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The Maccabean Period of Jewish
History,

BY REV. PROFBSSOR JORDAN, D. D,

The life of humanity is one. All periods
of history and all phases of human life are
important, in varying degree, to those who
seck to grasp the spirit that runs through
the whole. One period may seem to be
heroic and poetic, another prosaic and
commonplace, but human experience is
similar 1n all of them, and it is instructive
to study the same life in its ever-varying
forms. It is difficult to dcal with an im-
portant pe.iod of a nation's life in one short
lecture. We are in danger of either of two
extremes ; we may lose ourselves in a con-
fusing mass of details, or we may content
ourselves with vague generalities. Neither
of these results would be satisfactory, and
we shall be thankful if we can avoid them
and achieve even a small measure of success
ia the attempt to seize the salient points, to
fix upon the leading facts and exhibit the
dominant formative principles.

The importance of our period has recent-
ly been emphasized from two different dir-
ections. On the one hand, the historian of
the times of our Lord finds that the Christian
religion “is joined by innumerable threads
with the previous thousand years of Israel’s
history” and goes back to the Maccabean
age to discover the begmnnings of the
Pharasaic tendency. On the other hand,
the student of *‘Old Tcestament Theology”
realizes that he cannot stop until he has
traced the transition of the Hebrew religion
into Judaism and the development of Juda-
ism into its final form, the form from which
there came two things so diverse as living
Christianity and dead Rabbinism. Hence,
whether we regard it as a link with the past
or a preparation for the future, it is a period
of great sign ficance.

One of the deepest divisions in the life
of the Jewish people is that between pre-
exilic and postexilic times. Though the
continuity of the national life was not actual-
ly broken by the tragic national exp rience
called “the Bahylonian Exile,” there was a
tremendous wrench with manifuld effects
and farreaching influences. There is all
the difference between a mediaeval and
modern period. The world of a Jew be-
comes new in its intellectual interests and
religious activities. We cannot now attempt
to follow the Jew as he enters upon the
larger arena of commercial enterprise, liter-
ary cffort, and missionary activity in Bihy-
lonia, Palestine and Egypt. The centre and
scene of our subject is Palestine and par-
ticularly Jerusalem, though we wmust now
and then cast a hasty glance outside the
circle, but that also to gain needful light
upon the events which take place there.

After the exile we have to do with a com
munity in and arcund Jerusalem whose
main characteristic is not so much its politi-
cal life as its religious aims and ecclesiastical
forms It is neither charitable nor correct
to speak contemptuously of this community
as a seet, The church that has handed down
to us the wonderful and wvaried literature
contained in the Old Testament canon has
in it universal elements and much real
catholicity of fecling.  \Ve cannot stay now
to discuss how far the intolcrance, which
was a necessary limitation of the time, was
in spite of its noble aims tinged with scifish
narrowness.  We note 1n passing the pre-
dominance of what we may call chuich
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interests in the life of the community ; the
diffcrent tone of prophecy preparatory to its
final disappearance ; the beginnings of
scholastic Judaism ; and finally a point of
special importance in view of the period we
have to study, the prominence and impor-
tance of the High Priest’s office.

We cannot consider in detail the work of
Jewish leaders and reformers in the Persian
period ; we must steadfistly resist the attrac-
tions of Nehemiah, the patriot-statesman,
and Ezra, the great serive.  They did im-
portant work in st:engthening the Jewish
and consolidating the peculiar institutions of
Judaism. Neither can we discuss the kind or
degree of Persian influence on later Jewish
theology. Only one puint must be empha-
size 1, namely, that the political circumstances
favoured the peculiar religious development.
The temporary destruction of Egyptian in-
dependence gave comparative peace, and
within the large frame-work of the Persian
empire this strange community, in spite of
or by means of internal difficulties, could
grow according to its own genius.

“It is one of the great ironies of fate
known to universal history, or to speak more
correctly, it 1s one of the most striking
evidences of the wonderful way which Provi-
denc takes for the attainment of its most
important and most significant ends, that the
final completion and permanent consolidation
of the exclusive Judaism which sealed itself
hermetically against non- Jewish and rejected
sternly everything heathen, was made possi-
ble only under the protection and by the aid
of a heathen government; that the reform-
ation of Ezra and Nehemiab, to use a
moedern phrase, hung from the sword belt of
the Persian gens d’armes.”

The time of peace came to an end with
the conquests of Alexander the Great, and
Judea suffered severely in the confusion that
followed his death. The old disputes in
which Palestine had been so often involved
and entangled began again bctween the
Ptolemies of Egypt and the Selencidae of
Syria.

As we now vicw it, the conquest of the
East by Alexander the Great is seen to be
one of the most fruitful movements in the
history of the civilized world. We are in
fact just beginaing to realize all it meant in
the life of humanity and in the preparation
for the Christian religion.  When two forces
so highly developed and so distinet in
character and aim as Hellenism and Judaism
met, there was bound to be the severe conflict
which is essential to the highest progress.
The Hebrew religion which had always
possessed a wonderful strength and simplicity
had now reached greater complexity and
become more sharply defined  Greek cul-
ture which had attained its own rich maturity
was subtile in its nature and atmospheric in
its influence.

Afier the battle of Ipsus, 3o1, Palestine
was surrendered to Prolemy Lagus ; hence
Judea belonged to the new Egyptian king-
dom for about a century.  The Jews had a
grudge against the founder of this dynasty,
who took Jerusalem hy deceit on the Sabbath
day, and in course of time other cause of
complaint arose ; but this century was a time
of peace, to this extent, that there was no
external interference in the affairs of Judaism,
The Prolemies showed a wise policy as to
religious views and feelings of their subjects,
and were not unfavorable to the Jews whom
they regarded as a useful medium between
the native Egyptian and the ruling Greeks.
“The Jews shared, for example, with the
Egyptians the custom of circumcision, the
distinction  between clean  and unclean
a imals; and with cnlightcried Greeks in the

unity and spiritual nature of God. With
respect to dexcrity in trade, in distinction
from the Ezyptians, they weie rivals of the
gified Greek.”

To this period belonzs the Greek trans.
lation of the Hebrew Bible; and much liter-
ary activity among the Alcxindrian Jews
who wished to honour Judaism in the pre-
sence of the Greeks. All this must necessaii-
ly react upon the life of the Palestinian
Jew.  Jerusalem, however, still remained the
religious centre, and while as a people they
were becoming more cosmopolitan and ad-
ap'ing themsclves to a new and larger world,
they were closely bound together by the
fech g that the Law was lsrael's peculiar
pride and that it demanded the loyal and
strict observance of every real Jew. The
importance of this century of comparatively
peac: ful intercourse Yatween Hellenism and
Judaism can scarcely be over-estinated.  In
order to gain the clue to the Maccabean
period and to understand the later Jewish
literature we must continually bear in mind
this century during which Greek influence
had legitimate, free and healthy play in and
around Palestine.  The characteristic feat-
ure of the Miccabean period is the heroic
struggle of godly patriotic men to prevent
the destru tion of their religion by a hostile
force from outside, but that which made
such an attempt possible was the division
within the nation itselt. During the previous
century Greek influence had worked its way
very near to the heart of the nation, and is
responsible for something of the best and
much of the worst in the hife of this period.

In the struggle between the Egyptian and
Syrian powers a decisive battle was fought
at Paneas, 199 B. C. Jerusalem opened its
gates to Antiochus the Great, and he
granted them certain privileges as a reward.
The influences of Rome was at this time
beginning to make itself felt, and he was
compelled to conclude a hasty peace with
Egypt.  Buth the ruling fami'ies now sought
the favour of the Jews and the political his-
tory of this period is the complicated story
of the relation of the Jews to the bowmider-
ing maze of Syrian and Egyptian politics.
Jewish lfe reproduced something of the
same restless struggle of selfish facuons, and
from this heroic period we may select some
of the vilest specimens of their race.

The Ptolemies had allowed the High
Privst to send the tribute. This was a con
cession to the religious feeling of the nation
and increa ed th+ influence of the chief
ecclestiastical « fficial.  In the reign  of
Prolemy Energeics (247 222) a change toc k
place ; the High Priest Onias foolishly wit: -
held the tribute and brought uponm hims. If
the King's displeasure. A nephew of Onias,
the son of Tobias, managed to get himself
sent on a mission to the KEgyptian couit for
the purpose of settli g the matter. By h's
cleverness an:d courtesy, aided by the rich
gifts that he trought, he securcd the favour
of the King and Queen and was himself
appointed farmer-general of taxes for the
whole of Palestine and Coele-Syria. He
kept this po-ition for twenty-two years and
supported by Egyptian troops was enabled
to raise the revenue for his master and much
gain for hunself.  This is the first big speci-
men of this type of publican and sinner,
The pow:rful, unruly faction ot which he
was the head could set at defiance the regu-
Lir authority of the High Priest. This
Joseph, the son of Tobias, introduced mu-h
trouble and confus 01 into the life of the
Jewish people. His youngest son Hyra anus
1s said 1o have excelied hls father in the aris
of dissimulation and fl.vtery,  After the

father's death he was e¢ngaged in a deadly




