki:r, i.:n~m z::rit::1::::i n,~,:!1 :in";, nii~, nnx ,::i, C"J"i'i C"li'Jt:J i:tJ::> m"?~i~, 

It was taught that R. Judah said, 'Whoc\'cr has never seen the double­
colonnade (the basilica-synagogue) of Alexandria has never seen 

m Alon. The.fews (trans. G. Levi). 363. 
rn. Sper. Tht! ,-·1111,re. 56. 
m ··The forces that accompanied Marcus Turbo likely were the /..:gio .\'.\'II Ddoturicma and the legio Ill 
( )'renuirn. the cohttrs I L'lpia Ajiw111111 t!</1tit11.1· and the cohors / A 11g11.wa praetorian l.11istmumm1 o!CJllilata. the 
l □tter of which suffered he□\')' losses in Egypt"" during the early Slimmer of 117. (Ben Zeev. 'The Uprising;· 
97,) 
m Ben Zcev. ··The Uprising:· 97. 
JJ'' Ben Zcev, '"The Uprising;· 97. 
HO c. 95-165 CE. 
w Ben Zeev. ·'The Uprising ... 97 . 
. u~ j. Sukk.ah. 5:l,55b. 
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Israel's glory in his <.•ntirc lifo. It was a kind of large basilica, with one 
colonnade inside another. Sometimes there were twice as many 
people there as those who went forth from Egypt. Now there were 
seventy-one golden thrones set up there, one for each of the seventy­
one elders, each one worth twenty-five talents of gold ... and who 
destroyed it all? It was the evil Trajan.'."-n 

What is certain is that after Turbo· s sublimation of the Jewish revolts in Egypt and Libya 

in 117 C.E .. these two communities ··almost disappear from the sources. In Egypt. the land 

that had belonged to the Jews was confiscated by the Roman government. and a consequence 

of the revolt mny have been the abolition of the Jewish court in Alexnndria."'~44 

Similarly in Cyprus. at\cr Turbo"s Roman military machine subdued the Jewish rebellion, 

scholars have found no evidence of a Jewish presence on the island until the fourth century, 

which may give serious credence to Dio·s assertion:-4~ that alter the revolt ··no Jev-· may set 

foot on that island. and even if one of them is dri\'cn upon the shores by a stonn he is put to 

death.'.:w, 

To deal with the Jewish uprising in Syria.3"'7 Trajan sent his general Lucius Quietus. who 

was ferocious in putting down the Mesopotamian revolt. 3411 As a reward for his leadership. 

Trajan rewarded Quietus with the governorship of Pall.!stinc. Howcn:r. it seems as though 

quashing the Jewish rc\'olt of Syria was not as quick or clcun us they would ha\'c liked. for 

when I ladriun~·Jll hecumc emperor in 117 C.E. he had to spend his first year mopping up the 

last of the Syrian Jewish rebels. 3~0 

rn Ncusner. tr. 711e Talmud o/'the land o/1.'irad. Sukkalr.111. 
rn Ben Zccv. ··The Uprising.;. 97. · 
H~ Dio, Roman Hi.1·tmT. book 68.32.3. 
w, Ben Zccv. ··The Uprising:· 97 . 
. ir Syria is sometimes referred to as ·Mesopotamia.· 
m Thus. the Diaspora Re\"ult is often referred to as ·the war of Quietus· in Rabbinic texts. 
3111 76-138 C.E. 
3~11 Schiffman. From Te.ti. I 72. 
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It is a fact that four Jewish communities (Libya. Egypt. Cyprus. Syria) engage in armed 

re\'olt at roughly the same: time ( 115-117). Unfortunately. there is a dearth of contemporary 

sources so we may ncn:r know what really happened. However, minimally. this fact would 

indicate that they were mutually influenced and encouraged by one another. This author 

would posit that from the timing and reports of Jewish troops aiding other Jewish 

communities. it is reasonable to assert that it is likely that there was a degree of military 

coordination. This would indicate that common bonds. causes. enemies and goals were 

shared amongst the Diaspora Jewish communities. Even more so. the fact that four Jewish 

communities rose in armed revolt against their gentile neighbors and further engaged in war. 

regardless of success. against the Roman military strongly points to a very real Jewish self­

identity as warrior. These Jews not only thought of themselves as warriors. hut were 

confident enough in that identity to engage in coordinated violence against their gentile 

neighbor. Surely the community leaders understood that armed revolt against the local 

governments would result in c\'cntual confrontation with the Roman military. 

This author would suggest that these Diaspora Jewish communities were very aware of 

the eventuality. and wi:rc prepared fhr it. Perhaps they thought that their example would 

empower other rc\'olts. Jewish and non-Jewish. throughout the Roman empire which in tum 

would help their cause and ultimak success. Alier all. in some ways this was the case with 

the original Libyan Jewish rc,·olC s initial success empowering similar action in Egypt. 

Cyprus and Syria. This "domino cftccf would explain the Roman reaction of dubbing the 

Diaspora Revolt as ·1,mwltus· and sending seasoned veterans like Turbo and Quietus ,Nith 

crack Roman troops. 
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These Jews were more than ·ready· to engage. they engaged! To emphasize the point. 

think about the Jewish communities throughout the Diaspora since 117 C.E, and even the 

Diaspora communities throughout the world today. Can we even imagine the Jews of 

France, or Argentina. or America ever having the 'readiness: much less the 'resolve,' to rise 

up in a coordinated armed revolt no matter \Vhat their grievances'! Even if we can imagine 

such a situation. history provides us with the resounding answer of ·no:· and the primary 

reason is that unlike the Jews of 115 C.E .. Diaspora Jews ever after have not thought of 

themselves as warriors. Of course. the eras hold tremendous differences in social realities. 

but those Jews of 115 C.E. were closer to the warrior mentality of the Great Revolt. the pride 

of the Hasmonean dynasty. the Maccabcan victories. and the surfeit of Jewish literature of 

the Second Temple Period which reflected and reinfon.:ed the Jewish self-identity as warrior. 

But even as the Diaspora Rc\·olt showed Jews the highs of initial military success and the 

lows of military defeat. both in terms of Jewish life and punitive consequences. the Diaspora 

Revolt was perhaps merely a warm-up for the incredible Jewish uprising. and then ultimate 

stunning dcfoat of Bar Kochba .11 the hands of the Romans only 15 years later. 

The Bar Kochba Rc\'olt. named for its kudcr. hcgan in the summer of 132 C.E and ended 

in the summer of 135 C.l:. 351 This Jewish rc,·olt against the Romans in Judaca 'Nas the apex 

and final Jewish uprising against Roman rule in Palcstinc:15 :? alh:r which the Jews would not 

engage in armed struggle for an in<.kpcmlcnt homdand for almost two millennia.353 for 

various reasons that will he detailed later in this chapter. the Jews under Bar Kochba were 

initially very successful defeating first the local Judacan garrisons and then the Syrian 

legions. Ultimately. Hadrian was forced to deal with J udaca by sending in multiple legions 

m Eshcl, "The Dates," in Thi! /Jar A."ochha 11 ''-'r Reconsidered (ed. Schafer). 112. 122. 
m Eshcl. "The Dates," in Th.: !Jar kod,l,a War Ri!rnnsidcred (ed. Schafer), I 05. 
m Book. "Jewish Journeys." 94. 
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and his top general, Julius Se\'erus. all the way from Britain. Even against these 

overwhelming forces. the Judaean Jews still managed to inflict huge losses upon the Romans. 

The Bar Kochba revolt ended in a dramatic fashion with the Jews taking their last stand at the 

Judaean fortress of Betar. Using similar techniques as they had in breaching Massada. the 

Romans sacked Betar and crushed the Jewish rebellion with a ferocity that echoed still in 

Jewish literature for hundreds of years. Once the Jewish fighting forces were destroyed. the 

emperor Hadrian354 enacted vicious anti-Jewish legislation designed both to punish the Jews, 

and to keep the Roman Empire from having to spend money or send troops against the 

warrior Jews ever again. 

One of the most interesting and surprising things about the Bar Kochba war was the 

tremendously high stakes for both the Jews and the Romans. Readings of the Bar Koehba 

revolt range from minimalist to maximalist. The minimalist view is that since Rome was 

spread thin over a large empire, and the Parthians posturing on the eastern borders were 

poised to invade at the first sign of Roman weakness. the Jewish re,·olt had to be c.:rushed 

quickly and harshly.:;.55 In terms of geography. although Judaea was small. it cut the Roman 

Empire in two: thus losing it would s~riously impair Roman contiguity. I ladriun therefore 

had no choice hut to keep Judaca from rc\'olution at all costs:•~h Additionally. Rome feared 

the ·domino effect' that a successful revolt (revolution) might have on thl.! rest of the 

subjugated peoples within the Roman Empire. In other words. failure to quell the Jewish 

revolt in Judaea would mean more than losing one province. but rather would likely mean 

that Rome would have to fight on multiple fronts throughout their empire. Thus. the 

overwhelming force employed by Hadrian. plus the punitive measures against the Judacan 

354 Hadrian reigned 117-138 C.E. 
355 Book, .. Jewish Journeys:· 96. 
356 Spcr, The F11111re. 94. 
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Jews following their defeat were designed not to only deal with the ··Jewish problem:· hut 

also to sen1e as an example for any other would-be revolutionists throughout the Roman 

empire. 

The maximalist view is that the Romans dealt with the Jews of Judaca not as a common 

uprising, but as a potential rival for world power: 

To better understand the causes of this great struggle it is necessary to 
know that Rome was especially harsh with nations viewed as potential 
rivals for world power specifically: Greece, Carthage and Judaea. Only 
these nations had, in Roman eyes, the demographic weight, technical 
sophistication, military history, and culture capable of rivaling that of 
Rome in the ancient western world. 

For over a century Rome fought a series of wars against Carthage, known 
as the Punic wars, before she was finally able to establish mastery over 
the western Mediterranean. Rome did not merely subjugate Carthage as 
she would a smaller state. In 146 B.C.E Rome destroyed Carthage, mother 
city of her rival, leaving not one stone standing, and then spread salt on 
the ground where the city had stood, turning it into a desert. At this 
point, Carthage disappears from history.357 (Thus) the Roman treatment 
... of Judaea clearly demonstrates that this policy did not reflect any 
particular Roman antipathy towards Judaism as has often been assumed, 
nor was it a response to any particular behavior on the part of the Jews. 
Rather, this was standard Roman imperial policy for dealing with a 
potential rival for world power, a policy different from that applied to 
smaller states with less potentiat.JSB 

Whether the re\'olt is closer to the maximalist or minimalist view in terms of its 

importance to the Roman Empire. part of \\hut makes tht.! Bar Kochhu revolt so hard to 

analyze and to understand is the conspicuous dearth of primary sources. The Bar Kochha 

Re\'olt lacked a Josephus Fla\'ius to describe the e,·ents of the war. and thus. despite its 

tremendous importance. very little is known of it.·~s9 Case in point is that so little is known 

]C7 · · Sper, Thi! F11111r1!. 6-t-65 . 
. m Spcr. The Future:, 66. 
w, Yadin. Bar Kochha. 18. 
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about the war that C\'Cn the very name of the leader of the revolt. Bar Kochba. could not be 

ascertained unti I the Yadin disco\'crics in the 1950-s: 

Its details remain shrouded in mystery. With no historical treatise to 
provide a systematic account of the revolt and no lost work (Roman or 
Jewish) describing it, any scholarly attempt to reconstruct its course 
inevitably confronts the stumbling block of reliance on sources 
representing varying objectives, reliability and dates, leaving many 
seminal issues unresolved. Continuing to be debated are the revolt's 
direct causes, the geographical extent of Bar Kochba's regime and 
whether it included Jerusalem, and the magnitude of the Roman 
reaction.360 

More importantly. as it relates to this thesis. is the theory that the conspicuous dearth of 

primary sources. or even secondary literature (Jewish or Roman) can only be explained as 

deliberate: 

Both sides in the conflict were not particularly interested in recording the 
details of the war for posterity. The Romans did not like to harp on 
defeat. Even though they ultimately achieved domination over the Jewish 
rebels through sheer force of numbers, the cost was almost debilitatingly 
high. The Jewish sages, on the other hand, did not want to encourage 
further suicidal attacks against the military might of Rome, fearing that 
the results might prove catastrophic for the very survival of Judaism.361 

Amazingly. in large part due to a lack of sources. scholars today still ha\'e a very hard 

time coming to consensus \\·ith any Jegrec of confidence the causes of the Bar Kochha 

rebellion. In his summary of the 200., Princeton University conclave titk<l. · Bar Koch ha 

Reconsidered.· which was ath:ndcd by most of the leading world historians on the subject of 

the Bar Kochha rc\·olt. chainrnm Pckr Schafer writes: 

We are still far from a scholarly consensus regarding most of the 
questions related to the Bar Kochba Revolt3 62 ... (although) the revolt 
appears now as the result of a long-lasting anti-Jewish policy on the 

;r,o Eshel. ··The Dates:· in Thi: !Jar Kod1ha War R1.:rn11.,idi:red (r:d Schafer), I OS. 
; 61 Book. ··Jewish Journcvs:· I 00. 
\(,2 Schafer. "'Preface:· V 111. 
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Roman side, and of prolonged and well-planned preparations on the 
Jewish side.363 

This author ,vould opine that practically the only thing that scholars <lo agree on is that 

the Bar Kochba rc,·olt occurred. The list of possible contributing factors briefly described 

includes: 

... administrative changes in Judaea following the First Revolt of 66-70; 
the unrest caused by the sizable Roman military presence in Judaea; a 
possible economic decline- a shift from landowning to sharecropping; the 
nationalistic agitation provoked by Jewish uprisings in Egypt, Cyrenaica, 
and Libya during the Trajanic Revolt (115-117) and Trajan's war ("the 
War of Quietus") against the Jews of Mesopotamia (116-117). For 
proximate causes, the sparse historical evidence focuses inconclusively 
on the foundation of the pagan city of Aelia Capitolina on the ruins of 
Jerusalem (Cassius Dio 69.12,1-2) or on Hadrian's ban on circumcision364 

(Historia Augusta, Vita Hadriani 14.2). Although scholars are divided 
about these factors weight and historicity, the prevailing consensus 
ascribes a role to both. One must also note the part played by the 
construction of a temple to Jupiter on the Temple Mount.365 Reminiscent 
of the introduction of a statue of Zeus to the Temple in 167 BCE that had 
sparked the Hasmonean revolt, the Jews evidently believed they could 
once again successfully rid the Temple Mount of this unwanted idolatrous 
presence.366 

"As soon as Hadrian. who had resided in the area of Judaca for a !cw years. left. the Jews 

hroke out into open rcnllt with remarkable initial succcsscs:·\/•7 The leader of the Judacan 

,r., Schafer ... Preface:· XX. 
~r>-1 In addition to his sun·cy of Greek and Latin sources as well as through Talmudic literature ( Mishna Shabbat 
19: I. Tosctta Shabhat 15 :9. and Mishna Avot 3: 111. Aharon Oppcnhcimcr ((Oppenheimer ··The ban."' in The 
Bar f.:od1ha ll'ar Recomidt.!1·,,d (ed Schafer). 69.) concludes that ··our reconsideration thus leads us to the 
conclusion that there is no source either in Greek and Latin. or in the Talmudic literature. from which it is 
possible to conclude that the ban on circumcision preceded the Bar Kochba revoll.'" and thus circumcision has 
no definitive causal connection with the causes of the revolt. 
w; .. After Tra_ian came Hadrian ( 117 CE) whose hyper-tolerant philosophy for dcaling with other religions was 
initially almost contrary to his predecessor's. Perhaps Hadrian was reacting to a changing rcligio-political 
landscape. as it is estimated that up to I O~o of the Roman Empire was Jewish. mostly via high conversion rates. 
by the end of the first ccntul)· CE. Since such a sizable percentage of his Empire was Jewish. Hadrian sought to 
gain favor with them by rebuilding The Temple in Jerusalem; however. for some reason. at some point. Hadrian 
changed his mind. When the Jews heard that the Temple was not lo be n:huil!. they once again began to prepare 
for revolt."' (Schi ftinan. From Texl. 171.) 
361' Eshcl. ''The Dates," in 77,e Bur Kochha War Rernmidered (l'd. Schalcr). I 06. 
M Book. ··Jewish Journeys." 95. 
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revolt we know mw; to be a man n:11rn:d Simeon bar Kosiba.3611 who was dubbed Bar Kochba 

in his own day by his followers who hclic,·cd in his Messianic nature. Like the rest of the 

revolt, little is known about Bar Kochha except through legend and secondary sources 

written hundreds of years after his death. Hut from conscrYativc speculation about his vital 

leadership in the revolt. Talmudic and Midrashic writing. and 20th century archcological 

discovery, the contemporary historian docs have some indication about Bar Kochba·s role 

and character. 

An amalgamation of a four factors separated the Bar Kochba revolt from the earlier 

revolts of the Great ReYolt and the Oiaspora revolt: leadership. Jewish numbers. veteran 

warriors, and the Land. The earlier r~\·olts had some. but not all of these factors. Unlike the 

Great Revolt where Jewish factional in lighting wreaked havoc amongst the ranks of Jewish 

\\'arriors to the benefit of the Roman enemy. Bar Koch ha united the Jewish populace3 t.<J and 

unified the Jewish fighting forces of Judaca. as can be inferred by his title ·Nasi: and in turn 

acted as a beacon to Jewish warriors throughout the Roman Empire. An important 

constituency of those attracted to Bar Kochbu·s prmcrbial rising star was the sun"iving 

H,H ··The name Aar-Kochba. which in I lehrcw and Aranmic literally means ·son ofa star· ob,iously referring to 
his Messianic nature- was pn:scrvc<l only in the sources of the early Church Fathcrs ... Scorcs of scholars have 
argued and debated this point for many years. One school of thought believed that his real name hud indeed 
been Bar-Kochba (perhaps alter his birthplace) hut was later. when his mission failed. altered. ·pun-fashion.· to 
mean ·the dccci\'cr. · Others argue _just the reYcrsc: that his real name had been bar-Koziba- again after his binh­
placc or perhaps his father"s name- litter to be changed by his followers and ardent bclic\ers in his Messianic 
mission into Bar-Kochba: ·son of a star." ·· ( Yadin. Uar Kochl>a. 18.) --111 January 1952. de Vaux and Harding 
brought from Kando and from the Bedouins of the Ta"amirch tribe some more documents. including another 
that began similarly: ·From Shimeon bcn Kosiba to Ycshua bcn Galgoula and the people of the fort. Shalom: 
It was obvious that they belonged to the Bar-Kochba period: indeed. they revealed for the first time his true 
name: Shimeon ben (or bar) Kosiba. We could now understand the riddle of his name." (Yadin, Bt1r Kochha. 
127.) 
;,,,, Scholars debate the extent of Bar Kochba·s unification of the Judacan populace. 111c Consensus seems to be 
that certainly the unification was less than total. but in many areas the percentage \\as likely lJuitc large. 
Although we must figure that a percentage of the population ideologically endorsed the revolt, it is certain that 
al least some percentage of those who were ·on board" with Bar Kochba wen: forced to ·support" him by threat 
of force and fear ofn:pcrcussion. (Mor "The Geographical Scope:· in The Bar Kochhu War Rr:con,\·idered (ed. 
Schafer). 130.) 
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veterans of the Diaspora rc\'olt: those men who were accustomed to war and with an 

ideology of re,·olution swelled the military ranks. To this effect. rabbinic I itcraturc cites 

figures between 150.000 and 250.000 school children in Betar during its sicgc.370 Although 

the numbers might be exaggerated. the idea that there were many. many children of Jewish 

warriors is effectively con\'eycd.371 Ba\'li Gittin 58a describes: 

mN?:, li'::l1N :,:i ,,:, nm~, nnN ,:i::i, ,,rr::::i 7i:,:i ,,;, .n,,oJ:, "l'l::1 mN~ 37:JiN 

, pi n"::i ,iil mvirn mN~ li::i1N ,,J~, ,,;, inN, ,m, 1?:i, ,mv,J"n .,,~,~ 
c,:,-,:, ,c,,:,,, ::1"1N ,:il~·:>, 'j:·r,o,n::i 1mN ,,,p,, ,,:, Cta'i Cl::ll :r,M :"l":"IW:>i 

. iUNJ C1n"l;'i1 c:,,-,~o:i 

There were four hundred synagogues in the city of Bethar, and in 
cverv one were four hundred teachers of children, and each one had ., 
under him four hundred pupils, and when the enemy entered there 
they pierced them with their staves, and when the enemy prevailed 
and captured them, they wrapped them in their scrolls and burnt them 
with fire. 

The last factor in the amalgamated mix is that Bar Kochba·s revolt. unlike the Diaspora 

revolt. was fought to cxpd the Romans from Judaea: the land which the Jews believed was 

theirs as bequeathed by God sincc biblical times. This ~-as the same land from which the 

Maccabees. the ideologicul forefathers of Rar Kochba · s revolt. had expelled their Greek 

occupiers in 164 8.C.E - a land in which they knew how to wage guerilla warfare. and where 

the population would likcly ideologically hc sympathetic to the nationalistic and mcssianistic 

goals. This was the land which had held both sacrificial Temples. and the land which the 

biblical prophets promised the Jews would reclaim when they were once again worthy. 

Reclaiming Judaea372 was a beacon. a rallying cry. and a real symbol to call on Jews to fight. 

370 h. Gillin 58a with parallels inj. Tmmil IV:69a: J.e1m1!11l(llim1s Re1hht1h 2:-t-5. 
171 Spcr. Th,: F11111rc:. 99. 
m "Some likelihood also exists that Ben Kosiba gained hegemony over a small part ol'Transjordan." (Eshcl. 
"The Dates:· in The Bar /\'ochh" War Rc:c,·011siderc:d (ed Schafer), 113.) 
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Together, the four factors of leadership. Jc,.,. .. ish numhcrs. veteran warriors. and the Land -

provided the Jewish warriors advantages that they previously had lacked. 

Like the Maccabees, Bar Kochba"s warriors used guerilla tactics in the Judaean hills 

which granted them military advantages over the Roman army: 

It is possible that in this stage of the revolt the local Roman command did 
not take the Jewish rebels seriously. Likewise, the garrison of Judaea and 
the forces that joined to support it continued to fight according to their 
traditional techniques without adjusting to the terrain, or to the tactics 
used by the rebels. At this time the Romans suffered heavy losses, and 
some of the senior commanders like the governor of Judaea, Tineius 
Refus, and the governors of the neighboring provinces, Publicius 
Marcellus and Haterius Nepos, probably participated in the fighting in 
Judaea.373 

In response. Hadrian sent two of the legions stationed in Syria to subdue the revolt. hut 

they too were decimated and repulsed hy Bar Kochba. I ladrian then ordered legions from 

Egypt's. including the pro\'incc·s best. Legion XXII Deiotariniana (the 22nd Legion) 

containing 15.000 soldiers. hut the Jewish rebels were ready for them and literally 

annihilated them. This was th~ first time in Roman history that an entire legion was 

destroyed to such an extent that it literally disappeared from the Roman military rccords.-rn 

In the first phase the rebels fought a guerilla war in limited areas in the 
Judaean Mountains, but these were familiar territories, which granted 
them military advantages over the Roman army. It is possible that in this 
stage of the revolt the local Roman command did not take the Jewish 
rebels seriously. Likewise, the garrison of Judaea and the forces that 
joined to support it continued to fight according to their traditional 
techniques without adjusting to the terrain, or to the tactics used by the 
rebels. At this time the Romans suffered heavy losses, and some of the 
senior commanders like the governor of Judaea, Tineius Refus, and the 
governors of the neighboring provinces, Publicius Marcellus and Haterius 
Nepos, probably participated in the fighting in Judaea.375 

.m Mor ··The Geographical Scope," in me /Jar Kochfw War Renm.~idercd (,•d Sdmfer). 130. 
m Book (Book. '"Jewish Journeys.'' 95. J summarizes the findings of L.J.F. Keppic, .. The History and 
Disappearance of the Legion XXII Deiotariana," (ircecc and Rome in Erctz Israel. Ed. A. Kasher, l/. Rappaport 
and G. Fuks, (Tad ben Tzvi: Jerusalem, 1990.) 
.mMor '·The Geographical Scope." in The B,,r Kod1ha W'1r Reconsiderl!d r,·d. Schafer). 130. 
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In these early battles the Romans suffered huge losses. So much so that when Hadrian 

\\TOle to the Senate during the revolt he delihcratcly omitted using the customary opening 

phrase traditionally invoked hy an emperor while on campaign: ··If you and you children are 

in health. it is well: I and the legions arc in good health;· because the Roman troops had 

sustained such deYastating losses against the Jewish rebels.370 His troops were far from 

•being in good health." and the campaign to suppress the Jews of Judaca was not at all going 

well. 

Bar Kochha·s guerilla warfare was buttressed with iron military discipline which was 

vital to keep order within the ranks and rchellion. both for internal cohesion as \\'ell as 

against superior Roman forces in battle. An example that has been preserved through the 

Jerusalem Talmud and Midrash Lamentations. ~7; was Bar Kochba"s practice to mark his 

soldiers as a means of identification to his army from which there could be no return. and to 

test their commitment to the cause. hy demanding the price of a ftnger. 3711 

Like the zealous Maccabees, Bar Kochba and his troops strictly observed Jewish law. 

n, Dio Cassius. Roman llistury 69: I~~ 14: .. Many Romans. moreover. perished in this war. Therefore. Hadrian. 
in writing to the Senate. JiJ not emplo) thi.: opening phrase commonly affected hy the emperors: 'If you and 
you children arc in health. it is wdl: The lc!,'.ions and I arc in good health .... 
' 77 "As a source Mi<lrash Lamentations is problematic. r-.tost of it was likely written in the 4111 century C.E.. but 
additions were added into the 8'" ccntuT\· C.E.. It is also n:rv likdv that there arc oral traditions retlecti\'C of 
events and material that pre-date the ➔ •fi century C.E hy centuries ~ontaincd within its corpus. The problem is 
that it is very difficult to accurately discern what specific material is earlier or later within Lamentations 
Rabbah:· (Nonnan Cohen. /111,:n-icw, I //7, 081 The Encyclopaedia Judaica adds: .. Except for some later 
additions. the entire Midrash. including the procms. is a compilation redacted by a single redactor. No sage 
later than lhe fourth century C.E. is rni:ntioned in it. The list of kingdoms that subjected the Jewish people 
concludes with ··Edom Scir:· i.e., Rome and Byzantium (I: 1-1 ) .... Lamentations Rabbah is the earliest source that 
gives a list of the Ten Martyrs of the I ladrianic pcrsccut ions (2 :2)"' ( Encyclopedia Judaica. s.,,.. Lam,·ma1io11s 
R"hhah.) 
17Kj. fa ·a11if 4:8: also parallch:d in Midrash Lamentations. "There sages used to tell him: 'how long will you 
continue to make the men of Israel blemished? When he retorted: ·How else shall they be tested? They replied. 
·let anyone who cannot uproot a cedar from Lebanon 178 be refused enrolment in your am1y." 



379Although Bar Kochba presents ... as someone who is concerned about 
religious precepts, it is not the Rabbinic Halakhah that motivates him but 
rather the law as preserved in the earlier, pre-70 traditions. As the Nasi 
("Prince") he is much closer to the Maccabees, the Qumran community, 
and the Zealots than to the Rabbis. This image of Bar Kochba, as a hero 
reviving the Maccabean ideals, fits well the priestly connotations of his 
movement.380 

Part of Bar Kochba · s success wa:~ that the Jews were not alone in the fight. but in 

accordance with Rome· s nightmare scenario of a domino effect. were joined by regional 

gentile allies. One of those allies \Vas the Nahatacans of Arabia. about whom one historian 

posits: 

The participation of the Nabataeans in the revolt must be viewed in the 
light of Cassius Dio's statement that 'many outside nations, too, were 
joining them (the Jews) through eagerness for gain.' ... (Cotton) accepts the 
possibility that the 'eagerness for gain' could refer to Nabataean 
mercenaries who joined Bar Kochba in their greed for gain.381 

Like the Maccabean leaders (Chapter 2). Bar Kochha presents historically and through 

Jewish literature as a quintessential hero. albeit tempered with a reality that is absent from I 

Maccabees. It seems as though he was charismatic enough to have unified disparate Jewish 

factions into a unified fighting force: to han: heen a san·y military general who utilized 

intimate knowkdge of the land to decimate superior 1:rn.:my forces through guerilla tm.:tics: to 

ha\"c forged foreign alliancc:s against a common enemy: to ha\'e t.kmanded unwan.:ring 

commitment from his troops: to ha\'c used both ideology and lc)rec to recruit reinforcements 

and maintain disciplini:: to have hccn zealous in his religious observance: and to han: led his 

people in a battle lo purge the .kwish land from foreign powers. The early Jewish victories 

m As seen in the two letters from Bar Kochba to a regional commander that Yadin discovered regarding the 
Four Species necessary to obscr,c Sul,:l,;ot (Yadin. Bur Kod1ha. 128.), this !ms been documented through the 
discovery of many ktters. economic document:.. and other discoveries from the Judacan desert caves (Eshcl. 
··The Dates," in Tiu.> Bar /,:ochh" IViw Recomid~'red (ed. Schafer), 121.) 
380 Shafer ... Preface, .. VIII. 
181 Shafer, ''Preface:· XIII referring Cotton. 71,e Bar Knd1hu Rern/t(!!(I. Schajer), 143-147. 152. 
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empowered his rc\'olt. and the promise of a victory similar to that of the Maccabees must 

ha\'e been ,·inually tangiblc ... until Rome. the most powerful army in the entire world. 

finally rallied and turned its full military might towards Judaca. 

The Roman reaction to the Jewish revolt in Judaca was brutal and thorough. After the 

Roman troops from Syria and Egypt were stymied or destroyed. the Emperor Hadrian 

ordered in his best general. Sextus Julius Sc\'erus.3112 from Britannia to quell Bar Kochba's 

revolt. Se\'erus brought with him overwhelming force. Rome·s strongest six legions plus 

rnrious auxiliary troops from another five. 3113 All told. Severus· anny numbered almost a 

quarter of a million scasoncd troops ordcrcd to quell the Jewish forces which are estimated to 

he no more than 20.000. 311°' 

Upon Julius Severus' arrival in Judaea, he adjusted the Roman tactics to 
meet those of the Jewish rebels. Using the vast numbers of his soldiers, 
he adopted guerilla tactics, divided his soldiers into small units and 
defeated the rebels using a 'scorched earth' policy,385 forcing part of them 
to fortify and take refuge in Bethar while others found shelter in the caves 
of the region.386 

The last of the Jewish rebels retreated to the fortress of Bctar. which fell in the summer of 

135 C.E. 

Bctar was Bar Koch ha· s greatest stronghold and last line of defense. and so it was 

huttrcsscd against siege hy high walls. an ample supply of fi.)od and arms. nnd a fresh spring 

supplying water. Not only was Hctar Bar Kochha · s military base from which all ,var 

,~~ Mor "The Geographical Scope:· in 71,e Bar A"od1ha War Rl!('OllsidereJ (,•d. Schafer). 130. 
'~1 ··The available e\'idcnce indicates that six legions (II. Ill. VI. X. XII. XXII) participated in 1hcir entirety and 
another four or five were partially represented." (Eshcl. ··The Dales:· in The Bur J.:od1ha War Recomidered 
red. Schafer). 123.) 
~ 8 ~ Book. The Bur Kochha Remit. 96. 
18~ ··Although Diu ·s figure of 985 11s !he numhcr of villages destroyed during the wor st:cms hyperbolic. all 
Judacan villages. without exception, excavated thus far were rnzcd following the Bar Kochba Revolt. This 
evidence supports the total regional destruction following the war:· (Eshel. '"The Dates," in The Bar Kochha 
Wur Remn:ridi:red (ed. Schafer). 125.) 
.1a1, Mor ··The Geographical Scope:· in The Bar Km:hbu W'1r Renmsidi:red (ed Schafer). 130. 
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operations emanated. but also where the families of Bar Kochba·s Jewish warriors rcsided.3M7 

Like Massada. the fortress of Betar stood elevated atop a steep mountain rising 150 meters 

above its valley. its height and easily defended walls effectively neutralizing far superior 

enemy numbers.3118 

As at Massada. the Romans employed almost exactly the same siege complex as the 

Tenth Legion did in 74 C.E. (Chapter Five). Using the same engineering approach. the 

Romans built a 4-km-long dike. which soon eliminated Bctar·s advantage of altitude.~l!•> 

Rabbinic literature tells that many Jewish soldiers were killed trying to defend against, and 

pull do\\11. the Roman dike. After all. it is very likely that they knev-.- of f\fassada and that 

\\'hen the ramp was finally comp Ide. their fate and that of their families would be sealed:390 

Sixty men went down to the dike at Betar and not a single one of them 
came back. .. 

HO\vever. the Jewish efforts to disrupt the siege ramp ultimately was for naught. as its 

completion allowed for the Roman troops to storm Bctar's walls en mass. o\'crwhclm the 

Jewish warriors. and enslave the women and children to the last person. 

With the fall of Betar, signaling the end of Bar Kochha's revolt, the 
Romans celebrated in a manner, and to a degree, rarely seen in Roman 
history. "Not only in Rome was victory celebrated. Three commanders 
were awarded the ornamenta triumphalia for their part in putting down 
the Bar Kochba revolt: Sex. Julius Severus, governor of Judaea, C. 
Quinctius Certus Publicius Marcellus, governor of Syria, and T. Haterius 
Nepos, governor of Arabia. It must not be overlooked that in no other 
war waged by Rome, since the Augustan principate, were so many 

m Talmud, Gillin 58a. Lamentations Rahhah 2:4-5. 
' 8K Chaim Kolitz, Rahhi Akim. 241. 
3~'1 Eshel. "The Dates:· in The Hur }..'ochha ll'ur Re,·onsiJered (ed. Schafer), 122. 
3')0 Tos. re,•. 14.8. 
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senators awarded the highest marks of honour available to those 
belonging to their class.391 

In addition to high honors awarded to key military leadership in putting down the Jewish 

revolt, the Romans erected a grandiose triumphal arch to immortalize the Roman Yictory. and 

to recognize the tremendous amount of Roman hloocJ spilled towards this goal: 

The triumphal arch with its remaining inscription was built in the context 
of the Bar Kochba Revolt, and not during Hadrian's visit to the province 
around 130 CE; it was erected by order of the Roman Senate, and not by 
one of the two legions serving in Judaea at the time of the visit; and it 
commemorates a decisive victory towards the conclusion of the revolt.392 

The tremendous measures that the Romans took to quell the revolt. including the vast 

number of soldiers they utilized and the superior generals they resourced: their celebration of 

the final victory by awarding the ultimate military awards and building a triumphal arch 

strongly suggests that the Romans perceived the Judat:an revolt as a genuine threat to their 

empire.393 However. although Roman victory over the Jewish revolt in Judaea was itself an 

achievement in the short-term. Hadrian realized that suppressing yet another Jewish rebellion 

was ·treating the symptom·. but not at all addressing the problem itself. Hadrian realized that 

Bar Kochba·s efforts ,,ere just the latest attempt by a warrior-people who. as recent history 

had shown them. could nut he placated by normal Roman policy. A people who had the 

viewed thcmsch·cs as warriors. and likely would rise again thus costing Romi.: money. time 

and li,·es: not to speak of the risk that such a tenaciously hcllicosc people might cause to the 

empire itself if their next attempt was more successful. For Hadrian. long-term measures 

were needed to insure that the Jews never again would rise up in armed struggle against 

Rome. 

WI Eck, "Hadrian, .. in 711..: Bur l•,."ochha Wur Recm1siJi:rcJ (ed. Schafer). 166. 
3112 Shafer, ''Preface ... XII I, referring to Eck. ··1-ladrian." in 71111 Bar },:ochha War Reco11.videred (ed Schafer), 
161-162. 
,,n EsheL "The Dates:· in The Bar J.:ochha War Rec.:omidercd (<:d. Schafer). 123. 
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The practical realities of 60 years of Jewish revolt against Roman rule. hoth in the 

Diaspora and in Judaca. were staggering. The year 135 C.E. was the culmination of three 

generations of Jewish men indoctrinated to war, with many thousands of them killed in 

hattlc. It is a wonder that there were any fighting age Jewish men left to repopulate any of 

the Jewish communities that had risen up. and failed, against Roman military might. Se\'erus· 

strategy of destroying all Jewish villages and outposts where they stood meant that Jewish 

ci\'ilization in Judaea had been razed to the ground. Once the war was over. Hadrian decreed 

that Jews were forbidden to live in Jerusalem at all. 394 Upon pain of death. they were also 

forbidden from c,·en ,·isiting. except on the 9th of Av. a date which tradition attaches to the 

date of Bctar·s fall. as well as to other major historical events that commemorate Jewish 

military defeat at the hands of foreign forces. In allowing Jews to visit their celebrated 

homeland only on the annual date when they had been absolutely defeated minimally served 

as a reminder to those who might think about again taking on Rome: and maximally was 

Hadrian· s way of ·thumbing his nose: or ·salting the wounds.' of those who had caused so 

much trouble and bloodshed again and again against Roman dominance. Additionally. as a 

practical consequence ofJcwish defeat in Bar Koch ha· s war. many thousands of Jews were 

carried out of Judaca in shackles. likely removed from Jcv,ish history nc\'Cr to he heard from 

In order to ·salt the soil" of Jewish military aspiration. and in an cffi.lrt to attack the very 

existence of Jewish identity. Hadrian decreed 19 anti-Jewish edicts. "the rationale hehind 

these rcprcssi\'c decrees was to forbid the public gathering of Jews and the ohscrvancc of 

,,q Schafer, "Prcfi.m::· XII. 
·1''$ Littman. A ( 'oncisl.! 1-/istory <fthe Jewish People, 97. 
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religious practices integral to Judaism. The punishment for anyone caught in violation of 

I d .. J(J(, 
t 1esc ccrces was severe. 

An additional more lasting punitive measure taken by the Romans 
involved expunging Judaea from the provincial name, changing it from 
Provincia Judaea to Provincia Syria Palestina. Although such name 
changes occurred elsewhere, never before or after was a nation's name 
expunged as the result of rebellion. Following the appalling failure of the 
Bar Kochba Revolt, the Jews made no further attempts to achieve national 
independence.397 

This exceptional form of punishment had never been intlictcd on any other people in the 

entire history of the Roman empire:•WM However. after Hadrian ·s death3'19 and with the 

accession of the emperor Antoninus Pius.400 perhaps in an effort to assuage the Jewish 

population elsewhere in the Roman empire. virtually all of I ladrian · s decrees were 

. d d . ..iu1 rcscm c . 

WhateYer Antoninus· moth·cs. the effect of three generations of Jewish rc\'oll and brutul 

defeat took its toll and resulted in a marked change in Jewish leadership. and the populace·s 

acceptance of accomodationism in place of military action. Perhaps this trend was the only 

practical response to 60 years of Jewish military failure and perhaps it was easier to push this 

new agenda since it is foir to assume that most of the militants were <lead. What is ckar is 

that Jews. who had a long history of identifying as a military pcoph: comfortahlc waging war. 

did not do so again for almost two millennia. 

The c.1ucstion of the existence. or degree. of Tannaitic support for Bur Koch bu and his 

rcYolt is an interesting one. and worth pursuing despite an absence of reliable sources on the 

,% Book. ·•Jewish Journcvs." 98. 
w; Eshel. --The Oates." ii; 71,e Bar Kochha War Rer.:011siderecl (eel. Scharer). 126. 
v•~ Eck. ··Hadrian," in The Bar Kochhu War R,·nmsidercd (ed. Schafer). 168. 
3•~• 138 C.E 
~00 b.86C.E-d.161C.E. Pius ruled from 138to 161C.E. 
rni Schiffman. From Text. 17. 
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subject. According to Jewish sources. Bar Kochba himself was pr\!scnt, and fell, at Betar. 

Even as the ramp was hcing built. ~,foJrash Lamentations recounts how Bar Km:hba brutally 

dealt with dissension in the ranks. and with plots to fraternize with the Roman soldiers. For 

example. the Midrash explains that Rahhi Eleazar of l'vlodi"in was with Bar Kochba at Betar 

during the last siege of the revolt. hut Bar Kochba suspected him of betraying the secrets of 

Bethar to the Romans. Upon hearing that Rabbi Eleazar was betraying the Jewish warriors, 

he •kicked him with his foot and killed him· .402 This account from Midrash Lamentations is 

interesting because it profosscs three important things. first. that Tannaim were involved in 

the revolt to such a degree that at least on!.!. R" Eleazar of Modi· in. was in the fort as the 

Romans were building their ramp. Second. that there was a possibility of this Tanna having 

betrayed. or planned on betraying. the lktar defenses. It is important to emphasize that Bar 

Kochba is portrayed as directly killing a Tanna hy kicking him to death. If nothing else. this 

hints at the complex relationship hctwcen Bar Kochba and the early Talmudic sages: 

The Tannaim were divided. some supporting his rebellion. others not. Those who 

supported him saw him as a messianic ligure."'°3 The most famous of the authoritics404 who 

supported Bar Kochba. according to Jewish anJ Roman sourccs:105 was none other than 

Rab hi Akin1. to whom tradition has assigned the role of hcing. the spiritual h::n<lcr of Bar 

Kochha·s rc\'olt.-1oh In the opinion of most authors:107Akiva was one of the keenest 

supporters of the rchellion. He journeyed throughout the Jewish Diaspora looking frn 

~0~ Yadin, Bar l•.."od1ha. 26. 
~o; Schiftinan. From Ti!xt. 173. 
101 Finkelstein (Finkelstein. ··Rabbi Akih.i:· 3.) posits that Rabbi Ishmael and Rabbi Simt:on were also clearly 
in the Bar Kochba camp. 
M "'So impressive a lender ,ms bar Kochba tlu1t Rnhbi Akiva declared him the Messiah and hecmne his 
·greatest supporter." {Dio Cassius. Romu11 !fiJ10ry, l.XIX:12:3) (Spcr. The F11wn•, 99.) 
~0" Sper. Thi: F11111r,:. 61. 
~117 Not just authors. but this is how the religious tradition understands Akivah"s role (see Kolitz. Ruhhi Aki,·dh. 
171.) ... thus, once again, the facts are less important than the perception. 
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resources and sympathizers for his revolt against Rome: he proclaimed Bar Kosiva to be the 

Messiah: he was imprisoned as a n:sult of his active support of the rebellion: and finally he 

died a cruel martyr"s death because of his convictions.408 

Some modern scholars. like Peter Schafer. opine that the literature connecting the subject 

of the relationship between Rabbi Akiba and Bar Kochba is "'for the most part fanciful and 

. . 11 d',4°" d h 1· ,I ·1 . h' . h d' . ·1·h' h not cnt1ca y soun an l ere ore. uetm s wit tn It arc not wort 1scussmg. ts aut or 

would point out that Dio Cassius. the most reliable source on the Bar Kochba rebellion as 

stated by Schafcr.4 to collaborates with the sentiment of later Jewish literature: as can be seen 

in Dio Cassius statement. "So imprcssi\"c a leader was Bar Kochha that Rabbi Akirn declared 

him the Messiah and became his · greatest supporter.·411 This is not to say that the sources 

about the relationship arc perfect. far from it. hut they are the only sources availah\c and so 

must be utilized as such. even if with a healthy ·grain of salt.' 

There is a speculative theory that certain stories within the Talmuds and Midrash contain 

cryptic references to Tannaitic support. and participation. in Bar Kochba's revolt. For 

instance: --Both the content and the wording of a huraita in }'£!\'t111101 provide us ,vith 

information regarding Rabbi Akin1·s pupils:•-4I:! Specifically. 1'enmwt 6:!h says: 

,0,!J"OlN i~ n:u~ .N:::i·p~ "::11? ,, ,.:i o~i·~,n O"lU :,,~ ,rn; tr:n:,· :,,~N 

~:lit.,' 1!1 ,O~i.:J □?1:):i :i":i1 ,:ii? :ii i1:l::l 1);"lJ K?v• "JO~ iii~ v1~:J ,n~ j?1::l1 
•:ii, j11n~~· ,:1,, •o,· ,,, :iii:i" •,, ~ 11 , o;'i, :iNJ'iZli ,z::n,,:J.~· ,rm:J., ,~K :il'i 
1:11, no::>?J ,n~ c,,::, :~ln .:i~c· :imN :iiin ,,,~Y:i O:i □:-n ,l1i?J1.t.,• p ,n,,,N 
.:ii,·, ;'ir,,~ ,n~ o,,::i :r:iK ,:::i K""li ,, K~·n,~, ,IClK ,::1 Ki':m :::i, ,~K .n,xi; 

ios Schafer. ··Rabbi Aqiva:· 113. 
4o•i Schafer. "Rabbi Aqiva:· 113. 

;"ii::)ON :1?JnJ 1 11 N: ?N•:i •x~ 

1111 ••Dio Cassius· report has become the major trustworthy literary source of the uprising .. (summation of Bar­
Kochba scholars in 2001 Princeton University conference) (Schafer, '"Preface:· XX.) 
411 Sper, (Sper, Th11 F11tw·11., 99) cites Dio Cassius. Rom'1n History, LXIX: 12:3. 
m Kolitz, Ruhhi Akim/,. 218: similar sentiment is expressed by Spcr, 11w 1-·uwre. 99. 
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They said: Rabbi Akiva had 12,000 pairs of pupils, from Gabbath to 
Antipatris, and a]I of them died during one period, because they did 
not act respectfully to each other. The entire ,vorld was desolate until 
Rabbi Akiva came to our Rabbis in the South and taught them: Rabbi 
Meir, Rabbi Judah, Rabbi Vose, Rabbi Simeon, and Rabbi Eliezer ben 
Shammua. They arc the ones who revived the Torah at that time. It 
has been taught that all of them died between Pesah and Shevuot. 
Rabbi Hama bar Abba, or, as some sav, Rabbi Hivva bar Avin, said, - - ~ 
They a]I died a bad death. What was it? Rav Nahman said, Croup.-tB 

The theory details that that the expression ··pair of pupils'"(t:P1~~,n o~l.n ) is some sort of 

code for ·student-fighters· engaged in revolt military service. The term ··pair of pupils·· is 

rare-l 14 in the Talmud and it could possibly refer to religious disciples who were in some sort 

of para-military commitmcnt.415 

More convincing arc the two locutions cited in Y cvamot 62b: 

'Gabbath"' and 'Antipatris,' which are not to be found on any maps of 
Jewish settlement at the end of the Second Temple period and later, for 
they were not settlements. They were, in fact, Roman garrisons or 
fortresscs:116 

Jn one of the Roman turning points against the Jcv,;s in Bar Kochba · s re\'olt. "the front 

between Chczih-Acco-Gabbath and Antipatris-Kotzrim was breached during the period 

between Pcsah and Shan1ut:•·117 At that timl'. Bar Koch ha· s troops wcrl' routed by the 

Roman forces. and huge number~ of Jews fell in battlc."41 x This is thl: ·had death" to which 

111 As Kolitz (Kolitz. Rahh1 Akin,. 225.) notes. ··11ot1.;" should he taken of the linguistic and phonetic connection 
between the word askara :-i"'l~:;s. (croup) mentioned here and askaria. which means ·am1y" or ·troop· in Turkish 
and Arabic. Although we have not found any sources which test ii}' lo the connection bel\\ ccn them. this 
similarity cannot be ignored. 
rn This is the onlv instance founJ in the Radi. 
rn Kolitz, Ruhhi."-tkfrc1. 21<J. 
rn, Kolitz. Rahhi Akiw1. 220. 
117 Kolitz. Ruhhi Akim. 222. 
118 Kolitz (Kolitz. Rahhi Akim. 222) goes on to relay that in the course of that Roman rout. the Jewish warriors 
··were successful only on uiw day. when they waged u counterattack with their rcnrnining f<lrccs an<l repulsed 
the enemy. This occurred on the 33"1 Jay of the counting of the Omer (Lag ba-Omcr). which was established as 
a holiday for all time." Yadin {Yadin. Bar A.:okhali. 27) also talks about Lag Ra·omer in a similar way when he 
says. "It was centuries of persecution of the Jews and their yearning for national rehabilitation that turned Bar­
Kochba into a p<.>ople's hero- an dusive figure they clung to hecausc he had demonstrated. and was the last to 
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Ycvamot 62b is referring. Unfi.1rtunatcly. mining the Talmud and Midrash for other such 

examples which may. or may not. he cryptic fossils describing Akiva·s role in Bar Kochba"s 

revolt is beyond the scope of this thesis. l lowevcr. it is worth\\·hile to reiterate that what is 

·fact" is often less important than what is perceived within the literature. 

However. of primary importance to this thesis is the literature that shows that during the 

revolt Akiba proclaimed Bar Kochha the Messiah. while other authorities were not con\'inced 

or even were opposed to this statement of support. Equally as important is how other rabbis 

in the same literature. written or c.:urtailcd after the revolt's failure, derided and mocked Bar 

Kochba as nothing but a liar. ··Those who. like: Rabbi Aqiba, believed in his Messianic 

nature called him. playing a small pun on his name by changing the S into K. Kochba: while 

those who opposed him. particularly after his failure. played a different pun by changing the 

S into Z, thus distorting the meanings completely to read •liar· or ·son of a liar.'.i 19 

Akiva·s proclamation of Bar Kochba as the tvtcssiah appears in three sources.iio that 

pretty much say the same thing with very little variation. and "these arc the only sources in 

rabbinic literature in which Aqirn an<l Bar Kokba are brought into direct contact with one 

anothcr.··-121 The basic.: formula can be seen in the Jerusalem Talmud. Ta ·anir 4:5: 

~~n ;'i1;'i ,::i :i:l'i'3l ·:ii :Jv:r~ N:m::i 7,, :?i'~r~ ::i:i,:i 711 c·,,, :i';'i ·:i, ;,:rvi· 
:i:tj?'.ii' ~n,m 1::1 j~m• ·:ii :i'? ,~~ ~n-~·~ N:>?;ij Ni;, 1'i ,~N ;'i1:i :i:m:i ,:i. ~=r 16 1111::2 r"i:i.1, ,~~n,:2 tl'::liz..'li ,,:ir 
Akiva used to expound, 'tlrert' sl,11ll s1t•11 .forth ti star out of Jncob. ".S:!l thus 
Koziva steps forth out of Jacob! When R. Aqiva beheld Bar Koziva, he 
exclaimed, 'This is the king Messiah.' R. Yohanan b. T orta retorted, 

demonstrate. that the Jews could fight to win spiritual and political independence. Tll commemorate his revolt 
it became tradition for the children of Jewish communities in enstem Europe to go into the fields at the festival 
of Lag Ba·omer and play ·Har-Kochba and the Romans· with makeshili bows and arrows .. :· 
m Yadin, Bar Kod1hu. 127. 
~w v. Ta 'anil 4:S. h. Gi11i11 51-8. l.amcntations Rabbah .2:.2.4. 
~~ 1-Schafer, "Ruhhi Aqim," 119. 
m Quoting Numbers 24: 17. 
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'Aqiva, grass will grmv between your checks and he still will not have 
come.' 

All of these texts display AkiYa·s proclamation that Bar Kochba is the messiah: and they 

al1423 refer to the leader of the Jewish revolt as Bar Koziva/ :i:lti::l i:i (\\'ith a T). Since Bar 

Kochba. as Yadin"s discovery shows. was originally called by his name. Shimon bcn or Bar 

Kosiva/ :iJ01::) (with a o ) ... all the \·crsions of the text reflect the rabbinic change of meaning 

of Bar Kosiva ·s name to Bar Kozirn ( in other words to ·son of u liar: ... ) and therefore the 

situation after the Bar Kochha rebdlion:·4~4 

The devastating failure of the Kochba revolt ··cannot be ovcrcstimatcd:••m The Judaean 

Jewish community never recovered from the Bar Kochha war. In its wake. Jews no longer 

formed the majority in Palestine. and the Jewish center moved to the Galilce:1~1' Since the Bar 

Kochba revolt is barely even rcfcm:d to in rabbinic sources. it is difficult to ascertain with 

any certainty the mind~sct of the rabbis in the wake of the Roman destruction. The men 

mostly dead, families tom apart by war and sla\'Cry. the promise of a new Temple in 

Jerusalem further away than ever. economic crisis. and the remnants of Judaeans in Diaspora 

once again. It is in this context that the Rahhis must have uniformly agreed that armed 

resistance was no longer a Yiahlc option. To continue on that path would ci:rtainly mean 

more dead .Jews and perhaps e\'en the death of Judaism itself. ··To this end they downplayed 

the revolt. ··demilitarized" the Talmud and emphasized that l\,kssianic Redemption would be 

achieved hy merit of Torah study and not hy military might:·427 

m With the exceptions being direct Akiva quotes. 
ci Schafer. '"Rabbi Aqiva··. 118-119. 
11~ Hammer. "A Rabbinic Response," 40. 
116 Eshel. ''The Dates." in Till• Bar t,.:od1ha War Re~·<m.1·idl!rl!d (,:d Schafer). 126. 
m Book. ··Jewish Journeys."102. 
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By demilitarizing Judaism, and kov.1owing to Rome. the Rabbis \\·ere actually 

achieving three things. They were keeping Jews alive; they were changing the psyche 

of Judaism from bellicose to war-averse: and they were empowering themselves as 

the new Jewish leaders as recognized by the dominant culture und military authority. 

that being Rome. 

This changed the basic reality of the Patriarchate. From a head of an 
academy deriving his authority because of his implicit recognition by the 
people, the Patriarch became the channel whereby the average citizen 
had contact with the coercive power, i.e., the Romans. Both judicial 
power and fiscal power were now in the hands of the Patriarch.428 

In a sense the institution of the Patriarch had achie\'ed its final \'ictorious realization: 

complete internal and external rccognition:'"'.:?•J It was this apolitical. demilitarized and 

accomodationist Judaism that became Rabbinic Judaism. hut the memory of the age when the 

Jewish warrior held political power was preserved in national memory. Messianism and 

. 11" -BO extra-canomca 1teraturc. · 

~~• Ela1ar, A111hori1r. I 00. 
~"1 h .. • Elazar, A11I ortll". 108. 
uo Biale. Power. I i. 
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Chapter Se,·en- Megillat Ta 'a11it: 

Alegi/lat Tu ·,mil. the ·scroll of tasting· is a bit of a misnomer. as the scroll is really a list 

of dates from antiquity when one was forbidden to fast431 because the dates commemorated 

auspicious Jewish historical events.431 It is an annual calendar-133 in which the vast majority 

of the 35 dates listed clearly refer to Jewish military or political achievcments:B-' The 

compilers of i\1egillal Ta 'anil thought these dates worthy of special mention and treatment 

apart from other days in the calendar year: in other words. a holiday of sorts. The day and 

month of each event is listed without a year. and thus the document is confusing: however. 

'"it is obvious that the text of the Mcgillah is arranged according to the sequence of the 

months and not in chronological order. To establish the historical meaning of the events 

commemorated in the Megillah. and to interpret these. it is necessary to rearrange the various 

dates in a chronological setting.''°'~~ This task. howc\'cr. is much easier said than dune. 

Megillul Tu ·unit is relevant to this thesis for three reasons The first is the fact that most 

of A-legil/c,t Tu ·unit is a list of Jewish military achievements. What does this say about the 

Jewish culture that would ha\'c such a list. and set it apart to be observed in commemoration'? 

The.: second reuson has to do with the date to which .\IC!Killt1I Tu 'unit extends. Modern 

scholarship is split us to whether the militury commemorations listed ..:xtcnded past The 

Great Re,·oh into the Bar Kochha era or not. That modem scholarship is in consensus that 

the dates minimally coincide with the Great Revolt is almost entirely due to the fact that they 

nt Fasting is prohihitcd on them all. and in 14 c,1scs ii ,ms additionally forbidden tu give a eulogy. 
m Strack, /111rod11ctio11. 15. 
4:; Starting with the month of Nisan. 
1·' 1 Of the 36 listed commemor.itions. u large pcrccntagc 23 clearly refer to some sort of mi I itary-political event: 
eight appear to be religious comnu:moration. and ti\'e are too brief and cryptic to categorize, i.e .. · on the 7th (of 
Kislev) is a holiday.' 
m Zeitlin, ·•Megillat Taanit."" 70. 
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can cross-check them with Josephus· account. Tragically, since Bar Kochba lacked a 

Josephus. there is no source to collahorate for potential Bar Kochba military achievements. 

There are scholars. including modern ones of the highest esteem, that posit the possibility 

that the end-date of .\fcxillat Ta 'anit extends beyond the Great Revolt... and one only has to 

extend six decades beyond the Great Revolt to get to Bar Kochba. As it is, dates 1isted in 

Mexillat Ta ·,mil that can nol he accounted for through collaboration arc safely labeled by 

scholars as •miscellancous:•n" ohscurc:137 ·unidcntifiabte·438 or some sort of cryptic 

reference to the Pharisaic-Sad<luccan conflict.-tw What is important about the end-point is 

that it infom1s the historian about the •mindset" of the proto-rabbinic authors who compi]ed 

and disseminated MeKillal Ta ·,mir. as well as the populace who agreed not to fast on these 

semi-holidays celebrating military \'ictory. The exact end-date helps inform the historian 

knov,· when the Jev,:ish leaders and populace employed this mindset of lionizing military 

victory. 

Regardless of :\leKillar Ta 'emit ·s lerminus ad quem commemorations, the third reason 

I \ 1 '// ]' • • • l I · h · · b ..., rd h · · I) <l · -l-.1 II w 1y : 1eg1 at a amt 1s re c\·ant to t us t cs1s ts ecause ., century aut ont1cs annu c 1t. 

This fact buttresses the theory that there was a concerted rabbinic effort to demilitarize 

Judaism and the Jewish people in efforts to appease Rome hy obscuring the Jews· history of 

armed rebellion from c\·cn the Jcvrs thcmsdves. 

Like attempts to study the Bar Kochba revolt. the problem that the modem historian has 

in studying MeKillar Tu ·anil is a lack of reliable contemporary sources. A huge amount of 

what C\"cn the best modern expert does is pure speculation. attempting to piece together 

i 1<, Zeitlin. ··Megillat Taani1:· 116. 
m Noam, Mt.:,zillat Ta 'a,1il. I 0. 
DH Stem, review of Noam. 184. 
11" GI 'M ·11 T . ' .. 769 atzer. s. v. • cg, at a amt. . 
~~0 Stem. review ofNoam. 184; Glatzcr, s.r. --Megillat Ta'anit." 769. 
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damaged manuscripts. dealing with huge differences in content (up to 50% in the two best 

d · -1-1i. b . . -1-l'u· . I f' 1· h·1· preser\'c manuscnpts ) ctwccn \·anous manuscnpts. - ,sccnung t 1c extent o re ia 1 1ty 

of Megillat Tu 'anif 's included commentary: and desperately sean.:hing for possible 

collaboration with external sources. It is no wonder that there has been a dearth of scholarly 

work on 1'vfe>{illut Tu ·u11it.'w since the material available to work with is as narrow as the 

speculation is wide. All of the questions listed above that make Megillat Ta"anit interesting 

to this thesis arc only able to be guessed at by the experts. including V crcd Noam in her 2003 

critical edition_--1-1-1 In short. we just don ·1 know much: yet. we know that ,\leJ!illat Ta ·anit 

existed, that it was hailed ns ·halakhic· by the Tannaim. and that it was cancelled sometime 

in the post-1\mmoraic era. Thus. 1\legi/la1 Ta ·anil is very interesting and for the purposes of 

this thesis it is well worth analyzing what is known. what is likely. what is possible. and what 

can only be guessed at. 

There arc additional difficulties in deciphering Megillat Ta ·anit: it is Ycry short. It really 

is little more than a list.'w For instance: 

"On the 7th of Elul was the dav of the dedication of the wall of 
Jerusalem, on \vhich it is forbidden to mourn. On the 17th thercof the 
Romans evacuated Judah and Jerusalem; on the 22nd thereof \'\'C began 
to slay the wicked; on the 2~rd of Tishri were removed the 'mentions' 

~~ 1 The Oxford and Pamrn nrnnuscripts. 
H~ .. Noam (Noam. ,\lt!gillar 7i.t ·a11it. 3 19•3'.!2.) shows that the schol ion is attested in the manuscripts in two \"cry 
different recensions that diffor in about half their contents. '111e main two manuscripts that she uses arc the 
Oxford and Panna manuscripts. Although some common sources are used. the recessions do not seem to have 
originated from a single lJrtcxt. (Skm. review of Noam. 185.) 
w There is a serious dearth in contemporary scholarship in Megillat Ta'anit. with the notable exception of 
Vered Noam·s 2003 critical edition. Bcfi.lrc that. the serious attempts al analysis were limited to U. 
Lichtenstein· s (German) · /)i£, F1.1s1~•11rofle-Ei11e L'111er.rnd11111K :11r j11tli:;d1-hdh•nistischc11 gesd1id11e ·• I IUC A. 
8·9 ( 1931-2). 257-351: S. Zeitlin· s doctoral thesis. · Megillat ltt ·w1i1 as a source for Jewish Chronology and 
History in the Hellenistic and Roman Periods" ( 1922): and an article by Gesch (iractz in 1906. 
m "As Noam demonstrates. half of these events remain obscure and unidentifiable. whilst the other half 
helongs mostly to the I lasmoncan period .• most famously. the Maccabean victory. commemorated on the days 
ofHanukah. although some events arc earlier and some later." (Stem, review of Noam. 18-1.) 
m Especially without the included commentary. sometimes referred to as 'scholion.' 
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on documents; On the 23rJ of Heslwan the Sorega was torn away from 
the Azarah; On the 25th thereof the wall of Samaria was captured."446 

AfeRillal Tu ·anil uses language to explain each date's importance which is not only terse, 

but. as described by Uni\·ersity College of London's professor Sacha Stern. the language is 

··cryptic."4 H Minimally. this ·cryptic· language makes it exceedingly difficult. if not 

impossible. to ascribe with any confidence a particular historical e\'ent to some of the listed 

dates. Maximally. it is possible that this terseness was deliberate so as to hide the exact 

reason for the semi-holiday from those who could find otfonse and punish. specifically the 

Romans. Admittedly. the author has absolutely no c\'idencc to suggest this. except that Jews 

ha\'e many times in their history censured oftcnsi\'e parts of their literature in order to avoid 

repercussions from enemy eyes. Either way. the hre\'ity and terseness of some of the dates 

listed suggests that at one point the people reading the date automatically knew the 

corresponding commemorath·c C\'cnt. E\'en more assured is that beyond a certain point. 

those who ,vcrc ussumed tu know. forgot. This is C\'idcnccd by the different explanations 

that \'arious .\lcgillal Ta 'anit manuscripts giYc for the sa!l'1t: <lak. and that today many of 

those especially tcrsc dates arc truly a mystery. 

The main text of .\,frgillal Ta ·anil was written in middle Aramaic. while the included 

""scholion .. explaining the historical n·cnts rdcrred to in each of the entries is in Hchrcw. 

Recent scholarship disagrees on when the scholion ,...-ere added. Thi.: origins and history of 

the scholion arc ··unclear because it remained a fluid composition:•-t-tx Vercd Noam posits 

that it was added quite early. well bcfrlfc the codification of the Bavli:-'-t'> whereas Nahum 

111' translation: Zdtlin ... Mcgillat Taanit,'" 69. 
w Stem. review of Noam. 184. 
448 Stem, review of Noam. 185. 
m Stem, review of Noam. 184. 
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Glatzcr holds that it was appended after the Ba vii was codificd.450 ··some of the scholia 

provide detailed. informed aggadic accounts. others arc vacuous and clearly improviscd451 In 

Noam's estimation. half of the scholion is unique and unattested in rabbinic literature. but 

parallels can be found in earlier Jewish works such as the books of Maccabees. others parts 

of the Septuagint. and especially Josephus:m ··Other parts of the scholion are attested in the 

Babylonian Talmud ( 13 entries in all}:4~:; but surprisingly. no scholion is found in the 

Palestinian Talmud of any other Palcstinian rabbinic sources. Noam does not attempt to 

explain why this is the trend.454 In terms of using the scholion to explain Megill at Ta ·unit ·s 

listed dates. the fact that the existing manuscripts differ so greatly in their explanations only 

further confuses modem historical ath!mpts at understanding. 

When it comes to actually naming a date fr1r i\fe}!illat Ta ·anil. scholars agree that 

1\1egillat Ta ·anit ··certainly cxistt!d. already in written fonn. at the time of the 

redaction of the Mishnah. since it is cited in the Mishnah:·455 However. when asked 

to be more specific. thcrc is little agreement. Noam posits a I "t century C.E. dating. 

probably prior to 70 C.E."~<• She claims that .\fegillat 7a ·anit was composed by a I '1 

century C.E. Pharisaic. Shammaitic ligun: that can be idl.!ntific<l as R · l lananiah h. 

llczc4iah or his son Elcazar.4~7 Noam· s ,icw is supported. and intlucncc<l hy. the 

appendix of Megillal Ta ·,mil whi1.:h gi,cs thi.: author as Eliczur. thi: son of l lammiah 

mi Glatzer. s. i·. ··Mel!illat Taani1:· 769. 
~51 Stem. review of Noam. 184 
m Noam. Meg;//(lf Ta 'anit. 22-24. 
1~-1 Stem (Stem, review of Noam. I 85) cites Noam ( Noam. ,\leg ii/at "fo 'emit. 133- I 58. 361-375.) 
~51 Stem, review of Noam. 185. 
·155 Stem. review of Noam, 184. 
·15~ Noam, M11gilla1 Ta 'anit. I 9-2 I. 
4 $7 Noam, Me~illat Ta ·a11i1, 333-336. 
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b. Hczekiah458 as well as the Tannaitic source in the Bavli which purports that 

,\lcgillat Ta ·£mil was compiled by .. Hananiah b. Hezekiah and his company:··459 

Who wrote Mt•gillatll Ta'a,1it? Said they, Hananiah b. Hezekiah and his 
companions, who cherished their troubles. 

Sacha Stem respectfully rejects Noam· s dependence on Rabbinic sources as reliable. as 

well as her conclusions. He says: 

Noam appears to assume the historical reliability of early rabbinic 
sources and traditions; a position that historians. today, can no longer 
adopt without considerable reservations and qualifications ... On the 
question of the origins of Megillat Ta'anit and its early history, I beg to 
differ with the author ... (based on the acceptable known evidence) 
Megillat Ta'anit is dearly pre-Mishnaic, Judaean, and related to rabbinic 
or proto-rabbinic circles, but more than that, we do not know.460 

In other words. although Stem docs not come out and say it in his review. it seems as though 

he would date it later than J't century. but hcforc the codification of the Mishnah. This 

would put his estimate within the era of Bar Kochha. 41,1 

Nahum Glatzer also posits the possibility that al least the scholion dates from the Bar 

Koch ha era. c\'cn if the 1-kbrcw dates that can bc identified date no later than the Great 

Revolt. --The work rccci\·cJ its present form close to the time of the destruction of the Second 

Temple or at the latest during thi: Bar Kokhba cra:•-lt.~ Ulatzcr·s assertion coincides with 

1~8 According to Josephus, The .leu·i.\·h War, 2:-W9- thb man \\as one of the leading rebels against the Romans. 
M h. Shahhat 13b. 
11 '11 Stem. review of Noam. 186. 
H,I Sacha Stem directly agrees that this is possible ... It seems to mt.: that materials from the Trajanic or Bar­
Kokhba period do not contradict my general assumption that MT is "clearly pre-Mislmaic, Judaean, and related 
to rabbinic or proto-rabbinic circles" (Sacha Stem, per.mna/ !!mail rnrres1mndl.'llt't'. l/22e08) 
~r.1 Glatzer. "Mcgillat Ta'anit," 769. 

141 



Strack"s assessment from 1920. when he wrote. •·the Aramaic text was probably composed in 

part before the destruction of Jerusalem: its present form dates from the reign of l ladrian. '463 

Again, since virtually no ·new· evidence has surfaced, even the most erudite modern 

scholar can only analyze with any certainty that which is clearly stated. For instance. of the 

clearly labeled historical events ... Among the earlier events is Purim ( 14-15 A<lar): the latest 

clearly labeled event. is the entry for:!:! Shevat. v.'hich may refer to the abrogation of 

Caligula"s decree to introduce an idol into the Tcmple:•-H..t However. for the other halr"5 of 

Megillat Ta 'anit that is very much unclear. they can only reluctantly speculate. In addition to 

the large percentage of dates that arc Ji fticult or impossible to connect to the historical events 

that they commemorate. there is the pesky prohlcm of what to do with the names of people in 

1\;fegillal Ta ·anil who lin:d and were acti\'c after the destruction of the Temple. Primarily is 

the name ·Trajan· referred to in connection to Adar 12.466 which is dubbed. ·Trajan·s Day." 

If this is the case, then this Roman emperor who was succeeded by l ladrian and who crushed 

the Bar Kokhba rc\'olt pro\·cs that at leusl part of Afe}{illat Ta ·unit extends into the Bar 

Kochba era. Additionally. the Scholion for /\dar 28.i1'7 mentions the lfadrianic decrees which 

. d 1· h I I I I . h' . 1· . . . 4" 8 were impose a tcr t c rc\·o t. sue 1 as t 1c pro 11 1t1011 o c1rclmic1s1on 

A number of theories exist to i.!Xpluin these references within th~ con lines of c\·ents pre-

70 C.E. Glatzcr lumps them into the category of the ·not easily explained· but posits that 

perhaps they allude to --victories of the Pharisees over the Sadducees. hut the details arc not 

-H,, Strack, /111rod11c1ion. 15 . 
. 1(,4 Stem (Stem.review of Noam. 184) in agreement with Noam"s asscssmcnt. This recognition that what is 
clearly identifiable as events related to the Great Revolt is also shared by Zictlin.( Zeitlin ... Megillal Taanit.'" 3.) 
although he lists the final clearly idcntiliablc event as the Adar 17'". 66 C.E .... ,, hen Vespasian overcame all 
resistance in Galilee. and with the conclusion of the war the Jewish people lost its autonomy:· 
ii.s Up to 50% according to Noam & Stem. 
~"'' Zeitlin, "Megillal Taanit," 108. 
167 G\atzer. "'Megillat Ta·anit." 769. 
~,,s Kolitz, Rahhi Akim. 227. 
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clear:••lf,.) It is apparent that Glatzcr posits this theory hccausc it is one of the standard tropes 

historians use to explain c\'crything in this period~ however. the explanation of a Pharisee­

Sadducee rift would not be suflicient if Mt•J{illut T" ·unit terminus ad quem extends beyond 

the fall of the Second Temple in 70 C.E. 

Other theories suggest that Trajan· s day does not refer to the Roman emperor Tr~jan. but 

to something or someone else altogether: although the various theories seems as much 

speculation as the theory that Trajan actually refers to Trajan . ., 711 Similarly. the reference to a 

·ban on circumcision· is explained as commentary that was added mm:h later. and therefore 

certainly unreliable and likely not true. This would lend weight to a Bar Kochha era cnd­

date. though scholars believe the commentary is unreliable. In some cases scholars give 

credence to the commentary. while in othcrs:m they dismiss the commentary as vacuous. 

The trend seems to be that commentary that can he collaborated by external sources. such as 

Josephus. are considered ·reliahle. · while those that can not he collaborated by external 

sources arc considered ·unreliable.· Of course the problem still is that history did not grace 

the Bar Kochba re,·olt with a Josephus-type writer who could corrohoratc certain dates and 

c,·ents in .llegillut Ta ·emit. Although this methodology is understamlahlc. hut it docs 

severely limit that which scholurly consensus has lahclcd ·acccptahlc' altogether. 

It also is undcrstan<lublc that scholars arc naturally reticent to speculah! in the absence of 

C\'idcncc. But in this case. the absence of C\'idencc is not evidence of absence. Certainly in 

the case of Megillat Ta 'anil. where C\'cn the wortd·s leading experts admit that so much is 

·grey." is it not possible that the document extends hcynml the ob\'ious'? For instance. since 

we ha\'e no e\'idcnce that i\legillat Ta ·unit was closed or canonized before the Mishnah. 

~l,'J GI M ·11 ·1· . . .. 76''' atzer, .v. ,·. ·· cg1 at a amt. "· 
110 Zeitlin. --Megillat Taanit," 108. 
·111 The instance that refers to the ban on circumcision as one of Hadrian"s decrees in panicular. 
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might it be possible that it was a · fluid" work in progress in much the same way as its 

scholion? After all. there were only 60 years between the Great Revolt and Bar Kochba. 

The decision by this author to situate this chapter on Megillal Tu ·anit after the Bar Kochba 

revolt re,·cals this author's opinion on the matter: that being the certain possibility that 

Alegi/lat Ta ·anit ·s terminus ad qw:m extends to the Bar Kochba revolt. However. regardless 

of when Megill at Ta ·anit was finalized. the purpose of the list of victories seems to have 

been to strengthen the spirit of heroism and faith in the success of armed Jewish engagement. 

Although ··tannaitic sources treated A4egillat Ta ·emit as halakhically authoritative. its 

halakhic authority was questioned in the Amoraic period:°'72 

,,, 1:i YtC1:i" ~:n1 1:im· ,:i, ,n-'wri n,.,.~ ii7i.J:J :'i?:il'\ ~J~Jn ·:n, :i, , ,~n-~ 
,::,;-, .l"l"JYn n,,,.?'.) :i,i.J::i :,,~N NJ'!Jn ·::ri, :i, .rrJ!m ri,'!,~ :i,u:i N, :',~K 

. ~J;, ,::, "?:JJ 7J:ii . c::n'll - oi?iu' rN ,:ili~ili·,, jit:nr..·, ,,;-,, - o,,t:i· tC"VJ 1~r:i :i7JN:i' 

1:iJ"'?n1 Ni:i "J;'j .n,:nm n,".l7J :i7u:i N:' :~i7JN ,,, 1::2 :11tz.i'1;'i" ,:,,,, 1mr ·:i, 
"~"·v "~"·p,::i - 7J:i ,:iN ;rc,i,?:J:i 1'1":::l PJ:J:::l NJ~n, 

It has been stated [elsewhere]: Rab and R. Hanina hold that the Megillnt 
Tn'nuil has been annulled, whereas R. Johanan and Resh Lakish hold 
that the Mcgillat Ta'm1it, has not been annulled. Rab and R. Hanina 
hold that the Megill11t T11'1111it has been annulled, interpreting the \Vords 
of the prophet thus: 'When there is peace, these days16 shall be for joy 
and gladness, but when there is no peace, they shall be fasts', and 
placing the days mentioned in the McgiJ/111 T11'1111it, on the same footing. 
R. Johanan and Resh Lakish hold that the Mcgi/111/ Ta'1111it has not been 
annulled, maintaining that it was those others that the All-Merciful 
made dependent on the existence of the Temple, but these [mentioned 
in Megillat Ta'1111it] remain unaffected. 

In the post-Amoraic period. the ruling that MeRillar Tu ·,mil was ·cancelled' had become 

.d 1 d 47 ' w1 c y acccptc : · 

-n~ h. Rosh lluShmw 18b. 
473 h. Rush lluShunah 19b. 
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,n"wn n,,,.~:i r:i,n:,;i 1'7N;i o,r.,,;, :l'\,m, .K':i 'i-t.m - . ri:it.il'.J tr~:irn 
, ,,,,ol'\ - o"',i' TV1i'~;; rr:::i rNw 1m:::i r:i .o,,v i:,·1v~;i rr::2~· 1m::i r:::i 
'J:>i'J • r,ioN - o,,i? t71p?J;i n":::iw 1r.ir::2 :imN "Or ":li . ,'N?,j ':li ",::11 
.o:i, Ni;i '?:lNW 'J:)r., , rim?,j - z::r•v t01pr.,;i n"::i ,,N .o;i, N":i ;irir.,iL-·w 
;~('''J/j? N? - ! Nn:>?:iN Nn:i,:i N"'Oi' . ,,t:i:::i N? - Nn::i,:i, , 1?t.i::J :Nn::i7:i1 

. ,r.,,, iN'itl::i - ,~ci ,tr,,::,, ;i::mn::i - jN::i 

There is a difference of opinion between Tannaim (as to whether the 
Megillaf Ta'anit, has been annulled), as it has been taught: These days 
which are mentioned in the Megillat Ta' anit arc prohibited (to be kept 
as fast days) whether in the period when the Temple is standing or in 
the period when the Temple is not standing. So R. Meir. R. Jose says: In 
the period when the Temple is standing they are prohibited, because 
they (Israel) have cause for rejoicing; in the period when the Temple is 
not standing they arc permitted, because they have cause for 
mourning.' The law is that these prohibitions are annulled and the law 
is that they are not annuIIed. 

This last statement. ·the law is that these prohibitions arc annulled and the law is 

that they are not annulled· explains its general neglect in subsequent rabbinic 

literature'474 Of the dates listed in ,\4egillat Ta ·unit. the only two exceptions shielded 

from annulment were Purim and Hannukah:4i 5 

Hanukah is different because it commemorates publicly a miracle. 

That there were exceptions. those of I lannukah and Purim. which were still obscn·cd 

C\'cn after the ge=arah perhaps pro\·ides some insight into the rabbis· n:asoning in the first 

place. Perhaps the obscrrntion of I lannukah and Purim were too wi<lcsprt:a<l.476 wdl known. 

and desired to enforce the decree. Even if rabbis decreed it. the community had to accept it 

1 ~~ Stem (Stem. review of Noam. 184.) summarizine Noam. ,\/('dl/01 Taa11i1. 350-35:'.!. 
m h. Rosh l!uShanah 186. - . 
. rn, Panken (Panken ... The Liturgical."' chapter 2.) demonstrates that even by the time of the l\.lishnah. Hannukah 
was l!scd as a tcnninus ad qucm dclimitaling certain liturgical practices. This foci makes it very likely that by c. 
200 C.E., Hannukah was a generally recognized holiday in the Jewish community. 
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in order for it to ·stick.· Further. imagine if all the dates listed in Megil/at Ta ·a11il were 

observed with the same fervor as the days decreed ·hallel. • Not only would this additional 

observance have an impact upon the liturgical cycle of the year. it would be a constant 

reminder (36 days each year) of Jewish ·warrior' identity. In the rabbis" opinion. this would 

be ·too much· of a reminder of military uprisings, victories. and armed resistance. And so 

they did away with it. 

In summary. the fact that most of Mel(illa1 Tu 'anil is a list of Jewish military 

achic\'cmcnts strongly suggests that the Jewish people held am1cd-resistance as an ideal to be 

commemorated. celebrated. and lionized. Whether the victories or Bar Kochba are included 

in the listed dates gives the historian hints as to the temporal extent of the society·s warrior 

mind-set. hoth that of the populace and the proto-rabbinic leaders. The fact that 3rd century 

tradents annulled it-' 77 buttresses the theory that there was a concerted rabbinic effort to 

demilitarize Judaism and the Jewish people in efforts to appease Rome by obscuring the Jews 

history of am1ed rebellion from even the Jews themselves. 

mStem. review of Noam. 184; Glatzer. ··Megillat Ta'anit;· 169. 
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Conclusion: 

This thesis. ·The Dc-c,·olution of the Jewish Warrior; examined a number of Second 

Temple Period Jewish texts set within their historical context to gleam hints as to how Jews 

of an era viewed themselves as ·warriors· in the four centuries of200 B.C.E. to 200 C.E. 

Although each single piece of literature by itself can not assure us of much. the patterns that 

emerge when viewing sc\'cral such pi~ces of literature together through a diachronic study 

reveal a trend. In summation. close readings of certain selected texts along with historical 

analysis suggest that throughout the four hundred years leading up to Bar Kochba · s defeat. 

many Jews of the Levant thought of themselves as v.·arriors; however. after the Bar Kochba 

re,·olt. a paradigmatic shift occurred resulting in a Jewish people that were war-averse. 

All of the literature examined in this thesis describes the Jews as warriors. and lauds 

warrior qualities as admirable and fit for emulation. These warrior qualities arc physical 

ones: strength. speed. skill with weapons. endurance: intellectual ones: adroit with strategy. 

preying on the enemy·s weaknesses: attitudinal ones: courageous. aggressive. unafraid to die 

for the cause. protecth·c of other Jews: and ones of faith: confident in God·s favor. 

religiously respectful. Additionally. the Jewish w.1rrior was admired for acti,·c. ,·iolcnl 

resistnncc against foreign enemies. Admittedly. the literature itself can only provide limited 

data-points. each a •litcrnry artifact" that mininmlly rctkcts the Yiews of u single author. 

although this author thinks that such limits arc extremely unlikcly:mi Even so. these literary 

artifacts which all point to the same conclusions arc further buttressed with historical facts of 

Jewish anned uprisings and conquests that consistently occurred starting with the Maccabc;m 

revolt and extending through the Bar Koch ha defeat: a spun of time that covers almost four 

centuries. In other words. the fact that Jews were engaged in coordinated anncd conflict. 

478 Unless one assumes that each text was read by an audience of no more than one. 
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whether wars of defense. conquest. or armed revolt, throughout Judaca and the Diaspora. 

proves that the warrior image found in the selected Second Temple Period texts of this thesis 

was not limited to a sole author. To the contrary. the almost constant armed conflict and the 

literature together prove that many Jews thought of themselves as warriors, for in fact. many 

Jews engaged in war. 

From these findings. one can safely conclude that such a ·warrior· self-image was 

widespread. although exactly how deeply it permeated into the Jewish collective psyche is 

impossible to say: except that historians collectively speculate that one of the reasons why 

the rabbis began to demilitarize Judaism after the Bar Kochba defeat was that there were few 

kwish men of fighting age ldi alive. From this logic. one must assume that the Jewish self­

identity of warrior permeated thi.: kws of .ludaca deeply indeed. Of course. it makes sense 

that the literature of an age would reflect and refract the political and social realities of the 

day, which is the nature of literature. And so when war was a viable option for the Jews. 

which it was from the Hasrnoncan period"N through the Bar Kochba war. 480 Jewish literature 

was written which championed the Jewish warrior. 

This thesis also sought to prnn: that thi.: rabbinic literature that followed Bar Kochha's 

defeat reflected this new social reulity of Jewish powerlessness. Unfortunately. although the 

instances examined do suggest this. they only suggrst . • 1s opposed to pron:. The rabbinic 

treatment of the Maccahean \"ictories. and the military victories listed in Alegi/lat Ta 'emit. are 

two solid data-points that support this thesis. but more work needs to he done to approach 

·proor •-tHI Certainly it seems as though there \\'as a distinct change in the collective Jewish 

'"'' The first Hasmonean re\'olt against the Seleucids took place from 167-16-J B.C.E., but the independent 
Hasmonean dynasty is dated from the years of 167 B.C.E. to 63 C.E. concluding when Rome conquered Judah. 
~~0 132-135 C.E. 
ni Such an undertaking would he another thesis. 
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psyche from ·warrior" to ·war-m·crsc· after Bar Kochba. and this was the time when the 

rabbinic authority was empowered and validated by no other than the Roman occupiers. 

Specifically. it seems that only after the rabbis became the recognized leaders of the Jewish 

community4!!~ from without. tlmt the Jews of Judaca went from being a people ·comfortable" 

engaging in war to a people distinctly averse to. and fearful of. both war and violence. 

48~ The rabhis in tum haJ to find ways to justit~· the Roman domination that alluweJ for the Jewish theology to 

remain superior within their system of law and the Jewish community. ··In hrict: ,,·c may sumnmrize the 

rabbinic response to the conditions and challenges of the post Bar Kochba era as follows: I) The defeat was not 

the result of Roman might. Rome was nothing morc than God· s instrument. 2) God had done this because of 

the abandonment of Torah which remains the only path 10 sal\'alion and because.: llc wished to bring about 

redemption through suffering und puri lkation. 3) The election of Israel remains in force. They arc His people 

in possession of His ctenmlly valid Torah. 4) The future will w itncss Israel"s ,indication which includes the end 

of sutlering, the punishment of Rome and or all who had rejoiced in Israel"s defeat, and Israel's assumption of 

world rule and complete redemption." (Hammer • .I Rul>hinic Respmrse /0 rhe Post Bar Km:hha Eru. 53.) 
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