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Historical Background and 
Summary of Book 1

The ancient Persian Empire ruled over a bewildering variety 
of vassal kingdoms, nations, and tribes. Perceiving themselves 
as kings of kings, the Persian rulers permitted a wide-ranging 
level of autonomy to subject kingdoms under their rule, and 
displayed religious tolerance towards all those who were loyal 
to their rule. 

Upon conquering Babylonia, the Persians encountered 
the exiled elites of the Jewish People, who had been forc-
ibly removed from their homeland in the Land of Israel by 
the Neo-Babylonian Empire. The Persian Empire found the 
exiled Jews—who were relatively literate and highly skilled 
but lacked national ambitions or military power—to be re-
liable and useful subjects. Persian rulers recruited Jews into 
both their military and civil administrations and permitted 
the Jews to maintain and establish communal cultural and 
religious institutions, which managed many aspects of Jewish 
life in the Persian Empire. Jews who desired were permitted 
to return from Babylon to the Land of Israel and re-establish 
their Temple in Jerusalem, and many did so under the leader-
ship of the priests of the House of Zadok.

Following the return to Zion and the establishment of the 
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Second Temple, the Zadok dynasty was left in an exclusive 
leadership position over the Jewish People in the Land of 
Israel. The High Priest became their spiritual-national leader, 
a supreme and decisive authority in all fields of life and the 
representative towards external rulers and Jewish communi-
ties throughout the world.

In 334 BCE, Alexander of Macedon launched his campaign 
against the far larger Persian Empire. Within a few years he 
brought about the collapse of Persia and the establishment 
of a Hellenistic Empire in its place. The Land of Israel was 
conquered by Alexander in 332 BCE and became part of the 
new Hellenistic world order. 

Following the death of Alexander the Great, his Empire 
collapsed into rival Hellenistic kingdoms ruled by his former 
generals. The leading kingdoms were Seleucia (centered on 
Syria and Mesopotamia, and, at its height, the Iranian Plateau), 
Macedonia, and Egypt. The Seleucid Empire and Egypt battled 
for control over Coele-Syria and Phoenicia (known today as 
Israel and Lebanon) for over a century and a half, wars which 
were named the Coele-Syria wars. In 202 BCE, during the 
fifth Coele-Syria war, the Seleucid king, Antiochus III, also 
known as ‘the Great,’ captured the Land of Israel from Egypt.

The Hellenistic age brought with it a widespread immi-
gration of “Greeks” (residents of Greece proper, Macedon, 
Epirus, Thessaly, Thrace, and Asia Minor who shared a Hel-
lenistic culture were perceived by the people of the Middle 
East as “Greeks”) throughout the ancient Middle East. These 
Greeks brought with them their customs and culture, es-
tablished polis cities upon the same pattern as in the Greek 
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homeland, and formed islands of Hellenistic culture and in-
fluence. Throughout the Middle East, a three-layered social 
hierarchy formed. The highest station was held by Hellenes, 
which included people who immigrated to the east from Hel-
las and its proximate neighbors. The second station was that 
of Hellenizers, locals who adopted Hellenistic culture; the 
third station were locals who remained loyal to their original 
cultures, including language, faith and tradition, and customs 
and lifestyles. An unusual and fourth component of this hi-
erarchy were the Jews, who had, due to prior exiles, formed 
Jewish communities throughout the Middle East where they 
safeguarded separate customs, lifestyles, and cultures, though 
they interacted freely with their gentile surroundings in all 
secular aspects of life.

Over time, social and economic shifts took place amongst 
the Jews in the Land of Israel and abroad. The central such 
shifts were: (1) Hellenization; (2) the development of the 
scholastic sages1 in the Land of Israel; and (3) the growth of 
local leadership in the Jewish communities around the world, 
which ceased to be based on the priesthood. These trends 
undermined the status of the ruling priestly family in Judea.

In an attempt to deal with these changes, the head of the 
house of Zadok, the High Priest Simon the Righteous, agreed 
to establish an elders’ council and appointed one of the sages, 

1 Religious leaders whose authority was based on their reli-
gious wisdom and social recognition, rather than on priestly 
ancestry. They would come to be known as rabbis, and would 
provide the spiritual-religious—and at certain periods na-
tional—leadership of the Jewish People. 
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Antigonus of Sokho, to lead them. The position of Antigonus 
was inherited by a pair of leaders, an arrangement which 
lasted for several centuries.

The first book of Lions of Judea, The Rise of The Macca-
bees, begins in 180 BCE. The king of the Seleucid kingdom 
is Seleucus IV, the son of Antiochus the Great, who struggles 
against the weakening of his kingdom, rebellions in the east, 
and the consequences of his father’s defeat by Rome. Jerusa-
lem is dominated by the High Priest Hunio III of the house 
of Zadok. Considerable tension exists between the tradition-
alists and the Hellenizer Jews, who strove to turn Jerusalem 
into a Greek polis. 

Matityahu, a rural priest originally from Modi’in, lives 
in Jerusalem with his father, wife, and children. His middle 
son, Judah, is schooled and forms friendships with Greek and 
Roman youths, and Eupolemus, a member of a Hellenized 
priestly family. The political tensions between the adults 
threaten to break the peace and spread to the lives of the boys.

In 175 BCE, King Seleucus dies and his brother Mithridates 
ascends to the throne and titles himself Antiochus IV, after his 
father. With the support of the Hellenizers from Jerusalem, Ja-
son, brother of High Priest Hunio, takes advantage of the op-
portunity. He offers to the new king that he will dethrone his 
brother and take his place, promising that he will transform 
Jerusalem into a Hellenistic polis and raise taxes. 

Matityahu and his family relocate back to the village of 
Modi’in after the transformation of Jerusalem into a polis, 
except for Judah, who remains in Jerusalem together with 
his friend Eupolemus. Two years later, Eupolemus sets out 



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  9

on a journey to Rome, which leads him to enlist in a Roman 
legion, and Judah joins his family in Modi’in.

In 175 BCE another priest, Menelaus—who is not a scion 
of the house of Zadok—pulls off the exact same maneuver 
as Jason and is appointed High Priest by the king. The rule 
of Menelaus is based on the support of the most extreme 
Hellenizers and the Seleucid regime, thus isolating him from 
the majority of the Jewish People, who remain traditionalist 
and loyal to the House of Zadok. Raising the tax burden 
results in widespread bitterness and rebelliousness, which is 
enflamed by Jason and the other Zadokite priests.

In the international arena, Rome is mired in a difficult war 
with Macedonia, and Antiochus IV utilizes the window of 
opportunity to invade and nearly conquer Egypt. However, in 
168 BCE the balance of power in the Eastern Mediterranean 
decisively turns following Rome’s final victory over Macedonia. 
Rome becomes the sole superpower of the ancient world, and 
Antiochus is forced to withdraw from Egypt.

Word of the retreat of the Seleucid army from Egypt is 
mistakenly interpreted by the masses as heralding the death 
of Antiochus IV. Jason seizes the opportunity by forcibly 
retaking the throne of the High Priest, driving Menelaus 
from Jerusalem. Word of the Jewish uprising reaches the 
humiliated Antiochus IV as he is heading back from Egypt at 
the head of his army. Only a few days after the uprising breaks 
out, Antiochus IV arrives in Jerusalem and unleashes his 
frustration upon it. Jerusalem is pillaged, and the traditionalist 
Jews from the city and its environs—who are considered to be 
supporters of Jason and hence rebels—are harshly persecuted. 
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Menelaus returns to rule over Judea as a royal appointee and 
under the protection of a larger military detachment. His 
position seems unassailable. 

The traditionalist Jews in Jerusalem and its environs try to 
survive and recover from the harsh persecutions of Antiochus 
IV. Many fail to meet the high taxes Menelaus decrees, which 
leads to ever greater oppression by him, which leads in turn to 
greater hatred and unrest in an ever-escalating cycle.

When Antiochus IV is informed of this, he sends in his 
royal Tax Minister to Jerusalem at the head of an army. The 
Minister burns and razes traditionalist Jewish homes, destroys 
the city walls, pillages anything portable, and seizes thousands 
of men, women, and children, leading them back to Antioch 
to be sold as slaves. Almost no traditionalist observant Jews 
are left in Jerusalem.

At the command of the king, the Akra—a vast fortress 
towering over the Temple—is constructed in Jerusalem. 
Unprecedented taxes amounting to a third of all the grain 
harvested from the fields and half of any fruits harvested from 
the orchards and the vines of Judea are levied on the oppressed 
population. Traditionalist Jews become no more than serfs on 
their own lands and live hand-to-mouth.

Several months later, King Antiochus IV unleashes 
his final, most terrible blow against the Jews. It is a decree 
unprecedented in the Hellenist kingdoms and in any other 
land in the known world. In it, the king forbids the Jews to 
carry out their traditions and the commandments of their 
faith. A royal decree issued in Antioch explicitly forbids the 
Jews from worshiping the God of Israel. A flesh and blood 
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king had declared war on the formless, immaterial God.
In Judea, the king’s men—accompanied by soldiers and 

extremist Hellenizers—go forth to enforce the decree on the 
horrified Jewish population. These expeditions seek to ensure 
that the king’s decree is being followed, and that the rural Jews 
of Judea end the circumcision of their sons, eat swine flesh, 
work on the Sabbath, sacrifice to the Greek Gods, and cease 
to perform the various other commandments of the banned 
Jewish religion. The lives of traditionalist Jews are forfeit.

When an expedition sent to enforce the decrees arrives in 
the village of Modi’in, it runs into the determined resistance 
of the village chieftain, Matityahu the priest; his five sons; and 
villagers who are just as determined as he is. The confrontation 
soon escalates into a battle which is won by Matityahu and 
his men. Following their offence against the Seleucid soldiers, 
and fearing its consequences, the men of the village flee for 
shelter in the Gophna Mountains, a remote region north of 
Jerusalem that borders the Meridarchy of Samaria.

Unlike other groups, who are content to hide away, 
Matityahu’s group is proactive. They raid the villages of Judea, 
rise up and destroy the altars and idols of the Hellenist gods, 
and enable traditionalist Jews to perform their religious rites. 
Led by Matityahu, soon his sons and the men of Modi’in 
become the bearers of the torch of Jewish resistance to 
Antiochus’ decrees.



Winter 166 BCE — Apollonius

Dramatis Personae
Bold = main character 
* = historical figure

 Ӳ Yohanan*, Simon*, Judah*, Eleazar*, and Jonathan* —The 

sons of Matityahu by age

 Ӳ Eupolemus* — Judah’s friend, son of Yohanan ben Hakotz

 Ӳ Flavius — A Roman legionary who served under Eupolemus; 

returned with him to Judea and joined the rebels

 Ӳ Rebecca — The wife of Matityahu

 Ӳ Joseph — Brother of Matityahu

 Ӳ Philipus the Phrygian* — Commander of the Seleucid Jerusalem 

garrison

 Ӳ Menelaus* — Current High Priest

 Ӳ Ptolemy* — Seleucid strategos of Coele-Syria.

 Ӳ Azariah* — One of Judah’s rebels

 Ӳ Hanoch — An Alexandrian Jew, and a former officer in the Egyptian 

army

 Ӳ Ptolemy VI*, Cleopatra II*, and Ptolemy VIII* — The joint rulers of 

Egypt

 Ӳ Phryne — A Jewish slave girl owned by Apollonius
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 Ӳ Tario — Commander of the garrison of the Samarian Meridarchy 

 Ӳ Apollonius* — Meridarch (governor) of Samaria

 Ӳ Helena — Mistress of Apollonius

 Ӳ Helios — Coachman of Apollonius

 Ӳ Nexus — Commander of an infantry company in the Samaria garrison

 Ӳ Absalom — An officer in the rebel army

Over the months, Judah had expanded the intelligence 
network established by his father. He organized 
it differently, in a structure where each operative 

had a handler, with backups and redundant routes, while 
assigning people whose sole role was to maintain constant 
communications with others. Thanks to his efforts, the rebel 
leadership soon had access to a constant stream of precise and 
accurate information about every move made by the Seleucids, 
including any military campaign or maneuver by the garrison 
force of Judea. The flow of intelligence was so efficient that it 
was difficult to conceive of the possibility of an attack on the 
rebel camp which would not be revealed well in advance.

Eupolemus, the scion of a Hellenizer priestly family who 
had spent several years as a soldier in the Roman legion, 
brought with him new training methods, as well as Flavius, 
his comrade in arms and right-hand man from the legion, and 
Judah learned from them both.

And yet, Judah knew that regardless of how loyal and filled 
with faith their people might be, they would never be fully 
secure from treason, espionage, or the capture of a loyal man 
who would break under torture. One such weak link would be 
enough to enable an entire battalion of troops to assault the 
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camp without warning, and he was not prepared to risk it. A 
surprise attack on the camp would be disastrous. He ensured 
his warriors always slept with their weapons close to hand and, 
upon the advice of Eupolemus, trained the men in repelling 
staged attacks on the camp. He also massively reinforced the 
patrols and observation points surrounding the camp.

Winter in the mountains was bone-numbingly cold, par-
ticularly at night and dawn. The guards stationed outside the 
caves were freezing. They stood watch in pairs, placed along 
observation routes and patrols in a wide perimeter around the 
camp. Judah and his brother Elazar walked together silent-
ly, passing from one guard post to another, exchanging a few 
words with the guards and ensuring their wakefulness. The 
silence of the mountains was suddenly pierced by shouting 
from the direction of the center of the camp. One of the boys 
serving as messengers raced towards them, calling for them to 
return immediately to the central cave complex. 

At the entrance to one of the large caves in the center of the 
camp, Judah and Elazar found their three brothers Yohanan, 
Jonathan, and Simon waiting for them impatiently.

“Father called us,” Yohanan said curtly, his voice tense. 
Matityahu’s condition had deteriorated sharply over the 

past few weeks. His sons had brought him two of the best 
physicians in Judea but, as he himself had thought, they could 
do little to help him. Reverently, he moved to the cave housing 
the women and children, so that Rebecca could care for him 
during the night.

The sons entered the women’s cave. At the rear of the cave, 
separated from the common space by a sewn hide barrier, 



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  15

was the space serving as Matityahu’s and Rebecca’s quarters. 
Rebecca welcomed them, embracing each of them tightly, 
her eyes red with weeping. Joseph, Matityahu’s brother, was 
there as well. Matityahu was lying down, his upper body 
reclining on pillows. He was very thin, his hair and beard long 
and white, framing a face which was, in surprising contrast, 
tanned, sharp-featured, and bright-eyed, making a vivid and 
powerful impression.

“Come, sons, approach me,” he whispered to them. 
Rebecca, standing at the foot of his pallet, began to weep.
“That’s enough, woman, this is simply the way of the life. I 

am with my wife, my children, and my brother. Everything is 
as it should be.”

Matityahu looked over at his sons and brother, lingering 
for a moment on each of them, then looked forward as if to 
address everyone and began to speak.   

“These are difficult times for our people. You must rise, 
my children, and be zealous in carrying out the teachings of 
our God… dedicate your lives to protect and uphold the holy 
covenant God has made with our people… remember the 
ancient deeds of our ancestors, and they shall serve you as 
inspiration for the deeds you must perform with honor. 

The Patriarch Abraham was put to the test and passed, and 
God blessed him and his seed for all of eternity… 

Joseph remained loyal to God even when he was trapped in 
the pit, and he became the lord of all Egypt… 

Pinchas, our ancestor, was zealous in sanctifying the 
name and was rewarded with the priesthood, for him and his 
descendants… 
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Yehoshua upheld the commandments of God and became 
the leader of all Israel. David walked in the path of faith and 
won the kingship for himself and his seed. The Prophet Elijah 
fought zealously for God and ascended to Heaven on a chariot 
of fire….”

The light of the torches flickered on Matityahu’s face. It 
seemed that the more he spoke, the more his face was illu-
minated by an inner light. His weakness was apparent, but he 
spoke in a measured tone, in the intonation style of the sacred 
scrolls, like a man who had long prepared for this moment. 

“…In every generation, those who put their faith in God 
were blessed with His grace. Do not, therefore, fear the fury of 
the wicked, for all his glory and dominion is but manure on 
the field… today he is ascendant, and tomorrow he will cease 
to be, will return to the dust, and his memory will fade away. 

Be strong and brave, my sons, have faith in the Torah and 
God will uplift you… 

Yohanan, my eldest, a man who walks the paths of righ-
teousness. Were this a time of peace, your wisdom and 
knowledge of the holy Torah would light the path before us 
and bring pride to all our family. When the storm passes and 
peace comes, you shall shine forth like the sun… 

You must all heed the words of Simon, your brother. He 
is wise and will serve as your father … Judah, a man of valor 
from his youth, will lead you in war. Elazar, brave and loyal, 
will be the pillar of your strength. Jonathan, you shall be the 
strong right arm of your brothers. 

Protect and cherish your mother. Gather around you all Jews 
who cleave to the holy Torah, and avenge our people. Repay 
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our enemies as they deserve. Uphold the commandments of 
God with all your heart.”

When he concluded his speech, Matityahu leaned back-
wards wearily, breathing heavily. His sons stood for a moment 
in silence, understanding that their father had just bid them 
farewell, having appointed Judah as his successor as leader of 
the rebellion. Each in turn kneeled by their father’s bed, and 
Rebecca placed his palm on the head of each son as Matityahu 
silently blessed him, his lips moving in a soft murmur. 

Matityahu held on for only a few more days. Messengers 
left the camp to pronounce his death across Judea and call 
upon the Children of Israel to mourn his passing. The five 
sons decided to announce on that occasion that Matityahu 
had appointed his son, Judah, as his successor. Judah wished 
the message to reach Philipus and Menelaus in Jerusalem, in 
order to forestall any thoughts that they should take advantage 
of confusion generated by the passing of Matityahu to launch 
an attack against the rebels.

A large expedition of warriors escorted Matityahu on his 
final journey to his burial in Modi’in, near the graves of his 
ancestors. A column of proud men rode silently, escorting 
their leader and his family. Matityahu’s sons rode at the head 
of the column, followed by a wagon carrying the body of 
Matityahu. Behind them followed hundreds of individuals, 
some on horse, some on foot, and some in wagons. The men 
carried their arms openly, even provocatively, not for fear 
of being attacked but in order to display respect to the man 
who had led them to take up arms and protect their faith. The 
procession passed through the villages on the way to Modi’in, 
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and in each one many people gathered to pay their respects 
and accompany the procession for a part of the way.

***

Throughout the Seleucid Kingdom, the administration of 
territory was based on Macedonian- or Greek-descended 
Meridarchs. Only in Judea was rule held by the Jewish High 
Priest. This distinction was sufficient to provoke unease in 
the surrounding Meridarchies, whose rulers feared that other 
tribes and nations might aspire to the same status. Ever since 
the situation in Judea had begun to deteriorate, the concerns 
of the Meridarchs surrounding Judea had risen, and they had 
begun lobbying the royal court to do away with indirect rule 
through the High Priest and appoint a Hellene Meridarch 
over Judea.

The supreme governor of Coele-Syria, the Strategos 
Ptolemy, appointed the Meridarch of Samaria, Apollonius, to 
end the rebellion and restore order to Judea, for the Gophna 
Mountains — the alleged base of the rebels — was on the border 
of his own Meridarchy. But Apollonius aimed beyond merely 
squashing the rebellion. His plan was to exploit the situation 
to bring about the annexation of all of Judea, including the 
polis of Jerusalem, to his Meridarchy of Samaria. In order to 
do this, Apollonius planned to take some of his staff with him, 
arrive at Jerusalem, assume command, and merge Philipus’ 
garrison with his own forces. Then he intended to send the 
forces in pursuit of the rebels in the mountains, while he 
commanded the operation from his new base in Jerusalem.
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***

Apollonius stared at the royal letter in his hand. The joy he 
felt on receiving a royal letter addressed to him, changed to 
rage upon reading and understanding its contents. He was 
amazed to discover that the Samaritans, the inhabitants of 
much of his domain —and particularly the city of Nablus and 
its environs —had sent a letter to the king behind his back. In 
their letter, the Samaritans denied any connection to the Jews 
and claimed that although they observed the Sabbath and 
established a Temple on Mount Gerizim to the Invisible God, 
they were descended from settlers from Sidon. They claimed 
they were loyal to the king and wished to dedicate their temple 
to the Hellene Zeus. The Samaritans also presumptuously 
asked the king to order the tax collector and Apollonius to 
cease accusing them of affiliation with the Jews and not to 
apply the royal decrees against the Jews to them. The royal 
letter addressed to Apollonius accepted all the Samaritans’ 
pleas, decreeing that the Samaritans would indeed be exempt 
from the anti-Jewish decrees and that their temple would be 
dedicated to Zeus.

Apollonius was well aware of the claims of some Samaritans 
to be unrelated to the Jews. He had no interest in the historical 
truth of the claim; he had merely taken advantage of the fact 
that the Samaritans worshipped the Jewish God to hold the 
anti-Jewish decrees over the heads of Samaritan leaders as 
a threat to induce them to pay all their taxes promptly. His 
initial impulse after reading the royal letter was to punish the 
Samaritans for their presumption in daring to complain to 



20  |  Lions of Judea

the king. On the other hand, the Samaritans had ended up 
presenting him in a positive light to the king, as a man who 
diligently followed his orders and enforced the anti-Jewish 
decrees, even against the Samaritans. After considering the 
matter further, he concluded that the affair did not damage 
his prospects, and may even have advanced his interests. It 
now occurred to him that the Samaritans, who made such 
great efforts to prove their distance from the Jews, could now 
be used as a weapon against them.

***

Word of the enlistment of Samaritans to the punitive expe-
dition the Meridarch of Samaria was organizing against the 
Judean rebellion rapidly spread throughout the land. As such, 
the dispute over the origins and relationship of the Samaritans 
to the Jews — a dispute in which the opinions of the Jews had 
previously been divided — reached a conclusion. The Samar-
itans had conclusively chosen a side in the struggle, and the 
question of their origins had ceased to be relevant. 

Judah convened an emergency meeting of the family pa-
triarchs and the rebel leaders. Spirits were high, and everyone 
spoke at once. Judah permitted them all to vent their rage at 
the Samaritans. Finally, he stood and signaled meeting partic-
ipants that he wished to speak. They hushed and turned their 
eyes to him.

“I am told that the Samaritans are enthused by their new role. 
Beyond the pay they have been promised by the Meridarch of 
Samaria, they have been told they will be permitted to pillage 
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at will, and take any Jewish maiden or woman they desire, 
married or otherwise, as their own….”

“Sons of evil!” 
“Dogs!”
“Sons of death...”
The attendants, particularly the younger ones, broke out in 

a cacophony of curses and outrage.
Judah continued, “This will be the first time we will be 

fighting against an organized army, but we have no choice. We 
cannot permit the Samaritans to take over Judea… we must 
win, and we will win. 

We have been training for a long time now, and I am highly 
satisfied with the quality and readiness of our warriors. We 
have many advantages over our enemies. We want to win 
more than they do… we are prepared to sacrifice more to 
achieve victory… we know our land better than they do. We 
can select the time and the location most suited for us to do 
battle. Frankly, I think Apollonius and his army are about to 
be sorry for the visit they are intending to pay us, especially 
given that they are arriving without an invitation,” Judah 
concluded with a smile, and was answered with outbursts of 
laughter and cries of affirmation.

“The question is what happens if we win,” said Azariah, 
“The king won’t accept that lying down. He will send in the 
entire army.”

   “First we win, then we worry about what happens next,” 
someone replied, to the sound of the assembly’s laughter.

Judah did not share these sentiments. Azariah had, 
over time, become one of his more esteemed commanders. 
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“Azariah is right. We need to think two steps forward,” Judah 
surprised them all with his answer. “What do we want? What 
sort of country do we want to live in? Will we be enslaved to 
idolaters in our own land?!”

The words echoed through the cave. The men within it 
stared at each other with sparkling eyes. Judah had awakened 
a desire and a dream which they all held in common. The 
dream of an independent kingdom, restoring the glory of the 
Jewish People as of old: taking back Jerusalem — the Holy 
City — and the Temple for traditionalist Jews; restoring the 
pure, unadulterated worship of the God of Israel; the kingship 
of the house of David… these were dreams long held dormant, 
but since the uprising had begun these thoughts had sprouted 
and bloomed in the minds of many.

“The Governor of Samaria is forcing us to escalate our 
struggle,” continued Judah. “No more small-scale attacks 
meant to halt the enforcement of the decrees, restrain the 
Hellenizers, and secure some relief from excessive taxation 
for our people. This time we are going to do battle with the 
Seleucid army — and win! If this is what Apollonius wants, 
then this is what he will get. We are ready for him. And to 
answer your question, Azariah, no, victory will not be enough. 
We are going to get ready for the next stage right now. From 
this day forth, do not fear to dream about Jewish independence 
in Judea and all the Land of Israel!”

Judah’s final words were drowned out by clapping and cries 
of joy. Judah waited for a time, signaled the people to compose 
themselves, and continued. “Who are the nations who are 
now considered great powers? They all needed to learn what 
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we had already forgotten. This land was ours from time 
immemorial. Some of our people moved to Egypt and then 
returned, whereas others never left, from the dawn of history.  
We are distinct and different from all nations of the world 
in our faith in the one God. We have known victories and 
defeats, we were occupied and exiled, but we always overcame 
any adversity and grew stronger by it. Out of destruction, 
after the destruction of the Temple of King Solomon and the 
Babylonian exile, our faith has only grown. The Lord is One!2”

Judah halted again, permitting his words to trickle into the 
hearts of his audience.

“Yes, it is true that for a long time we have lived in this 
land under the shadow of great empires — Assyria, Babylonia, 
Persia, Ptolemy Egypt, and now the Seleucid Kingdom. Other 
nations have evolved during our long subjugation, developing 
new weapons and ways of war. But we can close that gap quite 
easily. All it takes is one man who knows and is well versed in 
the art of war to teach and train countless other such warriors. 
What matters is what we have here,” said Judah, thumping his 
chest, “and within us all is the heart of a lion. A Jewish heart 
fighting for its faith, land, and family. No one can overcome 
such a heart so long as we are true to its calling. This is not to 
dismiss your training. You all know how highly I value it. But 
when two trained armies meet, the one that wins is the one 
who has more determined and zealous warriors. And in this 
respect, no one can best us!” 

Later that night, Joseph came, accompanied by Simon and 

2 Deuteronomy 4; 35.
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Yohanan, to speak with Judah. Joseph’s face was glum. Judah 
gazed at him affectionately. Ever since the death of Matityahu, 
his brother, he too had felt that his time was running out. Both 
brothers had been bound together with powerful bonds of 
love for one another.

“Uncle Joseph, what is troubling you?” Judah asked softly, 
looking into his eyes.

“How do you know?”
“You and father, peace be upon him, both always had the 

same expression when you disagreed with something I said or 
did,” responded Judah with a smile.

“Why did you speak to them like that? Your father was 
always careful not to nurture any illusions in their hearts.”

“And father was right. You see that I have kept to the path 
he set up to now. But this path must be adapted to fit our 
circumstances. The Hellenes are changing the rules of the 
game. The moment they decided to send an army into Judea 
from outside the Meridarchy, our previous path ceased to 
be suitable. We will have to hit Apollonius, and particularly 
the Samaritans, hard. The problem is that after Apollonius, 
someone else will come, and then someone else, and so forth. 
Every time someone else comes at us he will treat us more 
seriously and come with a larger army. We will suffer heavy 
casualties and our men’s morale might weaken, even break. 
Under such conditions, people need a horizon, something to 
aspire for and believe in, so they can contain and overcome the 
suffering that they are about to experience. If all we can offer 
them is victory in the next battle, it will all seem pointless to 
them and their inner strength will fade away after one or two 
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battles. That is why I spoke to them the way I did. I offered 
them a vision, an idea which will enable the entire nation 
to unite around it: priests, zealots, traditionalists, villagers, 
moderate Hellenizers, and even our brothers in the diaspora.”

“You believe you can defeat the entire Greek Army? That 
is your vision?!” Joseph asked incredulously.

“We call them Greeks, but they aren’t, not really. Most of 
the army is made up of mercenaries who come from all over 
the Seleucid Empire and beyond. We will not see the real army 
— the standing army which the king leads to do war with 
Egypt and other states — so soon. We are a small Meridarchy 
and the king has far worse headaches than us in the east of 
his kingdom. In the upcoming rounds we will be dealing with 
garrisons assembled from the Meridarchies of Coele-Syria 
and Phoenicia. I do not dismiss them, but in terms of size, 
we will deal with only a few thousand men in each encounter. 
We will mobilize and unite the people to the task of beating 
them back, and organize support and aid from our brothers 
in Egypt — and perhaps from other lands as well. We will 
establish a standing army of volunteers and train them well, 
and at the same time we will organize and train a much larger 
army of reservists, men who will work in their fields in times 
of peace and be mobilized to repel whatever invasions may 
come. If we succeed in undertaking this course of action — 
and nothing I have suggested is beyond our abilities or the 
realm of possibility — we can emerge victorious from the 
upcoming rounds. Then, if and when the standing army 
reaches our borders, we will be prepared to receive and defeat 
it. And I say again — given the troubles of the king in the east, 
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it is by no means certain the entire royal army will ever be 
sent here.”

“Even half the army is tens of thousands of soldiers, 
phalanx formations, silver shields3, horsemen, elephants, war 
machines… how can you defeat them? Is this your plan?! 
Fighting them with peasants and priests?!”

Joseph choked in excitement. Simon supported him from 
behind and gently slapped his back.

Judah waited for his uncle’s breathing to return to normal 
before responding. “Father used to say that a man does battle 
in one of three conditions: when he thinks that there is a 
chance he will win, when he has no choice, or when he has 
nothing left to lose. Father decided to fight back because he 
felt that the moment he was being forbidden to be a Jew, he 
had nothing left to lose. The moment we chose to follow him 
and became rebels, we brought upon ourselves the absence of 
choice. All that I did just now was to add the third possibility, 
the hope for victory, into the mix. In Thermopylae, three 
hundred Spartans held the entire Persian army — the greatest 
the world had ever known — for several days, and sparked 
the hope for victory in every polis in Greece. Neither the 
Ptolemys in Egypt nor the Romans are fond of Antiochus, and 
they will be delighted to offer aid against anyone who stands 

3 The Argyraspides, or "silver shields,” were originally an elite 
division in the army of Alexander the Great. After his death, 
they played a role as kingmakers in the Diadochi wars that 
followed. The Seleucid Kings eventually established a similar 
corps to serve as their royal guard. Under Antiochus IV, half 
of them were converted into a Roman style unit.  
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against him. Our neighbors in the east, the Nabateans, will 
do so as well. We have a chance. I do not have full confidence 
in our victory, but I have sufficient faith in our strength and 
in the problematic situation of the Seleucid king with his 
rivals to embark on this war with the hope that we just might 
win. This is my plan, uncle Joseph. I believe that this path is 
possible. I believe that we can fulfill the vision I presented to 
our people.”

Joseph stared at his nephew in amazement. His words 
seemed to make sense, each link in his logic leading to the 
next inexorably, captivating both the heart and the mind. He 
straightened his back. “May I live to see the fulfillment of 
your vision. My father and my brother believed in you. I too 
will have faith in you,” he whispered, his voice trembling with 
emotion.

Judah embraced him, feeling an outburst of yearning for 
his father’s presence. Yohanan and Simon joined the embrace, 
like links in a chain coming together, making it stronger. 
“Thank you, Uncle Joseph.”

“What are you thanking me for? I should be thanking you.”
“Thank you for telling me what is on your mind. Now that 

father is gone, you are our father.”
The four of them stood enfolded in their embrace for a 

long moment, tears filling their eyes.

***

Hanoch, a former officer in the army of Egypt who had 
arrived in the country as an emissary of the Jewish community 
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in Alexandria to learn about the extent of the rebellion, fit 
seamlessly into the intelligence network of the rebels thanks 
to his fluent Greek and Hellenizer bearing. Given the news 
of the upcoming expedition of the meridarch of Samaria, he 
returned to the rebel base to meet Judah. He believed that, 
given the new circumstances, it was time for him to return 
to Egypt and organize support in fighting men and military 
equipment. He promised Judah that in a few weeks he would 
return with a battalion of warriors and arms. Both knew that 
this depended on the Kings of Egypt. If the Ptolemy brothers 
feared the response of Antiochus, they would not permit the 
Jews of Egypt to join the fighting in Judea.

Over the next few days, as word of the enlistment of the 
Samaritans in the anti-Jewish campaign spread, many youths 
began to arrive from all over the Land of Israel to join the 
rebels. At first they arrived singly or in small bands, but the 
stream of volunteers grew daily. Apollonius was unaware of 
this, but his attempt to enlist the Samaritans against the Jews 
was backfiring.

Now, more than ever, it was necessary to organize the men 
in regular units, to appoint commanders, and to train warriors 
rapidly. Judah and his brothers reached the conclusion that it 
was time to stop huddling in caves. They decided to establish 
a permanent camp that would enable them to provide com-
fortable quarters to a larger number of people for a prolonged 
period. A site was chosen in which huts and tents were set up, 
and the camp was divided into zones separating the families 
from the soldiers. A public administrative zone was assigned, 
a headquarters tent was erected, and warehouses for food and 
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arms were constructed. Various support positions — such as 
cooks, stock-keepers, and movers — who would ensure the 
camp was supplied at all times needed to be appointed. It was 
also necessary to begin recruiting various professionals who 
would be able to manufacture and repair weapons and other 
equipment. Simon was the man best suited to handle the ad-
ministration and logistics of the camp, and he took the matter 
under his charge. Judah, Elazar, and Jonathan focused on the 
operational field of setting up and training the army, though 
all five brothers remained involved in making critical deci-
sions in both logistics and operations.

Two months passed rapidly. Summer had only begun, but 
by noon it was already so hot that training under the baking 
sun was an agony. Nonetheless, Judah demanded that the 
warriors occasionally train in noontime as well. To those 
who complained or griped he said, “what will we do if the 
battle begins in the morning and lasts until noon? Will we 
ask for a break? Will we shout at our opponents that we will 
continue fighting when it gets cooler? The basis of all combat 
is physical fitness and endurance,” he constantly said, “the 
ability to march, run, and fight for hours under any weather 
conditions.” He would spice up his admonishments with the 
tales of famous battles or compare their efforts to arena fights. 
The elite forces which made military history were those with 
the highest physical stamina, he said, and demanded that they 
train more, and train harder.

At the same time, Judah continued to nurture his intelli-
gence network. In preparation for the expected invasion from 
Samaria, new agents were recruited in that Meridarchy. Judah 
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and his men patrolled to study all possible invasion routes 
for Apollonius’ army, and considered possible ambush sites. 
Judah’s agents provided him with reliable data regarding the 
extent of the military force recruited by Apollonius, and the 
manner of its training.

One summer morning, a frantic informer arrived from 
the polis of Samaria, capital of the Meridarchy of Samaria. 
He notified them that the army of Apollonius was about to 
embark southwards the very next day. 

The next day, when Apollonius’ army began to move, it was 
shadowed by scouts pre-positioned in the interior of Samaria. 

In the rebel camp, Judah gathered his men and commanders 
for one final briefing before they embarked from the camp.

Flavius, the Roman legionary who had arrived at Judea 
several months ago with Eupolemus and who had joined 
Judah and his men, watched the assembly from the side. “How, 
by the gods, did I end up here?” he wondered, amused. He 
focused on the group clustered around the map of the ravine 
etched on the ground. Even though he still didn’t understand 
Aramaic, he knew that Judah was repeating his plan, for the 
fifth time, to his men.

“What do you think?” A question in broken Latin inter-
rupted his reverie.

He was the only man present who spoke Latin aside from 
Judah, whose mastery of the language was far from perfect, 
and so it was clear that the question was directed at him. 
Flavius did not respond immediately, leading Judah to turn to 
him, demanding his response.

Flavius shook his head. “Too clever for my taste,” he re-
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sponded. “I would strike immediately with all my force at an 
ambush point using the element of surprise to overwhelm the 
enemy decisively.”

The others glanced back and forth between him and Judah.
“I can’t afford a defeat,” Judah answered softly, acutely con-

scious of the eyes staring at him. “We still aren’t ready to face 
a real army in a battle on the open field.”

“An army?” mocked Flavius, “this is a meager garrison by 
the local governor, supplemented by a few amateur natives and 
reactivated citizen reservists who haven’t fought in years….”

“We cannot dismiss them. They are still professional Hellene 
soldiers, and the man leading, Apollonius, is an experienced 
commander. And besides, who are we? One Roman who 
thinks, rightly or not, that he can beat any opponent alive, 
and a gaggle of priests and enthusiastic youngsters who are 
sure God will fight for them.” Judah turned back to his men, 
smiling and nodding, as if Flavius had showered his plan with 
praise.

Flavius flashed a smile. “You are too hard on yourself. They 
have been trained well, their motivation is high, and this is 
more important than their military experience. Their level is 
no worse than that of any green Roman battalion which has 
been fully trained but not yet blooded.”

“Rome can afford to lose every now and again. We can’t,” 
Judah replied, his back to Flavius.

Judah returned to addressing his men, and Flavius fell into 
reverie once more. He liked and respected Eupolemus, who 
he ended up following to Judea, as he had never respected 
any other soldier or officer. And now that he knew Judah, 
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he learned that he had surpassed Eupolemus in many ways. 
Without ever serving in an army, Judah was one of the 
best individual fighters he had ever known. But it was his 
qualities as leader and commander that he most respected. 
Like Eupolemus, his thinking was original and surprised him 
anew every time, and he took nothing for granted. But unlike 
anyone else that Flavius had known to this day, Judah infected 
anyone who heard him with a desire to follow him without 
hesitation.

“Flavius!” Judah called him back out of his thoughts. “This 
is it — we’re off.”

Flavius tensed. He approached Judah, whispering to him, 
“it seemed to me that you knew the governor. Am I correct?”

Judah shrugged. “Not really. When Eupolemus and I were 
young we participated in a pankration tournament he hosted 
in Samaria. I won, but he mocked me, stating I was lucky not 
to have faced a true warrior in battle… a warrior like himself.” 
Judah replied, his expression thoughtful at the memory. 
“Never mind. I’m relying on you to watch my back.”

“No blow will strike you. Not so long as I draw breath,” 
Flavius responded, his face grave as if he were reciting an oath.

“I know, so try to stay alive, will you?”

***

In spite of the parched air, beads of sweat poured down Helios’ 
skin with the effort of keeping focused on driving the car-
riage. He constantly shifted his position, trying to evade the 
attentions of the woman who tantalized him with her femi-
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nine wiles, trying to entice him into handing her the reins of 
the horses.

In the interior of the wagon, a powerfully built man dozed, 
his hands behind his head serving as an improvised pillow. 
He could hear the whispers and giggles of Helena, seemingly 
always tipsy, and smiled at the thought of his loyal driver 
and the effort he must be making to concentrate on the path 
before him. He opened his eyes and glanced at the corner of 
the wagon, where a young woman was curled up. She lay on 
her stomach, covered with a thin sheet. In his imagination he 
pulled the sheet away, fantasizing about the sight which would 
be revealed beneath it. Her darkly tanned skin, testimony to 
the long and warm summer, sharply contrasted with her white 
linen nightgown, which revealed more than it concealed. Her 
wavy brown hair was bound in a thick braid from the middle 
of her back downwards, but remained unbound further up, 
spreading like a fan across her bare shoulders. 

Phryne. Just thinking of her name aroused him. He had yet 
to try her out. His wife was used to the comely slave girls he 
surrounded himself with, and knew that he slaked his lusts 
with some of them. And yet, this Jewish maid aroused her 
resistance. His wife warned him not to bed her, for this would 
be unwise given his intention of crushing the Judean revolt. 
Apollonius suspected that the true reason for her interference 
was her jealousy of the comely maiden, but was forced to 
accept her reasoning. As a small compensation, and as a petty 
revenge against his jealous wife, he had decided to take the 
Jewish slave girl with him to Jerusalem, intending to use her 
presence as a symbol of his triumph over the Judean rebels. 
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In the front seat of the wagon, Helena and Helios heard the 
clanking of metal from within the wagon, testimony to their 
master awakening and donning his arms and armor. Helena 
immediately stopped her flirting and sat down beside Helios. 
“Behave yourself,” she said with facile seriousness, “do you 
dare to lust after the companion of the Governor of Samaria?!” 
Helios’ face reddened, and he angrily stared straight ahead.

Helena choked down her provocative laughter as the 
awning of the wagon was drawn aside and Apollonius exited 
to stand beside the pair. 

“Get inside woman! You’ve harassed him enough.”
Helios glanced gratefully at his master.
The governor stared forward. A broad-shouldered horse-

man broke off from the convoy’s vanguard and cantered 
towards the carriage. It was Tario, the commander of Samaria’s 
regular garrison. “The ravine is right ahead of us, Governor,” 
reported Tario as he rode alongside the carriage. “We will not 
be able to cross it before sundown.” 

Apollonius’ forehead crinkled. The mountain highway 
on which his force advanced crossed the land from north to 
south, mostly following the ridges of the central mountain 
spine connecting rebellious southern Judea with his home 
province of Samaria to the north. It was a largely convenient 
and secure road, but in the section just before them it 
descended into a deep ravine, formed by a stream, which was 
narrow and winding. This was the only section of the road 
considered hazardous, given its vulnerability to ambush and 
bandit attacks. Apollonius gestured, and a servant hurried 
from behind the carriage, leading the governor’s horse.
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“Prepare yourself and the wagon,” Apollonius commanded 
as he mounted his horse from the slowly moving carriage.

Helios stared at his master in astonishment, “Bandits would 
never dare attack us, master.” 

“We are not facing bandits but priests — never underesti-
mate the enemy,” replied Apollonius, and, turning his atten-
tion to Tario, he continued, “From what we know of the leader 
of the rebels, he is taking up the torch lit by his father the 
priest. I have no intention of providing him with his first great 
victory.”

“What do you want us to do?” asked Tario, “Should we set 
up our night camp here, north of the ravine crossing?”

“If we do that, they can organize during the night and 
prepare a deadlier ambush for us tomorrow. No. We cross today, 
even if we have to complete the crossing in the dark. Ensure 
that everyone is prepared for fighting, even if the esteemed 
gentlemen think we are just out on a field trip,” Apollonius 
said, jerking his head back at his force — at the Hellene citi-
zens. The force he commanded included six hundred warriors 
and many clerks and slaves. Two hundred regular garrison 
troops, two hundred local Samaritan auxiliaries, and a similar 
number of Hellene citizens —Greco-Macedonian-descended 
residents of Samaria who were recognized citizens of the polis 
of Samaria. The Greco-Macedonian citizens showed conspic-
uous lack of discipline. They did not maintain formation, 
conversed loudly, and laughed at the top of their lungs. Beside 
them walked their slaves, carrying their personal equipment, 
weapons, and shields.

Tario smiled, “When push comes to shove, we can rely 
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on them more than on all the others. They were all veteran 
soldiers before they were settled in Samaria.” 

“Yes, yes,” grumbled the governor, unconvinced, “take your 
citizens, cavalry, and infantry, and advance before us in the 
vanguard. If you run into an ambush, show me your mettle 
and fight as you know so well.” 

Apollonius fell silent for a moment and inspected Tario. 
The man was an extremely experienced warrior. He would not 
let him down. With his veteran soldiers he could overcome 
any ambush. 

“Concentrate the wagon train in the back and secure it with 
a detachment of infantry,” Apollonius continued to outline 
the plan, “I, together with the rest of the force, will advance 
behind you. If there are no other surprises, we will continue 
advancing until we ascend from the ravine, and that is where 
we will camp for the night. Send all of your officers and com-
manders to me; we will hold council. The field trip is over; we 
are now entering enemy territory.”

Tario rode to the vanguard of the the column’s cavalry screen 
and gestured at them to advance. As soon as they broke 
away from the column, he ordered an increase of the pace. 
Tario wanted to make it through the ravine before darkness 
descended. The infantry company also advanced rapidly, just 
behind the cavalry screen in a measured trot, trying to keep 
up with the cavalry preceding them. The path wound down 
the mountains into the deep and winding ravine, clinging 
to the mountain slope. Sometimes the road rose as if it was 
trying to climb the mountain, and sometimes it descended 
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once again, clinging to the route of the dry streambed. Here 
and there small pools of stagnant water still lurked, evidence 
of the water that had flowed in the stream in the winter. 

The many winding and twisting turns of the path troubled 
him — they blocked his field of view and provided many 
possible ambush sites. The possibility of a surprise attack on 
them from the top of the mountain endangered them and 
further complicated the situation. Apollonius was right to 
send part of the force ahead, he thought. They approached 
another sharp leftwards turn in the ravine. The ravine had 
now become deep and narrow. His danger sense sent a prickle 
down his spine, and he slowed his horse down. He inspected 
every rock on the steep slope to his left and shifted his balance 
on the horse as he momentarily raised his shield arm. He 
passed the curve in the ravine and immediately halted, tensely 
observing the narrow ravine before him.  A large pile of rocks 
blocked the path ahead of them, at exactly the point where the 
ravine began twisting again in a manner which could serve as 
a perfect spot for an ambush party. The mountain slope to the 
left of the narrowing path rose into a steep cliff.

The sensation of danger constricted his lungs, making 
it difficult to breathe.  There was no room for doubt, he 
reflected; the rockpile blocking the path was clearly manmade. 
It would be only an hour’s work to dismantle it — but the men 
dismantling it, and the entire column, would be hideously 
vulnerable to an ambush from above in the meantime. He cast 
his eyes upwards, trying to look through the mountainside 
with his gaze, imaging in his mind’s eye the rebels hiding away, 
silently prepared, just waiting for him and his troops to ride 
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into the trap. We were saved by pure luck, just because I chose 
this place to halt, he thought, angry at himself. I should have 
sent a scouting party ahead of us. He turned his horse around 
and instructed the nearby horsemen to head back. The force 
obediently and rapidly followed his orders and turned back 
the way they came.

Nexus, the commander of the infantry company that fol-
lowed in the footsteps of the cavalry, noticed the cavalry turn-
ing back and ordered his infantry to halt. The infantry halt-
ed at a place where the road converged with the ravine into 
a small valley, wide enough to enable the soldiers to spread 
across it. The cavalry arrived at a light canter and took up po-
sitions alongside them.

Tario intently scanned the ridge of the mountain overlook-
ing them. The small valley where they had stopped was far 
safer than the narrow path ahead where they had nearly fall-
en prey to an ambush, but they still held an inferior position 
against any force which might assault them from the ground 
overlooking them. The sun was about to set. Within a short 
period Apollonius would arrive with the entire column, and 
then the valley would be clogged up with hundreds of peo-
ple. If the entire expedition were clogged into the small valley, 
they would place themselves in incredible peril in the case of 
an enemy attack.

Nexus approached him. “Tario, we need to act quickly!”
“What do you propose?” asked Tario, happy to share the 

responsibility.
“The slope is not incredibly steep,” Nexus pointed at the top 

of the mountain. “I will take some of the men with me and 



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  39

secure the high ground. Then you can advance and break up 
the barrier down below.”

Tario considered the possibilities facing them. “I’m joining 
you,” he said, without giving Nexus the opportunity to express 
opposition. 

The climb was more difficult than expected. Tario stopped 
for a moment to catch his breath, feeling the blood pound 
in his temples. The sun was setting, and the sky had begun 
to redden. Behind him, fifty warriors were trying to keep up 
with his pace. Nexus, leading twenty especially fit warriors, 
was in front. They were climbing the mountain at a near run, 
grabbing on to rocks and bushes with their bare hands.

Suddenly, Nexus’ voice rose loud and clear: “Enemy straight 
ahead!”

Nexus and his men had already deployed in a combat for-
mation on the mountainside by the time Tario and the other 
warriors had reached them, huffing and puffing with the ef-
fort. About two hundred paces ahead of them, roughly above 
where the ravine had been blocked by the rock barrier, were 
fifty or so armed men, some standing and some hiding behind 
the rocks. The ambushers were shouting and arguing amongst 
themselves, gesticulating wildly. It was clear that they had 
made no preparation for their intended victims climbing up 
the mountain to their ambush position.

Tario took his place at the head of the force. Three lines 
of warriors advanced in perfect form up the mountain, their 
swords drawn and their tower shields concealing almost 
all of their bodies. The rebels continued to argue amongst 
themselves and could not make up their mind on how to 
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conduct themselves — and then some of them began to flee. 
Tario and his men increased their pace to a steady run. 

The final rebels, those brave enough to still hold the ridgeline, 
scattered in all direction in the face of the advancing profes-
sional soldiers. Some disappeared over the ridge, others ran 
back along the side of the mountain. The more heavily armed 
and armored soldiers chased the fleeing rebels, hurling jeers 
and curses at their backs for a while, and then halted, gasping 
for air and smiling.

Apollonius was well satisfied with the developments, and or-
dered the establishment of a camp to pass the night in the val-
ley before the makeshift barrier established by the rebels and 
dismantled by Tario’s men. Soon, the din of organization filled 
the locale. Tree branches were rapidly gathered, and torches 
and bonfires were lit all over and around the camp. The dig-
nitaries reclined in the tents put up for them, while the slaves 
labored at preparing a meal. The small valley was too narrow 
to hold all of them, so some of the soldiers spread out down 
the ravine. Apollonius gathered all of his officers and praised 
Tario to them, while giving him full credit for the detection 
and defeat of the rebel ambush.

“My lord, it is all thanks to Nexus,” protested Tario humbly, 
“it was his idea to scale the mountain.”

“You both have my full appreciation,” responded Apollonius. 
“Let the men eat and rest. The rebels will not trouble us further 
tonight.”

“It appears that the only thing they are good at is assaults 
on civilians and ambushes,” said Tario. “They didn’t really 
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have any intention of fighting us.”
“That is probably it,” said Apollonius dismissively. “We will 

have to give some thought about how to capture and eliminate 
them, but we will cross that bridge when we reach it. Eat well; 
you deserve it.”

Phryne curled up in a blanket in the back corner of the 
governor’s wagon, leaning from without on the canvas of the 
wagon. The camp had darkened as the fires slowly died down. 
Most of the soldiers had fallen asleep, full of a generously 
portioned supper and exhausted from the day-long march 
in the heavy heat. To her rear, between the campfires of the 
clerks and staff of the governor, faint conversations could be 
heard between those who were still awake. Within the wagon, 
Helena slept peacefully, her breath rising and lowering at a 
steady pace. The night was cold, sharply contrasting with the 
oppressive heat during the day. From time to time the chirps 
and calls of night birds could be heard. Phryne raised her eyes 
up to the stars, imagining herself spreading wings and flying 
towards them, to the heavenly dome above.

Sad thoughts rose up within her, mixing past, present, 
and future. She was sold as a slave when she was too young 
to know her parents. The only thing she was told about 
them was that they were poor Jews. She knew her name was 
granted to her by her new masters, who, impressed with her 
beauty, named her for a famous Athenian prostitute. Legend 
had it that she was so beautiful that she served as the model 
for the statue of Aphrodite, the Hellene goddesses of love 
and beauty. As a child-slave in the home of the governor of 
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the Samaria province, she had spent most of her time in the 
kitchen and in various cleaning duties. Sometimes she was 
sent to the market or to various stores in the city, which is 
how she’d had the chance to wander the streets of the city. She 
walked barefoot, her brown hair sliding down her shoulders, 
drawing the attention of her male peers. When she grew from 
a girl into a young woman she began drawing more and more 
compliments and stares from the older merchants in the 
market, until they became a major annoyance. It was at that 
time that the attitude of the women of the household towards 
her changed and became chilly and hostile.

Her beauty also drew the attention of the governor, who 
proved unable to ignore the attractive slave girl who had 
blossomed in his household. It was not long before she was 
assigned to the personal service of the governor and his 
household. Everyone in the governor’s house knew that only 
particularly attractive young women served in this capacity — 
and that they were required to provide special services to the 
master of the household. Phryne was all too aware of the way 
the governor gazed upon her body every time she was in his 
presence. When she found out that the governor had ordered 
her and his mistress Helena to join him in his expedition to 
Jerusalem, she fearfully understood what she could expect 
once they arrived.

A prolonged howl from the other side of the ravine returned 
her back to reality. A howl immediately rose in response 
from her side of the ravine. Phryne shook and felt shivers 
run down her spine. The night suddenly seemed alive with 
all manners of sounds, and for a moment it seemed to her 
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that the very mountains overlooking the camp had begun 
to rumble and growl. A luminescent light of an unfamiliar 
character descended from the overlooking mountains into the 
ravine, accompanied by a growing thunderous rumble. As the 
rumbling sound grew so did the intensity of the light. Phryne 
wanted to scream and wake up Helena, but fear paralyzed her, 
and she could not speak, let alone move. Around her, people 
woke up from the noise and began to shout in panic, waking 
up their still-slumbering comrades. Within seconds, the 
situation became clear, but too late for anyone to react. Massive 
balls of fires hurled down the mountain slopes into the camp, 
rolling with incredible speed into the ravine, some of them 
collapsing into piles of burning brambles and thorns, while 
others continued to roll intact through the camp, crushing 
and burning everything in their path — men, equipment, and 
wagons alike. More and more fireballs continued to roll down 
the mountainside, leaving destruction, panic, and death in 
their wake.  

Within seconds the camp was gripped by chaos. The teth-
ered horses and mules panicked, and those who managed to 
break free of their tethers rampaged throughout the camp in 
all directions, trampling and injuring both soldiers and slaves. 
Some of the beasts were injured when they stumbled over 
rocks, breaking their legs and collapsing, their cries of pain 
adding to the cacophony and panic. Flames lit up the entire 
camp, consuming everything around them.

And then the arrows began to fall on the camp. One moment 
there was the distant buzz of an unleashed bee-swarm, and 
immediately thereafter the night was pierced with sharp 
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whistles, some of which ended with cries of terror from the 
injured. A rain of cruel arrows sought and found their targets, 
as if they had a malignant consciousness directing their paths.

Then, suddenly, there was silence. The mountains ceased 
raining down destruction on the valley below and seemed to 
pause to observe the result of their handiwork. Apollonius, 
bare chested, his body glistening with cold sweat, arrived at 
a run from his flame-enshrouded tent, taking shelter behind 
his wagon. He stood by Phryne, not noticing her existence. 
He held a drawn sword in his hand, his eyes scurrying from 
side to side in horror. His men — soldiers, clerks and slaves 
— were fleeing in all directions up and down the ravine, 
consumed with fear and with no thought but flight on their 
minds. There were also some who took shelter, using their 
shields, hiding in between the rocks or behind a rare unburnt 
wagon. The injured and the dead lay scattered across the 
camp, their wounds bleeding and arrows protruding from 
their bodies. Arrows from the mountain slope once again fell 
on the camp, but this time not in dense volleys, but as single, 
carefully aimed shots, each arrow directed at a single target. 
Occasionally a heavy javelin was hurled from above as well, 
causing horrific wounds and instilling terror even when it 
missed its mark.

From her shelter at the flanks of the wagon, Phryne was the 
first to see the approaching figures. Under the cover of dark-
ness, they were nearly invisible. The first figures were nearly 
at the camp before Apollonius noticed them. A cry of helpless 
rage rose from him as four groups of rebels charged down 
the lower slopes of the mountains, advancing into the ravine, 
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directly at the governor’s wagon, which had miraculously re-
mained whole throughout the assault. The warriors of the first 
group wielded spears. Those in the front rank aimed them 
forward, whereas the others aimed them diagonally upwards 
in order to avoid harming their comrades. It was hardly a 
Macedonian phalanx, but it was still a surprising display of 
military organization from what Apollonius had imagined 
to be no more than a band of ragtag rebels. Two particular-
ly muscular warriors led them, each wielding a sword in one 
hand and a tower shield in the other.

Night seemed to fall once more on the ravine, and an odd 
moment of silence occurred as the cries of the wounded stilled. 
The four groups of the attacking force converged in front of 
the governor’s wagon and then split, each to its assigned task. 
The first, headed by the two Herculean rebels, surrounded 
the governor’s wagon in an arc. The second and third groups 
began to advance in parallel up the ravine. A fourth group 
stood ready at the downstream side of the ravine but did not 
advance.

Phryne glanced from side to side in trepidation. What 
had been, until a short time ago, the night camp of a well 
ordered military force, was now no more than a chaotic scene 
of injured and dead men, scattered equipment, and fires run 
rampant. The lightly injured and a few lucky souls who were 
spared injury and had not taken the opportunity to flee were 
trying to aid their wounded comrades. Down the ravine, some 
soldiers were trying to gather arms and shields and organize 
into a fighting formation, intending to come to the aid of the 
governor, or perhaps just to prepare for the upcoming enemy 
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attack. Regardless, the aimed arrow fire made it more difficult 
for them to do so.

The two Herculean warriors leading the force surrounding 
the governor’s wagon strode forward and halted in front of 
Apollonius. Phryne stared at them, feeling somehow both 
connected to these rebels and distant from them, as if in a 
dream. She felt no fear; in fact, she barely felt anything. In 
the distance she heard Tario calling out the governor’s name. 
The warrior closer to Apollonius aimed his sword at the 
governor’s chest. He displayed none of the warrior’s battlefield 
fury Phryne had expected. His stance and expression revealed 
nothing but self-confident power.

Apollonius, her master and the governor of Samaria, stood 
only an arm’s length away from her, with his back to her. His 
body slackened, his shoulders stooped, and he pointed his 
sword at the ground.

“Judah.” Apollonius slowly pronounced the name, his voice 
heavy with defeat. The Herculean warrior nodded without 
saying a word and lightly gestured at Apollonius, inviting him 
to attack and permitting him to make the first move. In spite 
of the darkness, Phryne thought that she noticed a sparkle of 
pleasure in his eyes, though his expression remained serious.

Loyal to the warrior’s code on which he was raised, 
Apollonius accepted the offered opportunity with a certain 
relief. It was better to die in battle with a sword in hand. 
Phryne could no longer see Apollonius’ face, but by the way 
he drew up and raised his head, she could sense his deter-
mined expression. He charged rapidly forward, extending his 
sword. His opponent responded immediately, taking a rapid 



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  47

diagonal half step forward, keeping his tower shield close, and 
extending his sword hand forward.

The exchange was so swift that Phryne could barely take 
it in. She choked down a whimper when she suddenly re-
alized a blade was sticking out of the governor’s bent back. 
She covered her mouth with both hands in terror. Apollonius 
stood for another moment, and then the man who slew him 
pulled out his sword with a jerk and Apollonius collapsed in 
place, lifeless.

Judah sheathed his sword and bent over to retrieve the 
sword of the deceased Governor of Samaria, raising it high 
above his head in victory. 

The few soldiers who yet remained fit and were attempting 
to form up into a fighting formation under Tario’s command 
observed the occurrences from the distance. They turned 
away and clustered together, having lost the will to fight after 
the death of their governor.

Before he turned away, the eyes of the rebel leader and 
the Jewish slave girl met. She gasped, overcome by fear. She 
noticed his eyes widening in surprise. But then he nodded at 
her, as if in greeting. Phryne could swear that he even flashed 
a smile in her direction. For a moment time stood still: a battle 
raged around them, people were shouting and crying out, but 
Phryne knew that no harm would befall her. She smiled back 
in relief.

The commander of the rebels turned around, barked a 
short order, and began to advance down the ravine, his men 
at his back. Phryne plunged back into reality: it was the 
middle of the night in a dry wilderness streambed, and she 
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was watching a battle in which the men of the group she had 
been a part of up until that time were being slaughtered by the 
rebels — her people and coreligionists.

The rebels advanced down the ravine, striking down sol-
diers too wounded to flee but who still wielded weapons. 
Their comrades continued to fire arrows from above. They 
met no real opposition. The army of the Governor of Samaria 
had been routed and was unable to resist. 

The sun began to rise, the air still cool with the desert 
summer night. Phryne and Helena, until recently the slave girl 
and mistress of the Meridarch of Samaria, sat curled against 
each other in the back of the wagon, watching the activity 
taking place around them. The wounded from the army of 
Apollonius were concentrated together. A large group of un-
wounded captives, soldiers, and camp followers stood nearby, 
surrounded by armed Jewish warriors. The weapons, shields, 
and all the other equipment of the Hellenes were stripped 
from them. Phryne noticed Tario standing at the front of the 
captives. As commander of the garrison of the polis of Samaria 
he was now — following the death of Apollonius — the senior 
ranked officer. He seemed so miserable and mortified with 
guilt that she felt sorry for him.

Judah approached from the side of the wagon. The two 
women were both startled, for they hadn’t heard him approach.

“Greetings,” he addressed them in Greek, “We will leave 
now. Those who were not injured,” he pointed at Tario and 
his men, “will take their wounded back to Samaria. You can 
return with them.”

Helena giggled insincerely. “Given our condition, perhaps 
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we will prefer to remain your captives.”
Judah did not reply. He had eyes only for Phryne.
“I have nowhere to return to,” she said softly. “I was his 

slave. I am a Jewess.”
Judah said nothing for a long moment, which seemed to 

Phryne to stretch out into eternity. His cheekbones protruded 
slightly as he clenched his jaw in obvious fury. He stretched 
his hand out to her. Helena stroked her back briefly in silent 
farewell, as Phryne held his hand and jumped off the wagon.

Judah and Flavius approached the captives.
“I understand you are commander here,” Judah turned to 

Tario.
“I am,” responded Tario, meeting the eyes of the enemy 

commander.
“We are going. You are free to take your wounded with you 

or bury them. You are forbidden, however, to lay a hand on 
the carcasses of the Samaritans. They all died and will remain 
here to rot and feed the beasts of the field. We will leave you 
with enough water to keep you from dehydrating.”

“Thank you. What about the sword?” said Tario, pointing 
at Apollonius’ sword, nestled safely in Judah’s belt.

Judah smiled, “It stays with me. So does the Governor’s 
Jewish slave girl. You can take the other woman with you.”

Tario nodded, having no choice but to accept the conditions. 
As a warrior, he appreciated the rebel commander’s skills 
and victory. As a man, he was grateful for the generosity he 
displayed to the injured and captive soldiers.

Judah turned back and began to withdraw, followed by 
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Flavius. A few steps later he turned and called back to Tario, 
“What is your name?”

“Tariopolux. But I am called Tario.”
“We will meet again, Tario.”



Summer 166 BCE — Siron

Dramatis Personae
Bold = main character 
* = historical figure

 Ӳ Cleon — Meridarch of Gezer, to the southwest of Judea

 Ӳ Siron* — Seleucid officer

 Ӳ Yohanan*, Simon*, Judah*, Eleazar*, and Jonathan* — The 

sons of Matityahu by age

 Ӳ Eupolemus* — Judah’s friend, son of Yohanan ben Hakotz

 Ӳ Flavius — A Roman legionary who served under Eupolemus, 

returned with him to Judea and joined the rebels

 Ӳ Rebecca — The wife of Matityahu

 Ӳ Joseph — Brother of Matityahu

 Ӳ Philipus the Phrygian* — Commander of the Seleucid Jerusalem 

garrison

 Ӳ Menelaus* — Current High Priest

 Ӳ Ptolemy* — Seleucid strategos (governor) of Coele-Syria

 Ӳ Azariah* — One of Judah’s rebels

 Ӳ Hanoch — An Alexandrian Jew and a former officer in the Egyptian 

army

 Ӳ Ptolemy VI, Cleopatra II*, and Ptolemy VIII — The joint rulers of Egypt
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 Ӳ Phryne — A former slave girl of Apollonius’

 Ӳ Tario — Commander of the Seleucid Garrison in the Meridarchy of 

Samaria

 Ӳ Absalom — An officer in the rebel army

The Meridarchy ruled by Cleon lay to the southwest of 
the Meridarchy of Judea, and contained several secure 
and prosperous poleis, such as Ashdod, Yavne, and 

Gezer. His Meridarchy also contained a considerable Jewish 
population, some of it ancient in origin, who had inhabited the 
region for centuries. For the most part Jews lived in separate 
villages, but some also lived in the cities, whose populations 
were mixed. 

Officially, the king’s anti-Jewish decrees were enforced 
throughout Coele-Syria, but Cleon’s Meridarchy enforced 
them with rather less zealousness than in Judea, even before 
the activity of the Jewish rebels became known, and regardless 
of considerations associated with it. There were, of course, 
residents — Hellene and otherwise — who took advantage of 
the situation and sought to harm Jewish business rivals under 
the pretext of loyalty to the king. Cleon, viewing his position 
as Meridarch as being dedicated to maintaining public order, 
prevented such occurrences from spreading too widely to 
prevent the spread of unrest.

Cleon was visiting the city of Gezer when word of Apol-
lonius’ defeat and death in battle against the rebels arrived. 
The news struck him numb with shock. He had participat-
ed in a Meridarchs’ conference under the auspices of Strat-
egos Ptolemy only three months ago, where they were told 
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that Apollonius was tasked with suppressing the rebels based 
in southern Samaria. None of the Meridarchs had even con-
ceived of the possibility of defeat to the rebels. As far as Cleon 
knew, and as far as he had been told in the conference, the 
rebels were little more than mountain bandits, not an orga-
nized army capable of matching a Seleucid force in a set piece 
battle. The utter defeat of a Hellene military force, particularly 
one which ended in the death of the Meridarch, was a roy-
al-level scandal. 

Siron, commander of the Gezer garrison, stood beside him 
when he received the word. “Apollonius was a warrior, not 
some noble son’s clerk,” said Siron, revealing inadvertently his 
opinion of his nominal commander, Cleon. “Tario, his garri-
son commander, I know personally. He is a serious warrior 
and officer.”

“Yes, it is inconceivable that this happened,” replied Cleon, 
his expression grave. “We can’t let this matter go on. The effects 
of the rebellion could well bleed into our Meridarchy. The Jews 
here might also decide that the time has come to rebel.”

Siron commanded the Gezer garrison, which was made 
up of one hundred and fifty Thracian soldiers, just like him. 
They were mercenaries, loyal to those who paid their wages. 
Siron was ambitious. The slaying of a Meridarch by the rebels 
could not be tolerated. The matter would be reported to the 
king. Whoever first launched a successful punitive expedition 
would receive great honor and rewards. This could be my 
chance to make a name for myself and rise in the ranks, he 
thought.

“Meridarch, we need to find out what happened there. I 
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suggest I leave immediately for Samaria and investigate what 
took place with Tario. I will then be happy to lead a punitive 
expedition and massacre the rebels. We can organize our gar-
risons and supplement them with the loyal colonist-citizens. 
We are closest to the rebel base area and ready for action.”

Cleon considered the matter. He knew Siron well enough 
to understand his ambitions. As for himself, he had no in-
terest in who won the glory for suppressing the rebellion in 
Judea, provided that it took place as quickly as possible and 
did not impact his own Meridarchy. “I will need the approval 
of Strategos Ptolemy to intervene in Judea. I will send him a 
letter this very day. In the meantime, gather up an escort and 
go to Samaria. Find out how Apollonius was defeated.”

***

In the rebel camp in the Gophna Mountains, morale was at 
an all-time high following the victory over Apollonius. Ev-
eryone beamed with joy and pride at their accomplishment. 
Long-suppressed national dreams and desires burst out, and 
for the first time in living memory were openly discussed. 
People spoke openly for the establishment of an independent 
Jewish Kingdom, the expulsion of the Hellenes from all the 
Land of Israel, and a return to the Temple. Judah did not take 
his men too seriously. He understood that they needed a re-
lease for the tension which had built up within them over the 
past few months. 

He also needed to devote time to thinking out and plan-
ning his next moves. The administrative problems which he 
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had tried to avoid had become a significant obstacle to real-
izing his plans. While he did not need to pay his fellow rebels 
with the coin with which the loyalty of the mercenaries of the 
Seleucid army was secured, he did need to feed, house, and 
equip his army. Furthermore, every man mobilized into the 
rebel camp was a man lost to the labor pool of his family’s 
farm. At the end of the day, most of his people—particular-
ly those who were the bedrock of support for his rebellion—
were villagers whose life was their farms. This reality placed 
an upper limit on the number of Jewish warriors who could 
be mobilized for service in the rebel army, and this thought 
burdened Judah. He had heard no word from Hanoch since 
he had returned to Alexandria a few months ago, and he could 
only assume that the Kings of Egypt had vetoed the participa-
tion of their Jewish subjects in the rebellion.

Judah climbed up to a hilltop overlooking the camp site 
and sat down to gaze at the camp below him. He had made 
a habit of seeking out the high places and spending time in 
contemplation of his people and his own life from above. His 
own path had been set a long time ago—by the expectations of 
his grandfather, his father, by fate, and by his own irrevocable 
choices—and he was at peace with it. For a moment, he 
thought of Miriam, his first love from his youth in Jerusalem. 
He recalled their climb up the mountain overlooking the 
Temple, where they found the privacy to they needed to 
express their love, and a familiar loneliness returned. He had 
not abstained from women since she had left Judea, left him, 
to return to Egypt, but he had never invited another woman to 
join him in the high places. They were for him, and him alone.
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Below him, the children and youths were running around 
at play. The men were clustered together in groups, many 
of them in dazed stupor. Victory had won them a treasure 
trove of weapons, but also a massive hoard of supplies which 
had enabled the rebels to hold a sumptuous victory feast—
and another one, and yet another, until Simon took charge 
of the situation and transferred all the remaining food and 
equipment to the warehouses. Judah was determined to end 
the party and restore discipline to the camp this very day. 

He noticed two figures climbing up the hillock towards 
him. He narrowed his eyes, puzzled. The men of Modi’in 
and the other rebels who had since trickled in knew better 
than to disturb him in his retreats. Even from afar, Flavius 
was impossible to misidentify. His towering, muscular figure 
made him stand out in any crowd. 

Judah relaxed and lay back. If someone had to disturb him 
here, it might as well be Flavius, he thought affectionately. 
Over the months Flavius had resided with them, bonds of 
trust and respect had formed between them. Flavius helped 
train the warriors, participated with Judah in missions, and 
during the battle against Apollonius had watched Judah’s back 
as if he were his personal bodyguard.

By Flavius side was a woman, clothed in a dress, her head 
covered in a shawl. Judah could not identify her from a distance. 
The woman followed Flavius, holding his belt from behind, as 
he climbed up the hillock. Judah watched them in curiosity, 
wondering which woman had won Flavius’ attention. Only 
when they drew close did he recognize Phryne, and he felt his 
heart twinge with a momentary and unexpected jealousy in 
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spite of his deep affection for Flavius. 
Phryne was breathing heavily and removed the shawl, fan-

ning herself. Flavius sat down beside Judah without speaking. 
Judah smiled at Phryne, hesitantly, shaken by her intrusion 
on his private spot in the company of Flavius, but also oddly 
relieved, even joyful, at her presence. He wondered what she 
wanted. She smiled back and held up her hand, asking him to 
wait until she caught her breath.

This was the first time since the fight that he had seen her 
up close and in daylight, and now he realized even more how 
beautiful she was. It was a natural beauty which was particu-
larly conspicuous in the mountain camp, where women lacked 
any means to beautify themselves as was common amongst 
the wealthy upper classes. He murmured to Flavius in Latin, 
“It is about time for you to choose one of our women. It will be 
interesting to see you hold an infant in your arms.”

Flavius nodded, and glanced at his commander shrewdly. 
“Yes, I think so too, but not with this one.” Judah kept a carefully 
neutral expression, but Flavius already knew him well enough 
to see right through him. “Misa, on the other hand, Phidias’ 
ex-woman… I am fond of her,” he added thoughtfully.

Sorrow rose within Judah at the mention of Phidias, mixed 
with relief that it was Misa, not Phryne, whom Flavius had 
developed an interest in. Phidias had trained him as a youth 
in Jerusalem in pankration fighting and then, later, with 
weapons. Misa was a Jewish slave whom Phidias had set free, 
and they had lived together as a couple, though they had never 
wed. When the rebellion broke out Phidias had headed to 
the mountains to help them train the fighters, but was killed 
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while resisting capture when he returned to Jerusalem for his 
woman. As for Misa, she was sold to a slave trader following 
the execution of her man. Judah and Flavius had freed her in 
a daring night raid.

“Is this where you go when you want to be alone?” Phryne, 
after catching her breath, brought him back to the present.  
“Can’t you do it somewhere a bit lower? Have some consider-
ation for those of us who can’t scamper up slopes like moun-
tain goats.”

She spoke freely to him, without showing any sign of fear, 
and he liked it. 

“I apologize; if I had known that you were planning on 
coming I would have stayed below,” he answered in kind. 
“Have you settled into camp life? Are you being taken care 
of?”

“Yes and no. The women are great; they have made sure to 
secure me clothes and a place to sleep. But they also keep their 
distance. What with my name and me speaking Greek and 
not knowing your customs….” She left the rest of the sentence 
hanging in the air.

“Don’t let them bother you. You did not choose your life or 
your separation from your people. You will grow used to them 
and they will grow used to you very soon.”

“Do you think so? My entire life was spent in a Hellene 
polis. I never lived as a Jewess until this day.” 

“And yet a Jewess you were and a Jewess you remain. You 
are one of us whether you observed the commandments or 
not. After all, it is not as if you turned to idolatry. Did you?!”

“Would it bother you if I had? It would bother everyone 
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else here. If I believed in other gods, you would not want me 
here, would you?”

Yes, it does bother me, thought Judah. In the midst of a life 
and death struggle with the king’s anti-Jewish decrees and his 
struggle to exterminate Judaism, faith in a single God seemed 
an essential condition for inclusion.

“Well, you may put your mind at ease,” said Phryne softly, 
her voice tinged by sorrow. “It is true that I grew up as an 
orphan, and they even gave me my name, but in my most 
difficult moments I always spoke to Him. With your God. He 
never answered me though, not once. Truth be told, He never 
aided me much. But it was my only piece of independence as 
a slave. My own special private corner, which was different 
from the world of everyone else around me.”

He glanced at her from the corner of his eyes without saying 
anything. He reminded himself that she had been Apollonius’ 
property, and probably his concubine, seeking to still the 
rising emotions that he began to feel towards her.

Phryne shrugged and sat beside him.
“I have been a slave for as long as I can remember. I know 

no other reality. One day, no more than two months ago, 
Sylvia, the household manager of the Governor, ordered me 
to take a platter of fruit to the upper quarters of his mansion. 
I found myself standing before Apollonius, who looked at me 
just as you just did right now….”

Judah swallowed hard. He felt completely transparent be-
fore her.

“Three days later, I was summoned to Sylvia’s quarters. 
Another maid was waiting for me there, and she bathed me 
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in a perfumed bath.” She glanced at him and smiled, “A highly 
recommended experience, by the way. Some of your brave 
men could definitely use such grooming … in any event, fol-
lowing this Sylvia continued to prepare me without saying a 
word. She applied cosmetics and made me up, for the first time 
of my life, and then dressed me up in a gown like a lady, and 
had me put on truly royal sandals, with straps that twist all the 
way up here,” said Phryne, pointing at her ankles. “I was used 
to never being asked my opinions as a slave girl. Sylvia would 
make all decisions concerning Apollonius’ slaves. In my inno-
cence, I thought that all these preparations were intended to 
wed me to one of the other slaves, and I hoped that he would 
be someone nice. Once she finished preparing me, Sylvia in-
spected me from the tip of my toes to the top of my head. 
Another slave girl arrived and led me to the top floor of the 
mansion. I realized where we were going halfway there and 
froze in terror. My escort realized what was happening and 
came back. She embraced me gently and stroked my cheek. 
‘He just wants to see you,’ she whispered to me.”

Phryne took a deep breath, recollecting herself and her 
memory, before she continued describing the events of that 
night.

“Well, that obviously was not what the governor had in 
mind, but at that moment her words soothed me. At the end 
of the day that is all the governor did that night—look at me. 
Shortly after I entered his quarters his wife burst in, and had 
hard words with him while I was bustled out of the room. 
Thereafter I was never sent alone to the governor by night, 
though I was reassigned to be a personal servant to his family. 
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It was clear to me that it was expected that various intimate 
services, for the governor alone, were also intended for me. 
From the way he looked at me every time he saw me it seemed 
clear that whatever effect his wife’s angry words might have on 
him would not last for long… and then he decided to take me 
with him when he left for Jerusalem and… you saved me. Not 
exactly like the winged angels of my dreams, but I just wanted 
to thank you.”

Judah was overwhelmed by mixed emotions of rage, relief, 
and joy; he was furious at Apollonius’ plans for the young 
woman, relieved to realize that Apollonius had not fulfilled 
them, and amused at how Phryne had told it all.

“I think it would be best if I left,” she suddenly said quietly.  
“I do not really fit in here.”

No way, you will not leave, he wanted to shout. He wanted 
to hug her, hold her in his arms protect her from all the world. 
She was so young, and yet she spoke with an adulthood and 
maturity far beyond her years. The intensity of the feelings 
that flooded him toward her surprised him. It took him a few 
moments to restrain himself, restore the mien of the prudent 
leader, and say calmly, “It will make me happy if you stay. I will 
ask my mother to teach you our customs and commandments. 
Please stay,” he added quietly, fearing that the formal tone he 
had used would put her off.

“I will be grateful if you do,” she replied seriously. “That is 
my condition if you wish me to stay.”

Judah and Flavius tracked her with their eyes when she 
carefully descended the hill.

“It really is about time for you to choose a woman. It will be 
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interesting to see you hold an infant in your hands….” Flavius 
teased him back.

***

Siron hurried back to Gezer after his visit to Samaria. He had 
been concerned that the suppression of the Jewish rebellion 
would be assigned to one of the other garrison commanders, 
or that Cleon would change his mind and decide to lead the 
force himself. He left his men in the fortress of Gezer, changed 
his mount, and rode rapidly to Cleon’s residence in Yavne. He 
found Cleon dictating instructions to his secretary.

“Well, what does the commander of Samaria’s garrison say? 
How does Tario explain his defeat?” Cleon called to him as 
soon as Siron entered the hall.

Siron noted to himself with some bitterness that the defeat 
had been attributed to Tario. Had Apollonius won, he no 
doubt would have claimed ownership over the victory.

“The rebels ambushed them at night. They did not face our 
warriors with courage, like soldiers. Apollonius’ men were 
ambushed in their slumber….”

“Siron, I hope you do not believe what you are saying. We 
are in bad shape indeed if you expect a group of rebels to face 
you in the open field for a fair fight. We are not talking about a 
traditional phalanx faceoff, you know,” Cleon cynically noted. 
“And if they should foolish enough to meet you in such a fight, 
wouldn’t it be rather unsporting for us to run them down, 
given that they don’t enjoy the benefits of our training and 
equipment?”
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Siron grimaced. He was not overly fond of Cleon. Indeed, 
as far as he was concerned, Cleon was no more than a wiseass 
younger nobleman’s son. His family was amongst the king’s 
inner circle, which is what had won him the Meridarchy 
without ever having to prove himself or be worthy of the 
role. And indeed, as far as Cleon was concerned, this first 
official position, which he had to get through with as few 
complications as possible, was merely a rung up the hierarchy.

“I did not mean that I expected the rebels to….”
“Never mind, I was just kidding. What else did this Tario 

tell you about the rebels?”
“He estimates their number at no more than a few hundred 

people. He told me they were attacked by a total of four 
hundred men….”

“A disgrace!” cried out Cleon.
“Their mistake was setting up their night camp within a 

ravine. They underestimated the rebels. They repulsed one of 
their attacks and thought that the rebels had fled and would 
never return. Tario warned us not to underestimate them and 
particularly not their commander. He said that he is a first-
class warrior—killed Apollonius with his own blade.”

“Well, he will obviously try to play up the abilities of the 
rebels. How else will he excuse his defeat?” Cleon asked sar-
castically. “What about the Samaritans—did the rebels really 
kill them all?”

“Yes. They were generous to the Hellene troops, cared 
for their wounded and gave them water. But they left the 
Samaritan dead to rot in the field.”

“Smart move. No matter what Tario and his men let out, 



64  |  Lions of Judea

everyone will be sure that they abandoned the Samaritans. 
Good luck raising native auxiliaries for the next expedition.”

Siron waited in silence for a few moments. “Are we pro-
ceeding with the plan, sir?”

“We still haven’t received a formal response from Ptolemy, 
but I expect that we will get it soon enough and that it will be 
positive. I want you to organize a force of at least two thousand 
warriors. We will mobilize all the Meridarchy’s garrisons, 
except for a few small units to man the fortresses. Every 
Hellene settler with any military experience is to be enlisted. I 
want a quick smash and grab operation. Go in, strike, and get 
back out before the ripples from their victory spread. They are 
based in the Gophna Mountains. Head straight there, without 
going through Jerusalem and without returning through it.”

“Don’t you want me to go through Jerusalem and join our 
forces to those of Philipus?” wondered Siron. He had been 
looking forward to his reward for defeating the rebels, and 
could not wait to visit Jerusalem, where he envisioned being 
stationed as future Meridarch of Judea.

Cleon understood his underling’s ambitions. “Siron, let me 
speak openly with you. As far as I am concerned the Jews can 
all go to Hades and Anubis4. They are of no interest to me and I 
have no interest in joining the Meridarchy of Judea to my own, 
as I suspect was the ambition of Apollonius. If you suppress the 
rebellion, I will support your bid for advancement and glorify 
your name. Of course, I will gain some of the glory, but that 

4 Hades: God of the underworld in Greek mythology; Anubis: 
God of death in Egyptian mythology.
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is of less interest to me—I am primarily interested in securing 
peace for my own Meridarchy. On the other hand, should we 
be defeated, it is I who will suffer the harshest consequences. 
So leave politics and ambitions to the day after the victory. Do 
not underestimate the rebels, do not set up a camp where you 
cannot defend it, and do not repeat Tario’s mistakes.”

***

The victory over Apollonius brought a new wave of volunteers 
to the camp in Gophna from across the country. Once again 
it was necessary to absorb, equip, and train the newly arrived 
green youths. On the other hand, some of the veterans of the 
victory over Apollonius had to be released to enable them to 
maintain their family farms. Another consideration leading 
to the release of the veterans was the difficulty of supporting 
such a large camp. So long as the rebels were a small band they 
could support themselves by raiding and pillaging, mostly 
Hellenizers and tax collectors. Now that the camp had swelled 
into a three thousand-strong community, the logistical and 
administrative load had become such a serious problem that 
the commanders were uncertain whether more warriors could 
be recruited and trained. It was precisely then, as Judah and 
his brothers were deliberating between the Scylla of reducing 
their field force and the Charybdis5 of beggaring themselves 

5 Scylla and Charybdis were mythical sea monsters noted by 
Homer; being between Scylla and Charybdis is an idiom de-
riving from Greek mythology, meaning having to choose be-
tween two evils.
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by maintaining a field force beyond their means to support, 
that reinforcements came from Egypt. 

It turned out that word of their victory over Apollonius had 
spread to the land of the Nile. The Jews of Egypt made much 
of the affair and presented it to the kings of Egypt as a golden 
opportunity to undermine the Seleucid grip over Coele-Syria. 
The kings were not swayed to such an extent that they were 
prepared to commit themselves to a major initiative, but they 
did somewhat relax the constraints they had so far placed on 
the Jewish community. 

The Jews of Egypt, led by those of Alexandria, mobilized 
themselves. A collection was announced for the support of 
the rebellion against the Seleucid Kingdom. A vast sum of 
money was thereby gathered within a short period of time. 
In addition, hundreds of young men volunteered to enlist and 
lend their support on the field of battle. Some were experi-
enced warriors who had previously served in the Egyptian 
army, and some had even faced the Seleucids on the field of 
battle previously. However, the leaders of the Egyptian Jewish 
community were wary of recruiting them all, both due to the 
trepidation of the kings of Egypt at provoking the Seleucids, 
and due to the vigilance with which the borders and high-
ways connecting Egypt and Coele-Syria were guarded by the 
Seleucid garrisons and their native auxiliaries. It was a nearly 
impossible task to insert hundreds of people into the Land of 
Israel without them being detected and arrested along the way.

Eventually, the volunteers came up with a surprising-
ly simple plan, though it was one which could obviously be 
pulled off only once. The Meridarchy of Judea was still of-
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ficially ruled by the Hellenizers headed by the High Priest 
Menelaus. Many throughout the Seleucid Kingdom viewed 
events in Judea, even following the defeat of Apollonius by 
Judah, as an internal Jewish struggle. The Jews of Egypt, and 
particularly those of Alexandria, were to all outwards appear-
ances completely Hellenized, even though they continued to 
maintain the customs and commandments of Judaism. Three 
hundred carefully selected volunteers, two hundred of them 
infantry and one hundred cavalry, left with Hanoch to the 
Land of Israel, bringing with them wagons packed with equip-
ment and weapons—swords, spears, long bows, shields—and 
substantial funds as well. The expedition openly made its way 
to Gaza, where they presented themselves to the Seleucid 
commissioner and declared to him that they intended to 
reach the polis of Jerusalem and aid the Hellenizers. The stunt 
was pulled off successfully, and they received official passage 
papers. These enabled the expedition to make its way easily 
through the checkpoints and outposts of the Seleucid army all 
the way to Judea, where the expedition changed course to the 
Gophna Mountains. 

The arrival of the volunteers from Egypt was received with 
great joy in the rebel camp. The faithful saw it as a sign that 
God was about to restore His kingdom in the Land of Israel. 
For Judah and his brothers, the financial aid Hanoch brought 
with him was even more significant than the warriors. With 
those funds they would be able to secure supplies and weapons 
to maintain the coalescing army. They would now be able to 
support their followers, arm their troops, and also provide 
support to the families whose sons would be mobilized for 
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the struggle. This aid might just be sufficient to remove the 
administrative and financial limitations that threatened to 
smother the rebellion before it could develop further.

***

Siron learned his lesson from the defeat of Apollonius. He 
intended to move rapidly into the area controlled by the rebels, 
enter deep into the Gophna Mountains, and spread through 
the mountains over a broad front in a way that would prevent 
the rebels from ambushing and outflanking him. He then 
intended to gradually secure the territory, force the rebels to 
withdraw to their basecamp, and then encircle and destroy 
them. Siron planned his expedition with the intent of avoiding 
establishing a camp in a strategically inferior position. In 
addition to warriors, he had also enlisted a company of 
carpenters, masons, and other such professionals, whose sole 
purpose was to oversee the construction of a fortified camp 
which would be impervious to a night ambuscade.

On the first day of the military operation, all the forces con-
centrated near the town of Gezer. Cleon arrived and spoke to 
all the assembled commanders, warning them to obey Siron, 
who was appointed force commander, and emphasizing the 
importance of defeating the rebels. Siron was surprised to 
discover a group of Hellenizer Jews, citizens of the polis of 
Jerusalem. Their leader explained to him that they were fa-
miliar with the mountains where the rebels were holding out 
and could guide his force to them. Siron was convinced, and 
permitted them to join his expedition.
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The next day the entire force embarked and reached the 
village of Lower Beit-Horon, from which a steep path led to 
the mountainous plateau which marked the boundary of the 
Judea Meridarchy. Siron preferred not to risk ascending the 
steep slopes near darkness. He ordered his forces to perform 
marching maneuvers, changes in formation, both offensive 
and defensive. It was important for him to train the soldiers 
to operate as a single army, for the force was composed of 
many different garrisons, who were unused to functioning 
together. In parallel, the logistical company set up the camp 
and prepared a warm and nourishing meal for the soldiers. 
At the end of the meal, Siron assembled the troops for a final 
nighttime briefing. He stressed to them that the operation 
would truly begin the next day, as soon as they entered the 
rebel-controlled territory.

The maneuvers and construction of the military camp by 
Siron’s force were observed by the commanders of the Jewish 
rebels from a mountainous vantage point. Judah, Flavius, the 
five hundred-man commanders Jonathan, Elazar, Absalom, 
Joseph, and Azariah, along with ten of the fifty-man com-
manders watched from the slopes. Six hundred elite ambush 
force warriors had already embarked at dawn, responding to 
information that the army of Siron was going to embark from 
Gezer on that day. They had advanced rapidly, running for 
much of the way, in order to prepare an ambush for Siron’s 
forces in Beit-Horon before they arrived. Every one of the 
warriors carried a short bow and arrows—a common weapon 
amongst the rural Jews—as well as a spear, a sword, a dagger, 
and a water skin. In order to reduce their burden and enable 
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rapid movement, the warriors took no other equipment with 
them; neither shields nor food. Judah’s intention was to beat 
Siron to the ambush site and then attack him when he ascend-
ed the mountain in the late afternoon. He had not prepared 
for the possibility that Siron would choose to establish his 
camp in the lowlands and spend the night below.

The ambush force was not equipped for a prolonged wait. 
The men had not eaten all day and were tired from the journey. 
So long as they were tense with anticipation of the upcom-
ing fight, they did not feel fatigue or the pangs of hunger, but 
once it became clear to them that they would have to spend 
the night without tents and equipment, disguising themselves 
amongst the vegetation from Siron’s soldiers and the local vil-
lagers, they grew despondent. In this downcast mood, doubt 
crept into their hearts as the rebel commanders observed the 
maneuvers and camp of the Hellene army.

Judah understood that he had to raise his men’s flagging 
morale. Given their condition, and troubled by events to come, 
they would have a hard time resting and gathering their forces, 
while Siron and his men would enjoy a warm meal and a good 
night’s sleep in their fortified camp. Lacking any other option, 
Judah spent the night crawling through his disguised army. 
He spoke to his men about their families, about their hopes, 
and about their home villages. He made a point of making 
physical contact with every one of them. A pat on the back, 
a stroke on the shoulder, a friendly punch to the arm. In the 
moonlight they saw his eyes sparkling and his teeth gleaming 
when he smiled. They sensed his confidence, and the faith he 
had in their abilities and their success in the upcoming battle. 
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Every man Judah spoke to felt himself fill with renewed faith 
and willingness to give his life for Judah and their common 
cause. Some of them were able to fall asleep after Judah spoke 
to them. Others dozed, and some simply waited for morning, 
absorbed in thoughts or prayer.

The sun rose in the east, accompanying Siron and his men, 
who marched in a column up the steep and narrow path. A 
twenty-strong cavalry patrol preceded the main infantry 
force, tasked with identifying and preventing an ambush or 
other surprise from engulfing the main force. They rode along 
the path, somewhat dazzled by the low hanging sun, without 
noticing the hundreds of warriors lying in wait beyond the 
high hill overlooking the path. The scouts continued on the 
path that twisted southwards to the right, going around the 
hill and then meandering between the homes of the village of 
Upper Beit-Horon. They were greeted by barking dogs and 
village residents, who left their homes and observed, stone-
faced, as the cavalry passed by them.

The villagers had noticed the greater frequency of their 
dogs barking in the previous evening, but since they knew 
about the military camp established at the bottom of the slope 
they attributed the behavior of the dogs to that. 

The scouts, who suspected nothing, proceeded onwards.
The path which Siron’s main force was marching on was lower 

than the peak of the hill to their right, which concealed those 
beyond it. To the left of the road was a sharp slope that descended 
into the Modi’in stream. The soldiers carried their shields in their 
left hands. As the road grew narrower and steeper their ranks 
clustered closer together, reducing their maneuverability.
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Siron rode on his horse at the head of the column, his head 
downcast, deep in thought about the steps he would take 
after his victory and the name he would make for himself by 
suppressing the rebellion. Even after the first volley of arrows 
struck his men from their unprotected right flank, several 
moments passed before he understood what was happening. 
He stared around himself in horror as the second and third 
volleys struck his men. The fourth volley was heavy javelins 
that hurled those struck by them towards the steep slope.

Siron felt at wit’s end. His horse neighed and stomped its 
hooves. They had no chance to fight back from the location 
where they were attacked. The recognition that defeat would 
be entirely his responsibility struck him. He felt an over-
whelming need to turn his horse around and flee, but his 
sense of duty got the better of him. He spurred his horse and 
began exhorting his men to fall back.

At that moment it seemed that the entire hill rose up as 
hundreds of armed warriors charged down the slope at the 
remnant of the Seleucid army. The soldiers who had yet to be 
struck leaned down behind their shields for fear of arrows. As 
soon as the rebels began their charge, those who could began 
fleeing back down the path. Some of those fleeing dropped 
their arms and shields to facilitate their flight. 

Siron had nearly managed to extricate himself from the 
ambush when the rebels leapt to the path before him from the 
hillside and blocked his path. He halted his horse sharply, drew 
his sword and charged forward. A Jewish warrior leapt at him 
from the hillside, hurling a javelin at him from point blank 
range. The javelin shattered his shield from the left, punctur-
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ing his body deeply and emptying the air from his lungs. The 
pain nearly tore him apart. He could barely breathe, and hung 
on to the mane of his horse only with the utmost effort. The 
horse continued to gallop wildly forward, stampeding dead 
and wounded soldiers in his way.

If there had been any soldiers who were still considering 
resistance, the sight of their wounded leader swayed them 
to run for their lives. Judah and Elazar led the rebel charge, 
each of them wielding two swords, one in each hand, with 
which they mowed down the soldiers who dared to fight back. 
Flavius sprinted at their side, striking down all in his path 
while guarding Judah from any Hellene attacks.

Within a short period, no resistance remained. Judah called 
for his warriors to form up for a pursuit after their fleeing 
enemies. Many of the fleeing soldiers had been wounded 
by the earlier volleys of arrows and javelins, and their flight 
was slowed down on that account. They fell to Judah and 
his warriors. The pursuit continued down the slope to the 
outskirts of Lower Beit-Horon and some distance beyond. 

When the rebels returned from their pursuit they counted 
the Seleucid dead while collecting the weapons and equipment 
left in the field. Nearly eight hundred enemy soldiers had 
fallen. None of the warriors in the ambush force lost their 
lives, and only forty were lightly or moderately injured. The 
victory was so smooth and swift that even the most doubtful 
could not avoid the thought that divine providence must have 
been involved in the outcome.

Judah, who had planned the successful operation in every 
detail, kneeled on one knee and led his elated men in a prayer 
of thanksgiving.



Winter 165 BCE—The Temple Scroll

Dramatis Personae
Bold = main character 
* = historical figure

 Ӳ Rebecca—Mother of Judah and his brothers, leaders of the rebellion

 Ӳ Phryne—Former slave girl of Apollonius, now living in the rebel 

camp in the Gophna Mountains

 Ӳ Judah*—Leader of the Jewish rebels

 Ӳ Antiochus IV*—King of the Seleucid Kingdom

 Ӳ Menelaus*—Reigning High Priest

 Ӳ Yose ben Yoezer* and Yose ben Yohanan*—Leaders of the Elder 

Council

 Ӳ Ratziz*—Jewish leader, also known as “Father of the Jews”

 Ӳ Eupolemus*—Son of Yohanan ben Hakotz, a moderate Hellenizer 

priest; served for a few years in the Roman legions

 Ӳ Oliphans—A Jewish dignitary, a citizen of the polis of Jerusalem, 

and a Menelaus loyalist

 Ӳ Maizon ben Ahikam—A traditionalist, a citizen of the polis of 

Jerusalem

 Ӳ Amos—One of Judah’s rebels

 Ӳ Hannah* and her seven sons*—The sister and nephews of Amos
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 Ӳ More-Tzedek*—The leader of the House of Zadok loyalists in Judea, 

probably a Zadokite priest

 Ӳ Hunio IV*—A Zadokite priest; son of Hunio III, who was the High 

Priest until 175 BCE

 Ӳ Yohanan*, Simon*, Eleazar*, and Jonathan*—Brothers of 

Judah, commander of the rebel army

 Ӳ Joseph*, Absalom, and Azariah*—Commanders in the rebel army

 Ӳ Flavius—Roman legionary who served under Eupolemus and 

returned with him to Judea to join the rebels

The border with Egypt was sealed to Jews. Two convoys 
of supplies and volunteers from Egypt who sought to 
reach their kin in Judea were halted and turned back 

the way they came. Volunteers still made it through, but in 
trickles of individuals and small groups, infiltrating through 
the porous desert border or accompanying the Nabatean 
caravans which freely travelled over the borders. They arrived 
without supplies and equipment, offering only their lives and 
bodies to the struggle. 

Rebecca badly missed Matityahu and Hannah, her daughter, 
and her grandchildren by her. Hannah lived far away in the 
house of her husband in a village south of Jerusalem. Her sons 
had suggested she return to Modi’in and live with those family 
members who had returned there, but she wished to remain 
close to her sons and her grandchildren by them. When Judah 
asked Rebecca to take Phryne under her wing and teach her 
the customs and laws of Judaism, she was not particularly 
thrilled by the prospect. However, she did not want to deprive 
Judah of anything he desired, and so agreed to his request. 
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Rebecca soon grew closer to Phryne and found in her kind-
ness, a sense of humor, a childlike naivety alongside wisdom, 
a zest for life and gayness alongside modesty and honor, con-
scientiousness, and a sincere desire to learn and to fit in. The 
presence of Phryne had a positive effect on her and led her to 
become more active and livelier. Within a few days, the people 
of the camp began to hear Phryne’s gay laughter ringing in 
the face of Rebecca’s warm smile when some response or ex-
planation by Rebecca, or difficulty in studying the Aramaic 
language, amused her. Once the women of the camp saw that 
Phryne was accepted by Rebecca, and that she had had a pos-
itive effect on her, they opened up to her as well, and soon 
they all learned to love her and accepted Phryne into their 
company.

Phryne studied the Aramaic language conscientiously and 
rapidly. Within a few weeks she could speak it fairly fluently, 
which made her integration into the camp even easier. She 
respected and loved Rebecca and enjoyed spending time 
with her. Her childhood had been empty of the warmth and 
support of parents, and she now found in Rebecca the mother 
figure she had missed. She made every effort to fit in and prove 
herself. She eagerly took up her share of the camp chores, and 
helped the mothers of young children by supervising them 
whenever she wasn’t helping Rebecca. After several weeks, she 
went on to sleep by Rebecca’s side, keeping her company by 
night as well as day.

Judah would arrive on short visits every two or three days. 
He too saw the change his mother was undergoing thanks to 
Phryne. During his visits he cast long glances at Phryne, and 
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often found  that she too was glancing at him. Gradually, his 
visits lengthened, and he and Phryne would fall deep into 
conversation, smiling and laughing, as Rebecca made as if she 
noticed nothing. Judah found himself thinking of her often, 
going over their last meeting, and anxiously awaiting the next 
visit to his mother.

One night, after Rebecca fell asleep, Judah suggested to 
Phryne that they take a walk outside. Phryne agreed with 
childlike enthusiasm and hurried outside into the chill moun-
tain night. Judah was, of course, obliged to gently embrace her 
to shield her from the chill wind. From that day forth, their 
evening strolls became a common sight in the camp. 

It was hardly common for traditionalist couples to spend 
time together alone before their marriage. However, the cus-
toms regarding proper decorum between the sexes were in-
frequently honored in the rebel camp, under the shadow of 
constant existential threat. There was a silent agreement that 
couples who were legally affianced, and whose man was a 
warrior taking part in active operations, might be together 
with no dishonor accruing to either. Judah, though he had 
known women before, was particularly careful regarding this 
touchy subject, both due to his stature and position, and out 
of respect for Phryne. As the rebel leader, and as the man who 
had slain the Meridarch of Samaria with his own hands, his 
chances of living to a ripe old age seemed slim. Despite his 
growing feelings to Phryne, he was determined not to leave a 
widow and orphans behind him.

Spring came, bringing with it lengthening and warmer 
days. Word came that King Antiochus was concentrating 
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his army in the Paradise of Daphne6 near Antioch; an army 
so massive that envoys from across the known world were 
arriving to observe it. Fear trickled into people’s heart that 
this massive army was about to wash over the Land of Israel. 
Apocalyptic visions of destruction and exile unparalleled 
since the destruction of the First Temple by the Babylonians 
spread across the land, fanned on by Menelaus and his men.

The rebel leaders were aware of, and shared, the feelings of 
the people. The Jewish army had grown once again over the 
months since their victory over Siron, and numbered some 
six thousand warriors, including several hundred Jewish vol-
unteers from Egypt and other neighboring lands. Judah could 
also call upon three thousand reservists, who tilled their fields 
in times of relative calm but were available for mobilization 
when required to repulse an invasion. These men were called 
up every month or two for a few days of training, and then 
returned home. However, it was clear to Judah and his men 
that such an army lacked the strength to face the full strength 
of the Seleucid army.

Judah assumed that it was only a matter of time until the 
next battle took place. He feared that in the future he would 
no longer have the opportunity to determine the conditions 
and location of the battle in a manner which would provide 
him with the decisive advantages they had enjoyed in past 
battles. He therefore made the training regimen ever stricter, 
including physical fitness drills, armed and unarmed combat, 

6 A royal park of woods, waters, and temples to Apollo and 
Hecate established by Seleucus I, founder of the dynasty.
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and battlefield drills that involved many forces and individu-
als. He strove to establish a select fighting force which would 
be capable of meeting the enemy on equal terms, and even 
defeating him, without relying on sophisticated tactical trick-
ery. Although he preferred modelling his army on those of the 
historic heroes of the People of Israel, he now saw the harsh 
training discipline of the Spartans of old, and the contempo-
rary Romans, as a proper model for emulation by the young 
Jewish army.

One evening, when he failed to come visit her in the 
regular time, Phryne sought out Judah in the camp. When she 
could not find him anywhere, she loaded up the two small 
Matityahus—Judah’s nephews—with a plate containing flat 
loaves of bread, sour goat cheese spiced up with olive oil and 
hyssop, and a water skin, and together they climbed up the 
hill. She guessed that she would find him there, where he 
would usually seek the privacy he required to concentrate and 
make his plans.

She reached him breathless, and sat beside him with an 
audible groan, leaning on him slightly. The two rambunctious 
nephews casually took position nearby, clearly hoping to 
eavesdrop on the adults’ conversation.

“Come on, young men, your mothers are looking for you,” 
Judah told them affectionately.

“Uncle Judah, that’s not fair. We carried everything over 
here, at least let us eat and rest,” said little Matityahu. 

“That’s right—and besides, we won’t tell anyone,” added the 
second Matityahu.

Judah smacked each of them on their head and shooed 
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them back to camp despite their vocal protests. The two of 
them were left alone, sitting silently, watching the torchlit camp.

“You are troubled, my love.”
“We are meeting with a mission sent by the Elder Council 

tomorrow. They are afraid of the retribution the king will take 
upon our people due to the rebellion. I am not sure how to 
respond to them.”

Phryne stroked his arm. “It is not the elders alone who are 
fearful. Every Jew in the land is afraid.”

Judah nodded. At first, the Jews of Judea and beyond had 
celebrated the victories, and even felt proud for them, as if 
they too had taken personal part in the battles. However, 
Menelaus and his men had spread lies claiming that the king’s 
decrees were the result of the rebellion rather than its cause. 
They said that the king himself would arrive at the head of 
the royal army to put paid to the rebels and that their fate, 
and the fate of anyone who offered them aid, would be slavery 
together with their families. 

“Why are you meeting with the elders? They can’t help us,” 
she asked naively.

“Help? No. But they can definitely get in our way,” answered 
Judah. “The people can be swayed by their words.” 

“The people know you and know what you did for them. 
They make up legends and songs about you.”

“That doesn’t make much of a difference. The elders are 
afraid. From the moment they became convinced that we are 
about to lose, their desire turned to trying to get us to flee or 
give up.”

“But the people don’t want that! You saved them from 
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enslavement. If it were not for you, the entire population, 
except for the polis members, would be serfs at best and slaves 
at worst. Thanks to you, people have their pride back. These 
elders, they do not think the way the people do.”

Judah stroked her soft hair. She was excited, and this was 
readily apparent in her voice.

“They too are part of the people. Should they denounce 
us, hoping they might save the people from destruction, we 
might lose our base of support.”

“So, you don’t really need their help, you just want them not 
to get in your way?”

“Pretty much, yes.”
“That sounds a lot like the way that women here in camp 

treat their children. Sometimes, all they want is for the kids to 
keep themselves busy somewhere else.”

He laughed, enjoying the comparison, “Well, how do they 
do it?”

“Don’t laugh, this could be a good idea for you too. They 
give them a task to perform. Something supposedly important 
they need to get done right away.”

Judah considered her words seriously for a moment and 
then leaned towards her and gently kissed her soft lips.

“You are the sweetest and wisest woman I ever met.” 
She flinched slightly, a flash of disappointment passing 

over her face even though she was trying to conceal it. But he 
noticed and understood. He stroked her face gently, and from 
there he continued downward, his fingers fluttering around 
her neck, then stopped and looked at her questioningly. 
Phryne smiled with relief and satisfaction and nodded as if 
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to say ‘finally.’ She closed her eyes, savoring his touch, and 
approached him, raising her breasts in front of him. When 
nothing happened, she opened her eyes, in mock anger, and 
nodded again, this time with a slight sigh of demand. This 
time it was his turn to shut his eyes while his hand cupped her 
left breast and stroked it through her dress.

Phryne groaned slightly. She turned and leaned against 
him, curled up under his powerful left arm, pleased with 
herself, and took his right hand and led it down, under her 
dress and back to the top. They continued to sit like that 
for a long time, enjoying each other’s touch, awakening the 
woman within her, and learning together her responses and 
sensitivities to the strokes of his gentle hand .

The meeting between the rebel leadership and the elders’ 
mission took place in Beit-El. Officially, the Elder Council 
was suspended since the king’s decrees were passed, though 
it had effectively ceased to fulfill any practical function the 
day Menelaus was appointed to the High Priesthood. In the 
absence of an official body of the elders or leaders of the 
people, a mission of the representatives of the people was 
assembled specifically for the meeting with the rebels.

Menelaus’ fingerprints were all over the composition of the 
mission. He was involved in the organization of the mission 
and the selection of the people who would be included in it, 
with the intention of presenting the rebels as an extremist 
group fighting against the advanced and enlightened 
Hellenist Civilization, thereby leading the entire People of 
Israel to annihilation. Much to his displeasure, Menelaus had 
had to include several individuals whose personal stature was 
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too strong to be excluded, such as the two presidents of the 
council, Yose ben Yoezer and Yose ben Yohanan, as well as 
old Ratziz. The latter had won the title “Father of the Jews” for 
his repeated lobbying on behalf of his traditionalist brethren 
to Menelaus and Philipus. Eupolemus of the priestly house 
of Hakotz, considered to be a moderate Hellenizer, whose 
family was trusted and respected both by Hellenizer and 
traditionalists, was also present. The mission was headed by a 
Menelaus appointee named Oliphans. 

Judah did not know Oliphans, who was older than he was. 
He did know that the man was extremely wealthy, ruling over 
wide estates and lands throughout the entire Land of Israel, 
and that his family was engaged in trade with the neighboring 
countries. Over the past few years, he had moved to Jerusalem 
and had become one of the central pillars of the polis institutes. 
He was considered to be a decent man, though was counted 
amongst the supporters of Menelaus and his trusted confidants.

A broad circle of chairs was placed on mats prior to the 
meeting. Over them, a cloth awning was stretched to provide 
shade from the sun. The members of the delegation sat beside 
each other. Facing them on the other side of the circle were 
Judah, his brothers, and the other rebel leaders, including the 
patriarchs of several important clans. Several young women, 
their heads covered with kerchiefs, placed water vessels and 
bowls filled with dates, figs, nuts, and raisins before the seated 
delegates.

Oliphans stood and spoke in Aramaic, thanking his hosts 
for their hospitality and praising their courage, their achieve-
ments in battle, and their willingness to meet the delegation 
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and listen to their words. None of the other members of the 
delegation, who clearly respected Oliphans, interrupted him. 

Oliphans spoke at length about the great kingdoms of the 
period—the Seleucid Kingdom, Rome, and Egypt—and then 
reviewed the decline and subjugation of the Greek city-states, 
whose military strength was based on citizen militias. It was 
clear that he was a man of the world, who had visited first-
hand many of the places of which he spoke. As he concluded, 
Oliphans indulged himself with a tiny smile of satisfaction, 
like a practiced advocate who can smell his victory in a tri-
al, and said, “History has proven that this is the age of great 
kingdoms, with armies of mercenaries and professional sol-
diers who know nothing but war. Our nation has won renown 
throughout the world for our courage thanks to you, but 
achieving complete victory over the Seleucid army, second 
only in its size and might to that of Rome, is unattainable. It is 
better to stop now and reach an honorable settlement than to 
bring down devastation on the land.”  

Oliphans finished speaking and turned to his delegation, as 
if expecting a show of support, which some of them expressed 
by nodding. Silence fell once Oliphans sat down, the other 
members of the delegation not expressing any dissent with his 
position, content to await the response of the rebels. 

“I lack your rhetorical skills,” said Judah, remaining seated. 
His expression radiated earnestness, making clear that he 
intended to flatter Oliphans, “However, before I reply to the 
substance of your wise words, I have a question for you.”

“Please ask,” responded Oliphans confidently.
“You spoke of an honorable settlement? We will be delighted 
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to hear more details. We do not seek war, certainly not with 
the Seleucid giant you described. If my memory does not 
deceive me,” Judah made as if to seek reassurance of the truth 
of his recollection from his friends, “we rose up to defend 
ourselves, our faith, and our Torah, after the king decided to 
grind us down into the dust, enslaved our people, and forbade 
us to worship the Lord; if he is prepared to permit us to live in 
peace, make a decent living, and respect our faith… well then, 
we will gladly lay down our arms.”

Smiles spread over the faces of many of the rebel leaders, 
and, surprisingly, over those of some of the delegation mem-
bers as well. Oliphans seemed embarrassed. This was not the 
response he had expected to receive.

Another man, who sat beside him, rose to respond. “My 
name is Maizon ben Ahikam, and I am a citizen of the Antioch 
polis in Jerusalem. I come from an honorable Jewish family, 
which had upheld the traditions of our ancestors until recently, 
when the king’s decree forbade it. You must understand that 
this decree is not directed against our people. Its only purpose 
is to form a single unified kingdom, with common beliefs and 
customs, rather than a motley collection of diverse people 
with different customs and beliefs.”

“Jews were the only nation whose religion was outlawed!” 
Called out one of the rebel leaders in response.

“That is untrue. The king has long decreed that all nations 
must sacrifice to the royal cult and worship Zeus. The king 
did not demand that the other nations cease worshipping 
their gods because they worship many gods in any event and 
do not claim that their God is the only God. We are different 
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in that our religion forbids the worship of the Hellene gods 
alongside that of our own God, and the cornerstone of our 
faith is that our God is the one and only God.”

“Thank you, Maizon, for making clear to us the motives 
underlying the king’s decrees against us,” responded Judah. 
“Your explanation teaches us that there can be no peaceful 
settlement between the God of Israel and the king’s desired 
state religion. I therefore repeat my earlier question. Assuming 
we do desire a settlement, and that we do not want war, what 
offer for an honorable arrangement have you dignitaries 
brought to us from the king?”

“We have brought no such offer with us,” Oliphans an-
swered gruffly and rose to stand by Maizon. “It would be pre-
sumptuous to think that the Strategos Ptolemy would send 
you an offer or negotiate with you, not to mention the king, 
for whom you are no more than a fly on the tip of an ele-
phant’s tail. We have come to tell you, on behalf of the entire 
nation, that your men must lay down their arms and return 
to your homes. As for you and your brothers, you can flee to 
Egypt and thereby preserve your lives. Do so, and the king will 
not annihilate the Jewish people!”

Silence fell yet again. Judah surveyed the delegation mem-
bers, gazing at each of them intently. Some squirmed uncom-
fortably under his gaze and had a hard time meeting his eyes. 

“On behalf of the entire nation….” Judah slowly repeated 
the words and doubtfully shook his head. He stepped aside 
and gestured at a man standing several steps behind him 
to approach. The man who stepped forward and entered 
the circle was perhaps fifty years old, surprisingly solid and 
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muscular for his age. He was decked out for battle, two swords 
sheathed to his belt.

“This is Amos. He will tell you his story,” said Judah.
“I am from Beit-Tzur,” Amos began his story, somewhat 

hesitantly. “That is where I lived with my family. Beit-Tzur is a 
thriving city in southern Judea with a strong fortress manned 
by a Seleucid garrison. Many in our city adopted the Hellene 
customs. I too did so, as did my household. Furthermore, 
since we were not very observant, and out of respect to the 
Hellenes with who we had much business, we would also 
participate in their rituals and celebrations. We were what 
is known as Hellenizers. Despite this, we also continued to 
honor Jewish traditions, maintain some of the Mitzvot, and 
celebrate the holy days of Israel. That is how my wife and I 
raised four sons and two daughters. When the king’s decrees 
forbidding the worship of the God of Israel were pronounced, 
I did not fear for my own household, for I saw myself as a 
Hellene for all practical intents and purposes. But I was very 
worried for others... 

My sister, a widow who raised her seven sons on her 
own, remained a very observant and pious woman. That is 
how she raised and educated all her children. I had a good 
relationship with the garrison commander of our city. Prior to 
the anti-Jewish decrees, you see, he treated us with respect. I 
was certain that the decrees would be no more than an empty 
letter and that no one seriously intended to enforce them. I 
was not alone in believing so; everyone shared this opinion—
and everyone was wrong, terribly wrong. My sister and her 
seven sons were arrested at the very outset of the enforcement 
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of the king’s decrees. So were many other Jews who were 
known to be observant. 

On the Sabbath, the commander of the garrison ordered 
all the residents of the city to assemble in the public square 
beneath the fortress. My sister and her seven sons were pre-
sented to the assembled multitude in chains. The commander 
of the garrison publicly read out the king’s decrees. He then 
approached the eldest son of my sister, a slab of bacon in his 
hand, and ordered him to take a bite. When this young hero 
refused, the soldiers beat him with whips and rods until his 
entire body was covered with bleeding wounds. Once again, 
the Hellene ordered him to eat the pork, but my nephew 
refused. And then the soldiers….”

Amos’ voice and body began to tremble. He ceased talking 
for a few moments, before recomposing himself. “This young 
hero was tortured to death under the eyes of his mother, his 
brothers, and the entire assembly, without cracking. The 
soldiers then moved on to the next son. They continued 
torturing all of my nephews to death, one by one. They did not 
do what they did because of personal hatred, or because my 
sister’s nephews somehow harmed them, but solely because of 
their faith in the God of Israel. Every last one of my nephews, 
as they were suffering unspeakable agonies, declared their 
steadfast faith, reinforced their brothers, and cursed the 
Hellenes. And my sister… who could not be moved at the 
courage of this woman, who is worthy of being a model for all 
nations. She watched her seven sons slaughtered before her, 
one by one, in a single day. But with her hope and faith in the 
Lord, she overcame her grief, encouraged her sons, and said 
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the following words in the holy tongue: ‘I do not know how 
you came into being in my womb. It was not I who gave you 
life and breath, nor I who set in order the elements within 
each of you. Therefore, the Creator of the world, who shaped 
the beginning of man and devised the origin of all things, 
will in His mercy give life and breath back to you again, since 
you now forget yourselves for the sake of His laws.’  Once 
the soldiers were done with my nephews, they murdered my 
sister, who had already died seven times over, following the 
death of each of her sons.”

Amos fell silent and turned his eyes to the ground. Judah 
rose and comforted him and then turned to the delegation 
members, still embracing Amos with one hand, “I will go on 
and speak for Amos. These soldiers, who acted in the name of 
the king, murdered and tortured many others. One of Amos’ 
daughters was a girl who had reached womanhood and was 
foremost amongst the beauties of Beit-Tzur. The soldiers 
desired her. Several days after the murder of Amos’ sister and 
nephews, the soldiers broke into his home, claiming that they 
were investigating whether his household was violating the 
king’s decrees. These cowardly curs then raped his daughters 
and murdered his sons and wife. Only the youngest son hid 
in the yard and was rescued. Amos was not in his home at 
the time. After burying his family, without the traditional 
mourning rites, he took his small son and joined my father 
and our camp.”

Amos withdrew behind the circle and moved away, im-
mersed in his difficult memories.

Judah examined the delegation members. Some scowled, 



90  |  Lions of Judea

understanding that they had no chance of returning to 
Menelaus with positive news. Others—including, surprisingly, 
Oliphans and Maizon, the leaders of the delegation—were 
clearly shocked by the story.

“There are many such stories. People have been tortured 
and murdered, women have been raped, households pillaged, 
all in the name of the king’s decrees. Many have been driven 
into bondage by the debts of their family, debts incurred by 
the tax quota Menelaus has undertaken to provide the king to 
secure his appointment as High Priest. Thousands have been 
carried into Syria as slaves. Most of you live in the fortified po-
lis in Jerusalem, cut off from the suffering of your people, who 
are undergoing trials harsher than those we suffered as slaves 
in Egypt. We have become slaves in our own country. No, our 
situation is worse than that of slaves, for slaves are at least at 
liberty to worship their God. We are denied that freedom as 
well. So no, you do not speak for the people! The people want 
us to protect them. You speak in the name of Menelaus the 
traitor. We have no objection to people adopting the customs 
of the Hellenes, provided they do not interfere with our ob-
servation of our ancestral customs. When villains and traitors 
sell out their people and grovel before the Hellenes—then we 
have no choice but to stand up and protect ourselves.”

The delegation members remained seated for a long time, 
before Ratziz rose to respond. “I and some of my colleagues 
here are not Hellenizers. We are observant Jews, despite the 
wrath of the king and his men. It is thanks to you that these 
idolaters have ceased to persecute us. It is thanks to you 
that, for several months now, no one has enforced the king’s 
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decrees. It is thanks to you that Menelaus has lightened his 
oppression of the people. These are achievements which all 
our people appreciate and owe you a debt of gratitude for. It 
is true that Menelaus sent us, but we came here on our own 
account, not his. We think that we would be better off halting 
now and securing your achievements rather than risking a 
second destruction and exile of our people.”  

“Honorable Ratziz, I have heard that you are a righteous 
man and that you mean well,” replied Judah. “However, every 
arrangement must have two parties. Should we flee, surrender, 
or break up now, unilaterally, merely at the fear of the future, 
our fears will surely come to pass. I hereby declare, on behalf of 
all our men, that should an offer for an arrangement be made, 
we will carefully consider it. Furthermore, should Menelaus 
be able to secure the king’s consent that our people will be 
free to worship our God, and that taxes will be returned to 
the same level as before his rule, then we will lay down our 
arms. Not only that, but we will return to our farms and pay 
the taxes.”

Oliphans stood up once again. “I am happy to hear you 
speak so reasonably. At this stage we can expect no more 
than that. I accept your challenge. We will bear your words to 
Menelaus, who, as the representative of the regime, will pass 
them along to Strategos Ptolemy and from him to the king. 
Can we agree that until we return to you with an offer for a 
settlement you will not attack the soldiers of the king and his 
emissaries?”

Oliphans sought to return to Menelaus with some sort of 
achievement, proof of the willingness of the rebels to negotiate.
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Judah nodded. Following Phryne’s advice seemed to be 
working. “Let the children occupy themselves elsewhere and 
leave their mothers be.” He did not believe, not even for a 
second, that the delegation would have any success in securing 
a settlement, nor even a real offer of one from the Seleucid 
authorities, but now they had a seemingly serious task to 
keep them busy. And if they should be fortunate and achieve 
success, then they might even turn out to have provided an 
important service to all parties in the conflict.

A few minutes later, the meeting ended on a positive note, 
following Judah’s affirmative response to Oliphans’ suggestion. 
Judah and his brothers escorted Yose ben Yohanan, Yose ben 
Yoezer, and Ratziz to their wagon.

“Keep safe, my brave brothers,” Ratziz affectionately bid 
them farewell.

Judah laid his hands down on Ratziz’s shoulders, “You keep 
yourselves safe as well,” he responded and then, lowering his 
voice, added, “and don’t hesitate to come to us for help if any 
trouble or danger should threaten you or your loved ones.”

Eupolemus mounted a nearby wagon. He and Judah dis-
creetly exchanged prearranged signals, careful not to reveal 
the deep bond between them. They were childhood friends, 
from the period Judah had lived with his family in Jerusalem, 
when they had both trained in the pankration and studied to-
gether with a Roman and Hellene youth under a Greek tutor. 
As a young man, Eupolemus had set out on a journey that 
eventually led him to become a fighter in a Roman legion. On 
his way back to Israel, his companion, Flavius, had accompa-
nied him. They had both landed in Alexandria, where they had 
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heard about the uprising, and Eupolemus had encouraged the 
Jews of the city to organize themselves to help. Then they had 
returned to the province of Judea, accompanied by Hanoch as 
a representative of the Jewish community in Alexandria, and 
were immediately taken in by the rebels. However, Matityahu 
had then assigned Eupolemus and Hanoch to another mission, 
assigning them to go undercover amongst the Hellenizers in 
order to provide intelligence and influence developments 
amongst that section of Judean society.

Eupolemus drove his carriage himself, and several friends 
from the expedition traveled with him. He directed the car-
riage to Judah and his brothers and halted besides them.

“Greetings, Judah. There was no opportunity to say my 
piece amidst all the deliberations of the dignitaries, but it is 
important that you know that many of us in Jerusalem greatly 
appreciate what you are doing and eagerly await the opportu-
nity to reunite our people. There are even those on the polis 
Council who are prepared to forsake some of the privileges 
granted to them over the lands of Judea in the framework of 
a general settlement. Without detracting from the agreement 
achieved in the meeting, it is also important that you directly 
transmit your messages to the polis Council, for it holds much 
power in the city.”

Judah crinkled his brow, trying to decipher the words of 
Eupolemus and divine whether they held any hidden meaning 
for him. Eupolemus obviously could not speak freely in the 
presence of the other delegates in his carriage, and yet he still 
invited him to open up a direct channel of communications 
to the polis Council, over the heads of Menelaus and his 
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loyalists. That meant he felt secure in their presence, and in 
their opinions, thought Judah. Eupolemus must have created 
his own faction in the polis council, one more favorable to us, 
but he is clearly keeping them in the dark about his association 
with me.

“I thank you for your kind words, but how can I speak with 
the polis members? You can hardly expect me to come to your 
meetings in Jerusalem?!”

“That is right, and that is why I am prepared to be your 
ambassador in the council. When you wish to speak to the 
council members, you are invited to transmit your address to 
me, and I guarantee I will read them as they are written. In 
fact,” Eupolemus added as if in afterthought, winking at Judah 
out of sight of the other passengers on the wagon, “I suggest 
we meet occasionally outside the walls of Jerusalem to keep 
this communication channel open.”

***

Passover was at hand. In Jerusalem, the prohibition of the 
worship of the God of Israel was still enforced, and the Temple 
continued to serve as a Hellenistic temple. The rebel-con-
trolled territory in the rural regions of Judea was effectively 
off limits to the Seleucid troops, so the Jewish villagers could 
still maintain the customs and commandments of Judaism 
without interference. There were voices calling for a return 
to the holy places of Israel’s pre-Temple history, for the cel-
ebration of Passover at Beit-El or Mitzpah. Those calling for 
these steps were concerned that the camp at Gophna might be 
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transformed into a pilgrimage site for traditionalists from all 
over the Land of Israel.

Two missives which arrived in the camp made the issue 
even more acute. The first arrived from the Zadokite priest 
More-Tzedek from his refuge in Secacah in the wilderness 
of Judea. Following the publication of the king’s decrees, 
Menelaus had sent soldiers to capture and slay More-Tzedek 
on the Sabbath following the Day of Atonement. However, 
More-Tzedek was able to escape them. Since then, given the 
success of the rebels and their rising stature, Menelaus had de-
prioritized the capture of More-Tzedek and let him be. In his 
missive, More-Tzedek blessed Matityahu’s sons and their men, 
emphasized the upcoming holiday, and reminded them of its 
commandments. More-Tzedek heavily hinted to the sons of 
Matityahu not to dare assume the role of the High Priesthood, 
and that the Zadokite priests of his faction remained the 
highest authority regarding Jewish religious affairs, even from 
the remote fastness of the wilderness of Judea. 

As the brothers deliberated on how to reply to More-
Tzedek, another missive arrived from Egypt, signed by the 
exiled Zadokite priest Hunio IV, the rightful heir to the High 
Priesthood. The missive blessed the rebels, and claimed that 
God had instructed him to establish a new temple and carry 
on his holy work in the Land of Egypt, while citing the Book 
of Genesis to support the claim that it was not obligatory to 
concentrate the rituals of worship in the Temple in Jerusalem:

When Jacob awoke from his sleep, he thought, surely the 
Lord is in this place, and I was not aware of it. He was afraid 
and said, “How awesome is this place! This is none other than 
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the house of God; this is the gate of Heaven.” Early the next 
morning Jacob took the stone he had placed under his head 
and set it up as a pillar and poured oil on top of it. He called 
that place Bet-El…  Then Jacob made a vow, saying, “If God 
will be with me and will watch over me on this journey… so 
that I return safely to my father’s household, then the Lord 
will be my God. And this stone that I have set up as a pillar 
will be God’s house.7”

After many deliberations with the patriarchs of the rebel 
households, and under the influence of the two missives, 
a decision was made to celebrate Passover in Bet-El, and 
to establish an altar there as a substitute to the Temple in 
Jerusalem. A response missive was sent to the Zadokite priests 
in the wilderness of Judea, along with an invitation to come 
celebrate the holiday together with the masses of the people.

That year Passover was celebrated by all sections of the 
Jewish people, except for the extremist Hellenizers. Bet-El 
became the site of pilgrimage for the villagers, religious zeal-
ots, priests, moderate Hellenizers, and even Jews from far-off 
lands. All in all, only around ten thousand people gathered at 
the site, an innumerably lower number than the pilgrims who 
had swarmed Jerusalem in past years, but a very respectable 
number given the circumstances. 

More-Tzedek also arrived in Bet-El, accompanied by a 
group of priests. Shortly after their arrival, More-Tzedek gath-
ered with Judah and his brothers for a prolonged meeting. At 
the request of More-Tzedek, only priests attended the meeting.

7 Genesis 28 16-22.
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“I will speak what’s on my mind without any dissimulation,” 
said More-Tzedek. “Are any of you seeking to exploit your 
status as military leaders and your priestly lineage to usurp 
the position of High Priest?!”

Yohanan, the eldest, responded immediately. “The sons 
of Matityahu were raised and educated in a priestly family 
loyal to the House of Zadok. My brothers and I fought our 
oppressors and our hands are bloody with those we were 
forced to kill. We do not presume to the High Priesthood.”

“So, you recognize my right and duty to officiate in the 
holiday rituals?” insisted More-Tzedek.

Judah stepped in. “We thank you for honoring us with your 
presence, and we would be honored if you conducted the hol-
iday ceremonies. You may view us as the first protectors of the 
House of Zadok. However, our brother Yohanan has dreamt 
since childhood of becoming one of the permanent attendants 
of the temple, and it would fill our heart with joy if you should 
include him in the performance of the holiday rituals.”

The decrees and the existential threat brought about a 
feeling of closeness and mutual tolerance. The holiday, which 
symbolized redemption from slavery to freedom, became that 
year a symbol of the unity of the people and the continuity of 
faith in God. It was a thrilling and spiritually intense event 
unlike any seen in the land in recent years. Many of those 
present felt a sense of spiritual elation, as if the Holy Spirit had 
possessed them. A feeling of security and hope that the People 
of Israel and the Jewish faith in one God would be preserved 
filled the hearts of the worshippers. 

More-Tzedek managed the rites and ceremonies of the 
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holiday as if he were already the High Priest. By the end of 
the holiday he had become the spiritual ally of the sons of 
Matityahu. He revealed to Yohanan that he and his men were 
carrying on part of the holy rituals previously performed in 
the Temple and invited him to stay with them until Shavuot8; 
and indeed, at the end of Passover, Yohanan left with More-
Tzedek and his men on their way back to Secacah. 

***

Several weeks passed after the visit of Menelaus’ delegation to 
the rebel camp in Gophna, and no word came from Menelaus 
regarding a possible settlement. The most significant news 
came from Syria, where word was that the king had left with 
half his army to the eastern border of his kingdom to suppress 
unrest and conquer distant lands. The threats Menelaus had 
spread concerning the king’s intention to devastate the land 
were thereby proven baseless, leaving Menelaus in an even 
weaker position.

In the priestly community in Secacah, Yohanan was ex-
posed to mysteries of the faith with which he was not pre-
viously familiar, some of them secrets that stunned him. He 
discovered that several years ago, some of the holy scrolls kept 
in the Temple library had been smuggled away to this refuge 
and kept in hidden caves. To safeguard them, a select handful 
of loyal priests had established a small settlement around the 

8 Also known as the “Feast of Weeks.” The Christian feast day 
of Pentecost is celebrated on the same date.
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hidden trove. Led by More-Tzedek, they carried on with the 
sacred task of maintaining and adding to the scrolls, loyal to 
their calling of receiving messages from the supernal realm 
and transmitting them to the entire Jewish nation. They be-
lieved that the High Priest, so long as he was a loyal and righ-
teous man, had a direct link to the supernal realm, and it was 
through this connection that the will of God was revealed to 
him. Given the current circumstances, the priests now rallied 
behind More-Tzedek’s leadership, believing that the will of 
God was revealed to him, and through him to them as well.

As Shavuot approached, the general mood improved as well. 
Phryne had also been infected by the widespread optimism. 
She felt that her connection with Judah was the pinnacle of 
her new life. For the first time in her life she was in love and 
loved back as a free woman. She was somewhat disappointed 
with the absence of displays of romance on Judah’s part, but 
understood that he was not the right person to expect love 
songs and other such gestures from. On the other hand, Judah 
provided her with so much love, understanding, and support, 
that she easily forgave his unromantic nature.  She began to 
dare to dream of a common future with him, something she 
had not previously permitted herself. Judah, on the other 
hand, remained adamant that it would be inappropriate for 
him to marry her given the likelihood he would fall in battle. 

On Shavuot, thousands of Jews once again assembled in 
Bet-El. They arrived from all over Judea and beyond, secure, 
proud, and in larger numbers than on Passover. More-Tzedek 
and his priests, Yohanan amongst them, arrived once again 
from Secacah to celebrate the holy day with the people. In a 
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festive occasion, More-Tzedek read sections of a new scroll 
in which the God of Israel instructed his people to establish 
a temple at a place he would select, with a clear hint that this 
place need not be in Jerusalem and might just as easily be in 
Bet-El. According to the scroll, God instructed the people to 
select a king from amongst them, who would fight at the head 
of their army. Kings David and Solomon were not specifically 
mentioned in the scroll, but severe prohibitions applying to 
the king were mentioned, whose violation would strip both 
him and his lineage of the right to the throne. Though this was 
not explicitly stated, the text implied severe criticism of David 
and Solomon, as well as a rationalization of the overthrow and 
extinction of their dynasty in Judea.

Another portion of the scroll referred to the obligation to 
uphold God’s commandments, and the scroll also dwelt upon 
the fate of those who incited the people to worship of foreign 
gods. The new scroll9 was the response of More-Tzedek to 
the current state of affairs and the apparent contradictions 
between it and the old scrolls.

Judah welcomed the reading of the new scroll and its 
message, despite its harsh criticism of the Hellenizers, whose 
moderate fractions he sought to court. He saw in the scroll a 
validation of his father’s warning to be careful not to pose a 
threat to the Zadokite priesthood.

9 The Temple scroll was found in the Qumran caves. Some re-
searchers date it to the initial years of the Maccabee rebel-
lion.
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Several weeks after the Shavuot festival, the situation 
changed radically. Word arrived that the strategos of 
Coele-Syria and Phoenicia had decided to send an 

army to restore order in Judea. Nicanor, son of Patroclus, a 
top-ranking official who was charged with collecting taxes 
throughout Coele-Syria and Phoenicia and considered to 
be amongst the inner circle of the king, was charged with 
commanding the expedition. He was accompanied by Gorgias, 
an experienced officer and renowned warrior, who was the 
actual military commander of the expedition. However, 
Nicanor’s formal appointment indicated the importance the 
Seleucid regime placed on suppressing the rebellion in Judea.

Evidence of the preparations being made by the Seleucid 
regime to suppress the rebellion continued to accumulate. 
Jews residing in Syria, who enjoyed rights and sometimes cit-
izenship, could travel throughout the kingdom in the course 
of their business, and passed over information regarding de-
velopments. Philipus and the Hellenizers in Jerusalem also 
ensured that word spread regarding the expedition. The im-
age which arose from the gathered intelligence was bleak: the 
army sent to suppress the rebellion was estimated to be twen-
ty thousand strong, including cavalry, archers, peltasts, and 
siege engines. At least five thousand of them were elite sol-
diers directly commanded by the strategos, rather than being 
gathered from the various Meridarchies. The elite force was a 
professional army, much like the army which had left with the 
king to conquer and suppress lands in the Eastern Kingdom. 
The expedition also included auxiliaries and logistical forces, 
and was accompanied by slave traders and their men.
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As the days went by and intelligence continued to flow into 
the rebel camp in the Gophna Mountains, fears and concerns 
grew. The feeling which spread throughout the camp was that 
this battle was going to be much worse than its predecessors. 
In parallel, difficult news came in from northern Israel, from 
Poleis such as Ptolemais, regarding increasing harassment 
of Jews. These were supposedly mob actions initiated from 
below, but it was clear that they were being incited by the 
authorities.

In late summer, one week before the Day of Atonement, 
the Seleucid army began to move towards Judea. It encamped 
in the fortified port of Dor, and then headed southwards 
towards Jaffe. rebel scouts dedicated to the mission shadowed 
the progress of the Seleucids and sent back daily reports of 
their positions. Judah estimated that Nicanor’s next move 
would be to turn east to penetrate Judea from the west. At the 
same time, word came that Gorgias was advancing through 
Idumea, from which he would lead a recently raised local 
militia of several thousand soldiers to join Nicanor before he 
entered Judea.

The camp in Gophna was filled to overflowing with war-
riors. All the reserve soldiers had been called up and had ar-
rived. The nights were still warm, and so there was no prob-
lem encamping the thousands of warriors outside. Three 
thousand of them were better armed and equipped than the 
other rebels; this was the elite force, the men who were Judah’s 
personally trained strike force. In addition to them, two ad-
ditional battalions of volunteers from Egypt were active, one 
mounted and one on foot, all trained and experienced warriors.
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Just as in his battle with Siron, Judah was determined to 
advance his forces to meet the enemy on a ground of his own 
choosing and avoid being forced into a defensive fight in the 
Gophna camp, which was not suitable for such a purpose. He 
Consulted with his men, and together reached a decision to 
advance the army prior to the Day of Atonement, so that they 
would be able to uphold the traditions and commandments of 
the holy day, and still remain prepared to repulse the Seleucid 
invasion. The selected site was Mitzpah, high in the mountains 
facing Jerusalem. Mitzpah was a historical site of worship for 
the People of Israel from the days of the Prophet Samuel, and 
Judah hoped that encamping his army in this sacred place 
would bolster the morale of his warriors.

Two days prior to the Day of Atonement, the Jewish army 
encamped at the sacred site. At the same time, Nicanor and 
Gorgias linked their forces in Emmaus, where they established 
a large fortified camp. Judah ordered reinforcement of the 
network of scouts and informants around the enemy camp 
and assigned his brother Eleazar to monitor the force. Its 
task was to observe every movement in the enemy camp, and 
report back to the rebel camp in Mitzpah through messengers 
or predefined smoke signals.

The Day of Atonement had always been the most sacred 
of Jewish holy days. It was a day of complete rest and fasting, 
whose purpose was to seek forgiveness and redemption for 
sins and transgressions committed throughout the year. Four 
days later came the holiday of Sukkot, one of the three pilgrim-
age festivals in which people throughout Judea, the Land of 
Israel, and the world made their way to the Temple with their 
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tithes. So long as the Temple functioned as a Jewish Temple, 
special ceremonies headed by the High Priest were performed 
in it both on the Day of Atonement and on Sukkot. Ever since 
the king’s decrees had outlawed Jewish religious practices, the 
performance of these ceremonies in the Temple was halted, as 
were the raising of tithes, sacrifices, and the first fruit. 

Word of the advancement of the Seleucid army, and the 
concentration of the rebel army in Mitzpah, echoed through-
out Judea. Within a few hours a massive movement of people, 
all seeking to reach Mitzpah before the Day of Atonement, 
took place. They came as pilgrims for the upcoming holiday 
of Sukkot, bearing with them the first fruit and tithes they 
would traditionally offer at the Temple, as if they realized that 
many of the warriors they were honoring would likely never 
have a chance to celebrate the next, or any, Sukkot holiday. 
The tithes were gathered for use after the Day of Atonement. 
Many of the pilgrims were priests. They all came to embrace 
the soldiers fighting for their freedom, strengthen them in 
their struggle, and pray for victory. Torah books which had 
been defiled by the Seleucid soldiers following the anti-Jewish 
decrees were spread out on carpets, clear proof of the barbaric 
acts committed in the name of the Hellenistic culture.

As on the previous holidays, the sons of Matityahu were 
careful this time as well to refrain from officiating in the cere-
monies reserved to the High Priest, to avoid the perception of 
undermining the House of Zadok. The role of war-anointed 
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priest10, however, was performed by Judah himself. He was 
well aware of the impression news of the extent of the Seleucid 
army had had on his people, and feared that the sense of spiri-
tual elation which filled his men in the Day of Atonement cer-
emonies would fade away in the moment of truth. Following 
the Day of Atonement, all the warriors assembled facing a 
platform on which Judah stood, his officers behind him.

“Every man who has built a new home and has yet to 
consecrate it, who has been engaged to a woman and has yet 
to marry her, who has planted a vineyard and has yet to enjoy 
its fruits, or whoever is terrified to meet the enemy in combat, 
is hereby released to return home….” declared Judah.

“What is he doing?!” Muttered Jonathan in astonishment, 
and turned to Simon, who was standing beside him. To his 
surprise, he saw that Simon was smiling broadly.

“Why are you pleased? Why is he giving them an opportu-
nity to leave the fight?”

Simon leaned towards him and whispered: “No one will 
ask to be released, but he is proving to them how confident he 
is in them and of the upcoming victory.”

Judah carried on. “Gird yourselves for battle on the morrow, 
to fight the enemies who have gathered to exterminate us and 
destroy our Temple, for it is better for us to die in war than to 
witness the evil which they intend to inflict on our people and 
our Temple.”

A battle-cry which rose from the throats of thousands of 

10 Deuteronomy 20; 1-9: prior to the launch of a campaign, a 
priest would speak to the people to raise their spirits.
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faith-filled warriors testified to their readiness for battle.

*Note to reader—you may now watch a movie 

relevant to the chapter you have just finished 

by either clicking the code or scanning it in an 

appropriate application. Alternatively, click on the 

following link: https://youtu.be/nKvmDZ8hGGY 

Later, as the officers gathered in the command tent together 
with Judah, a messenger came to the camp from Eleazar. The 
messenger spoke of how the Seleucid army had maneuvered 
throughout the day. Eleazar did not think that this information 
was sufficiently important to violate the sacredness and rest of 
the Day of Atonement, and hence had waited for the end of 
the fast before he sent the messenger.

The words of the messenger were received with joy by most 
of the assembled men, who understood them to imply that 
an enemy attack was not to be expected soon. Judah, on the 
other hand, was concerned. He summoned the messenger 
and questioned him at length regarding developments in 
the enemy camp. During his report, the emissary casually 
reported that several mounted Hellenizers had arrived in the 
Seleucid camp the previous day, probably from Jerusalem. 
Judah considered matters, trying to find meaning in them. He 
knew that Menelaus had previously sent soldiers to capture 
More-Tzedek during the Day of Atonement. The Hellenizers 
knew the area well and were quite capable of leading the 
enemy to Mitzpah at night as well as day.

At the same time, in the Seleucid camp, Gorgias summoned 
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all his officers to his tent. He was very pleased. His scouts 
had identified several apparently enemy lookouts that day, 
and had even managed to locate the site of their camp on the 
mountain slope. His sub-commanders wished to immediately 
send a cavalry company after the rebel lookouts. Gorgias 
restrained them without providing any explanation to them. 
Let the Jews continue to monitor and follow us, he thought. 
Let them see our training and preparation and rest assured 
that we are taking our time. They will eat a good meal and fill 
their bellies with wine once their fast is complete, and then go 
to sleep with their stomachs full and their spirits high….

The other officers and commanders were not pleased. 
Nicanor, his titular superior, was particularly incensed. He 
was being pressured by the many slave traders—whom he 
had invited to join the expedition on his own account, and 
against Gorgias’ wishes. The slavers were literally slavering to 
get their hands on the Jewish captives which would no doubt 
be gathered following the defeat of the rebels and the punitive 
measures against the traditionalist population. Nor were they 
the only ones exerting pressure. Yesterday, prior to the start 
of the Jewish holy day, Hellenizers sent from Jerusalem by 
Menelaus had reached the camp and suggested to Gorgias 
that he attack the rebel camp during the Day of Atonement. 
The Hellenizers offered to lead the army and serve as their 
guides through the mountains. Nicanor was enthused by 
the idea, but Gorgias had rejected it immediately. He feared 
enraging the Jewish God by assaulting His people on His holy 
day, when they most actively worshipped Him. For Nicanor, 
this was sufficient proof that Gorgias was the wrong man for 
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the job.
“As you probably know, we are being watched,” said 

Gorgias, opening the war council. “The rebels observe every 
movement we make during the day—but not at night.” He fell 
silent for a moment, allowing his words to percolate into the 
minds of his audience. “But we are exposed at night as well. 
If, for example, any of the slave traders accompanying us is 
actually a spy for the rebels….” he added, sending Nicanor a 
meaningful glance. “I do not rely upon the Hellenizers who 
come offering to assist us all that much either. I rely only on 
those men who are present in this tent! But even an honest 
and loyal man can make a mistake and let critical information 
slip his lips. Those who lack information to share cannot let 
it slip. That is why I am only revealing my real battle plan to 
you now….”

His officers leaned forward in tense silence, trying to 
guess what he was aiming at. Gorgias continued. “We leave 
tonight. I will take our best five thousand infantry as well 
as a thousand cavalry. We will march all night, silently and 
swiftly, assault the rebel camp at dawn, and put an end to this 
campaign in a single blow! Those remaining in the camp must 
act as if nothing has changed. The forces who trained outside 
the camp today shall do so tomorrow morning as well. Do not 
seek to attack their scouts. It may be that our journey will be 
delayed, or that difficulties will arise along the way, and the 
Jews can transmit a warning from their lookout to the camp 
rapidly with smoke signals. So, tomorrow morning I want 
them to think nothing unusual is taking place and to suspect 
nothing.” 
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Gorgias turned to Nicanor. “Tomorrow afternoon you can 
show up with your slave traders to the site of the battle—or 
perhaps I should say massacre—and collect the goods.”

Nicanor suppressed his outrage at Gorgias concealing his 
plan from him. There will be time to settle accounts, he con-
soled himself. If his plan succeeds, I will get the credit for the 
victory. If, on the other hand, the plan should fail, then this is 
his plan exclusively, and he did not even share it with me. 

The forces participating in the operation were ordered to 
organize for battle as quickly as possible, and to carry with 
them only personal weapons and equipment. The envoys of 
Menelaus, who had arrived from Jerusalem the previous day, 
were then brought before Gorgias, who spoke to them harshly:

“You must now lead us towards the rebel camp. You and 
your families can expect only death should you betray us, or 
even lead us astray inadvertently.”

The Seleucid soldiers force-marched the entire night. They 
were forbidden to communicate with each other save by soft 
whispers and were given an opportunity to rest only twice, 
permitting the long column of the soldiers to reconsolidate. 
Gorgias knew that the march up the mountains to the reb-
el camp would be difficult, but had no idea how much. To-
wards sunrise, after an entire night spent marching, his force 
reached a vantage point overlooking the rebel camp. A feeling 
of victory and satisfaction filled Gorgias. Many torches and 
campfires illuminated the camp, some at the edge of dying out 
after burning all night. No one moved in the camp—it seemed 
that not even sentries had been posted around it. It seemed 
that the rebels were complacent, sleeping without worries in 
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their tents.
Orders were silently transmitted between the men, and 

the force assembled to assault the rebel camp from three 
directions. Several dogs began to bark in the settlement by 
the camp, and Gorgias was concerned for a moment that they 
would wake someone up. Nothing happened. Gorgias’ forces 
reached the outskirts of the camp. Gorgias felt his heart beat 
in his chest rapidly. No one in the camp had sensed them. 

“This is unbelievable, we are about to take them all out in 
their sleep,” someone besides him whispered. Gorgias smiled 
in anticipation, elated. He advanced towards the nearest tent, 
his men surrounding it together with him. Suddenly it struck 
him that the silence was excessive. Even sleeping people 
snore every now and again, sneeze, make some sort of sound. 
He was overwhelmed by a terrible feeling. A cry of outrage 
erupted from his throat and he stormed into the tent only to 
discover, to his horror, that it was empty. All around the camp 
shocked and angry cries rose as the soldiers discovered that 
the camp was abandoned.

The three thousand elite warriors, trained by Judah almost 
personally, proved themselves. Since he feared meeting the 
enemy midway, and assuming Gorgias would choose the 
shortest path from Emmaus to Mitzpah, Judah chose a more 
roundabout way. His motivated men made the journey rap-
idly at a light run down the mountains. Behind, in the camp, 
Yohanan was assigned to evacuating the camp while creating 
the illusion that all their warriors remained within it. His task 
was to withdraw with the rest of the warriors into the moun-
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tains in a manner which would ensure that, should Gorgias 
reach the camp at Mitzpah, he would find nothing.

As Judah and his elite force reached Emmaus they were 
greeted by Eleazar and his men, who updated them regarding 
the departure of thousands of warriors from the enemy camp 
earlier during the night. Eleazar was surprised to hear about 
Judah’s plan from the messenger who had returned to him 
from Mitzpah. Shortly thereafter, he and his men had noticed 
the enemy movements.

Eleazar’s conscience troubled him, and he was tense and 
nervous. It was his responsibility to track Gorgias’ movements, 
and a great catastrophe had been only miraculously averted.

Judah immediately noted his inner turmoil. “Don’t flagel-
late yourself,” he whispered in his ear as he placed his hand on 
Eleazar’s shoulder reassuringly. “Gorgias deliberately misled 
us. What is important now is that we all focus on what we 
face.”

Judah stood before his officers—his three brothers Simon, 
Eleazar, and Jonathan, as well as Joseph, Absalom, Azaria, 
and Flavius, who had begun to pick up rudimentary Aramaic. 
They stared at him in admiration, unable to understand how 
he had picked up on Gorgias’ scheme. The land was still dark, 
but the sky had begun to brighten with the dawn’s early light.

“You owe us some explanations about what happened here 
tonight,” said Jonathan. “You don’t want the people to begin 
treating you as the Messiah, but even we can’t figure out how 
you knew, unless God….”

“We don’t have time for this now. The sun will soon rise. I 
am considering whether to attack them now, when they are 
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just awakening from slumber, or to form up before them and 
draw them out of the shelter of the camp.”

“Three thousand barely equipped men charge a fortified 
camp with thousands of troops!” This wasn’t a question. 
Absalom expressed his categorical opinion, and the other 
officers shared his views. Judah just looked back at him, 
smiling without saying a word.

The sun began to rise, its first rays so low that they formed 
a light-shrouded fog in the east. The cavalry patrol encircling 
the Seleucid camp was headed back. The dozen riders were 
fatigued from wandering the hills outside the camp for half 
the night. All they wanted was to reach their temporary home 
and dismount. Suddenly, one of the horsemen saw an odd 
sight in the east. He tried to take a more focused look, but the 
sun’s rays blinded him. He rubbed his blurry eyes in disbelief. 
Thousands of soldiers stood silently on the hills opposite 
the camp. He pointed at them dully, not understanding the 
significance of what he saw.

From their positions, the Jewish warriors tensely and si-
lently followed the cavalry patrol which rode before them to 
the camp. Many broke out in liberating laughter when they 
noted the response of the cavalry: they panicked when they 
noticed the enemy formed up on the hill slope before the 
camp, and immediately broke out in a panicked flight into the 
camp, yelling out loud. Trumpets and cries of alarm were im-
mediately heard thereafter from the camp. Within a few min-
utes hundreds of soldiers, weapons gripped in hand, sought 
to organize themselves as they ran outside to the front of the 
camp.
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Judah repeated his commands. “Pay attention! We attack 
now. The sun will be at our backs and directly in their faces. My 
company leads in the middle of Jonathan’s thousand. Jonathan 
and Absalom, each commanding a five hundred unit, will be 
on each flank. If they run at us we will reach them halfway. 
If they stand their ground, we will reach them. Joseph and 
Simon, you are at the rear, each leading your own thousand. 

When we collide, Joseph will turn to the right, and Simon 
will turn to the left. We will flank them on three sides. 
Maintain formation. Do not try to break into the camp itself 
without a signal from me. Don’t try to advance too much. Most 
important is that we maintain formation. Heed your orders! 
So long as I am alive, I command this battle. If I fall, then 
Eleazar will assume command. If we both fall, then Jonathan 
assumes command. You are not to allow retreat, under any 
circumstances, if the commander falls!”

“We will take the main force of the initial blow,” Eleazar said 
drily when Judah took up position on his side. Eleazar had 
given up any command position to join the special company 
commanded personally by Judah. Judah himself had selected 
his hundred finest warriors for this company, and equipped 
and trained them differently than he did his other warriors.

“We will go through them like a knife through warm butter,” 
answered Judah with a smile. “We will hit them so hard that 
they will shatter in all directions.”

He turned towards the ranks of warriors behind him and 
roared, “Children of Israel, remember who saved our fore-
fathers: God, who is mindful of the covenant He made with 
Abraham… He will destroy the camp before us today… let 
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all nations know the power of Israel’s savior and redeemer….”
Flavius and Eleazar chivvied the company warriors to form 

on both sides of Judah. Someone passed a shield and a helmet 
forward to Judah. The company assembled rapidly into two 
ranks. In front stood fifty men, wielding only shields in their 
left hands, with swords buckled to their belts. Behind them 
fifty other men were concentrated, each wielding a spear in 
his right hand and a shield in his left. When Judah saw that 
the other commanders were prepared, he gave the sign. As the 
battle horns blared, his company advanced slowly forward, 
enabling the entire force to align with it as they advanced.

The hills descended mildly for about four hundred pac-
es into a plain of perhaps two hundred more paces before 
the walls of the camp were reached. The Seleucid soldiers 
clumped up in the field before the gates of the fortified camp, 
constantly joined by soldiers pouring out of the gates. They 
stood close together, clinging to one another in trepidation, 
failing to establish an organized battle formation. Several 
people who seemed to be officers stood in the front rank, but 
none of them was a senior enough officer to take the entire 
situation in hand. Nicanor, the highest-ranking commander, 
stayed behind the walls of the camp, yelling frightened com-
mands at his troops. He and his men knew that Gorgias had 
set out to conquer the rebel camp, and now were certain that 
Gorgias and his forces had been lost in battle. None of them 
could conceive that, as Gorgias had made his way to the rebel 
camp, the Jews had countermarched against his own camp in 
a parallel path without the troops ever meeting. 

Confused and demoralized, the Seleucid troops lacked 
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organization, fighting spirit, or a commander who they could 
fight for. The sun shone directly in front of them, dazzling 
them with its low rays. As they saw the enemy fighters charge 
their positions, their commanders began to countercharge. 
Under the pressure of the rear ranks, the first ranks broke 
into a run and thereby encouraged each other, boosting their 
morale by the act of charging together.

The distance between the opposing forces narrowed rapid-
ly as neither army fielded archers that might have stalled the 
advance of the other. Judah increased the pace of his force, 
seeking to maximize the momentum of his troops before the 
initial collision, but to still maintain cohesion as a single body 
of troops. A few dozen steps before the collision, the warriors 
in the first rank drew closer together, each warrior holding his 
long rectangular shield so it would overlap with the rim of the 
shield of his left-hand comrade. Their heads and upper bodies 
leaned forward behind the shields, bracing for impact. They 
transformed themselves into a single body, a living shield 
wall. Thirty paces… twenty… ten….

“Now!” Judah cried out at the top of his lungs, but there was 
no need. The warriors of the second rank of the shock company 
knew what they must do. They leaned on the warriors of the 
first rank, bolstering their strength as the opposing forces 
collided, and simultaneously stabbed with their spears over 
the shoulders of the first rank warriors and the shield wall, 
surprising the Seleucid troops.  Dozens of Seleucid troops 
were sent stumbling back from the collision of forces, many of 
them pierced by the spears of Judah’s company’s second rank, 
collapsing to the ground dead or injured. Those who did not 
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fall were immediately forced back by the soldiers who came 
after them. Judah and the warriors of the first rank struggled 
to maintain their footing as dozens of enemy soldiers were 
shoved into the shield wall, too tightly packed to effectively 
wield their blades. The warriors of the second rank stabbed 
again and again over the shoulders of the first rank, piercing 
Seleucid flesh repeatedly. 

Occasionally one or two of the Seleucids were able to grab 
a spear behind its head and rip it out of the hands of a Jewish 
warrior. When that happened, the spear-deprived warrior 
would unsheathe his sword and stab the enemy soldiers over 
the shoulders of his comrades in the first rank. Some of the 
first rank warriors were wounded by the swords of the Seleucid 
soldiers. Every warrior too wounded to maintain his position 
in the shield wall was replaced by a second rank warrior who 
took possession of his body shield and took his place in the 
shield wall. In the first minute following the impact of the 
opposing forces the warriors of Judah’s company had slain or 
wounded above two hundred enemy soldiers.

Jonathan, Absalom, and their men battled the Seleucids 
on both flanks of Judah’s shock company, with the Seleucids 
facing them seemingly holding their own and avoiding the 
collapse of their comrades on Judah’s front.

“Forward!” Cried Judah, and the front rank of his company 
began marching forward as one, driving back the Seleucids 
before them, stomping on those who fell, the soldiers of the 
second rank stabbing the fallen Seleucids to ensure their 
deaths and following closely behind the first rank, repeatedly 
stabbing over their shoulders. “Swords!” cried Judah, and 
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raised his blade high for all to see. The first rankers followed 
suit, wielding their shields only in their left hands. 

“Now!” Shouted Judah again, and the warriors, who had 
been awaiting the signal, momentarily separated their shields 
from one another, and then stabbed forward with their swords 
as the second rankers stabbed over their shoulders with their 
spears.

The devastation Judah and his company rained down upon 
the Seleucids was incredible. Within a few minutes, they 
advanced deep into the Seleucid formation. 

At the same time, the two thousand men led by Simon 
and Joseph advanced across the flanks of the battlefield. The 
Seleucids belatedly realized that they were facing envelopment 
on both flanks. Some of the rattled soldiers required no more 
than that to turn tail and flee. The fleeing soldiers did not 
try to take shelter behind the walls of their fortified camp; 
instead, they trampled the fields beyond it, fleeing for their 
lives. Their panic infected the soldiers streaming out of the 
camp to reinforce their comrades, and they joined the routed 
troops in their flight without ever taking up their arms to 
fight. Those of the Seleucids still fighting began to fall back in 
the face of the enthused Jewish warriors.

The Seleucid battle formation rapidly collapsed, soldiers 
fleeing westward, every man for himself, with no attempt 
at organization or regrouping. Those soldiers still within 
the camp were panicked once it became clear that the Jews 
were winning. The portal to the camp became jammed as 
they sought to flee, with many being crushed and trampled. 
The logistics and administration troops, as well as the slave 
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traders, understood that waiting patiently for their turn to 
leave through the gate would ensure their capture or massacre 
by the rebels. The more enterprising turned to the west 
palisade of the camp, broke through it, and fled for their lives.

Judah sought to make the most out of his victory. Every 
Seleucid soldier who successfully fled, he knew, would be used 
against the rebels in the battles to come. His Commanders of 
One Thousand were therefore given instructions intended to 
ensure as few Seleucid soldiers as possible survived this battle. 
Joseph and his men were to surround the gate to the camp 
and strike down whoever sought to flee it, while Jonathan and 
his men, accompanied by Judah’s elite company, continued 
to mow down the Seleucid soldiers milling around the camp. 
Shimon and his men were sent to pursue and harass those 
who had already fled for their lives.

By midmorning, all that was left of the Seleucid army was 
hundreds of bodies scattered across the field and an abandoned 
camp. Some two thousand Jewish warriors were assembled in 
the field facing the empty camp. Simon and his men continued 
the pursuit, as they had been instructed, seeking to strike down 
as many fleeing soldiers as possible. The wounded Jewish war-
riors were treated under the shade of a nearby grove, while the 
fallen were concentrated in another such grove, far away from 
them. Judah had lost several score of his best fighters, and every 
such loss was painful and nigh irreplaceable.

Judah forbade his men from entering the camp. Only he 
and a few select officers entered the camp, surveying the 
treasure trove of supplies, tents, weapons, armor, shields, 
food, and tools which the fleeing Seleucids had left behind. 
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While they were engaged inside the Seleucid camp, shouting 
from without attracted their attention. A few moments later, a 
mounted horseman who was among the people staying with 
Yohanan entered the camp.

“Excellent,” said Judah, “Right on time.”
The horseman dismounted and, holding the horse’s reigns, 

ran to Judah, the horse gamely trotting besides him.
“Judah, I’ve been sent by Yohanan,” the breathless messenger 

gasped. “The Hellenes arrived in Mitzpah at dawn. They assault-
ed the camp from all directions. Once it became clear to them 
that the camp was abandoned, they launched a rapid pursuit.”

Judah felt his limbs stiffen with tension.
The messenger took a few seconds to catch his breath and 

then continued, “Their infantry practically ran after us, but 
we had managed to get a good head start during the night, 
so they didn’t have a chance to catch us. But Gorgias led the 
cavalry and they closed on us very quickly, too quickly for us 
to outrun. We had mounted scouts shadowing them, and they 
were able to inform Yohanan of this in time. He understood 
we couldn’t outrun them, so he led us off the road and into 
the hills where the vegetation and the trees formed a barrier 
against the horses, and so we waited for them. When they 
came closer to us and realized we were ready for them in 
outnumbering force, they turned back….”

Judah and the other let out their bated breath in relief. 
“What kind of messenger are you?” said Judah with a smile, 

as the others guffawed, “You should have started by telling us 
everything was all right!”

“Right, sorry,” stuttered the messenger in embarrassment, 
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“In any event, we followed them. When we saw they were 
turning back here, Yohanan sent me here to warn you.”

“Well, then, we have a few hours before they arrive. We 
should be able to gather the supplies in peace and be long 
gone before they arrive.”

“No,” said the hapless messenger, “they are advancing very 
quickly. In fact, they are advancing on the run. They are de-
scending the slope and it is daylight now. You should evacuate 
immediately….”

Judah raised his hand sharply. “Thank you. You did well. 
Don’t speak a word to anyone about what you told us!”

The messenger ran off without saying another word.
“We cannot withdraw. If we do, Simon and the rest of our 

people will fall captive,” said Judah.
“You don’t expect, after all we went through, to face down 

their elite field force?!” asked Joseph incredulously.
“That is exactly what we will do. And it is very important 

that you believe in our ability to defeat them, else your men 
will smell your hesitation and lose their fighting spirit.”

Joseph and the others did not speak. They had never heard 
Judah reprimand any of them so harshly. Judah continued in 
a softer tone, “Gorgias’ men will be far more exhausted than 
we are. They marched all night up the mountains, and then 
pursued our people eastward. Now they are returning all the 
way back, and at a run. We can assume they haven’t eaten all 
day, and they may be short of potable water. By the time they 
get here they will be done for. Besides, they don’t know how 
many we are or what we went through this night. If Gorgias 
demands that his men fight, they will seek every excuse to flee. 
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This is a gift to us—and God is serving it to us on a platter.”
He inspected his officers, ensuring that their expressions 

revealed no hesitation or doubt.
Outside the enemy camp, Judah assembled his warriors, 

proud but showing signs of fatigue. 
“Brothers, you have done incredible work. I am proud 

of each and every one of you. We have captured much loot 
and we will soon be free to take care of it properly. But right 
now, we need to prepare for the next phase of this battle. The 
enemy which sought to attack our camp at night found only 
empty tents….”

Smiles spread across the weary warriors faces.
“They chased our people through the mountains but had to 

turn back empty-handed….”
Cries of joy and elation rose from the rebel ranks.
“And now they are coming back. Exhausted, thirsty and 

hungry, empty of faith or battle spirit. When they approach 
they will see their camp torched and us here, assembled, 
waiting for them….” 

The roar of his men rose up high. Just hearing Judah speak 
was enough to fire them up.

“Remember who saved our forefathers… God remembers 
Abraham’s covenant… He struck down this camp before us 
today and He will strike down the army coming our way now; 
let all know today… all nations… that Israel has a savior 
and a redeemer….”

Judah repeated the words he had spoken that morning before 
the battle, and the words penetrated the hearts of his warriors, 
infecting them with berserk fury. Two thousand battle cries 
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roared up from their ranks, rising into a crescendo of fury.

***

Gorgias led the infantry column from his mount. He was 
frustrated, furious, hungry, and tired, and above all suffered 
from a piercing headache. The rebels had foreseen his every 
move and had been one step ahead of him throughout the long, 
exhausting night. He heard the mutter of the soldiers behind 
him and noted their glances. It was clear to him that he had lost 
their faith tonight. His stomach ached, which he interpreted as 
an ill omen. Were thousands of Jewish rebels pursuing him and 
intending to ambush him at a place of their choosing, as they 
had done for Siron and Apollonius? He thought of Nicanor 
awaiting him in the camp, gloating at his failure, and about the 
venomous words of comfort he would surely offer him.

“Sir!” someone grabbed a hold of his horse and halted 
him. Gorgias turned his head to the west, where the man had 
pointed. Only now did he notice how near they were to their 
camp in Emmaus. The hills grew milder, and below them 
spread valleys spreading out into the coastal lowlands.

“Commander, the camp!” the soldier reprimanded him, 
his fright leading him to speak without the formality required 
when addressing such a senior commander.

Columns of black smoke rose from the camp. The soldiers 
behind Gorgias, agitated, began to shout, gripped with fear. 
Gorgias was also overwhelmed by emotions which threatened 
to overcome his judgment. It took the utmost effort to maintain 
his outwards calm. He signaled to his officers, who rapidly 
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clustered about him. Behind them the soldiers clustered, 
exhausted in body, despairing in spirit. Gorgias wasted no 
time on canvassing his officers for their opinions. He barked 
out orders, well aware that any hesitation on his part risked 
morale collapse. “Our brothers could still be fighting against 
the rebels and need our aid,” he said sternly, “or it may be that 
the rebels are closing in behind us as we speak. There is only 
one thing to do—we are going to charge down and crush the 
rebels beneath us like stampeding elephants. Take control of 
your men. I and the cavalry will gallop forward, the infantry 
will follow us at a run. Go!”

Gorgias and his cavalry galloped forward a short distance 
to a vantage point providing them a good view of the camp and 
the surrounding hills. The sight shocked them. The camp had 
been taken and all the men Gorgias had left behind had been 
killed or scattered. They were clearly beyond their ability to 
help. The entire plain before the camp, up to the foothills, was 
packed with Jewish soldiers who stood ready and prepared for 
them. Gorgias felt his neck hairs rise. He glanced back rapidly, 
a frightened look in his eyes. In his imagination he saw 
thousands of rebels pursue his men from behind, from the 
mountains, seeking to trap him between the anvil of the camp 
and the hammer of his imagined pursuers. He estimated that 
the army before him was ten thousand strong—and they were 
clearly not nearly as fatigued as his own men. He deliberated 
on how to proceed.

Shortly before Gorgias and his soldiers arrived, several struc-
tures and tents within the camp were torched. The weapons 



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  125

and shields taken as spoils of war were placed between the 
ranks of the Jewish warriors, to create the appearance of a 
larger number of warriors. 

Flavius stood beside Judah. “What if they don’t believe?”
Judah shrugged. “Under such conditions they will charge. 

Our men are drilled on how to prepare for battle, but all of us, 
on both sides, are so tired that aside from falling asleep….”

Flavius laughed uproariously, “I wouldn’t go to sleep if I 
were you.”

“Don’t worry, we are done fighting today. Want to wager on 
how our deception will play out?”

“A thousand sestertius11, as usual.”
They never actually collected on their wagers, but that 

never stopped them from wagering anew every time.
Shortly thereafter, the scouts returned, galloping rapidly 

on their horses, calling from afar and waving their hands in 
excitement. The enemy had fled.

Judah placed a comforting hand on Flavius’ shoulder. 
“Don’t feel bad, Roman, sometimes you lose and sometimes 
you… lose.”

11 Roman silver coin. A thousand sestertius would purchase 
four bulls. 
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Winter 164 BCE—Lysias

Dramatis Personae
Bold = main character 
* = historical figure

 Ӳ Lysias*—Regent of the Seleucid kingdom

 Ӳ Kratos—Greek tutor, taught Judah—the leader of the Jewish 

rebellion—when he was growing up in Jerusalem

 Ӳ Judah*—Leader of the Jewish rebels

 Ӳ Yohanan*, Simon*, Eleazar*, and Jonathan*—The brothers of 

Judah

 Ӳ More-Tzedek*—A priest and the leader of the Zadokite loyalists

 Ӳ Antiochus IV*—King of the Seleucid kingdom

 Ӳ Menelaus*—High Priest in Jerusalem

 Ӳ Amos—Rebel commander, one of Judah’s men

 Ӳ Gorgias*—Seleucid general, leading an expedition to suppress the 

rebellion 

 Ӳ Eupolemus*—A childhood friend of Judah, now a supposedly 

respectable Hellenizer priest

 Ӳ Deborah and Shulamit—A Jewish singer and her street musician 

companion from Beit-Tzur

 Ӳ Flavius—A Roman legionary, served under Eupolemus, returned 
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with him to Judea and joined the rebels

 Ӳ Nicanor, son of Patroclus*—Seleucid noble, co-leader with Gorgias 

of the military expedition to suppress the Judean rebellion

 Ӳ Rebecca—The mother of Judah and his brothers, leaders of the 

Jewish rebellion

 Ӳ Phryne—Judah’s woman

 Ӳ Yohanan* and Absalom*—Commanders in the rebel Jewish army

 Ӳ Joseph—The uncle of Judah and his brothers, brother of the late 

Matityahu

Chancellor Lysias absent-mindedly listened to his 
secretary as he dramatically recited the royal missive. 
The missive, which had been received earlier that 

morning, had been sent by the king a week ago and recounted 
the king’s victories and achievements in his campaign in the 
eastern marches of the kingdom. Lysias had already read 
the missive previously in private to ensure that there was 
nothing in it which would be better kept secret. He had then 
summoned the chief ministers to discuss the missive. The hall 
also included several high-ranking officials and two military 
commanders. 

Lysias was distracted, and his thoughts frequently wandered 
to the Jewish rebellion, which occupied his mind far more 
than he had expected when it broke out. From a meaningless 
local affair, the uprising had become an event of kingdom-
wide significance which threatened to destabilize the entire 
region. The defeat of Nicanor and Gorgias four months ago, 
despite their control of a large royal army, meant he had to 
become personally involved in developments. He had recently 
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learned of a Greek tutor in Antioch who had lived for several 
years in Jerusalem and knew some of the rebels, and he had 
summoned him to an audience. When his secretary entered 
and whispered in his ear that the Greek tutor had arrived, he 
apologized to those present, claiming that pressing business 
of the kingdom required him to absent himself, and hurried 
to his chambers.

The Greek tutor was awaiting him, younger than Lysias 
thought he would be. Lysias instructed the servant who had 
accompanied Kratos to his chambers to leave them in privacy.

He got straight to the point. “I was informed that you are 
familiar with the leader of the Jewish rebels?”

“Indeed, sir, I made his acquaintance several years ago, 
when he was still a lad,” replied Kratos. 

“Don’t you think you should have approached me with this 
information? Does your loyalty to your king not require you 
to do your part in the suppression of this insolent rebellion?”

“Your excellency, as I said, this was many years ago when 
he was just a boy….”

“Very well, very well. I will not hold your reticence against 
you. But now I wish to hear your opinion on the matter. Tell 
me about this rebel, and these Jews. They have defeated us in 
three battles now, and each time their victory was greater and 
more decisive. This is no longer luck on their part, this is a 
pattern. I want to understand them, because from now on it is 
I who will personally oversee the suppression of the rebellion 
with the main royal army.”

Kratos nodded, considering his words for a long moment. 
He had often considered what he would do if his past 
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acquaintance with Judah ever led him to be called to the palace. 
His impression was that Lysias was a wise and practical man, 
absent of any of the pretensions of greatness, even divinity, 
which characterized his king, Antiochus Epiphanes. 

“With your indulgence, your excellency, I wish to speak to 
you of the fable of the sea,” he replied in a soft, reasonable 
voice.

“Well, what else can one expect from a Greek philosopher?!” 
Lysias replied, leaning backwards in his chair, grinning. “You 
ask a question and he responds with an aphorism. Go ahead, 
I am fond of fables.”

Kratos smiled, and proceeded. “Once, there was a vast sea, 
fed by many streams. A king ruled over the sea with an iron 
fist. When the king was enraged, the sea raged as well, and 
the shores of the lands bordering it would recede in fear of 
its mighty waves. One day the king noticed that the waters 
of some of the streams feeding his sea, streams whose source 
was in the distant mountains, was colored in the brown of the 
mountains. The king was not pleased with what he saw, and 
ordered the streams to change their color into the green of 
the other streams. But the brown streams did not know how 
to change their color and continued to pour into the sea, 
brown-colored as always. The king was wrathful and sent the 
mighty waves of the sea up the channels of the steams, inun-
dating them with much blue-green water. However, when the 
waves stilled, the brown streams continued to flow into the 
sea as always. 

In the meantime, one small brown stream had had enough 
of being constantly inundated with the mighty waves of the 
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sea. It therefore changed its course into a valley high in the 
mountains and formed a small lake. Other brown streams 
observed this and changed their course as well, feeding their 
waters into the small lake, which grew broader and deeper. 
The king of the sea was enraged at the rebellious streams and 
tried to command the waves of the sea to overcome the lake, 
but the lake was high in the mountains and the waves could 
not reach it. 

The king called on the wind to help him bring the waves 
to the mountains. To his disappointment the wind replied 
that it could not assist him and that he would never be able 
to change the color of the rebellious streams so long as they 
were ensconced in the mountains. And yet, the wind said, it 
could reveal to him the key to a swift and easy victory over 
the rebellion.

‘What must I do, tell me!’ the king angrily demanded.
All you need do, replied the wind, is permit the streams to 

flow into the sea, without demanding they change their color 
on the way. In any event, all streams accept the blue color of 
the sea when they pour into it. Once the streams hear that 
they are no longer required to change their color, they will 
gladly return to their old course and the lake will naturally 
wither away.”

Lysias, who grinned as he listened to the fable and seemed 
to be enjoying himself, grew serious towards its end. 

“A wise fable, tutor. Though if I were you, I would be careful 
not to speak it to the king,” he said, with a hint of humor in his 
eyes. “You wish to say that this whole issue could be ended, 
if only we permitted them to continue to worship their God. 
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More than that, you say that if the king had not picked a fight 
with them, they would Hellenize in time of their own accord?”

Kratos shrugged. “People tend to adapt to their environment 
and change to gain the best advantage to themselves. Many of 
them have already adopted our customs. You can see it here 
in Antioch, and in many other countries where the Jews live. 
Even in Judea, the source and center of their religion, most 
of the landowners, the wealthy, the traders, and even many 
of their priests have gradually begun to adopt the customs 
of Hellas. This does not mean that they forsake their God, 
but they do blend in, and gradually become more and more 
like the Hellenes. I lived among them for several years. Their 
people are defined by a long-lasting internal conflict, almost 
from the dawn of their history, between those who seek to 
behave in accordance to the norms of their neighboring 
nations and those who are careful to maintain their special 
customs. It is under external pressure that they turn back to 
their common denominator, unite, and turn back to their 
sources. Consider us Greeks. Until the Persians invaded, each 
polis was at the throat of the other…”. 

“The pertinent question,” said Lysias, “is whether their vic-
tories are not proof of their God awakening from His slumber, 
or returning to their homeland.”

Kratos was astounded at the question, and even more 
astounded to realize that Lysias was quite serious, asking it of 
genuine faith and fear of the gods. 

He himself had always viewed the stories of the anthropo-
morphic Hellene gods as either parables for the wise or sops 
to soothe the anxieties of the common masses. The Jewish 
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belief in a single, invisible god struck him as being more in-
teresting, even credible. But even if he found the Jewish faith 
more credible, he still found it hard to credit an intervention-
ist god involved in the daily life of his flock and affecting the 
outcome of battles as Homer described the Olympic gods do-
ing in the Iliad.

 “And if this is not the act of their God,” continued Lysias 
before Kratos could respond, “what is so special about these 
people? Why are they different than any other people? 
How could a bunch of priests and small farmers defeat the 
finest army in the world, commanded by three experienced 
generals?”

Kratos shook his head in disagreement. “Your excellency, 
one man can be special, even unique in his skills, but not an 
entire nation. When a nation is commanded by a great man, 
he can lead his people to greatness. History teaches us that 
every empire was the creation of this or that great leader, such 
as Alexander the Great, each time arising from amongst a 
different nation. The Jews have won these victories because 
they are led by such a great man, who has enabled them to 
fight better, more resolutely, and perhaps more wisely. We, 
on the other hand, have never sent our real army against 
them. We have tried to suppress the rebellion with an army of 
settlers and retired veterans supplemented by local Samaritan 
or Edomite rabble. Match them with a professional army in 
its full strength, under you own leadership, and I am sure the 
result will be otherwise.”

“Greek, I might grow to like you after all. The situation 
sounds much better when you describe it.”
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“Your excellency, my love of history leads me to view even 
recent events with a broader perspective. I experience them as 
if I were writing for posterity.”

“Nicanor has sworn to me that the factor which tipped 
the scales against him was a single company of Spartan 
Lacedemonian mercenaries which led the Jews to battle. 
He claims the entire battle was masterminded by Spartan 
commanders. Do you think that this could be possible?”

“Does Nicanor know this because he led his men from the 
front rank and heard the Lacedemonians converse between 
themselves?”

Lysias burst out in laughter and waved his hand in dismiss-
al. “No, Nicanor watched the battle from behind the palisade 
of his camp, so I am not inclined to take him at his word. But 
there were others there who testified that there was a company 
of warriors who fought as a single body, in the old-time Spar-
tan style, and which wreaked the most havoc on our troops, 
in morale if not in casualties. I sent an emissary to Sparta to 
confirm these reports….”

“Wise of you, your excellency,” Kratos remarked in earnest 
appreciation.

“Well, the arrogant Spartans replied that they are friends of 
the Jews. Jason, the former Jewish High Priest, lives amongst 
them. The Spartans, in any event, replied that they would 
gladly aid the Jews if asked, but that they were unaware of the 
presence of any Spartan mercenaries in Judea. In all honesty, 
I find it difficult to believe that a single company of Spartans 
would have wreaked such havoc. The Spartans of these days 
are not the Spartans of the stories on which we were raised. 
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They have grown soft—today they are heroes only under the 
protection of Rome.”

Kratos nodded, considering matters. “All I can say, my lord, 
is that Judah, although I only knew him as a lad, is a born 
warrior and leader of men. He studied some Greek history 
under me, but his inclination to the arts of war, and his talents 
in them, were plain even then. I would not be surprised if 
he had raised and trained an elite company of the type you 
describe.”

“Even if this is the case, they are not an opponent capable of 
matching our modern phalanx,” Lysias responded dismissive-
ly. “Gorgias’ mistake was not expecting them to face him on 
the open plain. Gorgias had no phalanx forces with him, and 
he took his better soldiers to pursue them in the mountains. 
We will be better prepared for them next time.”

Lysias’ expression made clear that the audience was nearing 
an end. “Very well, tutor. This is what I want you to do for me: 
I had decided to ask the king to seek an arrangement with the 
Jews even before our little talk. This is not the time to provoke 
restlessness among them. Now that we have talked, I am even 
more convinced. As you mentioned, correctly, many of them 
are loyal citizens, even here in Antioch. The new strategos of 
Coele-Syria thinks so as well. Even our people in Jerusalem 
support the idea. Only, if the king decides to grant an amnesty 
to the rebels and permit the rebels to live in accordance with 
their customary laws and customs, this will be presented as a 
gesture of mercy by the king to the Jews and as a gesture to the 
priest who leads them, who was appointed by the king, and 
not as a capitulation to an insolent rebellion.”
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“Most wise, my lord. What service can I provide in this 
matter?” asked Kratos.

“I want you to prepare a letter to this rebel leader. Soothe 
him. I don’t mind if you write to him that you pleaded to me 
for mercy on his behalf. You understand that I, as the official 
representative of the throne, have no intention of negotiating 
with him or providing the rebels with any type of recognition. 
But I do want to restrain him and provide him and his men 
with some sense of accomplishment. People need an achieve-
ment to stand down sometimes.”

“A ladder to help them climb down the tree they climbed 
up.”

“Exactly. That is the essence of diplomacy. I also want you 
to write well to him about me, that he can rely on my goodwill 
and so forth. I don’t know if and when, but should I find it 
desirable to capture him, I want to have the option of luring 
him in to a trap and capturing him.”

Lysias watched Kratos, amused at the rapid play of emo-
tions across his face. First astonishment, then anger, and 
finally resignation. Lysias clapped his hands, and the servant 
awaiting outside the hall opened the entry doors. 

Kratos turned towards the portal. He felt exhausted. His 
conscience was troubling him as if he had just betrayed Judah.

“Oh, I nearly forgot. One small matter….” said Lysias, 
waiting for Kratos to turn towards him. “You are requested to 
remain in Antioch until further notice.”

***
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The winter months following the victory over Nicanor and 
Gorgias in Emmaus were devoted to reorganization. Almost 
all of Judea outside Jerusalem was taken over by the rebels in 
the weeks following the battle. In some cases, the local garri-
sons quit their posts on their own initiative. In other cases, this 
only took place after a short siege. There were no real battles, 
except for a few isolated incidents. The Seleucid administra-
tion throughout Judea collapsed. Tax collection nearly ended, 
and instead the residents of Judea began offering contribu-
tions and tithes to the rebels. In many settlements, moder-
ate Hellenizer Jews, who retained loyalty to the faith of their 
forefathers despite their adoption of Greek customs, were the 
first to shatter the idols and altars placed by the Seleucids and 
declare their support and loyalty to the sons of Matityahu. A 
feeling of empowerment, pride, security, and renewed hope 
in the future filled the hearts of Jews from all walks of society. 
They had recovered their self-respect and dignity and once 
again stood straight and proud.

Following the Battle of Emmaus, Judah established his head-
quarters in Mitzpah. A permanent camp was established for 
part of the army at the site. It included comfortable residences 
for the families of some of the senior commanders, including 
Judah and his two brothers, Yohanan and Simon. Rebecca and 
Phryne also moved to Mitzpah. To avoid concentrating the 
entire leadership in a single location, Eleazar and Jonathan 
remained in the old Gophna camp. Both were still bachelors. 
Jonathan was a commander of a thousand, whereas Eleazar 
was appointed commander of the elite shock company in the 
absence of Judah. The Commander of a Thousand, Joseph, 
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son of Zechariah, and his lieutenant, Azariah, remained in 
Gophna as well. With them remained also the various soldiers 
they commanded.

The Jewish standing army continued to grow by leaps and 
bounds. Every day saw new recruits from Judea, the rest of 
the Land of Israel, and the diaspora beyond, arrive. The vision 
that united them was the revival of the worship of the God 
of Israel in the purified Temple, if not in Jerusalem then in 
Beit-El. The rebels now held a vast stock of equipment and 
weaponry which they had captured in the battle of Emmaus. 
At the same time, the recruitment and training of the reserve 
force continued apace. Letters were sent to Jewish communi-
ties throughout the world in order to gain their support, fi-
nancial and otherwise, for the struggle to maintain and renew 
the worship of God in the Holy Land.

More-Tzedek and his priests felt that the day of the resto-
ration of the Zadokite High Priesthood was fast approaching. 
A messenger on their behalf was sent to Egypt to meet Hunio 
IV, who was engrossed with the construction of his temple in 
Leontopolis, and update him of the possibility that he would 
be recalled to Judea. Yohanan, who was aware of this and who 
maintained a steady contact with More-Tzedek, reempha-
sized that he had no reason to fear the sons of Matityahu. “We 
are the sons of the generation which was fortunate enough 
to witness Jerusalem in its glory, in the great holidays of our 
people,” he told the severe-countenanced priest. “Our grand-
father, and his father before him, served in the Elder Council 
from the days of Simon the Righteous. Should Hunio return 
to the land, we will be the first to pledge our arms to him and 
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protect him.”
Early one morning, cries of joy pierced the calm. A mount-

ed messenger galloped up the path leading to the camp in 
Mitzpah, yelling at the top of his lungs. Men left their tents 
and huts, staring at each other in amazement. Judah, Yohan-
an, and Simon also went outside.

“He is saying that we have won, that God is with us,” the 
guardian in the watchtower reported.

A few moments later, the horseman entered the camp, 
continuing to scream at the top of his lungs, waving a papyrus 
scroll in his hand. The horseman halted his horse sharply, 
only a few paces short of Judah.

“Commander! A letter from the king to the Jews. Hung 
tonight on the gates of Jerusalem. Messengers have left 
Jerusalem to spread the word throughout the surrounding 
villages,” the horseman swallowed his words even as he strug-
gled to recover his breath.

Absalom grabbed the scroll out of his hand and began to 
read it with fervor, reading aloud in Greek and pausing to 
translate each sentence into Aramaic:

“King Antiochus greets the elders of Judea and all the 
people of Israel. It pleases me if you are well, and I am well. 
I have just heard from Menelaus that you yearn to return to 
your farms and to your families; that is why I grant an amnesty 
and my peace to all who walk on my land, from this day to 
the thirtieth day of spring month. They might eat and drink 
according to their customary usages, and no man may harm 
them for mistakenly violating my decrees in the past. I have 
sent you Menelaus to inform you of my pledge to you, and 
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may this bring you peace.”
The people who stood around the messenger were stunned, 

finding it difficult to believe their ears. They looked to Judah, 
the man who had brought them to this moment. Judah also 
seemed surprised. He took the scroll from Absalom and 
studied it intently. The king had ignored the rebel leadership 
and spoke only to the elders of the Jews, a common term for 
the Elder Council, though it had long since ceased to function. 
The king also attributed his decision to Menelaus, a step 
obviously meant to strengthen the authority of his appointee.

“Well, what are you standing about for? It is time to 
celebrate,” Judah finally said, a wide smile spreading across his 
face. His response unleashed a massive display of jubilation: 
hand-clapping, hugs, dances, prayers of thanksgiving, and 
cries of victory spread throughout the camp.

Later, after the commanders from the camp of Gophna 
arrived, the leaders met to discuss the ramifications of the 
king’s missive.

Judah spoke with carefully measured words. “The king has 
permitted us to worship the God of Israel and to uphold our 
customs. This is a monumental achievement for all of us. Even 
if the king is putting on a show that it was Menelaus’ pleas that 
brought this about….”

Catcalls and cries of scorn rose from the crowd at the name 
of Menelaus.

“… Let anyone in the world, both today and in the centuries 
to come, know that victory was achieved by us. A people in 
arms defeated a professional army. The Jews rose from an 
unprecedented crisis, shook the dust off themselves, and 
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defeated a great empire….”
Cheers broke out, making it necessary for him to pause until 

they died down before he continued, “This is not the end, not 
yet. Our work is not yet done. The king has said nothing about 
the Temple, which has been made into a temple to the Hellene 
Zeus, or about Jerusalem, which has been transformed into 
a Hellenist polis. Nor has he said anything about our non-
religious rights. We have all been dispossessed of our lands 
and transformed into the serfs of the citizens of the polis. We 
must continue fighting, at least until the Temple is purified 
and a true priest heads it.”

***

Beit-Tzur, at the southern boundary of the Meridarchy of 
Judea, was one of the only settlements in Judea other than 
Jerusalem which remained under Seleucid rule. It held a pow-
erful fortress, and the garrison ensconced in it felt sufficiently 
secure to hold to its post. The proximity to the city of Hebron, 
capital of the Meridarchy of Idumea, also filled the soldiers 
with confidence.

Amos, whose entire family other than his youngest son 
were murdered in Beit-Tzur, was the oldest member of the 
elite shock company formed by Judah. Nonetheless, he fit in 
with the other men very well and was considered amongst 
their finest warriors. One day Judah summoned him to a 
private meeting. 

“The time for revenge has arrived, my dear friend,” said 
Judah. “We are about to hit Beit-Tzur.” 
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A spark lit up in Amos’ eyes. He smiled like a ravenous wolf 
in the presence of his prey. “God knows how I desire revenge 
for what was done to my family. But it is no longer revenge I 
live for—it is resurrection. If assaulting Beit-Tzur will serve 
our people, then I will be delighted to take my revenge on 
the murderers of my family, but I do not wish the decision 
about the operation to be affected by my own personal 
considerations.”

Judah nodded approvingly. “I appreciate your attitude, 
which is much to your credit. Gorgias, the general who we 
defeated in Emmaus, has been appointed governor of Idumea. 
He has sworn revenge upon the Jews, and me personally. Many 
of the Edomites in his Meridarchy also lost kin in Emmaus 
and seek revenge. Our intelligence indicates that Gorgias has 
sponsored Edomite slaving and looting raids in Judea, and 
several such raids has already occurred. Beit-Tzur is a strate-
gic location which, if garrisoned by us, will guarantee Judea’s 
southern borders from the Edomite raids.”

Amos stared at Judah incredulously. “Hold on. Are we 
going to capture Beit-Tzur?! I thought you were planning a 
raid, or an ambush on the patrols of the Seleucid garrison.”

Judah shook his head grimly, but with a hint of a smile in 
the corner of his eye. “No, we are going to take, and keep, the 
city.”

“Judah, the Seleucid fortress in Beit-Tzur is surrounded 
by tall walls, guard towers, and a garrison which has been 
reinforced to number a thousand veteran troops. The fortress 
has stores of food and water which permit its inhabitants to 
hold out indefinitely against a siege. I will follow you through 
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fire and water, but we have never tried to capture a fortress 
before. We have no siege engines or battering rams—how do 
you intend to break through these defenses?”

Yohanan and Simon entered at that moment and heard 
Amos’ final words.

“We are going to capture a fortress?” marveled Simon.
“Even if we had siege engines, any attempt to besiege the 

Beit-Tzur fortress would give the Seleucid forces in Idumea 
ample time to mobilize and relieve the siege,” responded 
Judah, answering Amos and Simon simultaneously.

“Judah, regardless of how in God’s name you intend to pull 
this off, is this wise?” asked Yohanan. “The king has, after all, 
just revoked his decrees; wouldn’t capturing Beit-Tzur risk 
reversing these gains?”

Simon nodded in agreement with his brother and added, 
“In my opinion, the Seleucid authorities would view the cap-
ture of Beit-Tzur more seriously than the capture of Jerusalem 
itself. The former might well be interpreted by them as a fu-
ture threat by us against Idumea.”

Judah, pacing the tent, sliced his hand in the air in negation 
of this concern. “I have Consulted about this risk with Eupo-
lemus. He believes that the capture of Beit-Tzur is less risky 
than might otherwise be the case. The king’s campaign in the 
east is dragging out, and some say bogging down; if the Seleu-
cid regime avoided taking punitive measures after their defeat 
in Emmaus, they will likely avoid responding to the capture 
of Beit-Tzur.”

***



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  143

A water canal flowed across the central square of Beit-Tzur, 
pausing on its path in a large water pool surrounded by a low 
stone fence. In the heart of the pool was a large statue of Apollo 
surrounded by the Nine Muses12. At the edge of the square 
were many businesses and shops selling fabrics, food, pottery, 
and a variety of other goods. The square was filled with 
people, some merely passing through, others hawking their 
wares or engaged in various other interactions. At the edge 
of the square, near a small store selling dried figs, dates, and 
other fruit, stood three people whose heads were covered to 
protect them from the sun, obscuring their features. They did 
not stand out or attract much in the way of special attention.

Amos had been visiting Beit-Tzur every few days, each time 
accompanied by different escorts, to gather intelligence—and 
to familiarize the commanders of the Jewish forces with the 
city. This reconnaissance was special, for his escorts this time 
were Judah and Jonathan. Unlike previous infiltrations, this 
time Beit-Tzur was penetrated by six squads, five of them 
disguised as merchants or casual travelers. Two of the squads 
were dedicated to the security of Judah and Jonathan. Their 
men were armed and kept their weapons carefully hidden. 
Two other unarmed squads meandered by the fortress and ex-
amined the responses and readiness of the garrison. The sixth 
squad was a single man who openly displayed his arms—as 

12 In Greek mythology, the nine muses were the goddesses of 
creativity, the arts, and the sciences; patrons of the dance, 
music, history, literature, playwriting, and astronomy. The 
master of the Nine Muses was Apollo, god of light, beauty, 
and the arts.
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well as a brilliant scarlet cloak. Flavius entered the city on his 
own, as backup security for Judah in case something went 
wrong. He strode the city arrogantly, as befitted a high-stature 
citizen of Rome.

In the square, not far from where Judah, Jonathan, and 
Amos stood, a large crowd of men gathered to watch the 
performance of two young women. One of the women was tall-
statured and unusually striking in her appearance. Her hair 
was auburn, and its curls flowed wildly down her shoulders, 
her skin very fair and lightly freckled and her eyes a piercing 
corn flower blue. Her appearance alone was sufficient to draw 
the attention of the men. Her companion sat on the ground, 
a kerchief covering her head and part of her face, and played 
the flute. The redhead began to sing, her voice rising with 
surprising power, interweaving with the sounds of the flute 
in a delightful harmony. Anyone who heard her could not 
remain indifferent. More people draw near, attracted by the 
enchanting sounds. The girl sang two songs in Greek and then 
began singing another song, this time in Aramaic.

“Women like that are how wars begin,” said Judah softly, 
well aware that his two companions were so focused on the 
singer that they had forgotten their mission.

Amos responded with a wink and grinned, wolf like. 
“Forgive me Judah. I know these girls—they were friends of 
my daughter. Both are Jewish. The singer is called Deborah. I 
knew her father and family well. Her father was terrified when 
the king’s decrees were announced. In his fear for his life and 
his family, he sought to follow the decrees and renounced 
God. It did not help him—soldiers broke into his home and 
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slew him in front of his family. He was a good man, like most 
of the Jews of Beit-Tzur.”

A shadow passed over Judah’s visage. Amos’ words remind-
ed him that Amos’ sister and her seven sons were murdered 
here, in this very square, for refusing to transgress the com-
mandments of the God of Israel.

“It seems to me that our young friend here will be delight-
ed if you make the introductions,” said Judah sardonically, 
nodding towards Jonathan, who was immersed in Deborah’s 
voice—and figure.

Jonathan drew himself together, blushed faintly, and turned 
his gaze away from the singer.

In the meantime, Deborah began her fourth song, this one 
in the language of the holy scrolls, in Hebrew:

“Israel rise and wake
Matityahu’s legacy to perpetuate
Here comes redemption
This is the hour of decision
Lion of Judea roar
All who hear flee in terror!

God sent us all
A hero to save the whole
Who will not heed the call?
The Lord set out for consecration
The longing of the Nation 
Messiah of Judea,
This is the hour of redemption! 
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Israel rise and wake...”

All three stared at her in amazement as the meaning of the 
words of the song penetrated their consciousness. This was 
a song that was sung in the villages of the Judean mountains. 
The central square of Beit-Tzur, a city still under Seleucid rule, 
was not a safe place to shout out these words, even—perhaps 
especially—in song.

Some of the audience responded to the song with trepida-
tion, others responded in rage. Those who were not Jews, as 
well as some of the Jews who came from hardcore Hellenizer 
families, did not understand the Hebrew words, but seeing the 
stirring amongst the Hebrew speakers were quick to inquire 
after the meaning of the song. As she was singing, some of the 
listeners began to angrily berate the singer. Some were quick 
to flee, clearly terrified of what might happen. Even after the 
king’s anti-Jewish decrees were revoked, the traditionalist 
Jews of Beit-Tzur still lived in fear born of the harsh persecu-
tion they had suffered over the past two years.

Someone in the audience, Jewish by his accent, reprimand-
ed Deborah in Aramaic, “The sons of Matityahu are acting 
against the divine commandment. Jews are required to await 
the Messiah, the scion of the House of David, and are not per-
mitted to try to bring forth redemption on their own.”

“The actions of Judah Maccabee testify to his mission,” 
Deborah refuted him. “God is revealed by the actions of His 
emissaries, but people like you are so habituated to for waiting 
salvation that even if the Messiah were to bang on your door, 
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you would tell him to come again the next day.”
The crowd laughed at Deborah’s retort. She, encouraged 

by this, continued, “This is the test The Lord places before 
us: to overcome our fear, our insecurity, our doubts, which 
always exist, and to choose to have faith. It is He who sent us 
Matityahu and his sons.”

The audience fell silent, appreciating Deborah’s courage. 
One of the men asked her to lay off the controversial subjects 
and continue to sing.

Three young and muscular men, who had previously stood 
at the outskirts of the square, forcefully shoved their way for-
ward. Two of them turned to the crowd and began to drive 
them off, whereas the third turned to Deborah and began 
to reprimand her in Greek. Her musician friend rose and 
sought to intervene, but the man yelling at Deborah, forceful-
ly pushed her back, snatching her flute out of her hands and 
tossing it contemptuously aside.

Jonathan began to advance to intervene, overcome by rage.
Judah grabbed his arm, halting him at the last instant. “I 

understand how you feel,” he whispered, “but if you fail to 
control yourself, you put us and the entire operation at risk. 
Get a grip, commander of a thousand!” 

“These are the sons of Hellenizer families close to the au-
thorities,” said Amos. “They are Menelaus loyalists and bul-
lies. Don’t worry, they will only harass them, not seriously 
harm them.”

Judah pulled Jonathan and began to walk slowly away from 
the square. Amos followed them, looking over his shoulder 
at developments in the square. Judah signaled the squads 
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securing him to leave the area. The expression of one of the 
men in his security detail, however, aroused his danger sense. 
He looked down the street, in the same direction his man was 
looking. A cavalry patrol was approaching the square at a 
light canter, rapidly approaching their location. The cavalry, 
however, passed them by, continuing to the three Hellenizers 
who surrounded Deborah. It seemed the Hellenizers knew 
the horsemen well and laughed uproariously with them. One 
of the Hellenizers forcefully gripped Deborah’s arm. 

Jonathan stared from afar, his breathing rapid. Had he 
intervened earlier, then he might easily have led to a disaster. 
Nonetheless, the sight and sound of Deborah had pierced his 
soul deeply.

The horsemen continued on their way towards the fortress 
and the three Hellenizers turned back to the girls, continuing 
to harass them.

“What is he doing?” asked Amos.
 Flavius lightly approached the three Hellenizers. He had 

meandered through the square the entire time, making as if 
to examine the goods presented by the merchants in their 
stalls. He could speak basic Greek, and in his time in Judea 
he had improved it, and also learned some Aramaic, so he 
was capable of conversing with the locals, combining words of 
all languages and plenty of gesticulations. He had attentively 
followed his three friends earlier and noted their interest in 
the two women.

“So, is this how you fellows get close to a pretty woman?” 
he turned with mock courtesy to the three bullies.

Flavius’ musculature was unmistakable and clearly superior 
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to that of the three Hellenizers. However, the three were so 
puffed up with self-importance that they completely ignored 
the danger Flavius represented. One of them spun around 
rapidly towards Flavius, his expression ominous, and moved 
to grab his cloak. Before the man understood what was hap-
pening, he found himself bent over, his arm twisted, and his 
wrist locked and brought to the breaking point. His two com-
panions stood back, wary and uncertain of how, and if, to help 
their comrade. 

“I am Flavius Illius Sazario, Citizen of Rome, and once 
Legionnaire of the Fifth Legion. I would like to speak to this 
pretty singer, without the sight of you sullying the experience.” 
Flavius loosened his grip on the lad and shoved him at his 
friends.

The battered Hellenizer turned towards him, “Do you know 
who I am?! My father is the most powerful and respected man 
in the city….”

“Your most respected and highest dignitary is still inferior 
to the lowliest citizen of Rome,” Flavius cut him off threaten-
ingly. “Be on your way. I have no interest in conversing with 
you or hearing of your father!”

From their vantage point, Judah and the others watched the 
interaction, without any ability to hear the conversation. Amos 
and Jonathan rejoiced when they saw the three Hellenizers 
withdraw in humiliation, but Judah thought that Flavius 
had pushed things too far. His Roman citizenship could not 
protect him in a country not under the direct writ of Rome.

Flavius exchanged a few words with the singer and then 
nodded his head from afar at Judah as if saying “you were 
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lucky I was here.”
Judah responded in kind, sending Flavius a message only 

the two of them understood. He then turned away and made 
to leave the city.

As they walked, Jonathan said, as if speaking to himself, 
“Nice song that red-head sang, don’t you think? Lion of Judea, 
hero, Messiah… many superlatives for a man who claims that 
he discovered Gorgias’ plan based on nothing more than logic 
and a hunch. Did you know that you are now being called 
Judah the Maccabee?”

Judah did not respond to his younger brother’s teasing. 
Amos felt uncomfortable when he heard Jonathan speak to 
his revered leader in this manner and made a point of not 
listening.

Despite not receiving any response, Jonathan continued, “It 
is said amongst the people that father, may he rest in peace, 
said ‘Who is like You among the heavenly powers, Lord!’ 
when he slew the royal emissary that arrived in our village. 
That is where the ‘Maccabee’ comes from, and that is what 
they call you, and us, your brothers. Now, I was there, and 
I can’t recall father citing this verse, but it seems a shame to 
spoil the legend….” 13

That afternoon, a score of men gathered at the entrance 

13 Exodus 16 contains the poetry known as “Shirat Hayam” 
(song of the sea) sung by Miriam, sister of Moses, upon the 
crossing of the Red Sea. Verse 11 is: “Who is like You among 
the heavenly powers, Lord!” The acronym of this verse in He-
brew forms the name Maccabee.
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of a hidden mountain cave an hour away from Beit-Tzur. A 
fire was lit, and lookouts were stationed to observe the access 
routes. Within the cave a meeting between Judah and the 
force commanders was being held. They spoke softly, almost 
whispering, to the light of torches, and consolidated the in-
telligence gathered over the past days into a plan of action. 
A timetable was determined, and roles and missions were 
assigned.

From without a powerful owl hoot was heard. It came from 
the trees and repeated itself three times, an agreed upon signal 
for the arrival of a friend. The men outside the cave looked 
at the trees from which the signal came. A largish man came 
from between the trees, followed by two slimmer figures.

In the cave, Judah asked Jonathan to leave and inspect 
the newcomers. Once Jonathan left, Judah smiled and softly 
commented, “It is not for nothing that the Greeks say that 
Troy was ruined for the sake of a beautiful woman. Today, all 
of us were almost exposed because of such a beauty.” 

And indeed, when Jonathan greeted the newcomers, he 
found himself facing Deborah and Shlomit, the two women 
who had performed—and stirred up a hornet’s nest—in the 
Beit-Tzur square. Flavius passed him by, slapped his back, 
and muttered, “They are here to sing for everyone, not just 
for you.”

***

Medianus, the garrison commander, never considered the 
possibility that the rebels might assault Beit-Tzur, and so 
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he ordered mounted patrols moving on routine and regular 
routes. This morning was no different, as ten horsemen left to 
take their usual rounds.

Sometime thereafter, when the horsemen reached an inter-
section, a woman’s shriek was heard from a nearby ravine. The 
scream rose again, indicating a damsel in distress. The horse-
men kicked their horses forward and advanced down the trail 
surrounding the hilltop and advanced into the ravine. On the 
other side of the hill they discovered a wagon with a man ly-
ing nearby it, a redheaded woman kneeling beside him weep-
ing and wailing for help. The woman, when she noticed the 
horsemen, immediately raised her hands and waved at them.

The horsemen advanced forward at a light canter.
Suddenly, a precisely aimed volley of arrows and javelins 

was fired at the horsemen from the side of the road. A score of 
ambushers armed with bows and arrows made their appear-
ance, already drawing their bows for another volley. At the 
same time, several other spearmen leapt out of the wagon and 
blocked the path before them, boxing them in. On the hilltop 
above a mounted man appeared, presumably the commander 
of the ambush force, who repeatedly exhorted his forces in 
Greek, “Don’t let them escape and bring reinforcements….”

Almost all the horsemen, except for the rearmost, had been 
hit by the first volley. The ambushers fired their arrows again, 
and were prepared to do so again as the spearmen in front 
charged the wounded horsemen. The rearmost horseman 
understood that his friends were done for—his own luck in 
not being hit so far was incredible. He rapidly turned his horse 
around and began to flee the scene of the ambush. Arrows 
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were fired at him, but fortunately none hit him or his horse. 
As he galloped away he looked back over his shoulder and 
saw the ambushers massacre his wounded comrades. He 
kicked his heels into the ribs of his horse and gritted his teeth, 
pledging to avenge the deaths of his comrades.

The city of Beit-Tzur awoke, in the meantime, to what 
promised to be a routine morning. The store and stall owners 
opened their businesses. Some of the sharper-sensed residents 
noticed that a relatively large number of strange visitors had 
entered the city that morning, but this did not spark any 
suspicion in them, for the strangers entered the city at various 
times and scattered themselves throughout it. 

The horseman who survived the assault galloped at the for-
tress gates, yelling from afar to open up and call the garrison 
commander, Medianus. Within a short time, a large force of a 
hundred and fifty cavalry and a hundred infantry assembled 
and left the fortress. The force was led by Medianus himself, 
accompanied by the horseman who had sounded the alarm. 
He was determined to lead the Seleucid force to the ambush 
site. He had reported that the patrol was attacked by a bandit 
gang who had previously attacked a couple in a wagon, slay-
ing the man. The garrison soldiers were filled with rage and a 
fierce desire for retribution.

Outside the fortress, the horsemen moved to a rapid gallop 
as the infantry ran more slowly behind them, guided by the 
hoof marks of the horses, which were easily visible in the 
earth. Medianus hoped that the bandits had not managed to 
get far, and he wished to arrive at the ambush site as soon 
as possible. The force arrived at the intersection prior to the 
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entry to the ravine. Not much time had passed between the 
ambush of the patrol and the arrival of the cavalry in force. 
The horseman pointed at the trail descending into the ravine 
and circling the hill. Medianus did not want to fall prey to the 
same trap the patrol had. His well-trained horsemen spread 
across the terrain and began to advance—some on the trail, 
some on the hillsides—into the ravine. A short time later, 
they discovered the site of the ambush. Blood stains on the 
ground testified to the ambush, but they could find no sign of 
their comrades’ bodies or those of the couple they had sought 
to rescue. The tracks led forward, into the ravine. Medianus 
deliberated. A rapid gallop into the ravine might expose them 
to an ambush. On the other hand, this was the only way to 
capture the bandits.

In the fortress of Beit-Tzur, the soldiers waited anxiously. 
Some ascended the watchtowers and the walls to observe 
the horizon where the force led by Medianus had left. Many 
of them were unarmed, as they felt themselves completely 
safe within the fortress. At the same time, many people had 
congregated at the gates of the fortress facing the city once 
word had spread of the ambush of the garrison patrol. The 
gates remained open throughout the day. A squad of four 
guards was stationed there, as usual, ensuring that only those 
with valid passes were permitted to enter the fortress.

The guards had also heard of the ambush and were attentive 
to developments within the fortress, waiting to hear whether 
their friends had returned. They therefore ignored the crowd 
of curious townsmen until it was too late. 

The residents of Beit-Tzur were astounded to see dozens 
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of individuals within the crowd shed their robes and in-
stantly transform into armed warriors who rushed the gate, 
overwhelming the stunned guards. More warriors appeared 
from within the town and joined the storming of the fortress. 
At the same time a larger force of hundreds of warriors ap-
proached the city walls openly. Some of them penetrated the 
fortress through the gates secured by their comrades, while 
others scattered throughout the city and assumed controlling 
positions within it. Within a short time, it was all over. The 
soldiers left in the fortress surrendered, and the city of Beit-
Tzur, including the fortress dominating it, was taken over by 
the Jewish rebels.

As his city and fortress was falling with him ignorant of 
the developments, Medianus realized he had ridden straight 
into a trap. His horsemen were surrounded by hundreds of 
Jewish rebels, some of whom overlooked him from the top 
of the ravine, while others blocked the exit from the ravine 
behind him. 

It was Jonathan and his thousand warriors. Jonathan yelled 
in Greek for Medianus to surrender.

Medianus, who had callously ordered massacres and op-
pression of the traditionalist Jews when the king’s anti-Jewish 
decrees were in effect, was not prepared to surrender to the 
rebels. He tried to organize his men to break out of the ravine, 
but this proved hopeless. Most of his horsemen could not 
even make contact with their opponents. They were slain or 
wounded from afar by arrows, javelins, and sling stones. Even 
those horsemen who could close with the attackers fared no 
better, as they faced overwhelming odds.
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The fate of the infantry which followed the cavalry was 
different. They too were surrounded by a superior force, but 
their commander understood that their chances of overcoming 
their opponents were faint and decided to surrender. He 
negotiated assurances for his soldiers and ordered them to 
stand down once their lives were assured.

Judah had deployed two thousand and five hundred men 
in the operation to capture Beit-Tzur. He lost several dozen 
warriors in the fighting, and a similar number were wounded. 
On the Seleucid side, Medianus, several dozen of his horse-
men, and the ambushed patrol which had served as a lure for 
pulling the forces out of the fortress were slain. The wounded 
soldiers and the captives were all permitted to leave Judea 
for Idumea with their personal equipment, except for their 
weapons. By this humane gesture, Judah sought to soften the 
insult to the Seleucid regime and reduce its motivation to re-
taliate or forcefully seek to restore its control of Beit Tzur.

Upon the conquest of Beit-Tzur, all of Judea, except 
Jerusalem, came under the control of Judah Maccabee and 
his men. And yet, despite their unbroken streak of victories 
and the overwhelming support of the population, moder-
ate Hellenizers included, the sons of Matityahu still avoided 
openly assuming rulership of Judea. Even after the conquest of 
Beit-Tzur, the struggle was defined by them as a religious-civil 
uprising meant to secure Jewish rights to their lands, relieve 
the tax burden, and purify the Temple. One of their concerns 
was that seeming to strive for power would alienate much of 
their pro-Zadokite constituency. The Hellenizers who sup-
ported the rebellion also warned against full severance from 
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the Seleucid kingdom and did not support calls for Jewish 
independence. It was clear to all that the king’s willingness 
to show flexibility and rescind his anti-Jewish decrees would 
evaporate should he come to view the uprising as a nationalist 
bid for independence.



Summer 164 BCE—Hanukkah 
(Dedication)

Dramatis Personae
Bold = main character 
* = historical figure

 Ӳ Lysias*—Regent of the Seleucid kingdom

 Ӳ Kratos—Greek tutor; taught Judah, the leader of the Jewish 

rebellion, when he was growing up in Jerusalem

 Ӳ Judah*—Leader of the Jewish rebels

 Ӳ Yohanan*, Simon*, Eleazar*, and Jonathan*—The brothers of 

Judah

 Ӳ More-Tzedek*—A priest and the leader of the Zadokite loyalists

 Ӳ Antiochus IV*—King of the Seleucid kingdom

 Ӳ Menelaus*—High Priest in Jerusalem

 Ӳ Amos—Rebel commander, one of Judah’s men

 Ӳ Gorgias*—Seleucid general, leading an expedition to suppress the 

rebellion 

 Ӳ Eupolemus*—A childhood friend of Judah, now a respectable 

Hellenizer priest

 Ӳ Deborah and Shulamit—A Jewish singer and her street musician 
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companion from Beit-Tzur

 Ӳ Flavius—A Roman legionary, served under Eupolemus, returned 

with him to Judea and joined the rebels

 Ӳ Ptolemy Macaron*—The new strategos of Coele-Syria

 Ӳ Laodice IV*—Queen of the Seleucid Kingdom, sister of Antiochus IV

 Ӳ Nicanor son of Patroclus*—Seleucid noble, co-leader with Gorgias 

of the military expedition to suppress the Judean rebellion

 Ӳ Demetrius*—The eldest son of Laodice IV from her prior marriage to 

her brother Seleucus IV

 Ӳ Rebecca—The mother of Judah and his brothers, leaders of the 

Jewish rebellion

 Ӳ Phryne—Judah’s woman

 Ӳ Philipus the Phrygian*—Commander of the Seleucid garrison in 

Jerusalem

 Ӳ Nimrod and Absalom*—Commanders in the rebel Jewish army

 Ӳ Joseph—The uncle of Judah and his brothers; brother of the late 

Matityahu

 Ӳ Shulamit—The wife of Yohanan, brother of Judah

 Ӳ Leah—Wife of Simon, brother of Judah

 Ӳ Gaius—An emissary of the envoys of Rome to Antioch

 Ӳ Quintus Menenius* and Titus Manlius*—The Roman envoys

The conquest of Beit-Tzur led to considerable concern 
among all levels of the Seleucid administration. The 
meridarchs in the provinces bordering Judea reported 

to Ptolemy Macron14, the new strategos of Coele-Syria, that 

14 Both the current and previous strategos were named Ptole-
my.
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tensions between the Jewish and non-Jewish local population 
in their domains had risen to new heights. It was clear to all of 
them that their provincial forces were incapable of facing the 
Jewish army, which had already defeated three Seleucid forces 
in the field and had now captured a fortified city.

In Antioch, Lysias concluded that revoking the anti-Jewish 
decrees had failed to neutralize the rebellion, and that he 
would, much to his chagrin, have to personally intervene 
in Judea to restore order and royal authority. Were that not 
enough, the Queen demanded a private audience with him 
at once. Over the previous years, Laodice had drifted away 
from affairs of state, and dealt primarily with the education of 
her children and grandchildren. Lysias knew that her sudden 
interest was not a good sign.

At the hour set for their appointment Laodice entered his 
chambers confidently, as if they were her own. Age had begun 
to make its mark on her features, but she remained one of the 
most beautiful women in the kingdom. Lysias, who had been 
occupied with dictating a royal decree to his secretary, was 
astonished to find that she was accompanied by Nicanor, son 
of Patroclus.   

“Nicanor will be joining our meeting,” the Queen casually 
informed him. “You know he is a friend of the king. He knows 
Coele-Syria closely, and fears that matters have spiraled out 
of control.”

Lysias felt rage fill him. Nicanor blamed everyone for his 
defeat in Emmaus last year—everyone, that is, except for him-
self. He claimed that Lysias had neutered his command of the 
operation by appointing Gorgias as operational commander 
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of the army, and that Gorgias had erred in failing to assault the 
Jewish camp on the Day of Atonement. Following the defeat 
in Emmaus and the appointment of Ptolemy Macron as strat-
egos of Coele-Syria, Nicanor had been effectively relieved of 
his position as tax collector of Coele-Syria and was recalled to 
Antioch. He bore a grudge against Lysias and attached him-
self to opposition factions who opposed the appointment of 
Lysias as regent of the kingdom. Following the capture of Be-
it-Tzur by the rebels and their takeover of all of Judea, Nica-
nor told anyone who was prepared to listen that Lysias was 
mistaken when he swayed the king to be lenient with the Jews 
and rescind his decrees. He effectively held Lysias responsible 
for the growing strength of the rebels. Lysias knew that Ni-
canor spoke against him, but had attached no significance to 
this until now. Seeing Nicanor advance with a condescending 
smile on the heels of the Queen, he realized that he had been 
mistaken.

“My Queen, Nicanor’s concern is testimony to his great 
loyalty to the king,” Lysias smoothly responded, his face 
reddening. “Permit me to reassure you that matters are fully 
under control. Ptolemy Macron is already on his way to 
Antioch following my summons, and I intend to take every 
measure to restore order.”

“Lysias, were I not concerned, I would not be speaking with 
you. I wish to know what you intend to do, otherwise I will 
have to write to the king regarding my concerns.”

A smile of satisfaction flashed across Nicanor’s face, which 
he did not even try to conceal from Lysias.

You have no shame, you cowardly piece of shit, thought 
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Lysias. Have you filled the Queen’s ears with tales of your 
heroics in battle, when all you did was cower in your camp 
while your men were being slaughtered?

“Lysias, I am awaiting your response,” the Queen pressed 
him.

“My Queen, I have already ordered the royal council to 
convene to secure its blessing to activate the might of the royal 
army. I will lead the expedition to Judea personally. I assure 
you that we will impose order there once and for all.”

“I am pleased to hear that, Lysias. I am sure that is wise. But 
we must also take into consideration the attitude of Rome. My 
oldest son, Demetrius, is their hostage, and we do not want 
them to mistakenly think you are undertaking any type of 
operation which might threaten Egypt. You must inform the 
Senate in Rome that this is no more than a step to impose 
order on Judea. Once you receive approval, you are to proceed 
with haste. Withdrawing the army from Syria, when the king 
and the rest of the army remain in the east, means leaving the 
capital exposed and defenseless.”

Lysias nodded in assent and genuine respect. The Queen 
had read the situation concisely and accurately, had taken all 
considerations into account, and was nonetheless clear and 
decisive as to the required course of action. “My Queen, your 
wise words demonstrate how great your contribution to the 
kingdom was in the days you were more involved in the affairs 
of state,” he flattered her honestly.

The Queen smiled. It was obvious she found his words 
pleasing. “I ask that you update me on any developments. 
Also, I think it would be wise for you to take Nicanor with 
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you. I am sure he will be happy to help.” The Queen glanced 
at the surprised Nicanor, who immediately nodded in assent. 

Neither Nicanor nor Lysias had any intention of having 
Nicanor join the expedition, but both were careful to avoid 
contradicting the Queen openly.

***

Light noon winds slightly allayed the afternoon heat in the 
mountains of Judea. Throughout Judea, the Jews were filled 
with exuberance and an exaggerated sense of security. This 
feeling of security only grew stronger in the absence of a 
response by the Seleucid administration to the conquest and 
takeover of Beit-Tzur.

The polis citizens of Jerusalem also took pains to make 
their traditionalist kin feel secure. They were careful in their 
business dealings not to mention or rely upon the privileges 
granted them over the traditionalists in the polis constitution. 
Eupolemus, who had become known as a Hellenizer figure 
accepted by Judah Maccabee and the rebel army leadership, 
became a sort of an unofficial moderator in any business 
dispute that arose between Hellenizers and traditionalists. 
Menelaus himself sought his council on how to deal with the 
rebels at times. However, Eupolemus was never admitted into 
his inner circle, for rumors had reached Menelaus of an overly 
intimate connection between him and Judah Maccabee.

Menelaus, for his part, formed a plan to indirectly weaken 
the sons of Matityahu and the Zadokite priesthood, two 
forces which he viewed as the most significant threats to 
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him. Ever since the king’s missive rescinding the anti-Jewish 
edicts was sent to the so-called Jewish Elders, Menelaus had 
made a point of occasionally meeting with the leaders of the 
suspended Council of Elders and several of its members. He 
cleverly understood that the more the stature of these people 
grew, and the more they grew used to the renewed comfort 
of power and authority, the more they would form a greater 
counterweight to the rising power of the sons of Matityahu 
and the declining, but still present, power of the Zadokite 
priesthood.

Several weeks following the capture of the city of Beit-Tzur, 
the family of the rebellion’s leaders gathered in Modi’in, in the 
home of Joseph, Matityahu’s brother. Jonathan was accompa-
nied for the first time by Deborah, the singer from Beit-Zur. 
She had joined the rebel camp after playing her part in luring 
the Beit-Tzur garrison out of its fortress. She and Jonathan 
quickly fell in love and were considered a couple, although, 
like his brother Judah, Jonathan had avoided formalizing their 
relationship while their lives were still in danger.

At the end of the meal, when everyone exited to sit outside 
the home, Yohanan, eldest of Matityahu’s sons, rose to speak: 

“Brothers, uncle, there is something I wish to announce. 
You all know that I have been attracted throughout my life to 
the worship of God, not to the practice of war. God desired 
that our path be otherwise. With my father and my brothers, I 
undertook my portion of this burden, and I have done the best 
I can in that regard. Without any qualms, I can say that my 
brothers are better than me in this regard. Our father, may he 
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rest in peace, flattered me in his final testament, but appointed 
Judah to lead us in war, and told us all to heed Simon as our 
father. Being a father myself, I understand that father knew 
us better than anyone else. I have no ambition to lead. Even 
though I am the eldest, I am proud to heed my younger 
brother Judah. There is no man more appropriate to head us 
in this time, and should events require it, I will support, when 
the time comes, any of my other brothers should it come their 
time to lead. As for myself, I intend to remain with my family 
in Modi’in and tend to our father’s lands. My patrimony is 
yours as well, and should any of you desire a share in it, I will 
gladly apportion it.”

Yohanan’s words were received with some surprise, but 
his brothers knew him well enough to know that they were 
heartfelt. “We are still at war. The enemy might seek to capture 
you, if only to place pressure on us,” Elazar remarked.

Yohanan smiled in dismissal, “I may prefer the study of 
the Torah and the husbandry of the land over war. Still, little 
brother, have we not proven that the sons of Modi’in can take 
up arms when the need requires?”

Rebecca stood up as well. “I too have an announcement. 
My time on this earth will soon end. I wish to end it near your 
father. I too will stay with Yohanan and his family in Modi’in.”

The sons accepted their mother’s decision with under-
standing, but Phryne responded emotionally. A stilled cry es-
caped her mouth and she fled away, tears in her eyes. Judah 
hastily followed her.

Jonathan couldn’t hold back, “Does anyone else want to 
surprise us with another announcement?”
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Deborah slapped his arm lightly to hush him, although she 
had to stop herself from smiling at his naughty remark. 

Judah had caught up to Phryne, who had climbed, weeping, 
to the top of a hill overlooking Modi’in. He approached her 
and gently embraced her from behind.

“I can’t say goodbye to her, you must understand,” she 
muttered, “She is like the mother I never had. I must join her, 
keep on taking care of her. Modi’in is not far from Mitzpah, 
and you will visit. We will still see each other.”

“My love, mother will be fine here. She will be amongst 
family and friends. You cannot move to Modi’in. As the wife of 
the leader of the rebellion you must live under the protection 
of the main rebel force.”

Phryne, in her emotional state, did not realize the full 
import of Judah’s words. All she could think of was her 
separation from Rebecca. “I cannot bid Rebecca farewell, you 
must understand,” she repeated.

“Phryne! Phryne! I want to marry you.”
Phryne finally realized what Judah was saying. “What?!” 

Phryne was now laughing and crying simultaneously. She 
needed long minutes to calm down. During the entire time 
Judah embraced her and stroked her gently.

“Still, promise me that I will visit her often,” she said.
They returned hand in hand and announced to Judah’s 

family their intention to formalize their relationship.  
Jonathan stood by Eleazar as the other women leapt on 

Phryne and embraced her in excitement.
“That leaves just you and me unmarried,” he whispered to 

his brother.
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Deborah turned to them, tears of excitement in her eyes.
Eleazar shook his head, “Deal with your woman alone, 

kiddo. You and I are not riding the same donkey.”
Word spread rapidly throughout the village. Within a few 

minutes, everyone swarmed into Joseph’s home in a gathering 
which became a celebration that lasted into the small hours of 
the night. Those who took part both in this spontaneous en-
gagement party, and the wedding celebration which occurred 
a week later in the camp in Mitzpah, unanimously agreed that 
the former far surpassed the latter.

Three months after Judah and Phryne’s wedding, Rebecca 
joined Matityahu. She was buried near him in Modi’in. Thou-
sands of men from across the country came to comfort the 
five brothers and their sister, who gathered once again on the 
family’s ancestral lands to mourn the death of their mother. 
Phryne, who was already carrying the fruit of her love to Ju-
dah, grieved also that her children would never get to know 
their grandmother.

***

In midsummer, without any early warning, Philipus, com-
mander of the Jerusalem garrison, was informed by Lysias, 
chancellor of the kingdom, that the main Seleucid army would 
soon arrive in Judea to restore royal authority to the rebellious 
Meridarchy.

In the days and weeks that followed, missives and envoys 
from the Jews of Syria in general, and more from Antioch, 
began arriving in Judea. They were calling on their kin to lay 
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down their arms to avoid a recurrence of the catastrophe of the 
Babylonian destruction and exile. The leaders of the Jewish 
community in Antioch even directly wrote to Judah, offering 
their assistance in mediating negotiations between the rebel 
leadership and Lysias. Word of the war projected to resume in 
the country arrived in Egypt and the other Jewish communities 
of the diaspora. There, the response was almost diametrically 
opposite, with letters of support and encouragement pouring 
in to Judea, accompanied by pledges of financial support and 
calls for volunteers to join the struggle of their Jewish kin in 
Judea.

In Judea, many realized that the arrival of Lysias with his 
regular army signaled an escalation of the conflict to an entirely 
new level. And yet, it soon became clear to Menelaus and 
Philipus that over the past three years something fundamental 
had changed in the Jewish way of thinking. Rather than 
respond with fear, or even flee the path of the Seleucid army, 
the representatives of the Seleucid administration in Judea 
and their extremist Hellenizer supporters were surprised to 
discover an upsurge of support for the rebels amongst all 
layers of the population. The Jews of Judea did not forget the 
rescinded anti-Jewish decrees. As far as they were concerned, 
Lysias’ expedition was proof that the aim of the Seleucids 
remained the elimination of the Jewish nation and religion. 
Accordingly, thousands sought to enlist in the rebel army.

Judah and his brothers, as well as the other rebel leaders, 
were encouraged by the upsurge in popular support. The 
masses expected them to lead them to victory. There was no 
room for thought about retreating or surrendering in the face 
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of the superior Seleucid force. 
The Jewish army, including its reserves, included ten thou-

sand armed and trained warriors. Many of those warriors, 
however, were held down manning the various Seleucid for-
tresses captured throughout Judea and guarding its borders 
from the hostile Meridarchies surrounding it. Judah sought 
to prepare the army for the upcoming confrontation by mo-
bilizing all his reserves and concentrating his forces. A rapid 
training program was implemented which included large-
scale mock battles including as many units and tactics as 
possible, including frontal assaults of and by heavy infantry. 
Some of the warriors were trained and equipped accordingly, 
and trained day and night in this form of fighting. In parallel, 
five thousand fresh recruits were raised, who also began to 
undergo training.

Despite the declarations Lysias made about leading the 
entire royal army left by the king in Syria to Judea, he decided 
to take with him only two thirds of the army at his disposal: 
some thirty thousand men, including administration, mainte-
nance, and engineering formations. Though he was forced to 
acknowledge the battlefield prowess of the Jewish army, and 
in moments of doubt or religious reflection even feared the 
possibility of divine intervention by the Jewish God, Lysias 
could not believe that the rebels would be able to match the 
Seleucid army in the field.

In late summer, the army led by Lysias advanced from 
northern Syria, flanked Judea through the shore provinces to 
the west, and then advanced through Idumea to the south. 
From there it headed back north to Judea, for Lysias intended 
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to first recover Beit-Tzur and then move on the rest of Judea. 
Strategos Ptolemy Macron, and the Meridarch of Idumea, 
Gorgias, who had been outmaneuvered by Judah in Emmaus, 
both supported this strategy. They and Lysias agreed that a 
single crushing victory over the rebels, accompanied by the 
conquest of Beit-Tzur, would be sufficient to bring about the 
collapse of the Jewish army.

The villages and roads through which the royal army 
passed in Idumea were thronged with locals who cheered 
and encouraged the soldiers. Lysias was not impressed by this 
show of affection. He had concluded that the rural population 
in Idumea was not dissimilar in its customs and worldview 
to that of Judea and was largely hostile to the Hellene occu-
pation and Hellenistic culture. As in Judea, it was the small 
urban population of Idumea which led the process of Helleni-
zation. The hostility the thin layer of Hellenizer Idumeans felt 
towards the Jewish rebels largely derived from their fear that 
the rebellion might spread to, and infect, the traditionalist ru-
ral Idumean population.  The conquest of Beit-Tzur on the 
border of Idumea only strengthened the fear of the Idumean 
Hellenizers towards the Jewish rebels.

Beit-Tzur lay on the edge of a relatively narrow plateau, 
perhaps three thousand paces wide, which stretched from 
south to north. The plateau was delineated in the east by a 
deep stream, and to the west by steep mountain spurs. The 
mountain highway which led from Hebron to Jerusalem 
passed through the middle of the plateau, a few hundred 
paces from the city. 

Several days after the Day of Atonement, one year after the 
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Battle of Emmaus, the Seleucid army blocked off all routes 
to the city of Beit-Tzur and besieged the city. The Seleucid 
army prepared for a long stay in the area, establishing two 
camps south of Beit-Tzur, one closer to the city than the other. 
Lysias did not believe they needed to construct a permanent 
encampment, but did order the erection of protective palisades 
and ditches, particularly towards the north, from which he 
feared a Jewish counterattack. 

Despite his desire to achieve a rapid victory, Lysias was 
careful not to make any rash moves. This was the first time he 
had fully commanded such a large army, and the first time he 
had embarked on a military campaign as chief commander. 
He ordered that the siege engines launch a daily shower 
on the walls of the fortress and the city inside, battering its 
defenses and inflicting significant damage on the defenders, 
as one could deduce from the cries of pain which rose from 
within the city. The archer formations assisted by launching 
volleys of high trajectory arrows that showered the city and 
the fortress all day long.

After besieging the city for a week, the walls of the city 
were breached in several spots and one of its gates had nearly 
collapsed, so the Seleucid army could storm into the city if 
it so desired. Lysias delayed before ordering a storming of 
the city, and instead waited for several more days in which 
his artillery continued to rain havoc on the fortress, further 
degrading its defenses and whittling down its defenders. He 
did not want to entangle his forces in street fighting within the 
city, where his forces would be exposed to attacks from many 
different directions. He hoped that the attrition and the siege 



172  |  Lions of Judea

would enable him to capture the city easily, without his army 
taking casualties.

Under the pressure of Strategos Ptolemy Macron, who con-
stantly claimed that the rebels should be engaged in negotia-
tions, and once he realized that the rebels were refusing to risk 
their army in offensive actions, Lysias agreed to pass the rebels 
a message that he was open to negotiations regarding their 
terms of surrender. Furthermore, without the knowledge of 
any of his officers, he passed along a personal letter to the 
rebel leader. It was the letter Kratos had prepared according 
to his personal specifications.

Judah dismissed Kratos’ letter with a laugh, certain it had 
been written under pressure and in the absence of personal 
volition. What Lysias did not know was that many of the in-
habitants of Beit-Tzur, including all the women and children, 
had been evacuated several days before the siege had com-
menced. A thousand trained warriors, under the leadership of 
Amos, had been left to man the fortifications of the city and 
the fortress and were prepared for a difficult battle. Judah’s 
plan was to seed the Seleucids with the idea that the city before 
them was bleeding and wounded, and that the besieged were 
in a difficult situation. Lysias’ offer for negotiations fit in well 
with Judah’s plans. 

The Seleucids were convinced that the gods had given 
them an easy victory. Their priests offered sacrifices to their 
gods and carried out their rituals with growing enthusiasm, 
claiming with deep self-assuredness that Zeus and the other 
gods had scared the Jewish God away.

The meeting was set for the next day, in the afternoon 



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  173

hours, opposite the walls of Beit-Tzur. Prior to the meeting, 
Lysias ordered his forces not to bombard the city or fire at 
it during that day. At the appointed time, two Jews arrived 
from the north mounted on horses. A short, wide-shouldered 
and extremely muscled man left the fortress and joined them. 
Lysias and several of his officers rode towards them. They all 
dismounted and stood in a circle, the Jews facing the Hellenes. 
The two dismounted Jews who arrived from the north intro-
duced themselves as Nimrod and Absalom. The solidly built 
man from the city introduced himself as Amos, commander 
of the Beit-Tzur garrison. Amos kept his own council and 
took no active part in the negotiations that followed.

Lysias had brought an interpreter with him, since he ex-
pected the rebels to speak Aramaic, but was happy to discov-
er that Nimrod and Absalom spoke Greek and were famil-
iar with Hellene ways. They greeted Lysias according to the 
Hellene custom and expressed their appreciation of the great 
power of the Seleucid army. Lysias greeted them in turn and 
expressed appreciation of the Jewish military achievements 
to date. Once the mutual greetings were concluded, Nimrod 
and Absalom presented Lysias with a letter outlining a list of 
demands which the rebels required to be fulfilled before they 
would lay down their arms and return home.

Lysias read the list carefully. The Jews asked to return to 
the status quo preceding the turmoil caused by the unseating 
of Hunio III and to be granted their customary autonomy to 
run their own internal affairs, while obligating themselves to 
display loyalty to the king and pay taxes regularly. This was 
a seemingly reasonable position. Lysias recalled the fable of 
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the sea related to him by Kratos. All the streams wanted was 
the freedom to continue to flow into the sea as they had done 
until the day that the king decided to change their color.

“I will be prepared to accept your petition and forgive 
your transgressions,” said Lysias, effectively repeating the 
concessions granted to the rebels in the king’s earlier letter 
rescinding the anti-Jewish decrees, “but I will have to pass the 
rest of your demands on to the king. In order to do so and 
return the army to Syria, you must first demonstrate goodwill 
and lay down your arms.”

Nimrod and Absalom seemed disappointed with Lysias’ 
response. So far they had comported themselves as the proud 
representatives of an equal party to the negotiations. Their 
shell of self-confidence was now somewhat cracked, and 
they seemed to plead to him from the depths of their hearts. 
“We ask his honor to reconsider our proposal, and to directly 
forward it to the king. Continued combat will not serve 
anyone’s interests.”

Lysias formed the impression that they were extremely 
concerned of the consequences of continuing the fighting. 
The meeting was concluded. He demanded that Nimrod and 
Absalom return to him the next day with an answer. Although 
negotiations had yet to end, Lysias agreed to send messengers 
mounted on rapid horses to the king in the eastern marches of 
the kingdom with the petitions of the rebels. 

Following the fall of night, the Jewish forces advanced 
towards the Seleucid camp. Judah did not intend to launch 
a short guerilla raid, followed by a rapid retreat by his forces. 
This time he intended to meet the Seleucids in a true pitched 
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battle with his entire army. To do so he had to manage 
operations in daylight rather than the night. He planned 
his midnight advance to enable his army to enjoy the full 
advantage of surprise, though at the cost of less pre-battle rest.

At dawn, the sentries of the Seleucid camps first observed 
the army rapidly advancing towards them. The trumpet calls 
which summoned the Seleucid soldiers to form themselves up 
for battle were heard throughout the camps and far beyond.

At the same time, Amos and his men sortied out of Beit-
Tzur, raiding the siege engines and the soldiers guarding 
them. The maneuver destroyed all the siege engines, as well as 
slaying and wounding several score of Seleucid soldiers, but 
its primary significance was in shaking the Seleucid morale 
while raising that of the Jewish army.

To Lysias’ credit, he recovered from the shock faster than 
most of his men. He ordered the officers of the northern 
camp to form up for a holding action to prevent the Jews from 
capturing the camps while he hurried to the southern camp, 
where he commanded his subordinates to form up their forces 
into a second front. 

Unlike the previous battles he had commanded, Judah led 
his forces from the rear, overlooking the battle from a small hill 
behind the front line. Battles of such a scale required directing 
the operations of large formations in perfect synchronization, 
and that could not be achieved by a leader who led from the 
front.

The Jewish forces enjoyed an advantage from the moment 
the battle began, and smote the forces opposing them, repeat-
edly breaching their formations and forcing them to fall back. 
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This time it was not only Judah’s shock company which had so 
stood out in the battle of Emmaus; many of the Jewish units 
displayed similar skills and training. And yet, Judah’s fighters 
were unable to repeat their achievement at Emmaus, and the 
Seleucid army, despite the heavy casualties it suffered, did not 
collapse. Indeed, the Seleucid forces counterattacked Amos’ 
forces and forced them back into the fortress of Beit-Tzur. 
Though the Jews repeatedly shook and undermined the battle 
formation of the Seleucids, they could not break it. Even when 
the Seleucid lines were breached and they were forced to fall 
back, Lysias’ soldiers proved capable of reforming their lines 
and managing a slow and orderly withdrawal.

From his vantage point at the rear of the battlefield, Judah 
was able to identify Lysias’ stratagem before it was too late. He 
ordered his forces to break off contact and cease advancing to 
avoid exposing themselves to the yet uncommitted Seleucid 
force from the southern camp, which Lysias was holding 
in reserve. The Jewish forces allowed the Seleucid forces 
to withdraw and followed Judah’s orders to withdraw as 
well in an orderly fashion, marching several hundred paces 
backwards, evacuating their wounded—but not their dead—
as they withdrew.

In the resulting lull, the results of the battle could be assessed. 
Both sides had suffered casualties. Though Seleucid casualties 
were heavier, their forces outnumbered those of the Jews more 
than twice over, and half of them had not even participated 
in the battle. The two armies now stood about a thousand 
paces apart as their commanders considered their steps and 
awaited enemy action. Neither side was eager to continue to 



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  177

fight. Judah knew that continuing the battle would be, at best, 
a clash between evenly matched forces. Even if it should end 
in victory, so many of his people would die in the fighting 
that their ability to continue the struggle would be severely 
impaired. Lysias, for his part, was concerned that prolonging 
the fighting might end in an actual defeat, an outcome which 
was politically completely unacceptable. He preferred to end 
the fighting now, with the results inconclusive and open to 
interpretation.

For a time, the forces held their ground, immobile. Finally, 
two horsemen left the Jewish ranks and advanced to the 
middle of the field. Lysias recognized them at once as the 
envoys from the previous day, Absalom and Nimrod. He sent 
his secretary and one of his officers to meet them, but once 
they had begun advancing, he realized that they would be 
obliged to ride back and forth to secure his approval to the 
various possibilities discussed, and hence mounted up and 
rode after them, catching up to them at the meeting point.

This time all the participants remained mounted.
“Decorum demands that your commander participate!” 

barked Lysias, his face reddening as he realized the inappro-
priateness of the king’s chancellor negotiating not even with 
the rebel leader but with his subordinates. Moreover, he felt 
betrayed and was furious with himself for falling for their pre-
tense of desperation on the previous day.

“I apologize on behalf of our leader, Judah,” Nimrod an-
swered reasonably, “He did not know that his lordship would 
be meeting us in person, and we are, in any event, authorized 
to make such decisions as may be required.”
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Lysias looked over the forces arrayed five hundred paces 
from them. He also glanced at the still-unconquered fortress 
of Beit-Tzur. Unlike their conduct the previous day, when the 
warriors in Beit-Tzur had huddled behind their fortifications 
and hid from sight, they now stood tall on the fortress walls, 
and below it, prepared to sortie. All the Jewish warriors, on 
both fronts, seemed prepared and ready for battle. He looked 
at the battlefield and the bodies of the fallen which were 
scattered across it.

“Well, what do you have to say?” he grumbled at them.
“We offer a formal ceasefire. Let each side collect their 

dead. We will withdraw our forces back. In return, you will re-
lieve the siege of Beit-Tzur, permit its residents to return, and 
refrain from occupying the town. In the upcoming days we 
can continue the negotiations we had begun today, with such 
matters requiring the king’s attention being relayed to him.”

Lysias was tempted to accept the proposal. His enjoyment 
of the role of high commander had given way to a sense of 
defeatism. Winter was coming, and the events today had 
made it clear to him that victory over the Jews, should it be 
achieved, might take several more months. On the other 
hand, he needed some kind of real achievement which would 
enable him to present the battle as a victory and explain the 
end of the fighting. He straightened up in his saddle decisively 
and said,

“The battle is not yet over. When fighting resumes, we will 
crush you decisively, conquer this fortress, and then proceed 
to Jerusalem. You have been able to surprise us, and that is 
perhaps why you think you can stand up to us, but you can’t. 
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You have yet to feel our full strength. What I am saying is just 
as clear to you as it is to us.”

Lysias hoped that the two would believe that he meant 
what he said. But actually, it was more important to him for 
his own men to hear his words. He knew that they would 
then be spread throughout the camp. He then added, “I will 
be prepared to consider ending the battle on one condition: 
that Beit-Tzur be returned to us. Once you evacuate, we will 
enter the fortress, raise the standard of the king, and return 
to garrisoning it. I will be prepared to meet you halfway by 
ordering the garrison commander not to interfere with the 
running of the city, at least until we receive the king’s response 
to your petition. The fortress will go to us us, the city to you.”

Nimrod and Absalom exchanged a significant glance. 
During their preparations for the negotiations, Judah had 
projected that Lysias would demand the fortress of Beit-Tzur 
as a precondition to any armistice. He said that they could 
not hold onto the fortress in the face of a determined Seleucid 
effort and that this was a fair price for the Seleucids not 
proceeding into the interior of Judea.

Once the two sides reached an accord, the Jews withdrew 
to Beit-Zechariah, an hour from Beit-Tzur. Amos and his 
men evacuated the fortress, and Lysias and his men entered 
it immediately thereafter. As far as Lysias was concerned this 
was a major achievement, and he sent mounted messengers 
reporting the achievement both to the capital and to the king 
in the eastern marches of the kingdom.

The Jewish army prepared to camp in the environs of 
Beit-Zechariah for several weeks. To safeguard against the 



180  |  Lions of Judea

possibility of a Seleucid surprise attack, three separate camps 
were established in the mountains. During the final battle, 
Judah and his men had realized that their army could not 
overcome the royal Seleucid army in a set piece battle. Still, 
Judah was determined to halt Lysias should he decide to 
advance with his army into the interior of Judea. The battle 
plan in such a case was to assemble in strategic locations 
where the topography would favor his men.

Two days later, the first rain of the year arrived. It was a 
torrential storm which flooded the roads, transforming them 
into slippery and muddy bogs, and filled the streambeds. The 
rushing water flowed swiftly, crashing on the ravine banks, 
and sometimes bursting them and flooding the terrain ad-
joining the stream bed. The sky was painted with a despon-
dent metallic grey tone. Following the rains came a cold wave 
which lasted several days and suppressed any thought or ini-
tiative to attack on either side.

When the rain passed, the skies cleared up and temperatures 
rose. Two weeks of mutual fortification followed. Lysias took 
advantage of the lull to tour the central polis of the region. He 
also met with Nimrod and Absalom once again, stating that 
the king had yet to respond to their petition. When referring 
to the petition, he reiterated those issues on which he was 
constrained by the royal decision. Nonetheless, he stated that 
he viewed the rebel army’s willingness to lay down their arms 
positively, and, should they persist in doing so, would speak 
on their behalf to the king.

Lysias repeated this statement in a signed and sealed royal 
letter which was sent to the Jewish camp two days following 
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their meeting. This letter, unlike previous one, was addressed 
to the Jewish people rather than the Jewish elders. By doing 
so, Lysias effectively recognized, for the first time since the 
outbreak of the rebellion, the rebel leadership as the body 
representing the Jews.

Several days later, the Seleucid army dismantled its camp 
and began marching back to Syria, leaving only a several 
hundred-strong garrison in Beit-Tzur.

The atmosphere in the Jewish camp following the battle 
was confused. On the one hand, they had faced the Seleucid 
army, led by the chancellor of the kingdom and his top offi-
cials, in the field and had done well, even winning the battle 
by points. On the other hand, this was not a decisive victory 
like the previous battles. They had many casualties, and at the 
end of the day were forced to return the fortress of Beit-Tzur 
to the enemy. Now the withdrawal of the Seleucid army en-
abled them to present the battle as a victory. Minstrels were 
summoned from the villages around, lambs were slaughtered 
and roasted on spits, and wine flasks were generously passed 
from hand to hand.

The next day, in the late morning hours, the leadership of 
the Jewish army convened to discuss the situation. Judah and 
the other leaders were not entirely sure about the consequenc-
es of Lysias’ policy. He had supposedly contented himself with 
returning Beit-Tzur to Seleucid control, while leaving the 
Jews to run their own affairs.

Judah reviewed his men. The years of the rebellion had 
clearly had their effect on them. Each of them had led men in 
battle and in the long lulls between them, and had participated 
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in policy discussions and decision-making processes. Judah 
felt his heart expand with pride. He had relied on them and 
knew that they in turn had faith in him. They now expected 
him to mark the path to come. As far as he was concerned this 
path led to a single paramount goal.

He rose, feeling goosebumps rise on his skin in excitement, 
and declared, “The enemy has fallen before us; now let us 
ascend to Jerusalem and purify the Temple of God.”

His officers were stunned at first. But within a few moments 
the meaning of his words broke through and their eyes lit with 
excitement. What Judah had just said completely changed the 
meaning and significance of the indecisive results of the battle 
with Lysias.

Judah nodded slowly, locking gazes with each officer. He 
wanted to make sure they understood his meaning fully. “The 
results of a battle are not measured by tallying the numbers of 
dead and wounded on each side, but in what happens on the 
ground in the aftermath. Our takeover of Jerusalem may not 
have been what Lysias planned on, but he just demonstrated 
indecisiveness about entering Judea. I don’t believe that, now 
that he is headed back with his entire army to Antioch, he will 
turn around because of some internal Judean affair. This is a 
chance for us to create facts on the ground. But it is important 
not to carry it too far. We will take over the city, purify the 
Temple and return it to our hands, and then pause and think 
on how to proceed.”

In honor of the ascension to Jerusalem, the Jewish rebels 
bathed and cleaned their weapons, clothes, and armor from 
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any remnants of the gore of the battlefield. Judah, Simon, 
Eleazar, and Jonathan, followed by the leaders of the rebellion 
who had led it from its inception, led the march. They were 
followed by thousands of armed, proud, and excited warriors, 
silent and disciplined despite their elation.

Word of the march of the Maccabees to Jerusalem at the 
head of their army spread like wildfire before them. Every-
where they passed, the local residents received them with 
accolades, showering them with flowers, some of them even 
joining the march on Jerusalem. They marched for a full day, 
and then set up camp not far from Jerusalem, planning to en-
ter it on the following morning.

The next day, many thousands of Jews, men, women, and 
children, gathered at the gates of Jerusalem, fearing to enter 
the Hellenizing and idol-defiled city on their own. They waited 
with tearful anticipation for the arrival of the Maccabees. 
Among them were the leaders of the Elder Council and some 
of its members.  From time to time a murmur passed through 
the large crowd, passing from one end of it to another like 
the wind shaking the wheat stems in the field. Many were 
convinced that Judah Maccabee was the Messiah. 

The Hellenizers within the polis were divided. The mod-
erate Hellenizers, who secretly yearned for the day they could 
reunite with their traditionalist kin, waited with fear-tinged 
anticipation for the arrival of the Maccabees. On the other 
hand, the extremist Hellenizers, headed by Menelaus, now 
feared the revenge of the mob. They fled with their families 
and property into the Akra fortress, where they settled in, 
together with the soldiers, for a prolonged siege. 
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Shortly before the arrival of the main body to the city, a 
thousand armed warriors arrived in the city, including spear-
men, swordsmen, and archers, some mounted, some on foot. 
They were led by Absalom, who had previously served as one 
of the two envoys in the negotiations with Lysias. The war-
riors were received with accolades by the crowd, but entered 
the city without pausing for fraternization. They advanced to 
the Akra, deployed around it, and set up fortified outposts, 
fearing archery fire from the fortress as their own archers set 
up firing positions on the roofs of adjoining buildings. The 
massive fortress, whose high walls stood defiantly above the 
Temple and the city, was now under siege.

Once the investment of the fortress was complete, Absalom 
advanced at the gates of the Akra and called on Philipus to 
meet him. 

Philipus ascended the walls of the fortress, overlooking the 
field before its gate. Several officers stood behind him. When 
Lysias had informed him that he was about to return the army 
to Syria, Philipus had immediately understood that he and his 
men were in terrible peril, standing as they were between their 
Hellenizer clients—who now expected their protection—and 
the rebels with whom Lysias was leaving the country. He 
now watched the Jewish warriors investing the fortress, and 
the attentive archers covering its walls from the adjoining 
buildings, with angry, desperate eyes. A rapid assessment led 
him to conclude that this was not a force intended to capture 
the Akra, only to keep him penned in.

The man who had called him from below shouted upwards 
that he wished to speak.
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Philipus left the fortress on his own. Absalom stood on his 
own and Philipus wished to demonstrate, for the benefit of 
his men and the Hellenizers under his protection, that he was 
not afraid.

“I was sent to you on behalf of the commander of the Jewish 
Army, Judah the Maccabee,” said Absalom. “We are entering 
the city and retaking control of it and our Temple. All Jews 
will be permitted to return to their homes, and all idols will be 
removed from the city. This city is holy to us, and our laws will 
once again apply within it. So long as those in the fortress do 
not provoke our laws or harm our people, no harm will befall 
them. You are permitted to come and go to secure provisions 
and necessities, but your soldiers will not be permitted to 
leave the fortress armed. You must discuss all matters relating 
to the Jews with the commander of the army, Judah, or anyone 
he chooses to appoint for this purpose. Menelaus does not, 
from this point onwards, represent the Jewish people.”

Philipus listened in silence until Absalom finished. He 
understood he had no other options. “Tell your commander 
that I wish to speak to him,” he said, and withdrew without 
waiting for a reply.

The four brothers advanced in a single line and halted about 
a hundred paces before the gates of Jerusalem. Yohanan, 
their eldest brother, was already awaiting them there, erect, 
proud, beaming with happiness, dressed in priestly vestments. 
Behind him was a wagon on which Joseph was seated, and 
on both sides were the brothers’ women: Shlomit, Yohanan’s 
wife; Leah, Simon’s wife; Phryne, Judah’s wife; and Deborah, 
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Jonathan’s woman. Between the wagon and the city walls, 
thousands of people stood in silence to receive them.

The brothers approached Joseph. His vision had grown 
weak recently, and he had a hard time walking on his own. 
When he had heard that his nephews and sons were ascending 
to Jerusalem to purify the Temple, he had insisted that he be 
taken with them in order to be present in that sacred moment. 
One by one the brothers approached him and kissed his 
hands, and he in turn placed his hands on the brow of each, 
blessing them and kissing them on their foreheads. Tears of 
joy brimmed over from his eyes. The wives of the brothers 
wept in excitement. Each of the brothers, aside from Eleazar 
the bachelor, took a moment to embrace his woman.

Judah placed his hands gently on Phryne’s slightly rounded 
belly, closed his eyes and tried to feel the baby. He looked at 
Phryne and wiped the joyful tears from her eyes. She stroked 
his face with her two palms and pressed her forehead to his 
own. When he glanced aside he saw that his brothers were 
waiting for him. He joined them in line. Then the five brothers 
held each other’s hands and lifted their arms high into the 
sky, facing the crowd. The roars of joy and hand-clapping 
of the thousands of warriors behind them merged with the 
matching roars of the civilian crowd before them. The din was 
so intense it could be heard from the gates of Jerusalem to the 
Temple and the Akra fortress.

They began to stride forwards, towards the gates of the 
city. As they approached, an old man leading a white donkey 
approached them. He stopped before Judah and recited in 
excitement,
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“Rejoice greatly, Daughter Zion! Shout, Daughter Jeru-
salem! See, your king comes to you, righteous savior, 
lowly and riding on a donkey, on a colt, the foal of a 
donkey.  I will take away the chariots from Ephraim and 
the warhorses from Jerusalem, and the battle bow will 
be broken. He will proclaim peace to the nations. His 
rule will extend from sea to sea and from the river to 
the ends of the earth. As for you, because of the blood 
of my covenant with you, I will free your prisoners from 
the waterless pit. Return to your fortress, you prisoners 
of hope; even now I announce that I will restore twice as 
much to you. I will bend Judah as I bend my bow and 
fill it with Ephraim. I will rouse your sons, Zion, against 
your sons, Greece, and make you like a warrior’s sword.”

Silence fell as the old man quoted the words of the prophet 
Zechariah. Hundreds of people who stood nearby watched 
anxiously for Judah’s response. 

Judah waited patiently for the old man to finish speaking. 
He smiled modestly, gently stroked the head of the donkey, 
and placed his hand affectionately on the back of the old man’s 
hand.

“Abba,”15, you should have brought more donkeys, because 
all of the people with me are righteous men and saviors.”

The people standing nearby laughed at his answer. Those 
who had a hard time hearing the exchange asked those before 

15 In Aramaic, a nickname for an old man. 
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them, and so the story spread like a ripple back through the 
crowd, generating a wave of joyous laughter.

Judah embraced the old man with a single hand and added 
softly, to his ears only, “I thank you for the honor you show 
me. There may come a day in which the prophecy will be 
realized, but that time has yet to come. I come neither as a 
king nor as a Messiah.”

Tears rose in the eyes of the old man, but he nodded in 
understanding.

Judah signaled his brothers and they renewed their march, 
walking through the gates of the city and heading straight 
for the Temple. Every street corner they passed represented 
a personal memory for each of them. They hoped that these 
nostalgias tinged happy days would soon return. Silently, 
wrapped in their individual thoughts, they walked to the 
entry plaza of the temple, followed by thousands of warriors 
mixed in with the throngs of Jews.

Two groups of elders stood flanking the gates to the outer 
Temple courtyard. On one side stood the priests, More-Tzedek 
among them. On the other side stood the elders, respected 
patriarchs and Elder Councilmen who were not priests.

The brothers halted before the gates. They looked in awe 
at the sacred site, which no Jew would once enter before he 
cleansed himself both spiritually and physically. The crowd 
behind them gradually stilled. The gates indicated, even from 
a distance, what the interior of the Temple held in store for 
them. Hellene idols had been placed on the gate posts, declar-
ing to all that this was no longer a Jewish temple. Through the 
gates was the courtyard, overgrown with weeds, abandoned 
and dirty.
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Judah pointed with both hands at the statues placed on 
the gate posts. Several individuals approached each of them, 
wrapped ropes around the statues, and knocked them to the 
ground. Only then did the brothers renew their march and 
enter the Temple courtyard through the gates. The group of 
priests swiftly followed, separating them from the elders and 
the patriarchs. A human flood followed them. 

The image which greeted them in the Temple courtyard 
was almost unbearable. The place was deserted, the doors of 
the Temple charred by fire and the inner chambers, insofar 
as could be seen from without, were devastated. At a certain 
point following the victories of the Jewish rebels and the 
decreasing sense of security of the Hellenes and the extreme 
Hellenizers, they had abandoned the Temple and ceased to 
use it as temple to Zeus.

The brothers and all with them looked to Yohanan for 
direction, perhaps because of his priestly vestments, and 
perhaps because he was the eldest. Yohanan, well aware of 
the significance of this moment, touched his waist, where 
he had carried a sword during the battles in which he had 
participated, and shook his head from side to side, as if saying 
“I have fought and killed and am therefore unclean.” He turned 
around and invited More-Tzedek to move forward, granting 
him precedence.

More-Tzedek did not have to be asked twice. He advanced, 
accompanied by one of his priestly companions, halted before 
the five brothers, and turned to the crowd. He gestured at his 
companion, who withdrew a parchment scroll from beneath 
his robe and handed it to him. More-Tzedek opened the scroll 
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and studied it intently until he found the text he was seeking. 
He then raised his eyes to the expectant crowd and began to 
read aloud. His voice trembled at first, but grew steadier as he 
read.

“And Moses spent forty days and forty nights on the 
mountain. And God instructed him as to what was… and as 
to what would be… for they will forget all My commandments 
and follow the abominations and idols of the nations, and 
worship their gods, and fall into sin and transgressions. Many 
will be lost and fall captive to their enemies, for they will 
forget My laws and commandments, and violate My covenant 
and holy days… and the sabbath which I have given them and 
My Temple which I had dedicated in the land that My name 
be sanctified within… and they will make idols and masks of 
wood, and bow before them to sin in their souls… and I will 
turn My face away from them and put them in the hands of 
the nations, and they shall oppress them and trouble them, 
and devour them, and I will expel them from the land and 
scatter them amongst the nations….”

More-Tzedek raised his eyes from the scroll, moving his 
harsh gaze across the silent crowd around him, assessing the 
impact of the terrible words. This scroll was unknown to the 
common people, having been kept in the inner circle of the 
Zadokite priesthood. More-Tzedek returned to his recitation: 

“And they shall then return to Me from amongst the nations 
with all of their heart and soul… and I will gather their rem-
nants from amongst the nations, and they will return and seek 
Me… and I will be sought out and found by them… I shall 
grant them peace… and they will be blessed and not curst 



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  191

and shall be onto the head and not onto the tail… and I shall 
establish My Temple amongst them… and I will live amongst 
them and I will be their God and they shall be My people in 
truth and in justice… for I am the Lord their God. 16” 

Tears filled the eyes of More-Tzedek. He returned the scroll 
to the priest besides him, lifted his hands slowly to his neck, 
and grabbed onto the collar of his robe. His hands, clenching 
at the robe, ripped the fabric asunder. He then bent down, 
filled his hands with soil, and tossed it on his head, as was 
custom of the bereaved. The thousands of Jews gathered 
in the Temple courtyard followed his lead, some of them 
falling to their knees, others weeping, crying out, praying, or 
murmuring in excitement and amazement.

Judah strode to More-Tzedek, placed his hand on his 
shoulder, and nodded towards the interior of the Temple. 
More-Tzedek nodded in understanding and began to make 
his way into the structure. Judah turned back and command-
ed, “Only priests and Levites may advance from this point 
onwards!” before turning back to follow More-Tzedek into 
the inner courtyard and the interior of the Temple. His four 
brothers followed him. The phrase “priests and Levites only” 
was passed backwards, and those who belonged to the sacred 
lineages began to make their way forward through the throng.

Within the Temple, the assembled priests and Levites stood 
silently before the altar. The remains of the animal carcasses 
upon it were silent evidence of its use for sacrifices that were 
forbidden by the tenants of Judaism. More-Tzedek, shocked 

16 Book of the Yuvalim; chapter 1, verses 5-25.
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by the sight, turned to Judah, a silent question in his eyes.
“The place must be purified,” said Judah, “The holy rituals 

of worship must be renewed.”
“Purified? Not… destroyed and built anew?” More-Tzedek 

asked softly, fearful of pronouncing the fateful words.
Judah rapidly considered. Rebuilding the Temple was a 

massive enterprise, far beyond their resources. Nor did they 
know how long they had to carry it out. Tomorrow the fragile 
modus vivendi with Lysias could all fall apart. If they were 
forced to fight when the old Temple was destroyed and the 
not yet rebuilt….

“No, not destroyed! Unsullied priests who have not left the 
covenant of God will purify the site. They will fast, and clean 
and sterilize every inch of the Temple.”

The accompanying priests nodded in accord.
“Agreed, but the altar which was defiled will have to be 

smashed,” pronounced More-Tzedek. “It alone will be rebuilt.”

The work of purifying the Temple lasted a fortnight. The 
priests and the Levites selected for the task worked day and 
night. They shattered the old altar. The stones of the defiled 
altar were buried in a hidden site on the temple Mount. No one 
wished to assume responsibility for destroying them, not even 
More-Tzedek. In place of the destroyed altar a new altar was 
built, in the shape of the old one, constructed of whole rocks, 
carved with stone tools, without any iron wounding them. All 
the equipment and furnishing that was in the halls and the 
chambers of the temple was sterilized or replaced, including 
the holy vessels and the ornamental curtains. A scent of 
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new and pure incense spread through the hall and its many 
chambers, instilling a sacred atmosphere. The great lamp 
was filled with oil, and the priests took shifts to ensure that it 
would not dim and that its light would constantly illuminate 
the Temple. A new curtain was installed at the entrance to the 
holy of holies. The worship of the God of Israel was gradually 
renewed, except for sacrifices on the altar. It was determined 
that the sacrifices would only be renewed following a solemn 
ceremony rededicating the restored and purified Temple.

On the twenty-fifth day of the ninth month of the ancient 
Jewish calendar, thousands of Jerusalem Jews and all the 
villages of Judea were gathered in the Temple courtyard, 
dressed in festive holiday clothes. On this festive and thrilling 
occasion the eternal flame was lit upon the new altar. The 
senior priests then sacrificed to the God of Israel upon the 
altar. The white smoke, symbolizing the eternal performance 
of the rituals honoring God in the Temple, began to rise from 
the chimney. The new Alter had been dedicated.

Bands of Levites within the Temple and its courtyards 
broke out in hymns of praise to God and began to play upon 
various instruments: violins, flutes, pipe organs, and cymbals. 
Thousands of people joined them in songs and prayers of 
thanksgiving.

The sounds of the music and singing spread throughout 
the city. They penetrated even the walls of the Akra, where the 
besieged Hellenes and their collaborators huddled. Menelaus 
could hear the sounds from his room in the Akra, and gritted 
his teeth and swore that the story was not yet over.

Prior to the rededication of the altar and the Temple, the 
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Jewish leaders had unanimously decided to celebrate the oc-
casion for eight days, both to emphasize the importance of 
the event and because on that year, given the events of the 
war, the seven-day holiday of Sukkot had not been fully cel-
ebrated. During the holiday celebrating the rededication of 
the Temple, the five brothers—and particularly Judah Mac-
cabee—were showered with truly royal honors. Dozens of 
people thronged about them wherever they went, blessing, 
thanking, touching, and asking for blessings. A broad consen-
sus existed that Judah Maccabee had been sent by Heaven to 
save and redeem the people in their most difficult time. Even 
the most senior priests, some of whom had, at first, feared the 
political implications of such recognition of Judah, tended to 
agree with this perception.

Festive letters were sent to Jews throughout the land of 
Israel and to Jewish communities throughout the diaspora to 
inform them of the purification of the Temple and the renewal 
of the worship of God within it. It was determined that from 
this day forth, the purification and rededication of the Temple 
was to be celebrated on the twenty-fifth of the ninth month, 
for a period of eight days, every year17.

17 The ancient Jewish Calendar which was used at the time 
was a solar calendar, much like the modern Christian/West-
ern-descended calendar. The months were named by order 
of appearance, with the first month occurring in the spring, 
roughly equivalent to April. The ninth month roughly cor-
related with December. The holiday celebrating the purifi-
cation and rededication of the Temple would later be titled 
Hanukah—”dedication”.
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On the fifth day of the celebrations, Judah was informed 
that a foreign envoy had arrived in Jerusalem and asked to 
personally meet with the rebel leader. Absalom contacted the 
envoy to clarify his intentions but returned empty-handed.

“He represents someone with authority,” he told Judah. 
“He is not asking but demanding to speak with you. I had to 
restrain myself from ordering our men to drag him off his 
high horse and bring him to you. I have a feeling that he is 
from Egypt.”

Judah decided to summon Eupolemus, who had openly 
revealed his rebel affiliations and connections with Judah 
since the liberation of Jerusalem. 

Eupolemus arrived accompanied by Jason, son of Eleazar, 
his friend and confidant, like him the son of a priestly moder-
ate Hellenizer family which had covertly supported the rebel-
lion. The four of them made their way to the location where 
the foreign envoy awaited. Several soldiers ordered by Absa-
lom stood outside the tavern, not far from what was clearly 
the envoy’s horse, tied to a nearby beam. They pointed within 
and reported that the envoy had seated himself within and 
was guzzling wine as if it were water. 

Judah and his companions entered, seeing, once their 
eyes grew used to the dimly lit common room, a man who 
was clearly foreign by dress and appearances and was busily 
downing a flagon of wine.

“Well, how kind of you to come,” said the man in bad 
Aramaic when he rose, his tone mocking. “You even brought 
bodyguards….” he sat down heavily. “Come, come, I bring 
you a letter of friendship.”
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“Who are you? Clearly Aramaic is not your native tongue,” 
said Judah coolly as he and Eupolemus seated themselves. 
Jason remained standing near them. Absalom, however, stood 
alert behind the back of the unruffled foreigner. 

“Very good, you have a keen observation,” nodded the man 
appreciatively. “My name is Gaius. I am Roman on my father’s 
side, Egyptian on my mother’s. I speak Latin, Greek, Egyptian, 
and Aramaic; though, as you can hear, not very well. I serve 
as a guide and translator for the Roman envoys Quintus 
Menenius and Titus Manlius.”

Judah and Eupolemus tensed. They were not aware of the 
presence of Roman envoys in the region. 

“Do you know them?” asked Judah.
“I don’t know Quintus. But Titus, I believe, is a very im-

portant man in Rome. He was the commander of the Roman 
navy in the Macedonian war, and was later elected Consul,” 
Eupolemus replied and turned to Gaius, 

“Where are they? Why did they send you rather than visit 
us themselves?”

“They are in the region to assess the situation here. I have 
been sent with two letters and instructed to personally deliver 
the first to the Jewish leader, and the second to someone called 
Eupolemus. Are you familiar with someone by that name?”

Judah and Eupolemus exchanged a surprised glace.
“You are in luck,” Judah replied, “This is Eupolemus.”
Gaius handed over to them two sealed scrolls.
Eupolemus opened his. To his surprise, it contained only 

four words in Latin: “Greetings from Rome. Marcus.”
It was a letter from Marcus, son of Cato the Censor, and 
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Eupolemus assumed that Cato was behind it.
“This is an unofficial letter,” said Gaius softly to Eupolemus, 

as if sharing a secret. “I do not know what it says, but I 
understand that important people take an interest in you. The 
other letter is an official one.”

The second letter was indeed worded officially. In it, Quin-
tus Menenius and Titus Manlius, in their role as Roman en-
voys, spoke to the Jewish people, offering their aid in negoti-
ating an accord with King Antiochus. It seemed that they were 
aware of the details of the negotiations held with Lysias and 
the matters deferred by him to the decision of the King.

“Mother Rome has come to separate the squabbling brats 
and lay down the law….” Eupolemus said with a smile to Ja-
son, and then turned to Judah. “Rome is meddling in devel-
opments here to promote its interests. But I think that Cato is 
hinting to me that those interests oppose those of Antiochus 
and therefore support our own.”

“Where are the envoys headed, and why are they really 
here?” Judah demanded from Gaius.

Gaius leaned back, a self-important look on his face. “Why 
should I tell you?”

Two large and heavily muscled hands gripped his neck from 
the back, constricting his throat while tilting him backwards. 
Gaius’ chair tilted backwards, standing on only two legs. 
Gaius tried to resist, but the pressure on his neck only grew. 
Absalom could be persuasive when he wanted to.

“Alright, alright, let me go,” Gaius grunted, “They are on 
their way to Antioch. King Antiochus is dead in the east.”

Judah leapt to his feet, knocking his chair back. This then 
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was the reason for Lysias’ haste to return to Syria with his 
army!

Absalom released Gaius, who gingerly touched his bruised 
neck as he smirked. “Yes, things are about to get interesting in 
Antioch.”



163 BCE—Internal Battles

Dramatis Personae
Bold = main character 
* = historical figure

 Ӳ Lysias*—Regent of the Seleucid Kingdom

 Ӳ Antiochus V*—The eldest son of Antiochus IV and Laodice IV

 Ӳ Philipus*—Seleucid general, companion of King Antiochus IV on the 

eastern military expedition

 Ӳ Laodice V*—Daughter of Queen Laodice IV and King Seleucus IV; 

wife of Perseus, former king of Macedon

 Ӳ Timerchus*—High Commissioner of the eastern half (Mesopotamia, 

mostly in modern Iraq) of the Seleucid Kingdom

 Ӳ Heraclids*—Minister of the Treasury in the Seleucid kingdom and 

brother to Timerchus

 Ӳ Alkidas —A commander of the royal guard units which were con-

verted into Roman-style units

 Ӳ Azilus*—A Seleucid noble from Antioch

 Ӳ Demetrius*—The eldest son of Queen Laodice IV from her first 

marriage to her brother, King Seleucus IV

 Ӳ Joseph ben Zechariah* and Azariah*—Commanders in the rebel 

army
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 Ӳ Yohanan*, Simon*, Judah*, Hannah, Eleazar*, and Jonathan*—

Children of Matityahu* and Rebecca

 Ӳ Leah, Phryne, and Shlomit—The wives of Simon, Judah, and Yohanan

 Ӳ Deborah—Woman of Jonathan, son of Matityahu

 Ӳ More-Tzedek*—A Zadokite priest, leader of the Zadokite loyalists 

in Sehaha (Qumran)

 Ӳ Yose ben Yoezer*—President of the Elder Council

 Ӳ Yose ben Yohanan*—President of the court and deputy of ben 

Yoezer in the leadership of the Elder Council

 Ӳ Antigonus of Sokho*—First president of the Elder Council

 Ӳ Simon the Righteous*—Zadokite High Priest who appointed 

Antigonus of Sokho to his position

 Ӳ Yehoshua ben Pirchia*—Student and assistant of Yose ben Yoezer

 Ӳ Ben Sira*—Jewish scholar from the late third century BCE who 

wrote a book of wisdom

Contrary to Judah’s assumption, Lysias decided to re-
turn with his army to Syria even before he found out 
about the death of the king. His personal impression 

of the Jews and the tales he had heard about them from their 
Idumean and other neighbors convinced him that he would 
be better off sticking to the reconquest of Beit-Tzur. He hur-
ried to the capital, accompanied by a royal guard of cavalry as 
the army slowly made its way back to its permanent camps. So 
it was that word of the death of the king came to Lysias when 
he was already in his palace in Antioch.

In the royal business, prior to mourning the death of the 
old king, one considers who is likely to inherit. Antiochus V, 
the eldest son of the late King Antiochus IV, was still a child 
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and incapable of ruling on his own. Supposedly, Lysias was to 
remain chancellor and regent of the kingdom until the child 
Antiochus reached majority. However, persistent rumors 
from the east insisted that King Antiochus IV had appointed 
his friend General Philipus to be the regent tasked with 
overseeing his son. The man was a senior officer and a warrior 
who had won considerable loyalty from his troops during the 
long lasting campaigns in the east while serving alongside the 
king.

Lysias began a series of frantic Consultations with his 
close friends. General Philipus was perceived by many to be a 
threat, and there was concern that he would grow attached to 
the comforts of rule and fail to pass on the scepter to the heir.

Lysias, on the other hand, was perceived as a safer, weaker 
figure, since he lacked a prestigious military biography and 
did not enjoy the trust or personal loyalty of the military 
commanders. The assumption of Lysias and his friends was 
that the royal family, and particularly the influential Queen 
Laodice, would prefer Lysias to General Philipus. 

Lysias had met with the Queen regarding exactly that issue. 
Her daughter, Laodice V, was also present at the meeting. She 
was the daughter of the previous king, Seleucus, and Queen 
Laodice, and had married Perseus, the King of Macedon, as 
part of a strategic alliance struck between the two states years 
ago. Following the defeat of Macedonia by Rome and its sub-
sequent abolition and annexation, she had returned, pregnant, 
leaving her three children and husband in Roman captivity.

“Ladies, I fear for the future of the heir to the throne….”
“Relax, good Lysias,” the Queen cut him off, “I have already 
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held several inquiries. The network of people who were loyal 
to me when I was more active and involved in managing the 
kingdom still functions quite well.”

Lysias was astonished at the coolness and serenity with 
which the Queen made her announcement, whose meaning 
was clear—Laodice was stepping back into active involvement 
in the management of the kingdom.

The Queen continued, “I have made contact with Tim-
erchus, the high commissioner of the eastern half of the 
kingdom, through his brother, Heraclids, our Minister of the 
Treasury. Timerchus will support whomever I instruct him to, 
provided that his own personal appointment is guaranteed. In 
any event, he requires some of the military now stationed in 
the east to safeguard the borders of the kingdom from Parthi-
an expansionism.”

“That is excellent news, my Queen. I can add to it informa-
tion I received that some of the senior commanders who left 
with the king on his eastern campaign, among them Alcaides, 
the commander of the Roman Unit18, have informed General 
Philipus that they will return to Syria with their units and that 
they will not permit him to make use of the army to seize 
power.”

Laodice nodded, “I am aware of this. It is my understanding 
that General Philipus will remain, at least for now, in the east 

18 Antiochus IV converted one half of the royal guard (the Silver 
Shields) to the weaponry, tactics, and training methods of 
the Roman army. This unit formed the elite shock force of the 
Seleucid Empire.



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  203

with his loyalists. But we dare not be complacent. You must 
target those who openly support General Philipus. At the 
same time, you must be very diplomatic and be careful not to 
antagonize the nobility….”

“And above all maintain good relations with Rome,” her 
daughter, Laodice V, suddenly interrupted. “My Grandfather 
and now my husband made a critical error by going against 
Rome, which in my husband’s case cost Macedonia a complete 
loss, and in no case should we repeat their mistake.”

The Queen nodded in agreement. “So long as you do all 
of this and remain loyal to my son, King Antiochus V, I will 
help you.”

Encouraged by his meeting with the Queen and the prin-
cess, Lysias gathered the ministers of the kingdom and his 
counselors. He seated Antiochus V on the king’s throne and 
seated the Queen beside him to make clear to all that he was 
acting as a regent on behalf of the legitimate king, and that he 
had the support of the Queen. Following a short and sooth-
ing review of the situation, Lysias surrendered the floor to the 
ministers.

“Gentlemen, I am gravely concerned with the presence 
of the Roman envoys in Antioch,” stated the Minister of 
Finances, Heraclids. “Rome has received massive indemnities 
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from us following the treaty of Apamea19, and it seems to me 
that its appetite is relentless. We cannot permit Rome to stick 
its fingers into our affairs.”

“Heraclids is right,” said Azilus, with a frown. Azilus was 
one of Antioch’s leading nobles and had much sway over 
both the nobles of Antioch and the court. “Romans only 
understand strength. As soon as one surrenders to them they 
want more. They believe that a wolf raised their forefathers. 
And wolves they are, a pack of wolves. Every year two Consuls 
are elected to rule Rome. To reach this position these two 
need to be tougher and more ambitious than any of their 
competitors. They know they have only one year to seek glory 
and achievements, to outshine their predecessors and to bring 
honor to their ancestors. The only way they can achieve that is 
to conquer and loot everything within Rome’s grasp….”

 Azilus spoke heatedly and from the heart. “Look how they 
humiliated Carthage; look at what they did to Macedon. With 
all my respect and love to King Antiochus the Great, I must 
say that the Apamea treaty was the worst mistake we have ever 
made. Forgive me, Queen and young King, for criticizing the 
king’s grandfather, but we cannot surrender to the demands 
of these ravening wolves. They will never respect prey. Only 
a predator like themselves will ever win respect from them.”

19 A peace treaty signed between Antiochus III (“the Great”) 
and Rome in 188 BCE following his defeat. The agreement 
mandated the handover of Antiochus IV to Rome as a hos-
tage, a captivity from which he was freed only following the 
handover of his nephew, Demetrius, as a hostage to Rome in 
his place.
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A heavy silence fell on the room when the elderly warrior 
concluded his words. Despite his harsh words, no one doubted 
his loyalty to the royal family.

“Azilus, I completely agree with you,” said Lysias. “None-
theless, we are currently in a delicate situation, and now is 
probably not the right time to shake them off us. I have met 
with the envoys. They wish to ensure that there is an orderly 
transition of rule to the young king,” Lysias gestured at the 
young Antiochus, noting that the Queen was nodding in sup-
port. “They also seem to be in touch with the Jews. They rec-
ommended that we permit them to return to their Temple.”

The words of Lysias were answered with mutters on part of 
the ministers.

“We had thought this was the proper thing to do in any 
event,” Lysias raised his voice. “The king had already sent me 
a letter, with a copy to them as is customary, instructing me 
to return to them their Temple and to permit them to live in 
accordance to the customs of their ancestors.”

“What about the taxes?” insisted Heraclids, “They have 
not been paying their taxes, not in full, for several years. Have 
you not told us that you had defeated them and retaken Beit-
Tzur?!”

“Indeed, we have defeated them. We retook Beit-Tzur, and 
they asked to reach a settlement with us. This Meridarchy is 
too small, poor, and insignificant for us to be bothered with at 
this time. Once the army returns from the east, we will be sure 
to chastise them if they prove obdurate.”

***
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As the year went by, Lysias was occupied in maintaining his 
precarious position, a task which was increasingly difficult. 
Word came from Rome that Demetrius, the elder son of King 
Seleucus and Queen Laodice who had been held hostage 
in Rome, had appealed to the Senate, asking to be released 
and installed on the throne in Antioch. The Senate not only 
refused his request for support, it also insisted he remain 
in captivity. However, even the mere rumor of such a claim 
by Demetrius was sufficient to upset the fragile balance of 
power in Antioch. Lysias’ opponents in court and amongst 
the nobility might be expected to support Demetrius’ claim 
should he return. Even the Queen, who was Lysias’ strongest 
backer, would be unlikely to assist him against her eldest son.

At the same time, General Philipus continued to pose a tan-
gible and proximate threat. He continued to command a sig-
nificant portion of the kingdom’s army in the eastern provinc-
es, openly undermined Lysias’ authority, and did his utmost 
to recruit support amongst the nobility and the military to 
overthrow him. Lysias was extremely anxious and tense at the 
constant need to watch his back. He surrounded himself with 
guards and security measures, and was constantly immersed 
in intrigue, forming and breaking alliances and eliminating 
and suppressing his opponents. He tried to ensure, through 
discreet bribes to influential factions in Rome, that Demetrius 
remain in exile. The atmosphere in Antioch in general, and 
in the palace in particular, was becoming increasingly tense.

During that hectic year the capital occasionally received 
word of developments from the Jewish homeland. The rebels 
took advantage of the shakiness of Seleucid rule to assault 
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their neighbors in all the Meridarchies surrounding Judea. 
They claimed they were forced to do so to protect their Jewish 
kin from assaults by other subject people, but as they did so 
they also confronted and defeated the local Seleucid garrisons. 
Beit-Tzur, which Lysias had taken such pride in conquering, 
was retaken. Hebron, capital of Idumea, was captured by the 
rebels. In the Gilead region, the Jews captured several towns 
and fortresses, including Betzer, Batzra, Heshbon, Yaazar, and 
Efron. They slew the local meridarch, Timotius, and defeated 
his forces in the field. In the north of the Land of Israel they 
terrorized the non-Jewish residents, chasing their militia into 
Ptolemais. In Jaffa, where the residents had taken advantage 
of the earlier anti-Jewish decrees to harass and harm the Jews, 
the rebels razed not only the city but also the ships in the 
harbor and near the coast. The fate of the Port of Yavne was 
similar. Jerusalem, and particularly the Temple, were fortified 
in preparation for the war they knew would return.

The only site at which the rebels suffered a defeat was in 
their attempt to capture Yavne. Gorgias, the Meridarch of 
Idumea, had not forgotten his defeat in Emmaus and was 
able to repulse the attack. Much to his disappointment, the 
army that attacked him was not led by any of the five Maccabi 
brothers, and hence the death of its two commanders—Joseph 
ben Zachariah and Azariah—had little significance. 

During their campaigns, the rebels extracted their people 
from locations in which they were vulnerable to the hatred 
of the surrounding population. They resettled thousands of 
Jews from the Gilead and the Galilee to the Meridarchy of 
Judea. Lysias and his counselors concluded that this was one 
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of the goals of those campaigns. Despite their many military 
victories and achievements, Judea had suffered heavily during 
the struggle and earlier during Antiochus IV’s persecutions 
and punitive slaving. This was a significant loss of fighting 
men and labor for a population which numbered only a few 
hundred thousand people, many of them women, children, 
and the elderly incapable of fighting. By resettling Jews in 
Judea, the rebels were able to replace some of their losses and 
replenish their manpower.

And still, despite all the reports of developments in Judea 
and the neighboring provinces, restoring order there was 
hardly the most pressing priority for Lysias. This country 
was perceived by him as a wasp’s nest, better left undisturbed. 
However, while he might prefer to let the troublesome prov-
ince alone, the tales of Jewish deeds spread throughout the 
kingdom and were a frequent topic of conversation in An-
tioch. The Jewish community in the city did not disguise its 
pride at the victories of their people. The non-responsiveness 
of the regime was interpreted as a sign of weakness on the part 
of Lysias. Even though he felt uneasy at departing Antioch in 
such unstable times, Lysias concluded he would soon have no 
choice but to act again against the Jews.

***

The sons of Matityahu were now scattered in three separate 
locales—Modi’in, Mitzpah, and the camp in Gophna. Simon 
and his wife, Leah, along with their three children—Matityahu, 
Yohanan, and Judah—lived in Mitzpah. Judah and Phryne 
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lived there as well, together with baby Rebecca, named after 
Judah’s mother. Jonathan and Deborah, who were newlywed 
and still childless, lived in the camp in Gophna together with 
Eleazar, still a bachelor. In Modi’in lived Yohanan and Shlomit 
with their children—Matityahu, Yohanan, and Rebecca.

Once a month, on a Friday evening, they would all gather 
together for a common meal with Yohanan in Modi’in, or with 
Simon in Mitzpah. They kept contact with Hana, their sister, 
but she was considered part of her husband’s extended family 
and could not therefore regularly attend these gatherings. The 
women would prepare the meal as the men prayed together 
in the synagogue. After the prayer, the brothers would pass 
through the homes of the families whose sons had fallen in 
battle, ask after their wellbeing, and offer and receive their 
good wishes.

On one of those weekends the brothers and their families 
gathered in Simon’s house in Mitzpah. The atmosphere was 
tense, and the brothers couldn’t take their minds off a mat-
ter that was troubling them. The women of the family sensed 
the tension and were puzzled by it, for Judea was unusually 
peaceful and no campaigns were being planned. They waited 
patiently for the men to blurt out what it was all about until 
Phryne had enough of it. “Well?! What are you all worrying 
about like wrinkled-up grandmothers? Tell us so we can help 
you!”

There was something liberating in this reprimand. The five 
brothers exchanged sheepish looks.

“Phryne, if you had only accompanied us on Sunday, you 
no doubt would have sorted everything out,” said Jonathan as 
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the others guffawed.
“Well, what is it?!” the women all demanded.
“On Sunday the first official assembly in years of the Elder 

Council will take place,” Yohanan began to explain in a serious 
tone. “I was invited as a representative of the Hashmonaim 
family, since I am a priest of Modi’in, in place of Uncle Joseph, 
who is not well. This was actually the seat of our grandfather, 
for whom I was named, who was a member of…”

“You would have been there in any event, as one of us!” 
Jonathan cut him off.

An awkward silence fell on the gathering. The fact that 
Yohanan, unlike his brothers, did not participate in the affairs 
of state was a touchy subject. It was true that Eleazar had also 
drifted away from the administration and staff functions, but 
he at least did his part in the field of military activity.

“I do not see what the problem is?” said Leah pleasantly, 
trying to improve the atmosphere, “This is good news, is it not?”

“If it were up to More-Tzedek, this meeting would not even 
be held,” said Judah. “It had initially seemed that More-Tzedek 
was the leader of the priests and accepted by the majority. 
But as time goes on, it appears that considerable resistance is 
developing to the priestly leadership in general, and to More-
Tzedek in particular. More-Tzedek refuses to acknowledge 
this resistance. As far as he is concerned, no one has the right 
to question him.”

“He is treating the council as if it were the Knesset Gedolah 
of old, the great assembly of elders which the Zadokite High 
Priest would summon on rare occasions, as he saw fit,” added 
Simon.
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“The elders, the patriarchs, and the scholars who were 
once council members, or who deserve to be, demanded that 
the assembly of the council be set down as a regular custom,” 
continued Judah.

“While we are sweating blood to establish an army, manage 
the country, and resettle thousands of our people from the 
north in Judea, the elders and the priests are quarreling,” said 
Jonathan.

“I suggest you don’t come between them. Think like a 
mother with quarreling children,” said Phryne, once more 
triggering a wave of laughter.

“It’s not that simple,” Judah began to reply, but Phryne 
remained adamant. “You can’t please them. Let them babble 
on as they please, they won’t reach agreement in any event. 
Once they are at loggerheads, say your piece. Decide between 
yourselves, in advance, what is the right thing to do, as if they 
had said nothing, and that is the way it is going to be.”

The idea was so simple that it took them some time to fully 
grasp it. 

Friday nights and Saturdays were the only times in which 
Judah could spend time with his wife and child. Phryne 
had lost the last vestiges of girlhood when she gave birth to 
Rebecca. Although motherhood had made her more mature, 
her passion for Judah was still intense. Due to Judah’s pro-
longed absences, which often lasted more than a week, their 
common moments became precious to both. When they still 
lived in a camp in the Gophna Mountains, Judah would fre-
quently share his experiences during the day and seek her 
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opinion. Now the tables had turned, as Judah was exhausted 
with managing the army and the internal and external strug-
gles of Judea. When he arrived home all he wished to hear 
about was little Rebecca. Their nights were filled with pas-
sion-tinged gentleness, seeking to make the most of their time 
together. Both desired more children and dreamt of a large 
family, but the fear of the future was always there, the silent 
partner of their life together.

The assembly in the Temple was set for Sunday afternoon 
out of consideration for those coming from afar. The brothers 
came to Jerusalem in the early afternoon hours. Dozens of 
children and youths waited for them at the gates of the city 
and accompanied them on their way to the Temple.

At the entrance to the Temple courtyard stood More-
Tzedek, and several priests besides him. 

“What an honor, to be greeted by More-Tzedek at the 
gate….” Eleazar muttered softly.

Judah crinkled his brow. He did not think it was in character 
for More-Tzedek to stand at the gate to honor others.

“Greetings to the honored priest,” Yohanan blessed More-
Tzedek heartily.

“Greetings to the valorous warriors,” answered More-Tze-
dek. “We are assembling in the Chamber of Hewn Stone. Have 
you purified yourselves before coming?” he chastised them, 
conspicuously blocking their path.

From the corner of his eye, Judah noted the flabbergasted 
expressions of Jonathan and Eleazar. He understood that the 
priest had planned this stunt as a way of demonstrating his 
authority, intending to put them in their place.
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“Thank you for preventing us from sinning,” said Judah. 
“We will undergo purification immediately, so that we will not 
hold up those who are waiting for us to start deliberations.”

Without openly confronting the senior priest, Judah 
warned him not to dare start the deliberations without them.

More-Tzedek understood the hint and responded concili-
atorily, “The Temple boys will await you here, to collect your 
weapons. You understand you will have to deposit them? You 
cannot enter….”

“Understood, that is exactly what we will do,” confirmed 
Judah, and turned to the nearest Mikveh20.

A short time thereafter the five brothers entered the hall. 
The purification had calmed their spirits. Even the tempes-
tuous Jonathan seemed at ease. When they entered the hall, 
all present rose, an honor even the High Priest had never re-
ceived. The brothers nodded respectfully to the assembled 
elders and sat in the seats reserved for them in the foremost 
row.

More-Tzedek stood in the center of the hall, demanding 
by his behavior to be the first speaker and to manage the 
deliberations. The assembled elders and priests sat and fell 
silent, permitting him to do as he wished, though some among 
them believed the discussion should be chaired by Yose ben 
Yoezer, given his position as president of the council.

20 The Jewish religion mandates purification in ritual pools 
(though natural springs and the sea can serve this purpose 
as well). Such ritual pools were discovered in archaeological 
excavations in Jerusalem and in Qumran. 
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“I am honored to open the meeting,” said More-Tzedek, 
“May we follow this meeting with others, in which we will 
learn and grow in wisdom. I have summoned you to clear the 
air regarding certain issues; to soothe, and perhaps silence, 
certain voices that seek to undermine our traditions and the 
stability of our faith.”

Some in the crowd moved in discomfort at the words and 
expected the council leaders to respond, but they remained 
seated calmly. Others turned their gaze to Judah, hoping that 
he would intervene, but Judah and his brothers had agreed in 
advance to follow Phryne’s advice, and they too did nothing.

More-Tzedek continued speaking, lecturing to those gath-
ered about the source of authority of the priests of the house 
of Zadok, who had been selected to serve as High Priests for 
all of eternity, the guardians of the written Torah and those 
who added to it; he spoke of Chanoch ben Yared, who re-
ceived the sacred knowledge from the angels and transmitted 
it to his descendants; of Methuselah, his son, and Lamech, 
his grandson, and how he ascended to the Heavens and 
underwent apotheosis into the angel Metatron; he spoke of 
Levi, the son of the Patriarch Jacob, who was ordained to the 
priesthood—him and his progeny—and Aaron, the brother of 
Moses and the great-grandson of Levi, who was ordained as 
the first High Priest. 

Throughout his speech, More-Tzedek cited passages indi-
cating the senior position of the progeny of the Tribe of Levi, 
and amongst them the priests, and above them all the line of 
sacred priests from the house of Zadok, starting with the ap-
pointment of Zadok in the time of King Solomon to the High 
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Priesthood, he and his progeny. The message was clear: only 
a Zadokite High Priest could serve as the link between the 
people and the angels of the Lord, and only he could hear the 
word of God and speak it.

Once it seemed that More-Tzedek was done speaking, Yose 
ben Yohanan, the head of court, stood. He gestured at More-
Tzedek, courteously but insistently, that he wished to respond.

To the surprise of all, More-Tzedek resumed his speech, 
conspicuously ignoring ben Yohanan. But ben Yohanan could 
not be deterred and remained standing. After a few more 
sentences More-Tzedek fell silent, well aware that as long as 
ben Yohanan remained standing, his words would be ignored. 
He glared at his rival in open anger.

Yose ben Yohanan intended to fight for the privileges of his 
position, and that of the entire council. Rather than speaking 
from his seat, he strode forward and positioned himself in the 
center of the chamber, the position More-Tzedek had claimed 
for his exclusive use.

More-Tzedek seemed astonished and unsure of ben 
Yohanan’s intent.

“I was honored and pleased to hear your words. Please 
show me the same respect and be seated,” said ben Yohanan 
and gestured at the benches.

Silence fell across the hall at the symbolic confrontation 
between one of the two leaders of the council and the claimant 
to the High Priesthood. Had ben Yohanan spoken from his 
own seat, it would have been considered an admission on his 
part of the stature of More-Tzedek, as if needed his permission 
to speak to him. If More-Tzedek sat as instructed, it would 
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constitute recognition by him of the position of ben Yohanan.
Judah was the first to realize, reading the body language of 

the proud More-Tzedek, that he was about to give way. It was 
also clear to him that this was not the end of the conflict.

As More-Tzedek made his way to the bench, Yose ben 
Yohanan began his own address. 

“Indeed, this is a thrilling moment. Thanks to these six 
valorous warriors, and I of course count their father Matityahu 
ben Yohanan the Hashmonai of blessed memory among them, 
we are here today.” He turned to the brothers and nodded at 
them. Cries of approval rose in the hall.

Judah inclined his head back at ben Yohanan in thanks. 
He was certain, however, that ben Yohanan had deliberately 
included mention of their priestly lineage. 

“I was but a young boy,” continued ben Yohanan, “when 
the great sage of my generation, the head of the honored 
Zadokite lineage, Simon the Righteous, served as high priest 
and president of the Knesset Gedolah, as his forefathers had 
served before him since the return to Zion from Babylonian 
captivity. We would avidly drink from the well of his wisdom. It 
was he who established this Council of Elders and determined 
that it would meet regularly, and he who appointed my 
teacher, Antigonus of Sokho, to be its first president. The 
chief representative of the Zadokite lineage selected a man of 
Israel, not a priest, to serve in this critical position. He did 
so deliberately, in order to include all of the People of Israel 
in the leadership, which had previously been exclusively held 
by a single family out of the priestly lineage of the Tribe of 
Levi….”
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“You are inaccurate and misleading!” a loud voice, almost a 
shout, cut him off. More-Tzedek stood up, trying to overcome 
his troubled spirit. “Simon the Righteous felt that his end was 
nigh, but Hunio his son was still too young. That is why the 
High Priesthood was placed in the hands of Simon’s brother, 
while Antigonus served as President of the Council. But both 
positions were supposed to revert to Hunio! Our sacred scrolls 
specifically note that the safeguarding of the Torah and its 
teaching is the province of priests descended from Levi, with 
the house of Zadok selected to serve as High Priests for as 
long as the world lasts. You yourself are a priest! How dare you 
place the words of men against the written commandments, 
which are the living words of God, inscribed in our sacred 
books….”

“Books you wrote,” noted Yehoshua ben Pirchia, who was 
amongst the students and assistants of Yose ben Yoezer, from 
his seat by his teacher. 

More-Tzedek reddened, only containing his outrage with 
the outmost effort. Like a teacher reprimanding his student, 
he replied with a quote from the book of the priest ben Sira: 
“Do not over speak in the council of elders, or tire God with 
superfluous words.”

The quote broke the tension in the hall for a moment. Many 
smiled and nodded in agreement, some supporting Yehoshua, 
others siding with More-Tzedek.

Ben Yoezer did not view the outburst of his student with 
favor. He knew that More-Tzedek, despite his attempt to seem 
relaxed, might bear a grudge. He leaned towards Yehoshua, 
placing his hand on his arm firmly, making clear that he 
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should not reply. Yehoshua ben Pirchia smiled and leaned 
back, obeying his teacher’s command.

The deliberations lasted a long time. Additional people 
rose to express their opinion, often citing the Torah or other 
revered sources of wisdom. Sometimes the deliberations 
would heat up and the speaker would be interrupted with 
cries of support or opposition. The speakers were divided into 
two seemingly irreconcilable camps. The Zadokite priests and 
their supporters cleaved to claims regarding the divinely or-
dained role of the priestly caste in general and of the Zadokite 
lineage in particular. Their opponents showed surprising 
determination, numbers, and almost unanimous position re-
garding the role, statutes and authorities of the council, which 
represented all sections of the Jewish People.

In a lull between one speaker and another, Jonathan rose 
from his place amongst the brothers and rapidly walked 
towards the center of the hall. He turned towards the audience, 
back straight, a light smile on his lips. A hint of lingering 
youth and innocence sparkled in his eyes, absent of any hint 
of arrogance. He passed his gaze over the crowd as if he was 
about to address every single one of them individually. Most 
were twice his age or more, but his appearance and his identity 
as the son of Matityahu captured their hearts and led them to 
fall silent and listen to his words.

“My brothers,” said Jonathan, gesturing at his four brothers, 
“are priests. Priests from the same Tribe of Levi which the 
wise More-Tzedek says was promised the High Priesthood 
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and, according to some traditions, the kingship21.”
Judah did not know where Jonathan was going. He noted 

that More-Tzedek was also wondering how to respond to 
Jonathan’s words, and gestured at him from across the hall to 
let Jonathan speak, soothing him that he should not fear his 
brother’s words. In his heart he hoped that his brother would 
not say anything that might heighten tensions in the hall.

“My brothers are also sons of the Tribe of Judah, for whom 
the kingship was promised in other traditions,” continued 
Jonathan. “For five years now, these valorous warriors have 
proven by deed that God is with them. Can anyone doubt that 
God sent us Judah to save us? Could these great victories have 
been won, had God not been with Judah?”

Jonathan’s words were met with cries and nods of agreement 
by some of the crowd, whereas others wondered where he was 
aiming at. 

Jonathan went on, his youthful grin and expression con-
cealing the purpose of his words. “Ben Sira said ‘do not ask 
God for a position, and do not ask for rulership from a king.’ 
Judah does not seek the High Priesthood, but the Seleucid 
regime recognizes the High Priest as the leader of the Jews. 

21 Testament of the twelve patriarchs, testament of Levi, chap-
ter 8, verses 11-14: “And they said to me: Levi, thy seed shall 
be divided into three offices, for a sign of the glory of the 
Lord who is to come. And the first portion shall be great 
yea, greater than it shall none be. The second shall be in the 
priesthood. And the third shall be called by a new name, be-
cause a king shall arise in Judah, and shall establish a new 
priesthood, after the fashion of the Gentiles.”
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We cannot anoint a king, because that would surely bring the 
Seleucid army upon us in all its fury. We must therefore select 
the man most worthy to lead us, whom we can unite behind. 
We are still at war, and the peace we are now experiencing is 
no more than a temporary lull. I say that the man most suited 
for leadership in these troubled times is my brother Judah….”

“You have crossed the line now!” cried out More-Tzedek, 
rising up, shaking his fist, eyes fiery with outrage. The hall 
was filled with sound and fury as everyone spoke out at once. 
The voice of More-Tzedek still drowned them all out, proud 
and certain, though tinged with a plea for support, “The High 
Priest must be a direct descendant of the House of Zadok. 
He must be pure and holy. Judah has slain dozens, if not 
hundreds with his own hands. Yes, he was sent to us by God, 
and he has carried out his mission with great success, but it is 
inconceivable that he will be High Priest….”

Judah stood up slowly and strode into the center of the 
hall, Jonathan looking at him questioningly. He gestured at his 
younger brother to return to his seat. His expression was stern, 
but with a hint of amusement, like a father reprimanding his 
son for a prank but having a hard time stopping himself from 
smiling and expressing his appreciation of his achievement. 
He turned to the crowd, raising his arms authoritatively, 
signaling them to compose themselves and let him speak.

“We have all been enlightened and grown wiser by wit-
nessing this debate. We have heard fine citations and beau-
tiful aphorisms. It is the skill of the scholar, who is skilled in 
the writings of our forefathers, to make proper use of these 
words of wisdom from the holy books. When the scholar cites 
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a phrase or verse in the proper context and time, he is very 
convincing, as if all the Patriarchs are standing behind him 
and supporting his claims. But what we have just witnessed 
is proof of the futility of this approach. Every citation can be 
countered with another citation. The problem when one ci-
tation contends with another is that our ears fall deaf to the 
words of our brothers. You speak to him, not with him. This is 
not the proper way to act when all sides are involved and must 
live and work together….”

Judah’s tone and words calmed and placated the assembled 
elders and priests. Men who were tense and ready to quarrel a 
moment ago smiled and relaxed. Many nodded in agreement, 
and some even sighed in relief. Judah spoke plainly, without 
pretensions, as one of the people.

 “As for myself, I would wish for a little less justice, a lit-
tle more patience, mutual tolerance, compassion, brotherly 
love… we are all descended from the patriarchs and share in 
their legacy. I pray to God to give us a little more wisdom so 
that we might live together.

We need to realize what is happening around us. The 
Seleucid Kingdom is greatly weakened with the death of 
Antiochus IV. From the east, it is threatened by the Parthians. 
In Commagene, in Northern Syria, there is a rebellion, closer 
to Antioch than our own, which has already proclaimed 
an independent king. It is not clear who is in control of 
the Seleucid kingdom, and the Romans are stirring the 
pot and further weakening it. We must carefully consider 
developments in Antioch. During the last year we exploited 
the weakness of the kingdom, and the fact that it was a Shmita 
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year22, and our farmers were not as burdened with agricultural 
labor and were therefore free to make war….” Judah said with 
a grin but then grew serious once more.

“It may be that the kingdom has entered irreversible 
decline, and if that occurs then nothing shall prevent us from 
re-establishing a strong, wide-flung kingdom. But this is not 
the case right now. As matters currently stand, the Seleucid 
Kingdom still rules, and it has enormous forces at its disposal. 
If its regime stabilizes, we may well find ourselves in a war 
which will require every last inch of our strength to win; 
Jonathan was absolutely right about that. We are doing our 
level best to prepare for such a scenario. However, I tell you 
that our only chance of victory is to be completely unified 
and mobilized against the foe. The more men are with us, the 
better. I would gladly welcome the Samaritans as well, but they 
picked the wrong side—or at least their Hellenizers did….”

“And paid dearly for that choice,” someone from the back 
benches cried out.

“Yes, many of them fell when we defeated Apollonius,” 
smiled Judah.

“And they have been silent ever since,” continued the 
backbencher to the merriment of many in the audience.

“Let us return to the matter for which we have gathered,” 
said Judah, still smiling, refocusing the audience’s wandering 
attention. “Jonathan did not speak for me. I do not seek the 
High Priesthood. In my opinion, the Seleucid regime will 

22 Shmita: Every seventh year, according to Jewish tradition, 
the land must be kept fallow.
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recognize our leadership as we present it to them, provided 
that it has the appearance of an internal leadership, not one 
seeking to achieve national independence. Even if it turns out 
that the king insists on seeing the High Priest as the Jewish 
leader, we can always split the position of the High Priest into 
a formal title whose holder will represent the people to the 
regime, and one who will officiate as the High Priest in the 
Temple. Our victories have won us not only authority, but 
also responsibility, and both should be in the hands of our 
leadership. What is important at this time is to ensure that 
we have a functional leadership that eagerly carries us to our 
destination, rather than an obdurate donkey that must be 
switched into taking a reluctant step forward.”

Calls of support and roars of laughter accompanied his fi-
nal words. He waited for an additional moment and contin-
ued. “Whoever is here today represents the Jewish People of 
the Land of Israel. Every single one of you is a leader with 
influence over part of the people. If we produce a message 
of unity, brotherhood, and cooperation—despite all the dis-
agreements we have on certain issues—the people will unite 
behind us. More-Tzedek, whom I deeply respect, leads the 
Zadokite priesthood….”

Several distinguished priests seated in the front benches 
rose in protest and Judah swiftly qualified his words, “If More-
Tzedek does not represent all of the Zadokite priesthood, he at 
least represents many of them. These priests have done much 
for the Jewish People and have led us for centuries.”

From his seat in the front bench, More-Tzedek responded 
with an aggressive nod.
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“On the other hand,” continued Judah, “we have many wise 
and great men whose skills and wisdom have made them 
revered writers and teachers. People follow them and listen 
to their words. These wise men also wish to contribute and 
influence, and there is no reason they should not be permitted 
to do so. This is the custom in many Jewish communities all 
over the world. Much respect is given to the priests, but they 
do not lead their communities anymore, at least not merely 
because they are priests.”

Judah looked at his audience. They were listening raptly 
and were clearly reflecting upon his words.

“We all believe in God and the Torah. That is what unites 
us as Jews. But it seems that there is a contradiction between 
the desires of the people and the needs of the time, and what 
the sacred books say. Jewish law disqualifies the testimony of 
an interested party, or at least grants it lesser weight. We know, 
and it is clearly written, that the sacred books were preserved 
and copied by the priests. Over the past few centuries this has 
been done openly, and legitimately, by the Zadokite priesthood. 
But regarding the debate we have just witnessed, the scions of 
Zadok rely on what is written in books that they have exclusively 
preserved, edited, and also added to over the past centuries….”

Judah fell silent, assessing the impact of his words on his 
audience. None among them were indifferent. Their expres-
sions portrayed various emotions, ranging from amazement, 
shock, and resistance to sympathy and support. Judah realized 
he must maneuver back to the common unifying message to 
conclude the meeting with consensus.

“My father of blessed memory raised the standard of rebel-
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lion. He lovingly accepted any man who saw himself as a Jew 
without questioning or ranking the degree of his Jewishness. 
In the battles we have fought I have seen our brothers, the 
Children of Israel, fight side by side, regardless of whether 
they were devout or Hellenizers, Zadokite priests or priests of 
other lineages, young and elderly, men and women, born Jews 
and converts—they all put their lives on the line for each other 
and for the common struggle. We cannot permit ourselves to 
allow conflicts over leadership and authority in interpreting 
and teaching the Torah to tear our people apart, particularly 
given how continued Jewish existence was, until recently, in 
doubt. That danger is not yet past.”

Judah now spoke in an authoritative tone, hinting that he 
was about to conclude the discussion. It was clear to all of 
them that it would be he who would make the decision.

“More-Tzedek is the best and most worthy man to serve 
as High Priest. Not only because he is a Zadokite priest, but 
because he is personally the man with the qualities best suited 
for this position. At his side, Yose ben Yohanan and Yose ben 
Yoezer will continue to serve with all the authority and power 
granted to them and to the council by Simon the Righteous 
and Antigonus of Sokho. These three great and worthy men 
will have to cooperate in leading the people, for they are the 
three pillars on which the people stand.”

Judah concluded, thinking about how right Phryne’s advice 
was.

Long silence fell across the hall. Many considered their 
response, careful of saying anything that could be interpreted 
as questioning Judah’s decision.
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“And what of you and your brothers? The commanders of 
the army?” Yose ben Yohanan eventually asked.

“In times of war, such as now, we are the fourth pillar,” 
answered Judah unhesitatingly, his eyes piercing ben Yohanan. 
“We will act in full cooperation with you three.”

Yose ben Yohanan nodded slightly and glanced at Yose 
ben Yoezer. They both understood from Judah’s words that 
the leadership and military would, for all practical purposes, 
remain in the hands of the sons of Matityahu, who would 
remain outside the authority of both the council and the High 
Priest. It was they who would remain the senior and decisive 
factor, unsupervised and unquestioned by any higher authority.

Simon covertly signaled his brothers, rose, and began to 
clap in support of Judah’s words. The assembled people in 
the hall seemed to be waiting for just that and rose one after 
the other to join the applause, crying out in unison in sign of 
support and agreement of Judah’s words.

Ben Yohanan understood that there was nothing he could 
do to challenge this state of affairs, at least not at that moment, 
and he might as well try to make the most of it. He smiled 
widely to demonstrate satisfaction with Judah’s answer, and 
joined the hand-clapping. He began to walk towards More-
Tzedek, signaling ben Yoezer to join him. The two both 
offered the sour-faced priest their hands with a broad smile.

More-Tzedek hesitated for a moment, but did not wish to 
seem like the man who was spoiling this moment of unity 
and reconciliation. He forced a strained smile to his lips, rose, 
and shook their outstretched hands. The clapping rose and 
continued for many moments.



Spring 162 BCE—The Battle  
of Beth Zechariah

Dramatis Personae
Bold = main character 
* = historical figure

 Ӳ More-Tzedek*—A Zadokite priest, leader of the Zadokite loyalists 

in Sehaha (Qumran)

 Ӳ Menelaus*—Reigning High Priest

 Ӳ Judah Maccabee*—Leader of the Maccabee rebellion.

 Ӳ Alkidas—Commander of the Roman unit of the Seleucid royal guard

 Ӳ Azilus—Seleucid officer

 Ӳ Laodice IV*—Queen of the Seleucid Kingdom

 Ӳ Demetrius*—The eldest son of Seleucus IV and Laodice IV

 Ӳ Antiochus V*—The eldest son of Antiochus IV and Laodice IV

 Ӳ Lysias*—Regent of the Seleucid Kingdom

 Ӳ Yohanan*, Simon*, Eleazar*, and Jonathan*—Brothers of Judah 

Maccabee

 Ӳ Absalom—An officer in the Maccabee army 

 Ӳ Tario—Former commander of the Samaria garrison

 Ӳ Amos—A commander in the Maccabee Army
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 Ӳ Rodic*—Jewish soldier in the Maccabee Army

 Ӳ Adrianus—Brigade Commander in the Seleucid Army

 Ӳ Eliakim*—A Hellenizer Jewish priest, citizen of the polis of Jerusalem

 Ӳ Yose ben Yohanan*—Leader of the Elder Council, President of the 

Court

 Ӳ Yehoshua ben Pirchia*—Former student of Yose ben Yoezer, President 

of the Elder Council

 Ӳ Bacchides*—Seleucid general

 Ӳ Nicanor*—High-ranking Seleucid officer

Ever since the Jews had retaken Jerusalem and cleansed 
the Temple, the Akra had been loosely besieged. Lim-
itations had been placed on the entry and exit of the 

Hellenizers who resided in the Akra, and they were halted for 
inspection at a barricade placed before the gates of the fortress. 
Some among them feared for their lives, given their actions at 
the time of Antiochus IV’s anti-Jewish edicts, and so avoided 
leaving the Akra. Others, particularly the boys, would climb 
on the walls of the Akra and defiantly hurl curses and threats 
at traditionalists, and sometimes also pelt them with stones 
and refuse. Traditionalist youth would sometimes gather in 
the streets below the fortress and respond in kind, filling the 
air with a cacophony of screams and yelling. 

The Akra was a symbol of the foreign and profane occupa-
tion of Jerusalem, and its defiant placement over and adjacent 
to the Temple posed a constant provocation to traditionalists. 
As far as More-Tzedek was concerned, the fact that Menelaus 
continued to reside in the Akra was an affront which must be 
remedied, as that man represented to More-Tzedek all the evil 
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in the world. He was convinced that the dark angel, Belial, had 
captured his soul and tried to convince Judah and his brothers 
to have him slain, or at least expelled from Jerusalem. Howev-
er, Judah feared that capturing the Akra or directly harming 
Menelaus would be one provocation too much for the Seleu-
cid regime.

In accordance to the ancient Hebrew calendar, which was 
restored in Judea following the cleansing of the Temple, the 
new year began in springtime, and on the fourteenth day of 
the first month, the Passover was celebrated. This year, for 
the second time since the cleansing of the Temple, the holiday 
was scheduled to be celebrated in Jerusalem, as of old, and 
the custom of pilgrimage from all corners of the land was to 
be renewed. Prior to the holiday, letters were sent to Jewish 
communities throughout the world with invitations to ascend 
to the Temple in Jerusalem and to celebrate the holiday with 
the Jews of the Land of Israel. It was a year that followed a 
Shmita year, in which the soil was not tilled, a practice which 
always led to want and hardship on the short term, and hence 
the responsiveness of the Jews of the diaspora had critical 
economic importance. 

The leadership was concerned that the extreme Hellenizers 
and Seleucid troops in the Akra might seek to sabotage the 
holiday festivities. Accordingly, it was decided to tighten the 
siege on the Akra during the holiday, and the entry and exit of 
the besieged was curtailed in order to reduce friction with the 
pilgrims. There were also those that hoped that some of the 
extreme Hellenizers might be induced to permanently leave 
the city by these steps.
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***

Alkidas, the commander of the Roman-style unit of the Silver 
Shields, the royal guard, was a military man in every bone of 
his body. In his early career, when he was still a young officer, 
he had gained a long and jagged scar along the entire left side 
of his face, a memento of a sword stroke which had penetrat-
ed his defenses. The opponent who had marked him never 
lived to tell the tale. Alkidas had struck him down and kept 
on fighting, wielding his blade with such abandon, his entire 
left side drenched with blood, that he terrified all of the ene-
my soldiers. The tale became legend in the Seleucid army and 
won Alkidas a decoration for his valor. Later in his military 
career, he won the appreciation and love of his soldiers thanks 
to his courage and integrity. Every last soldier knew that Alk-
idas would fight for him and stand by him, even if this should 
be contrary to his own personal interests. Alkidas brought 
this integrity and honorable reputation to every rank he rose 
to. His current position was the pinnacle of his ambitions; be-
yond it lay only the twisting administrative and managerial 
landscape, positions that were more remunerative and usually 
considered by others to be more attractive than military com-
mand, but which lacked any attractive force for Alkidas.

The experienced commander now found himself marching 
into the royal palace in the middle of the night, the place 
which symbolized to him everything he wished to avoid. He 
followed a maid carrying a slender candle down a twisting 
and dark hallway. Behind him marched Azilus, a warrior and 
commander he had long known—and, as far as he knew, a 
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close confidant of the royal family. Azilus had appeared in his 
quarters that night, summoning him for an immediate—and 
secret—audience with the Queen.

The maid paused before a small door and knocked on it 
lightly. Much to the surprise of Alkidas, the Queen herself 
opened the door, inviting him in with a gesture, a mysterious 
smile on her lips. Stunned, Alkidas entered the Queen’s 
bedchambers. The door closed behind him, leaving Azilus 
and the maid out so he was standing alone with the Queen. In 
spite of being surprised and unsettled, he could not ignore the 
feminine, almost provocative, appearance of the Queen. This 
was the first time in his life that he had stood so close to her. She 
stood there, dressed in an airy sleeping gown, her hair loose 
on her shoulders, lightly perfumed. Her room was filled with 
the scent of an intoxicating perfume. He suddenly realized 
that this was the most beautiful and enticing woman he had 
ever seen. He felt his loins stir, and blushed in embarrassment 
for feeling like such a callow youth.

Laodice, who had always relied on such feminine wiles, 
read the veteran officer like an open book. She waited for a 
moment, stretching the moment out, delighting in still having 
the power, even in her middle age, to melt the hearts of the 
toughest of men.

“Commander Alkidas, I am delighted that you agreed to 
meet me. I know that this is hardly a regular request,” she said 
softly. She drew near him, feeling his breathing grow irregular, 
and entwined her arm in his, leading him to walk with her 
into the spacious room.

Alkidas required a few seconds to recollect himself and 
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regain his powers of speech. “My Queen, I am honored, just 
tell me your will….” 

“You will soon be leaving for Judea. Lysias will lead the 
expedition, but the young king will also accompany you. You 
must crush the rebels. Who would have believed that such 
a small people, one so close to the capital, could repeatedly 
embarrass us? Lysias may be managing things firmly, but this 
rebellion is beginning to undermine the stability of the king’s 
rule!”

The Queen stood facing Alkidas, her body nearly touching 
his. Alkidas felt his head spin. He had a hard time thinking 
clearly. His body responded almost independently of his own 
will.

“I called you because I have a personal favor to ask of 
you….”

Alkidas heard the words of the Queen as if they were 
spoken from afar. Thoughts he had not imagined himself 
capable of flooded his brain. He looked aside, yearningly, at 
her bed, which was covered with an inviting crimson coverlet.

The Queen, who felt like the star player in the play she was 
directing, smiled as she followed his eyes and then turned his 
face back to her with a single finger.

“The commoners look upon princesses in jealousy and 
think that our life is wonderful. They do not know that from 
birth to death our lives are defined by royal obligations. 
I was married three times to my brothers. The first, my 
father’s eldest, reigned only for a short time before he fell ill 
and passed away. I was but a girl and I had no children by 
him. The second was Seleucus, with whom I bore two sons, 
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both lost to me: Demetrius, who is captive in Rome, and his 
younger brother, who was murdered. My third husband was 
my younger brother Mithridates, later known by his dynastic 
name, Antiochus Epiphanes. He is the father of my last son, 
the current king.”

“My Queen….”
“Hold, Alkidas, hear me out, please. It is clear to me that if 

my eldest son, Demetrius, returns from captivity in Rome and 
ascends to the throne, the current king, my youngest son, will 
be in grave danger. When a new lion takes over the pride, he 
immediately slays all the young cubs fathered by the previous 
leader. If this should come to pass, the young king will have 
no choice but to flee. I have taken preparations, without his 
knowledge of course, to arrange this. However, I want to make 
sure that my son will not be threatened by the hyenas and 
foxes circling him.”

Alkidas felt the blood rise to his face. All his life, he had 
sought to avoid such intrigue. He took a single step backwards 
and protested, “My Queen, I am a military man, not a killer. In 
this field, Azilus, behind the door here, has much more in the 
way of a reputation than I do. I am sure….”

“Let me finish! You do not understand what I am asking of 
you.” The soft, seductive tone of the Queen changed to that of 
royal command.

Alkidas uneasily fell silent.
“The Argyraspides, the Silver Shields, have always been the 

source of my family’s strength. All the kings knew that they 
could be relied upon absolutely. Above all, this is the royal 
guard, whose role is to protect the king under any situation. I 
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do not ask you to eliminate anyone. I command you to protect 
my son, you and all your soldiers, to your last drop of blood. 
Particularly if anyone seeks to injure or assault the king during 
the journey to Judea! And no, I do not mean the Jews!”

Alkidas blushed, ashamed of suspecting the Queen of 
intending to recruit him to eliminate her personal rivals. 
He looked at the woman facing him, her eyes sparkling, her 
posture erect and fearless, like a lioness prepared to protect 
her cubs. An intense feeling of devotion and loyalty rose 
within him, merging with the renewed desire he felt for her.

“My Queen, I swear to you by the gods and by my family, 
no one will harm your son as long as I’m near him.”

The Queen smiled and drew near him once again, the 
scent of her perfume enveloping him. “I knew I could rely on 
you, Alkidas. You must select your best warriors and place 
them as a personal guard to the king. They will accompany 
him wherever he goes, to whatever discussion or meeting he 
attends, whenever he eats, sleeps, or bathes. They must know 
that should anything happen to the king, for any reason, they 
will be executed immediately.”

She drew even nearer to him, her lips fluttering on his ear 
as she whispered to him, “And I see you as personally respon-
sible, for good or for ill, to returning my son safely to me.”

***

In the Jewish communities near the land of Israel, it was clear 
that God was on the side of the Maccabees and was leading 
them to one victory after another. This belief strengthened 
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their faith in the Lord, and increased their adherence to the 
customs and laws of Judaism. It was therefore no surprise that 
the Jews of Antioch received Menelaus and the Hellenizer 
mission from Jerusalem, who had managed to slip out of the 
siege of the Akra to meet the king, with coolness verging on 
hostility. This attitude only grew stronger once word spread 
that Menelaus and his escorts had spoken lies about the rebels 
to Lysias and the king, in an attempt to anger the king and 
prod him into ordering a new military expedition against them. 
The words of Menelaus and his men had poured oil on the 
smoldering suspicions of Lysias, who had already reached the 
conclusion that he would have no choice but to lead the army 
into Judea again in order to defeat the rebels once and for all.

Several days later, news spread around Antioch that a 
decision had been reached in the palace to launch another 
military expedition into Judea. The Jews of the city quickly 
sent word of this to their relatives in Judea. These were 
self-confident missives that were characterized by a lack of 
understanding of reality. The feeling of the writers was that 
Lysias was making a big mistake by sending the army on a 
mission from which it would return defeated and humiliated. 
This was also the feeling of many members of the more distant 
diaspora communities. This overconfidence resulted in the 
diaspora failing to mobilize and reinforce their kin in Judea 
with financial contributions and volunteers as they had in the 
early years of the rebellion. 

Many in Judea felt much the same. The repeated victo-
ries, the purification of the Temple and its return to Jewish 
hands, the cancellation of decrees and the policy of tolerance 
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and de-escalation which the Seleucids had adopted versus the 
wayward Meridarchy of Judea had left the people overconfi-
dent. And there were economic considerations as well: the lull 
in the wars and the end of the Shmita year had given people 
a chance, for the first time in many years, to work their lands 
free of the heavy tax burden they had suffered under for so 
long. Accordingly, many people—particularly farmers whose 
livelihood depended on working the land—focused on their 
own households. A sense of lassitude and relaxation charac-
terized the land, and many relied on the heroic Maccabees 
to see off any invading army and bring victory on their own. 
Judah and his brothers were astonished to discover that certain 
parts of society viewed them as a professional standing army, 
as if they were being paid wages for fighting, making it their 
responsibility and duty to fight and defend the land. 

As the days went by, more detailed intelligence regarding 
the preparations of the Seleucid army for the expedition came 
in. Lysias not only did not try to conceal the information, 
he made sure that the roster of units assigned to Judea was 
made public. The units in question included elite Seleucid 
units, including the royal guard, siege engines, and mercenary 
units from Crete, Bithynia, and the kingdoms of Pontus and 
Cappadocia. The messages from Antioch to Judea gradually 
changed in tone and became more and more apprehensive. 
The information received made clear to Judah that they were 
facing another escalation, and that the next campaign was 
projected to be more difficult than anything they had ever 
faced in the past. He understood that the odds of his army 
winning this time were slimmer than ever before.
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A week after Passover, word arrived that the Seleucid army 
had begun its march on Judea. Judah assembled his staff to 
assess the situation. He asked Jonathan to begin by review-
ing their forces and their deployment. The total number of 
fit fighters in their army was fifteen thousand. Two thousand 
of them were stationed in Jerusalem, besieging the Akra and 
guarding the city. Another two thousand soldiers were sta-
tioned in various strategic border fortresses, guarding against 
raids or punitive campaigns by the neighboring meridarchies. 
A thousand soldiers were manning the rebuilt fortress of Beit-
Tzur. Should Lysias strike once again from the south, its garri-
son would be able to participate in the battle. 

“In other words, we have an actual field force of ten thou-
sand, and have another thousand troops in Beit-Tzur,” sum-
marized Simon, “while the Seleucid army we face numbers 
between fifty thousand and one hundred thousand warriors!”

Simon’s words were received with heavy silence.
“Nor do we really have ten thousand troops,” added Judah, 

“That number includes two thousand young warriors with no 
combat experience who have just completed their training. 
On the other hand, I don’t think we should take the numbers 
cited regarding the Seleucid army too seriously. I believe they 
are inflated and intended to scare us, though you may rest 
assured that we will be heavily outnumbered. What concerns 
me more is the quality of the army we will have to fight. They 
have learned their lesson from the previous battles and intend 
to arrive with their finest units. They will be far more cautious, 
and it will be hard to surprise them as we previously have.”

“So what’s the plan this time? How do you intend to win?” 
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asked Absalom with a hesitant smile.
Judah knew that Absalom was trying to hide his concern. 

He was more worried about the other commanders in the 
room. He sensed that they had failed to grasp the seriousness 
of the situation. “We must not be complacent or rely on luck or 
anything besides ourselves,” he said with a severe expression. 
“I have a few ideas, and I will want to hear yours as well, but 
I will tell you one thing straight: we may well have to return 
to a war of raids from hidden camps in the mountains and 
force the Seleucid army to split up and pursue us into rough 
terrain. Ambushes, night attacks, attacking their supply lines, 
a war of pursuit and attrition, just as in the very first year of 
our struggle.”

He stared at them steadily, seeing a glimmer of under-
standing kindle in the eyes of Simon, Jonathan and Absalom. 
The others still did not understand his meaning. He waited 
silently.

“Hold on, what do you mean?”
“What about Jerusalem?” 
“What about the Temple?”
“Not many pilgrims came to Jerusalem in Passover, we 

hoped that on Shavuot more would come….”
They began speaking all at once when the meaning of his 

words became clear.
“I assume that Lysias will come from the south once more,” 

Judah calmly resumed, “from Hebron, through Beit-Tzur, 
Bethlehem, along the Mountain Highway to Jerusalem. Just 
like he intended to do last year, before we blocked him in Beit-
Tzur.”
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“They understood that it is the best invasion route for 
them into Judea,” said Simon softly. “From the west they must 
ascend narrow and steep trails in which they have twice been 
defeated. From the north the road passes through an area 
under our control. The east is completely unscalable. On the 
other hand, from the south the path is more comfortable and 
safer for them, as it passes through the Meridarchy of Idumea, 
and from its borders the path to Jerusalem is quite short.”

“We will do what we can to bleed them and make them 
pay a heavy price,” continued Judah. “Amos did a good job 
in refortifying Beit-Tzur. We will attack them there and then 
make them fight us again and again along the Mountain 
Highway, while we harry them from afar, from the rear, and 
from the flanks, and then withdraw and regroup ourselves 
anew. Sometimes you need to know how to retreat in order to 
reach eventual victory.”

Simon got the picture now and spoke up. “We, unlike them, 
cannot recover and reinforce our forces if our army is defeated 
in a set piece battle with them.”

“Exactly,” confirmed Judah. “That means we will not engage 
in an all-or-nothing battle against them. That is why, to my 
sorrow, I must take into account the possibility that they will 
reach Jerusalem in this campaign!”

***

The Idumeans greeted the Seleucid army with even greater 
rapturous abandon than before. They clustered at the sides of 
the roads, tossed flowers at the warriors, and were astounded 
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at the size of the army. Of special interest were the eight mighty 
war elephants, their backs fixed with mobile war towers.  Each 
one of the towers was manned by four highly skilled bowmen. 
The elephants were driven by odd looking, dusky-skinned, 
turbaned men. Those in the know said that they came from a 
faraway land named India, and that was where the elephants 
came from as well. 

Lysias had brought with him this time an army fit to 
conquer nations. It included thirty thousand foot, cavalry of 
five thousand horse, eight war elephants, and a thousand-man 
siege train. They were accompanied by supply, administration, 
maintenance, and logistics personnel, for a total force forty 
thousand strong.

Prior to their entry into the Meridarchy of Judea, Lysias 
gathered all of his commanders for a brief in the tent of the 
king. The young king sat on a tall throne, his expression 
serious, looking older than his twelve years. At his rear and 
flanks were ten tense and terrifying warriors. These warriors 
had been personally selected by Alkidas to serve as the king’s 
bodyguards. As for Lysias, he sat on a royal throne adjoining 
that of the king. 

Lysias’ secretary provided the commanders with a long 
and meticulous review of all the battles against the Jews in 
the past few years. Every battle was painstakingly analyzed 
and carefully detailed, with the mistakes of the Seleucid 
commanders and the Jewish tactics that exploited them. It was 
important to Lysias that the unit commanders understand who 
was facing them and not underestimate them. As the lecture 
progressed, he indeed saw by the expressions of his officers 
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that they were beginning to develop a proper appreciation of 
the foe they faced. When the lecture was concluded, none of 
the commanders still underestimated the Jews.

For Lysias, this was insufficient. He called another man to 
join them from the back of the tent. 

Tario stepped forward and was briefly introduced to the 
commanders. Four years had passed since the devastating de-
feat where Tario’s commander, Apollonius, had fallen. In the 
years that followed, Tario had continued to draw his wages 
from the royal treasury. Officially he belonged to the Samar-
itan garrison, but in practice he had been relieved of his pre-
vious position and assigned a position as the commander of 
a special operations battalion. He would frequently be sent 
with his men to reinforce other Meridarchies, and was some-
times asked to provide Consultation on how to repulse the 
Jewish rebels’ raids. Occasionally he was sent to perform an 
inquiry on what went wrong in various battles with the Jews, 
being required to submit a written and orderly report that 
was then distributed amongst all the Meridarchs and military 
commanders. Ironically, his status rose over time, and he, the 
officer first handed a stinging defeat by the rebels, began to be 
considered the expert on fighting them. Rumors whispered 
that he was personally familiar with Judah the Maccabee and 
his brothers, and that he was the only officer in the Seleucid 
army who had fought them face to face and lived to tell the 
tale. Rumors about him spread far, all the way to the capital. 
Prior to Lysias’ second expedition to Judea, he was appointed 
as an unofficial counselor.

“The rebels are led by a man called Judah the Maccabee,” 



242  |  Lions of Judea

began Tario, “He is the man who has won them their achieve-
ments over the past few years. I have had the dubious honor 
of being the first man defeated by him in battle. I have since 
studied his stratagems in the various battles he has fought, 
hoping that I would one day have the opportunity to restore 
my honor. He fights like an ancient Hellene hero and scythes 
down our warriors as if they were stalks of grain. The repeated 
victories of the Jews over our forces have led many gods-fear-
ing-men to believe that the Jewish God is aiding them in their 
fight. People who have seen this man in battle have begun to 
spread rumors of him being invincible….”

Tario nodded at the young king, “The king and the regent 
Lysias have ordered me to speak to you, to make clear that this 
enemy leader may be a mighty warrior and a wise commander, 
but he is a man like any other. I stood before him and spoke 
to him. If we strike him down in battle, the Jews will likely 
collapse. Your soldiers must know that every possible effort 
should be made to take him down.”

“Dead or alive,” intervened Lysias, “it makes no difference. 
What matters to me is that you leave here with the under-
standing that these men cannot be underestimated. They are 
tough and determined warriors—but at the end of the day 
they are only men, men who have been able to exploit our past 
mistakes and weaknesses. There is no basis to the idea that 
their God has returned to fight on their side. If we prepare 
properly, we will easily defeat them, and each of you will be 
well rewarded.”

The next morning the Seleucid army entered Judea, settled 
next to Beit-Tzur, and began setting up a military camp, an 
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operation that lasted an entire day. Lysias spared nothing, and 
the camp was large and spacious, and included a wall, towers, 
and guard posts. He ordered the maintenance of meticulous 
watch arrangements and warned his commanders against 
complacency, reminding them repeatedly that the Jews had 
already won one battle after attacking and captured a military 
camp.

One day later, the Seleucid forces arrayed themselves be-
fore Beit-Tzur and besieged it. Lysias and the men that were 
with him on the previous campaign noted that the walls and 
guard towers had been rebuilt and strengthened. Throughout 
the day, the siege engines hurled rocks on the city walls; but 
unlike the previous campaign, the walls showed no signs of 
damage at the bombardment. The archer units also peppered 
the walls with arrows, but they were answered in kind with 
volleys of arrows fired from the safety of the fortress and the 
towers at the besieging forces. While the counter fire was not 
nearly as thick as the Seleucid volleys, it was continuous and 
accurate, and put the Seleucid soldiers at risk. Throughout the 
week the Seleucid forces failed to make any progress in reduc-
ing the fortress, and the Jews showed no reluctance in fighting 
on Shabbat, repulsing the Seleucid forces when they tried to 
exploit this day to outflank and assault the fortress.

After a week of bombardment and archery, the command-
ers of the Seleucid cavalry and infantry units began to show 
signs of discontent. They pressured Lysias to launch a real 
attack, using siege towers and ladders to scale the city walls. 
Lysias found it hard to withstand the pressure of the expe-
rienced commanders, who had many years of experience in 
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combat and battles behind them, including the conquest 
of fortresses. He eventually caved to their pressure, and the 
Seleucid forces were ordered to prepare for a frontal assault 
in two days. The logistical support troops began to raise siege 
towers and mobile structures to protect the assaulting forces 
during the approach to the fortress walls.

On the evening prior to the intended assault, a festive 
meal was held in the tent of the king, attended by the senior 
officers. Lysias hoped that his commanders were right, and 
that tomorrow would yield him a first impressive military 
achievement. He tried to display serenity, especially given 
the childish enthusiasm displayed by the young king at the 
upcoming attack. Later that night, as he lay alone in his tent, 
Lysias admitted to himself that he too was excited and had a 
hard time falling asleep.

Towards the end of the second watch, Amos ascended the 
walls of the fortress of Beit-Tzur. He intently watched the 
southeast, beyond the enemy camp, awaiting the agreed-upon 
signal: a burning arrow which would streak across the night 
sky. It was a moonless night, and the sky sparkled with endless 
stars, but the ground in every direction was especially dark. 
His soldiers stood below, tense. They were all dressed in black, 
their faces smeared dark as well. 

A mixed cavalry and infantry force of two thousand men 
was advancing on the Seleucid camp from the north. They 
were tasked with a two-pronged attack on the Seleucid camp. 
One force would attack the Seleucid camp from the north-east, 
strike down the sentries, and hurl fire arrows and spears into 
the camp; the other force was intended to assault the enemy 
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forces besieging Beit-Tzur from behind, in conjunction with 
the assault performed from the front by Amos and his men.

At the same time, on the southwestern side of the Seleucid 
camp, another two thousand Jewish warriors completed their 
preparations. They had been on the move since nightfall, 
carefully bypassing both the camp and the city of Beit-Tzur 
through the steep gullies west of the camp, climbing up to 
outflank the camp from a direction which the Seleucid forces 
had never imagined might be at risk. Indeed, no serious 
defensive array was constructed in that part of the camp—
only an almost symbolic, easily breached fence and two guard 
towers. The southern Jewish force was made up of four five 
hundred strong units. Each of those units was composed of 
four hundred infantry armed with swords and daggers, and a 
hundred archers. All were dressed and smeared in black.

Judah and Elazar led the force sneaking behind the Seleu-
cid camp. Each of them commanded one of the five-hundred 
man units. The mission of this force was to disable as many 
enemy troops as possible. Each unit was supposed to act inde-
pendently once it entered the camp, and be prepared to fight 
to the last man, provided that the damage caused to the ene-
my justified their loss.

Judah knew that he would never again have the same op-
portunity to attack the enemy with such overwhelming sur-
prise. He was determined to exploit the element of surprise 
to the utmost. He signaled his men to follow him and began 
to run forward at an easy pace, his right hand stroking the 
earth as he moved, leaning forward with his left hand holding 
the scabbard of his sword against his hip to prevent it from 
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making unnecessary noise. Two thousand warriors followed 
him, almost invisible in the darkness of the night, maintaining 
an almost inconceivably silent movement. Even had a Seleu-
cid sentry on one of the towers bothered to glance their way, 
it was unlikely he would have noticed them in the pitch dark 
night.

Lysias woke up in fright at the sound of screams penetrating 
his tent. It had taken him a long time and an entire wine skin 
for his frazzled nerves to settle sufficiently for him to fall 
asleep, which is why his slumber was so deep. It was a few 
seconds before he recalled where he was and realized what 
the screams must mean. He leapt to his feet and stormed out 
of his tent.

In the torchlight he saw Alkidas standing near him, fully 
equipped for combat, commanding his men. He displayed ex-
emplary sangfroid, as if a night attack on his camp was a com-
monplace event. Thanks to his commands, more and more 
royal guard coalesced into a human wall around the royal 
compound containing the tents of the king and Lysias. Lysias 
watched the veteran in appreciation. Glancing at the outskirts 
of the camp, from which shouting and sounds of combat could 
be heard, he saw several structures and tents in the southwest 
of the camp in flames. He saw soldiers fleeing there, some half 
naked, weaponless, running without any purpose or plan. 

At that moment a great trumpet call blared from the 
northeastern side of the camp as a hail of fire arrows and spears 
descended on the Seleucids. The fire arrows ignited tents and 
buildings and sparked fires all over the camp. Lysias felt his 
throat constrict. The Jews had encircled them, had penetrated 
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the camp, and were now charging them from both sides, he 
thought in terror. He heard the king repeatedly call out his 
name. He immediately composed himself, reentered his tent, 
donned his breastplate and helmet, and drew his sword from 
its sheathe. If I die tonight, he thought, hardening his heart to 
the fear which threatened to overwhelm him, then at least it 
will be in battle. 

He re-exited the tent, walking towards Alkidas, somewhat 
surprised at his renewed confidence. He was familiar with the 
orders Queen Laodice had given Alkidas, and understood 
that Alkidas prioritized protecting the king over repulsing the 
attack. In the meantime, the shield wall of the royal guard had 
grown so thick that it seemed that every warrior of the Roman 
unit was present.

“Alkidas!” cried out Lysias as he approached the command-
er, his rage mounting, “They are within the camp!” He pointed 
at the southern side of the camp, his gaze fiery. “Now they are 
beginning to attack from the other side. You must push them 
out, or they will destroy us all and slay the boy.”

Alkidas considered matters for a moment. He did not 
fear for the fate of the king, not with the entire royal guard 
arrayed around his compound, but his conscience troubled 
him at doing nothing to repulse the attack. He nodded and 
began ordering his men to redeploy. Within a short time, the 
defensive ring around the royal compound grew thinner and 
drew inwards around the royal compound. 

Judah observed the approaching battle formation, ordered 
ranks marching determinedly towards them. The rectangular 
body shields of the warriors glistened in the dim light of the 
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torches and the fires blazing across the camp. The Jewish war-
riors were only lightly armed and armored, prioritizing speed 
and stealth over protection, so they carried no shields. They 
could not face properly armed and deployed heavy infantry 
head on. The attack had succeeded far beyond expectations 
so far, Judah considered; there was no point in spoiling this 
amazing achievement with a battle which was almost certain 
to end in defeat.

Alkidas silently cursed as he watched the enemy forces with-
draw without putting up a fight. He was the most senior and 
experienced commander in the Seleucid army. The success of 
the rebels in this night attack on the camp, a camp in which 
he commanded the most elite unit of the army, would be held 
against him.

In the late morning hours, once the extent of the casualties 
and damage was assessed, Lysias summoned Alkidas. Alkidas 
was surprised to discover that the meeting was being held 
in the private tent of Lysias, attended only by him and the 
king. Even the king’s bodyguards, expressly ordered by him 
to stay with the king every minute of the day, were absent. 
Lysias sat on his bed. The young king sat on a simple chair 
by the bed and seemed pale and frightened, his eyes red with 
tears. Alkidas now understood why Lysias was holding such 
a private meeting. Should the appearance of the king become 
the subject of camp rumors, the soldiers would lose the 
remainder of their confidence.

“Sit!” commanded Lysias.
Alkidas sat down with a sigh, “Commander, I apologize 
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for what happened. You were right; I should have led my 
troops….”

“Never mind now,” Lysias cut him off, even though he was 
extremely pleased that the king had heard Alkidas’ words. 
“What matters now is organizing ourselves to turn things 
around. The panic was much greater than the actual damage. 
We need to whip the men back into fighting shape as quickly 
as possible.”

“How many men did we lose?” muttered the king.
“Four thousand warriors were injured, but only half of those 

are out of commission, seriously wounded, or dead,” replied 
Lysias, summarizing the situation. “We also have casualties 
amongst the administrative and logistical personnel, but that 
is not as critical. We have lost all of the equipment and siege 
engines which were supposed to enable us to break down 
the walls of Beit-Tzur. We also lost one elephant—the largest 
elephant, which was supposed to serve as the king’s elephant. 
The Jews tried to kill it, but they either didn’t know how or 
were too frightened by it to finish the job. They only wounded 
it, but it was impossible to regain control of him. He began to 
rampage, and we had to put him down.”

“I thought matters were much worse,” replied Alkidas in 
relieved wonderment.

“If you thought so, just imagine what the common soldiers 
must be feeling. In spite of what happened tonight, and in 
spite of the orders the Queen gave you behind my back….”

Alkidas reddened at Lysias’ words and sought to reply, 
but Lysias cut him off. “Just listen! I still trust you more than 
anyone else in the camp. As far as I am concerned you are my 
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right hand, and I want us to continue working together until 
complete and unambiguous victory is achieved.”

Alkidas calmed down at Lysias’ words. His regard for Lysias 
rose following the events of the night and the words he had 
just spoken. The king’s expression also brightened. He needed 
to hear words like “victory.” “Commander Alkidas,” he said 
in a trembling voice, “I rely with absolute confidence on the 
Regent Lysias, just as my father before me did. Regardless of 
what my mother commanded you to do, I am asking you to 
heed his orders, as if my own father were standing before you 
and commanding you to do so.”

Alkidas nodded. “I am at your service,” he told Lysias. 
“What would you have me do?”

“We can’t go to battle with our soldiers in their present 
state, lacking any confidence, with tales of the Jewish God and 
their leader Judah Maccabee further sapping their morale.”

“My soldiers are ready and able!” spat back Alkidas, taking 
offense on his soldiers’ behalf.

“I have no doubt of that, but we probably cannot win this 
war with just your five thousand elite soldiers. We need to 
soothe the regular troops, and I want your soldiers to help 
with this. Organize all of the units today and start holding 
combat training session tomorrow for two days, for all of the 
forces. In addition, we need an achievement, some victory. 
Capturing Beit-Tzur will help, but that might take too long. 
I also want us to have more of a presence between here and 
the Jewish camp. We can’t dig in and permit them to wander 
all around us as if they control the terrain. I want our troops 
patrolling everywhere and making them turtle up in their 
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camp! Initiative on our part will return a sense of confidence 
to our men.”

Alkidas nodded at Lysias’ every sentence. “I completely 
agree with you, commander. We just need to take into account 
that such activity has its own risks. Clashes with the enemy are 
possible, and if we lose again….”

Alkidas was immediately sorry for what he had said, noting 
the panic that gripped the young king.

“No such risk exists!” hissed Lysias at him through clenched 
lips. “That is what I need you for. You are personally responsible 
for this activity. Incorporate your soldiers, horsemen, special 
units, establish positions, send out patrols, do whatever needs 
to be done. Your mission is to restore our control of the area, 
and make sure that we win whatever clash develops.”

“What about the spies?” asked the king in a trembling voice.
Alkidas tensed, “What about them, sir?”
Lysias’ face grew thoughtful. 
“I can also assume, from the very fact that they knew to 

attack us precisely on the eve of our own assault on the fortress, 
and from the least defended side of the camp, that they have 
spies amongst us. There is no need to be excited at this, and 
there isn’t anything we can do about it in any event. None of 
us is a spy, and I believe that neither is anyone in our inner 
circle,” smiled Lysias, feeling that this subject, at least, was one 
that life in court and its intrigues had prepared him for. “We 
will be sure to exploit this when the time comes. However, you 
and your men must remain vigilant. Catching one of these 
spies, and particularly turning one, certainly can’t hurt. In any 
event, if you do identify such a spy, don’t be overly quick in 
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exposing him. Such a man can be useful if handled correctly.”   
 Lysias required a week to acquire an agent in the Jewish 

camp. After operating spies and envoys in all of the neighboring 
villages, he found out that a Jew named Rodic lived in Beit-
Tzur. He had originally lived in a small Jewish village not far 
from Hebron, where his parents and siblings still lived. The 
next night the village was razed to the ground and everyone in 
it slain. To all appearances, this was retaliation against the Jews 
by the Edomites. Accordingly, the Seleucid regime disavowed 
the massacre and condemned it. As a sign of this, and as a 
humane gesture, Lysias informed the residents of Beit-Tzur 
that they were free to go to the village to bury their relatives, 
and that they would be permitted to return safely to Beit-Tzur 
thereafter. Lysias knew that Rodic was the only man likely to 
leave Beit-Tzur. 

And indeed, Rodic left Beit-Tzur on his own, grieving and 
despondent, slumped on a donkey headed to the village. When 
he reached the village, soldiers were waiting for him, and led 
him to a cave hidden some distance away from the village, 
where his siblings and parents were being held, along with 
other members of his family, under close guard. Rodic then 
found out that they had been left alive as bargaining chips to 
extort him into betraying his comrades from Beit-Tzur. The 
soldiers took him to a nearby hill from which the cave entrance 
could be seen. From there he could see his brother and one 
of his sons being escorted out and then heard in horror the 
grieving cries of his brother. Under the threat that all of his 
family members would be tortured and murdered, Rodic 
broke and agreed to cooperate with his captors. He told his 
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interrogators of a smuggling trail on the west side of Beit-Tzur, 
via a goat trail ascending from the ravine to the mountain on 
which the city was built. This trail, he said, served the rebels to 
transmit messages and supplies. Just as the Seleucids had not 
prepared for an attack from the southwest side of their camp, 
the rebels also believed that this passage was secure and not 
a cause for concern. The warehouses containing the supplies 
of the besieged city lay near this area, thinking they would 
be far from enemy fire there. The besieged could not hope 
to hold out without these supplies, for given the Shmita year 
which had just ended, only minimal food supplies were found 
in their houses. 

Rodic was permitted to return to the city after being warned 
against revealing anything lest his family members be harmed. 
He was promised that, should he keep silent, no harm would 
come to them, and they would even be compensated for their 
suffering.

The next night an elite strike force of Seleucid warriors 
penetrated the city from the west and torched the warehouses. 
The fire spread and caused heavy damage to additional struc-
tures. The besieged were able to put out the fire, but only by 
expending much effort, while using up a considerable portion 
of their water supply in doing so.

The following morning, Seleucid forces spread across the 
mountains and ravine west of the city, hermetically sealing the 
city from the outside world. From that moment it took only a 
few days before the besieged began to feel the pangs of thirst 
and hunger. Poor Rodic drew suspicion to himself through 
his guilt-wracked withdrawal during that time, and was soon 
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arrested and brought before Amos to be interrogated. He 
broke down in tears and revealed all he had gone through. 
Amos’ mercy got the better him and he decided to spare 
Rodic’s life. The man was thrown into the dungeons, but his 
actions were kept secret, both to protect him from retaliation 
and to prevent demoralization of the besieged.

Amos understood that his chances of holding out against 
the Seleucids had become non-existent. The tightening of 
the siege prevented him from transmitting messages to Judah 
the Maccabee and receiving instructions from him, and so he 
alone was now responsible for making the decisions which 
would determine the fate of the city and his soldiers. After a 
few days of indecision, with the situation of his men deteri-
orating daily, he decided to negotiate with Lysias. He hoped 
to achieve an agreement similar to the one that had been 
achieved on Lysias’ previous expedition—in other words, to 
transfer the fortress to Seleucid control in return for permit-
ting his men to safely withdraw. 

Lysias eagerly accepted the offer. He desperately needed 
a military achievement that would improve the morale of 
his own soldiers and restore their faith in him and in their 
commanders.

The next day, Amos’ warriors left in a long convoy from 
the fortress. A thousand soldiers, marching in formation and 
openly bearing their arms in accordance with the conditions 
Amos insisted upon. Even though the proud withdrawal of 
Amos and his men marred the appearance of his achievement, 
Lysias made a point of permitting his men to celebrate the 
fall of Beit-Tzur with drink and a sumptuous feast in order to 
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emphasize the significance of the victory. 
In parallel, Alkidas carried out excellent work in the field. 

He organized part of the infantry in one-thousand men units, 
half of whom were composed of royal guardsmen and half of 
other soldiers. In order to do so, Alkidas had to overcome the 
resistance of the soldiers of the royal guard to a step which 
was perceived by them as an insult to their special honor and 
status. However, his uncompromising relentlessness, and the 
high esteem in which he was held, enabled them to pull it off. 
His forces deployed and occupied positions between Beit-
Tzur and Beit-Zechariah, where Judah the Maccabee and his 
army were stationed. A number of clashes occurred between 
the scouting patrols of both sides. The Seleucids got the better 
of some clashes, whereas others ended in a draw. None of the 
clashes resulted in a Jewish victory, so the feeling on both 
sides was that the Seleucids dominated the field, while the 
rebels remained fortified in their camp in Beit-Zechariah.

A week after the capture of Beit-Tzur, Lysias sent out a 
formal message to all soldiers that they would advance in 
two days to Beit-Zechariah to defeat the rebel army on the 
field of battle. Lysias was not satisfied with this, and convened 
an officers’ council for that afternoon. To the surprise of the 
officers, the council was openly held in the center of the camp. 
This location was exposed, and many of the nearby soldiers 
and administrative and logistics personnel could hear the 
council’s deliberations. Lysias sought to achieve two goals 
through this display. First, he wanted to show the soldiers that 
he was confident, relieve their uncertainty, and ensure that 
they were familiar with the expected battle plan. The second 
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goal had to do with his assumption that the enemy had spies 
within the camp.

Prior to marching to battle, the soldiers were tasked with 
organizing and training according to their new units, which 
were like nothing they had previously experienced. Lysias 
ensured his soldiers knew that anyone who fled the battle 
running, with his back to the enemy, would be executed as 
a traitor. A commander whose soldiers fled in this manner 
would be dispossessed of his property and put to a shameful 
death. He was not prepared to witness a repeat of the mistakes 
that had brought about the humiliating defeats of Siron and 
Nicanor in the past. In both cases, the panicked retreat of their 
warriors from the front rank had become an army-wide route. 

“If you are forced to withdraw, and this is definitely some-
thing that might happen,” he told his commanders in a loud 
voice, well aware that many soldiers were listening to him, 
“do so in a dignified and orderly manner, as befits profession-
al warriors. Move aside while maintaining contact with the 
enemy and enable the next unit behind you to enter combat. 
Even if the Jews destroy the first and the second units, the 
third unit will crush them, or the fourth unit will outflank 
them, and then we will crush them between us.”

***

Judah also convened his commanders. On the floor of the tent, 
the lay of the land south of Beit Zechariah was displayed with 
meticulous precision, including the Valley of Berachah and 
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the hills surrounding it23. The atmosphere was tense. A feeling 
that this was it, the decisive battle which would determine the 
future of the rebellion and of the Land of Israel, was in the air. 
Judah began with a welcome to Amos, expressing approval 
of his decision to negotiate and the successful results of the 
negotiations which had allowed him and all his troops to leave 
fully armed.

“The battle will take place tomorrow. Lysias leaves no room 
for surprises. He loudly pronounces his plans, perhaps hoping 
we will fold up in fear….”

His men responded with smiles. Each one of them had 
much experience, gathered over the past years, as a warrior 
and a commander. They were prepared to fight to the death if 
they should be called upon to do so.

“From our information on what is happening in the enemy 
camp, most of their soldiers fear us. Their morale has recov-
ered somewhat over the past few days, especially since they re-
covered Beit-Tzur, but it is still low. The soldiers interpret the 
fact that we killed the royal elephant as a bad omen. The king 
was supposed to ride it in battle and in the victory parade….”

He permitted himself a smile. His men attentively waited to 
hear his plans. They had gotten used to being led to victory by 
him, and they hoped for another such victory now.

“Their low morale is a significant advantage, but insuffi-

23 Chronicles 2, chapter 20, verse 26: Following the victory of 
Jehoshaphat, King of Judea, over the Ammonites, Moabites, 
and Edomites, the King and his men congregated in the valley 
and blessed the Lord (Berachah is blessing in Hebrew) and 
hence it became known as the “Valley of Berachah.”
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cient, particularly when the royal guard remains unshaken. 
Furthermore, in spite of the losses they suffered during the 
siege and our night attack on their camp, they still enjoy a 
massive numerical advantage over us; roughly three times our 
numbers. However, if we hit them fast, and hit them hard, 
and if we can disrupt their chain of command, there is a good 
chance we can cause them to collapse.”

Judah began to arrange blocks on the sand table. There 
were several types of blocks there, each of which represented 
the various forces: infantry, cavalry, and elephants. Within a 
few seconds, the Valley of Berachah replica was filled with for-
mations of blocks representing the Seleucid army units, each 
incorporating cavalry, infantry, and a single elephant. Facing 
them, in the narrow wadi descending from the hills north of 
the Valley of Berachah, and on the two hills flanking the ra-
vine, Judah placed blocks symbolizing the Jewish army units.

“Our people have done good work, and we know their battle 
plan with great precision. The elephants will be split up amongst 
their units, rather than forming a unified strike force.”

Having personally overseen and nurtured their intelligence 
and espionage capabilities, Judah was extremely proud of the 
fruit his nurturing had borne. His men stared intently at the 
sand table. A single glance was sufficient to disclose Judah’s 
battle plan: draw the enemy into the ravine in order to negate 
its numerical advantage and force it to meet the rebel army on 
equal terms.

“The best thing as far as we are concerned,” continued 
Judah, “is that in order to encourage their soldiers, and prove 
that there is no significance to us killing the royal elephant, 
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Lysias and the commander of the Silver Shield unit, together 
with the boy-king, will ride here,” Judah pointed at an elephant 
in the middle of the valley, “On the new royal elephant. This is 
where they intend to oversee the battle!”

He fell silent. His ideas gradually became clear to the 
assembled rebel leaders. On the sand table, the shape and 
opportunities of the coming battle seemed promising, tangible 
and close, achievable.

Over the following hours, the battle plan was studied in 
detail, units and missions were assigned, and each commander 
studied and memorized his role in the upcoming battle. 

Late that night the brothers gathered together. It was a hard 
moment for all of them. Eleazar was the logical and natural 
choice for carrying out the plan which Judah had conceived, 
and he eagerly volunteered for it. He was the only single 
brother with no woman and no children to look after. As for 
his abilities, Eleazar was the strongest of them all, and the best 
fighter after Judah.

Judah pressed Eleazar’s head between his hands and pulled 
his forehead to his own, without saying a word. His heart 
cried out on the inside. He wanted to be there in his brother’s 
place, or at least to be with him, but he was the commander 
of the army, the man all the warriors looked to. It was true 
that he took a risk when he led the surprise attack on the 
enemy camp, but the mission planned for the next day was 
immeasurably more dangerous.

“On Friday we are meeting for the family dinner! Do you 
hear me? We are meeting in Modi’in, at home! Just get to him, 
make him flee, and we will charge forward and crush them 
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like stalks of grain. I will get you out!”
Eleazar smiled and briefly nodded his head, his face crum-

pled up between Judah’s strong hands. “Well, if that’s what you 
want, then let go, otherwise I won’t make it to the battle, let 
alone Modi’in….”

Judah smiled, opened his hands, and enfolded his brother 
in a bear hug. The other brothers drew close and joined a long 
and silent group hug. 

At dawn, the Jewish forces arrayed themselves in accordance 
to the plan. Judah and Jonathan passed between the ranks, 
slapping the shoulders of the warriors, encouraging them and 
demonstrating their confidence. When Judah saw a warrior 
that seemed a bit overly pale, he stayed by him, made a big 
show of being about to whisper some secret advice, but spoke 
very loudly, “This is the moment, you know, to commune 
with nature, to void your bowls if you must be crass. After all, 
it is not very convenient, not to mention considerate of your 
friends, to do this in the middle of battle….”

The ensuing laughter of the surrounding soldiers immedi-
ately relieved the stress of the pale soldier and his comrades. 

Judah and Jonathan assembled in the front rank. The other 
commanders acted similarly, each heading the force under his 
command.

Several hundred Seleucid cavalry, followed by several thou-
sand infantry, began to flow into the valley. These were the 
forces that advanced before the main force. They assumed 
dominant positions on the hilltops overlooking the road. The 
main forces gradually followed them. Within an hour the 
valley had filled with eight Seleucid military brigades. Seven 
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of them were led by an armored elephant carrying a walled 
and roofed wooden firing platform on his back, each contain-
ing four archers. On both sides of the elephant, deployed in 
ordered ranks, stood the phalanx infantry, armed with long 
spears. Beyond them stood the warriors of the special unit 
of the royal guard. On both flanks of each unit rode heavily 
armed and armored units, wielding shields and lances. Each 
of these regiments included fifteen hundred warriors, for a 
total of twelve thousand soldiers. Besides these eight brigades 
were a reserve of several thousand infantry and cavalry pre-
pared for battle. A large garrison had been left in Beit Tzur to 
secure their supply routes.

The rays of the sun, which had risen in the southeast, broke 
on a sea of helms, armor, shields, and golden weapons, and 
were reflected back to the mountains surrounding the valley, 
creating thousands of blinding flashes.

Judah could feel the depressing effect of the sight of the 
enemy on his men. The ravine in which they were located de-
scended from the hills to the north towards the valley, creat-
ing an amphitheater-like structure. Thousands of his warriors 
were arrayed on the slopes on both sides of the ravine and had 
a full view of the ominous Seleucid army spread out beneath 
them. Silence fell when the tense warriors strained their ears 
to hear what their beloved commander would say. It was a 
warm summer morning and the heat was already beginning 
to turn oppressive. 

Judah smiled and shouted, “Are they here for a parade or 
are they here to fight? … Look at them, sweltering in their 
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armor and helmets ... they are already tired! They are here to 
lose! … We are here to win! … God is with us!”

The warriors responded with cheers that turned into a roar 
as he concluded. All they need to be filled with fighting spirit 
was to hear him.

On the western side of the Valley of Berachah stood a small 
village built on the ruins of an ancient Jewish settlement. Its 
inhabitants now emerged from their homes and stared in awe 
at the Seleucid army arrayed in their valley. Several young 
men from this village had volunteered for the Jewish army, 
and the villagers were all concerned for their fates. They didn’t 
know that at that very moment, no more than two hundred 
paces from the outskirts of the village, two hundred and ten 
handpicked warriors were hidden in the shrubs.

Eleazar and his men observed the valley. What interested 
them was one particular brigade which stood to the rear 
of the first rank of Seleucid units. It was centered around a 
particularly tall elephant, which carried a wooden platform 
covered with a royal canopy festooned with flags. The curtains 
of the canopy were drawn, and its inhabitants could not be 
seen. The intelligence provided to the Jewish command was 
that the king and the regent Lysias were riding that elephant.

Horns blared from the forward-most Seleucid regiment. 
The battle was about to commence. A battle cry rose up from 
hundreds of warriors in the Seleucid ranks. The Seleucid 
brigade smartly advanced towards the Jewish force blocking 
the ravine facing it. The light cavalry, who guarded the 
regiment’s flanks, charged at the mountain slopes flanking 
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the ravine. From the vantage point of the valley in which the 
Seleucid troops were deployed, it seemed that the mountain 
slopes were guarded by only a few small detachments of 
Jewish warriors.

Adrianus, the commander of the first Seleucid brigade to 
advance, expected the Jews to advance and do battle with him 
on the mild slope of the ravine into the valley. When the Jews 
seemingly hesitated in the face of his advance he felt troubled. 
The briefings they had received had repeatedly emphasized 
that in all of their battles to date, the Jews had carried out 
tactics based on ruses and cunning. When the Jews began to 
withdraw, his soldiers were overwhelmed with enthusiasm, 
and many of them roared in excitement and increased their 
pace. Adrianus permitted himself to momentarily share his 
men’s enthusiasm. 

However, within a short time Adrianus realized that his 
brigade could not maintain its broad deployment while 
squeezing itself into the ravine. He understood that he had 
allowed himself to be trapped in a dangerous situation, but at 
this point there was nothing he could do. The soldiers charged 
forward, alongside the excited elephant and behind it. Within 
a few minutes, the orderly battle formation of the brigade 
broke up. The royal guard companies failed to maintain their 
advance on the mountain slopes and were forced to descend 
into the middle of the ravine, their men pressed up and 
mixing up in the ranks of the phalanx. The phalanx infantry 
were no more successful, and proved unable to maintain the 
structure of their ranks and columns. Their long and heavy 
sarissas were increasingly burdensome as they made their 
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way up the valley. The heavy cavalry companies, which had 
initially, when the brigade had deployed on the plain, been 
assigned to cover the flanks of the brigade, could not enter the 
ravine with the rest of the force. They waited for the infantry 
to advance, and then squeezed in behind them. Ahead, the 
crazed elephant charged forward, his trunk raised high, trum-
peting in rage. The four archers he carried rained down their 
arrows on the Jews fleeing before them. The Indian driver of 
the Elephant tried at first to hold him back, but the soldiers 
behind the elephant were forced by the ranks behind them to 
crowd up against the elephant, and he understood he had no 
choice but to spur his mount forward, else the soldiers would 
be trampled under the feet of the massive beast.

In the meantime, the light Seleucid cavalry who had sought 
to take the mountain shoulders on the two sides of the central 
ravine had run into a difficult fight. They discovered that the 
Jewish force they faced was far more significant than they had 
imagined. Simon was waiting to greet them on one shoulder 
mountain with a thousand men; Absalom and Amos were 
lying in wait on the other shoulder with a thousand more. 
The Seleucid cavalry were greeted with a shower of arrows 
and spears which downed both horses and horsemen, thin-
ning their ranks. Several volleys of thousands of arrows and 
javelins were fired on the horsemen before they reached the 
Jewish warriors. Almost no horsemen or horses avoided 
injury. Those of them who were able to reach the crest of 
the mountain shoulders were forced to contend with infan-
try which outnumbered them, were prepared for them, and 
enjoyed a topographical advantage.
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Within the ravine, the Seleucid assault continued. The four 
archers and the Indian driver of the elephant had been slain 
by snipers on the slopes of the ravine. The elephant, which 
was protected by armor, was only scratched by the arrows, 
enraging him. Without a driver to control him, the elephant 
stampeded forward, trumpeting and swinging his trunk from 
side to side and up and down. It rapidly narrowed the dis-
tance between the Seleucid and Jewish forces and had almost 
reached the front ranks of the Jewish warriors fleeing before 
him in fright. The sight of the gigantic elephant was enough 
to induce panic.

Until that moment almost no contact had been made 
between the Jews and the Seleucid force that had entered the 
ravine, aside from the volley of arrows directed at the elephant 
crew. Not a single javelin had been hurled or an arrow fired 
on the Seleucid infantry. The Seleucid warriors squeezing into 
and up the ravine were therefore inflamed and certain of their 
victory, even though they were pressed against each other and 
unable to fight effectively. 

And then, all at once, everything changed. Judah and 
the men with him leapt aside nimbly a moment before the 
elephant overtook them. Eight massive wooden logs, each 
fixed with a sharpened iron point and pre-installed wooden 
rods, were quickly carried forward, each by six sturdy men. 
These six giant bayonets slammed into the charging elephant 
from the front and the flanks, badly injuring it. The elephant 
continued to trumpet, but in pain rather than bellicosely.

At that moment the narrow sky above the ravine was cloud-
ed over with a dense volley of arrows and javelins shot and 
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hurled down the slopes of the ravine into the densely packed 
Seleucid troops. Hundreds were injured in the first volley, 
among them Adrianus, the commander of the brigade, who 
was slain by an arrow which penetrated his neck. The roar of 
the Jewish warriors up the ravine and on its sides made clear 
to the Seleucids that the situation had just radically changed.

Judah rapidly reformed his men in their ranks and began to 
march them back at the Seleucids, who were being pelted with 
an almost constant rain of arrows and javelins. The soldiers 
standing in the path of Judah and his men were rapidly 
eliminated.

Recognizing the gravity of the situation, the surviving Se-
leucid officers ordered a retreat. Lysias’ threat, however, proved 
effective: they withdrew in much better order than they had 
advanced. At the same time, the remnants of the light cavalry 
returned as well, after their attempt to capture the ledges over-
looking the ravine had been repulsed with heavy casualties.

Shortly after the battle within the ravine had begun, and 
before its outcome had become clear, the Seleucid brigades 
in the valley below it had begun stirring. As the first repulsed 
assault streamed back into the valley, the new formation of 
the remaining brigades became clear. The Seleucid command 
had rapidly drawn conclusions from the reversal. One brigade 
was formed up facing the ravine: a royal guard regiment in 
front, with an archer detachment behind them, followed by 
five long columns of soldiers armed with short spears and 
shields—equipment suited for combat in the narrow confines 
of the ravine. There was another archer formation behind 
them, with more royal guard soldiers forming the rearguard. 
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No cavalry were included in the brigade’s formation, for they 
had just proven utterly useless for fighting in the ravine.

Two additional brigades were assembled, each facing one 
of the mountain shoulders flanking the ravine, equipped 
with weapons and gear suitable for fighting and climbing 
the mountain slopes. A large number of archers were placed 
between and behind the infantry, prepared to accompany their 
advance while launching screening fire. The elephants and the 
phalanx formations remained, like the cavalry, behind, proof 
that the Seleucid command had understood that they offered 
no advantage in the current terrain, and even served as an 
interference. Further to the east, a large number of cavalry 
assembled, preparing to ride around the hills in order to 
outflank the rebels.

Judah observed the renewed assembly of the Seleucids. 
The advantage of surprise, which had served them so well 
in repulsing the initial assault, had melted away. Everything 
now depended on the second stage of the plan. He signaled 
Jonathan to take his place. Jonathan, soaked with sweat, his 
arms stained with dust and blood, replied with a grin and 
waved at him, wishing him success. Even in the midst of 
battle, as he gasped from the effort of the fighting, he had a 
mischievous, boyish appearance, as if he were engaged in a 
game rather than a life and death struggle.

Judah shoved his way between the ranks, cheering and 
praising his men for their fighting prowess. At some point 
he turned aside and began to rapidly climb up the western 
slope of the ravine. Behind him he heard Jonathan shouting 
commands at the warriors in the ravine, organizing them for 
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the enemy’s next assault. After a laborious climb, he reached 
the high point on the western mountain shoulder overlooking 
the ravine, from which he could observe the valley. He reached 
it just in time.

From his vantage point, Eleazar could see how the battle 
broke out. He looked away from the battle in the ravine to 
the brigade with the royal elephant. Shortly thereafter, he 
noticed the horsemen riding between the brigades in the 
valley. He assumed that they were couriers transmitting the 
instructions of the Seleucid command to the forward forces. 
He focused on the royal elephant, trying to discern whether 
it was the origin of the couriers, but could not say one way or 
the other. A nagging doubt fluttered across his mind but did 
not form into a definitive conclusion. At some point three of 
the brigades began move. The brigade closest to them, which 
separated them from the royal elephant, advanced, creating an 
open space between Eleazar’s force and the brigade with the 
royal elephant. God is with us, thought Eleazar with growing 
confidence as he observed the enemy soldiers retreating from 
the failure of the first attack.

The moment came. Eleazar signaled his men. Three groups 
of seventy warriors began to rapidly charge forward, in three 
tightly packed formations, each group seeming from afar like 
a single body. The path they travelled passed behind the forces 
preparing to assault their comrades. They rapidly advanced 
on the right flank of the brigade with the royal elephant.

The attention of the Seleucid soldiers in the valley was ded-
icated to the movement of their own forces and their rede-
ployment before the rebel-held ravine. None of them noticed 



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  269

the surprise attack forming in the outskirts of the valley.
Only one Hellene officer, observing the valley from a high 

vantage point to the rear, realized what was happening. In the 
aftermath of the Jewish surprise assault on the Seleucid camp 
south of Beit-Tzur, appreciation of the Jews in general—and 
their commander, Judah the Maccabee—had grown among 
the Seleucid commanders, as had their fear of them. They 
grew ever more reliant on the advice of Tario, the Jew-fighting 
expert. Last night, Alkidas had summoned him to his tent and 
presented the battle plan to him. Although Tario had already 
grown used to being charged with special assignments, he was 
surprised to hear what was expected from him. Alkidas had 
ordered him to position himself on a tall observation point 
and await developments in the battle.

“What should I look for?” Tario asked Alkidas suspiciously. 
“I don’t know, and that is exactly why I need you,” replied 

the experienced commander. “The man who is leading them 
is so unpredictable, the only thing I can expect him to do is 
surprise us. I need our own special force, which will be outside 
the regular formations and chain of command, to observe, be 
sensitive to new developments, and inform me of them or 
react to counter their move. As you said, the most important 
thing is to try to kill their leader.”

So it was that prior to the beginning of the battle Tario had 
positioned himself with his men and started scanning the bat-
tlefield, waiting for Judah to make his surprise move. As soon 
as Tario noticed Eleazar and his men charging the brigade 
with the royal elephant, Tario galloped, leading his men, at 
them, rapidly narrowing the gap to the brigade targeted by 
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the rebels.
Absalom stood behind Judah. He commanded, together 

with Amos, the force that had repulsed the cavalry that 
had assaulted the western mountain shoulder. Just like the 
ravine and the eastern mountain shoulder, his force had 
also organized to repulse the next assault. Absalom watched 
Eleazar’s force rapidly advancing on its target. He looked over 
the enemy brigades spread throughout the valley with awe. 
The fate of the entire campaign now depended on the results 
of Eleazar’s raid.         

“Judah, we are ready.”
Judah looked back. A hundred of his best warriors, men 

who had yet to participate in the battle, stood slightly behind 
him, intently observing Eleazar and his men. On a nearby hill 
to the southwest, two five hundred man formations awaited, 
one of them picked infantry, the other cavalry. They were all 
supposed to suddenly charge, after Eleazar’s surprise attack 
was discovered by the Seleucids, outflank the forces assembling 
before the ravine to the west, and charge the royal brigade 
alongside Eleazar and his men. The coordinated maneuver, if 
carried out properly, would transform the defensive battle into 
an offensive one, eliminate the Seleucid high command, badly 
damage the royal regiment, and bring about the panicked 
flight of its soldiers in a manner that would bring about the 
total collapse of the enemy formation.

“Judah!” cried out Absalom in excitement. He placed his 
hand on Judah’s shoulder, trying to turn him to the south east. 

Judah did not respond. Something was troubling him. The 
Seleucids had deployed too rapidly and too well to continue 
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the campaign, even before the failure of the first attack became 
clear. Someone was directing them very professionally. He 
carefully scanned the valley, not sure what exactly he was 
looking for. An inner feeling told him he was missing some-
thing. His gaze fixated on the eastern side of the valley, in the 
direction Absalom had tried to turn his attention to. Two of 
the far-right brigades were advancing forward on the moun-
tain highway, as if they were proceeding towards Jerusalem. 
The feeling that something odd was going on changed into an 
ominous foreboding. His mind rapidly put together the new 
data and his foreboding into a scenario. Understanding struck 
him. Damn you, Lysias, he thought, and felt a pang of pain in 
his heart. He looked back at Eleazar and his warriors. They 
had reached the outskirts of the brigade, overrunning the sur-
prised Seleucids from their flank, making their way through 
them. The plan was for Judah to now order the two hand-
picked units forward and to lead them in their charge. He 
knew that Eleazar and his men had no chance without them.

“Judah, what’s going on?” asked Absalom in trepidation, 
not understanding why his commander was hesitating. 

Judah continued to stare at Eleazar, unable to turn his 
eyes away. In spite of the distance he could see him charging 
forward at the head of his command, his broadsword swing-
ing back and forth as if it were weightless, cleaving anyone 
who stood in his way. His men penetrated the flank of the 
Seleucid brigade in three parallel formations. Eleazar and 
an incredibly powerful warrior called Yoav were the point of 
the central formation. The number and arrangement of the 
warriors was rife with symbolism. Each formation numbered 
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seventy warriors, the number of holy days in the year24. The 
warriors running at the flanks of the formation held their 
shields interlinked, giving each formation the appearance of 
a massive battering ram. 

“Lysias and the king are not there!” replied Judah in an icy 
tone, drawing on all of his strength to control his emotions. He 
sealed his heart and mind from any thought of his brother’s 
fate. He turned to Absalom, seeing his soldiers eyeing him 
with bewilderment from the corner of his eyes.

“We need to prepare for an expeditious retreat,” he said 
brusquely, the words like bile in his throat.

“What?! But Eleazar? Look, look at what is going on there, 
they are trampling them,” cried out Absalom in a heartfelt 
plea. “Is it a trap?”

“Note: the supposedly royal elephant is not moving. If the 
king were on it, they would immediately pull him back in 
order to protect him.” 

He pointed at the brigades advancing on the eastern side of 
the valley. “Their next attack will be far more successful than 
the last one. Meanwhile, they are surrounding us. It will be a 
trap unless we withdraw—right now. They will surround us 
on all sides.”

He glanced at Eleazar one last time. He and his men had 
been slowed in their advance by belated Seleucid resistance in 
front, while the Seleucid cavalry was dogging his rear. “Our 

24 In the ancient Hebrew calendar there were 52 Sabbaths and 
20 more holy days, of which 2 were Sabbaths, making up a 
total of seventy days in a 364 day year. 
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brothers will die a heroic death and take many down with 
them. Our duty is to safeguard the future.”  

Tario and his men arrived at the assaulted brigade only when 
the Jewish warriors were already deep within it, leaving three 
bloody paths of wounded and dead behind them. Tario gal-
loped into the chaos on the tracks of the middle force, thun-
dering at the soldiers before him to clear the way. From the 
height of his mount he could see how the Jewish warriors 
were rapidly advancing at the elephant, decorated according 
to the appearances of the royal mount. As the Jewish columns 
advanced, their length decreased as they accumulated casual-
ties. The middle force was now only ten paces from the roy-
al pavilion on the elephant, whose curtains were now drawn 
aside. The two flanking attack columns had been eliminated 
and only five warriors yet remained of the middle force. 

The Seleucids hatefully savaged the Jewish wounded and 
dead who had fallen, stabbing them again and again and 
mutilating their corpses.

Tario felt his heart beat in his chest in excitement. The 
Jewish warrior who led the attack had just broken through 
the last ranks of the soldiers around the supposedly royal 
elephant. He held a broadsword in his right hand and a spear, 
which he’d probably acquired from a fallen Seleucid soldier, 
in his left. He seemed to just stand there, dazzled, gasping, 
washed in blood.

Tario was sure that it was Judah Maccabee, though he 
did not remember him being quite as muscular and broad 
shouldered as the massive man he now saw from behind. Two 
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Jewish warriors, the last to survive the assault force, had broken 
through to the elephant with their leader and immediately 
spun back with a roar, protecting their commander’s back, 
daring any Seleucid soldiers to interfere.

From the height of the elephant the archers aimed their 
bows at the warrior at the left flank of the great beast. They 
held back their fire, awaiting a command or movement by 
him. At this range their arrows would rip him apart. Dozens 
of Seleucid soldiers now gathered around the other two 
warriors, surrounding them in a broad arc, equally hesitant to 
attack. They feared but also could not help feeling respect for 
these three warriors, who had fought so bravely to make it all 
the way to this point.

Tario and his horsemen continued to make their way slowly 
through the chaos left in the wake of Eleazar’s advance. They 
were the only ones to move in the entire brigade, which seemed 
to have frozen in place, everyone staring at the tableau of the 
three Jewish warriors and their quarry, the royal elephant. To 
his left Tario noted the brigade commander standing, chalk 
white, some distance away from the elephant. He was clearly 
devastated at the destruction that so few Jews had inflicted 
on his brigade. Tario signaled him to hold back. He hoped to 
capture Judah alive. He stared in admiration at the back of the 
Herculean man facing the elephant. 

At that moment the man turned back, his gaze passing 
over his two remaining companion, reviewing the enemy 
surrounding him and then, over the heads of the Seleucid 
soldiers, his gaze locked with Tario.

Tario shivered. He had an excellent memory for faces. 
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While he had only seen Judah Maccabee for a few moments 
several years ago, his face was etched in his memory. The 
features of this man were similar, but he was certain that he 
was not Judah. It must be one of his brothers, he thought, 
surprised to feel an odd sense of relief. Some part of him did 
not want to take the noble warrior, who had made him who 
he was, captive.

Eleazar smiled and shook his head, as if he were reading 
Tario’s mind.

The elephant, curious to observe the going on to its side, 
turned to face Eleazar. His driver, who until this moment 
had stared at developments as if he were a bystander, did not 
understand the danger in this. The archers yelled at him to halt 
the elephant, but it was too late. Still separated from Eleazar 
and the elephant by packed ranks of Seleucid soldiers, Tario 
saw Eleazar’s companions charge the soldiers surrounding 
them. At the same time Eleazar stepped forward and kneeled 
under the trunk of the Elephant, shielding himself from the 
archers above.

Eleazar’s remaining companions were almost immediately 
eliminated by the horde of soldiers surrounding them, their 
pierced corpses dropping slowly down to the ground.

Eleazar kneeled, motionless. He was so quiet and serene 
that the elephant did not understand whether he was an enemy 
or a friend, and sniffed him with his trunk. Suddenly, Eleazar 
struck in a blur of movement, thrusting up his broadsword 
from below, with enormous force, as a massive roar left his 
throat. The sword plunged with supernatural force into the 
throat of the elephant, which was unprotected by his armor, 
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penetrating the head of the massive beast from below.
As he pushed the sword hilt into the elephant, Eleazar felt 

the massive beast begin to topple on him. He tarried for a split 
second longer to shove the sword into the elephant’s head to 
the hilt, and was too late to dodge the fall of the elephant. His 
leap from beneath the toppling elephant was cut short as his 
legs were crushed between the elephant’s body and the rocky 
soil, only his head and upper body free of the massive carcass. 
A choked cry left his throat for a moment before he fainted at 
the intensity of the pain.

The hundreds of soldiers watching the tableau saw the 
giant elephant collapse upon the mighty Jewish warrior as the 
soldiers on the elephant and its driver leapt off the mountain 
of flesh or tumbled to the ground. The nearby soldiers began 
to slowly approach, without saying a word, pressed inwards by 
the ranks behind them, tightening the ring around the slain 
beast and the trapped Eleazar.

At that moment Eleazar recovered consciousness. His 
mind was assaulted by waves of pain and he grunted in agony. 
Suddenly, he realized his situation and sought to push the ele-
phant’s body off him in order to extract himself from beneath 
it. Not understanding the severity of his injuries, he intended 
to face his enemies and die fighting. When he failed to budge 
the elephant, he ignored his agony and roared and pounded 
the ground in the direction of the soldiers surrounding him.

Tario, who had remained mounted, realized that something 
was happening around the elephant and heard Eleazar’s roars 
but could not see him, obscured as he was by the soldiers 
surrounding him. Realizing the rebel leader still lived, he 



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  277

spurred his horse forward, yelling at the soldiers before him 
to make way, yelling at the soldiers near the elephant not to 
harm the rebel warrior.

The soldiers near Eleazar, already shocked at witnessing 
a man slaying an elephant single-handed, were horrified at 
the sight of Eleazar’s rage. He seemed to them like a mythi-
cal warrior of their legends, or perhaps a legendary inhuman 
monster. Terrified at the thought that he might break free 
and charge then, they tried to push back against the soldiers 
crowding them from behind, but to no avail. One of the sol-
diers stirred himself out of shock and shouted at his comrades 
“If he gets up we are finished!” and then charged at Eleazar 
with his spear, keeping as much distance between himself and 
the raging trapped warrior as he could, his example spurring 
other soldiers to do the same.

A moment later Tario pushed through the now silent crowd 
to see Eleazar lying dead on the ground, his lower body bur-
ied by the elephant and five spears sticking out of his supine 
upper body.  

The Seleucid command established headquarters on a small 
hill in the center of the valley. Lysias, the King, Alkidas, 
and several of his officers were there, secured by a specially 
selected security detachment. Nearby were a score of mounted 
and unmounted couriers, with which Alkidas transmitted his 
orders to the regiment commanders. Lysias’ good spirits at 
the success of his ploy rose further at the sight of the Jews 
withdrawing.

“Alkidas, order our men to pursue them; the King wants to 
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see us bring them down,” Lysias cried out. He was convinced 
that the leader of the Jews had been slain in the attack on the 
supposed royal elephant, and that this was why the Jews were 
withdrawing.

Alkidas ignored him. He and his officers performed a 
careful assessment of the situation.

After a few moments, Alkidas separated from his men and 
approached the king and Lysias. “Tario will soon arrive and 
report us what exactly happened in the attack on the elephant. 
The rebels must have understood that we were about to out-
flank them, and that is why they withdrew—to improve their 
positions and lie in wait for us later down the road. Our de-
ception worked, and they did attack the wrong elephant, but 
beyond that we did not make any gains. On the contrary, they 
destroyed one of our brigades. This campaign is far from over; 
this was only round one. We must not pursue them right now.”

Alkidas stated his opinion professionally and coolly, but 
Lysias still felt as if he had been reprimanded. 

Shortly thereafter, Tario arrived with his men and presented 
himself before Alkidas, Lysias, and the King.

“You have never seen anything like this,” he said right away, 
skipping over the honorifics in his excitement, “I am sure that 
it was one of the brothers, but it was not their leader, not Judah 
the Maccabee. He killed the elephant himself, with his sword.”

The king paled. “They really are trying to kill me,” he said 
wanly, “and they would have succeeded….”

“Your majesty, we lured them into doing that. Now that we 
understand what they are trying to do, we will ensure you are 
kept safe from any harm,” said Alkidas, trying to soothe the boy. 
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Alkidas locked his gaze on Tario, realizing that the man 
wanted to say something else but was hesitating, and signaled 
at him to speak.

“The brother was injured by the elephant but survived,” 
Tario nodded in sorrow. “We could have saved him and used 
him as a bargaining chip versus the rebels, but the soldiers 
killed him.”

“What?!” shouted Lysias, “Why didn’t you stop them? Now 
this Judah will seek to avenge himself on us for the death of 
his brother!”

Alkidas was surprised at the response of the regent. He 
realized that Lysias had developed a sort of mythic fear of the 
rebel leader. “Sir, they don’t need to know about it. The version 
of events we will disseminate is that the brother was killed by 
the fall of the elephant. I suggest we establish our camp. Some 
of the forces will advance and seize control of positions up 
the road. We will have to advance carefully and send many 
scouting parties and patrols in all directions. I must admit 
that their leader is conducting the campaign brilliantly, but if 
we act carefully we will be able to neutralize him.”
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Dramatis Personae
Bold = main character 
* = historical figure

 Ӳ Alkidas—Commander of the Roman unit in the Seleucid Royal Guard

 Ӳ Laodice IV*—Queen of the Seleucid Kingdom

 Ӳ Demetrius*—The eldest son of Seleucus IV and Laodice IV

 Ӳ Antiochus V*—The eldest son of Antiochus IV and Laodice IV

 Ӳ Lysias*—Regent of the Seleucid Kingdom

 Ӳ Tario—Former commander of the Samaria garrison

 Ӳ Bacchides*—Seleucid general

 Ӳ Nicanor*—High-ranking Seleucid officer

 Ӳ More-Tzedek*—A Zadokite priest, leader of the Zadokite loyalists 

in Sehaha (Qumran)

 Ӳ Menelaus*—Reigning High Priest

 Ӳ Judah Maccabee*—Leader of the Maccabee rebellion

 Ӳ Yohanan*, Simon* and Jonathan*—Brothers of Judah Maccabee

 Ӳ Phryne—The wife of Judah Maccabee

 Ӳ Eliakim*—A Hellenizer Jewish priest, citizen of the polis of Jerusalem
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 Ӳ Eupolemus*— A moderate Hellenizer Jewish priest, personal friend 

of Judah Maccabee  

 Ӳ Yose ben Yohanan*—Leader of the Elder Council, President of the Court

 Ӳ Yose ben Yoezer*—President of the Elder Council

 Ӳ Yehoshua ben Pirchia*—Former student of Yose ben Yoezer

Lysias and the young King Antiochus V underwent a 
nerve-racking week. The Jews constantly harassed the 
advancing Seleucids. Ambushes, snipers, isolating and 

eliminating patrols and scouts, and even a false deployment 
of a large force on a hilltop, forcing the main Seleucid force 
to halt its advance and deploy to capture the position, only to 
discover that no one was there.

The Seleucid soldiers grew despondent. Once word spread 
of the destructive attack which had ended with many casu-
alties and the false royal elephant dead on the Seleucid side, 
and the death of all of the rebel warriors, and their leader, the 
brother of Judah, many developed a deep, almost irrational 
fear of the Jews. Alkidas was forced to rely primarily on the 
Roman-style elite Silver Shield unit. However, he was equal to 
the task—eventually, after a week of snail-paced advance, the 
Seleucid army reached the outskirts of Jerusalem.

On the Jewish side, the commanders deliberated on the 
proper strategy. One option was to fortify Jerusalem and try 
to prevent the enemy from entering the city. However, that 
would have required committing the entire army to a static 
defense of the city from within its walls. Doing so would not 
only likely fail, it would also expose the residents of the city to 
massacre and pillage.



282  |  Lions of Judea

The walls of the Temple, on the other hand, had been 
reinforced and built higher over the past year, so that the site 
had become a strong fortress in its own right. It was decided 
that two thousand warriors, led by Simon, would fortify the 
Temple and seek to prevent its capture, while the rest of the 
army would remain in the field in order to continue operations 
against the enemy.

The Seleucids took over the city rapidly, relieved the garri-
son of the Akra from the partial siege under which they had 
suffered for the past few months, and placed their own siege 
on the Temple. Entering the city was a relief to them, for with-
in it they felt relatively safe from the rebels’ harassment tac-
tics. They did not seek to storm the Temple, which was heavily 
fortified, but hurled arrows and sling stones at it, completely 
surrounding it, including placing forces in the Kidron stream 
and the mountain east of the city in order to prevent the rein-
forcement and resupply of the Temple. 

Within a week it was clear that, unless the Jewish army took 
the initiative and fundamentally changed the situation, the 
Temple would fall within a few days.

In Jerusalem, intense negotiations were being conducted 
throughout that time between the Seleucids, the Hellenizers, 
the elders, and the priests. From Antioch word arrived 
that Philipus, who claimed to be appointed regent by King 
Antiochus IV prior to his death, had taken advantage of 
the absence of Lysias and the royal army from Syria, and 
was marching on the capital. Lysias did not conceal this 
information either from his own men or the Jews. On the 
contrary, he made clear to both that his patience was at end. 
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He was prepared to reach an accommodation with the Jews, 
much like the one he had reached a year ago. However, should 
they fail to agree to terms soon, he would utterly raze both the 
Temple and the city of Jerusalem.

A delegation of the citizens of the polis of Jerusalem, headed 
by the priests Eliakim and Eupolemus, approached Lysias and 
the king. Eliakim was a Hellenizer and a citizen of the polis, but 
he was also linked to the House of Zadok on his father’s side, 
and his mother was a sister of the head of the Elder Council, 
Yose ben Yoezer. He was therefore a figure more acceptable 
to the elders than Menelaus. Eliakim blamed Menelaus for 
the deterioration of the situation in Judea, a claim that Lysias 
tended to agree with. Eliakim petitioned, with the support of 
the rest of the delegation, to remove Menelaus from the High 
Priesthood and to appoint him in his place. 

Eupolemus, on the other hand, spoke for approaching 
the traditionalists as much as possible and negotiating with 
the leaders of the Elder Council, and through them with the 
Maccabees. What he did not understand or foresee was that 
the leaders of the Elder Council and More-Tzedek would seize 
the opportunity to strengthen their position versus the leaders 
of the rebel army, whose growing power within Judea they 
viewed with trepidation.

Without the participation of Judah and his brothers, the 
parties reached an arrangement appointing Eliakim as the 
official High Priest of the Jews instead of Menelaus, with the 
provision that the Temple would remain in the hands of the 
traditionalists and their priests and would be dedicated to 
the worship of the Jewish God rather than Zeus. According 
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to the arrangement, all the internal affairs of the Jews would 
continue to be managed internally—the calendar included. 

More-Tzedek and the leaders of the Elder Council left 
the city to meet with Judah Maccabee and his brothers in an 
attempt to persuade them to agree to the terms of the set-
tlement. The council was held an hour’s ride from Seleucid-
occupied Jerusalem. Together with Judah were Simon, who 
was permitted to leave the besieged Temple at the explicit 
orders of Lysias, and Jonathan, as well as several clan patri-
archs and senior commanders. 

Yose ben Yoezer set the tone of the meeting, speaking 
assertively, even aggressively. “We have followed your path 
and supported you as much as we could. Now, facing the 
destruction of the Temple, you must display responsibility to 
the nation. You must accept the conditions we have negotiated 
with the young king and Lysias.”

“Evacuate Jerusalem, disband the army, and return control 
to Eliakim and the Hellenizers?!” Jonathan answered angrily.

“That’s right. Lysias does not insist that the entire army lay 
down its arms, only that you do not enter Jerusalem, and that 
all of the reserve forces be demobilized and return to their 
farms. We all think that is the best we can achieve given the 
circumstances.”

“You are so frightened that the Maccabees might seize 
leadership that you would rather hand power over to the 
Hellenizers,” said one of the patriarchs in frustration.

Judah silenced him and tersely concluded the deliberations. 
“Regardless of the motives of any individual, we must consider 
what is best for the people, not what is right and fair to us.” He 



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  285

turned to ben Yoezer and said, “Return to Jerusalem. You will 
have our answer before sundown.”

Back in camp, Judah assembled all of his commanders and 
officers. Tempers were high. Many felt betrayed by the elders 
and the Zadokite priests who had reached an arrangement 
with Lysias behind their backs.

“This is hard for everyone, but we must ignore our emotions 
and think pragmatically about what the right course of action 
is,” Judah beseeched them, well aware of their anger.

“This is not what Eleazar died for. Judah, you fear a 
confrontation with the elders and the priests too much,” 
Jonathan said, publicly defying his brother.

Judah paled. A tense silence fell on the assembly.
Jonathan went on, “I think it is a grave mistake to agree 

to these terms. Lysias is keen to return to Syria. He will not 
dare destroy the Temple. This is just talk. We must keep on 
fighting. I suggest we hold a vote.”

“No one is forcing this settlement upon us!” replied Judah 
harshly. “We can decide whether or not to accept the offer, but 
my opinion, under the circumstances, is that we must agree. 
Without the support of the elders and the priests we will lose 
the support of the people, and without that support… in any 
event, this is my decision. If you wish to hold a vote, do so by 
selecting a new leader.”

It was Jonathan that turned pale this time, understanding 
that he had gone too far.

Everyone present clearly expressed their opposition to the 
idea of selecting another to replace Judah. Amos summarized 
their position succinctly. “Judah, we are with you in any 
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decision you make. Clearly, the need to choose our path 
under these circumstances is hard for us all,” he concluded, 
looking at Jonathan, trying to encourage him to apologize, but 
Jonathan turned his face to the ground. His emotions were 
turbulent, and he feared to look in his brother’s eyes.

***

Slowly, the land settled down from the turmoil of war and its 
people tried to accustom themselves to the new-old order. 
The Hellenizers were back in power, but the Zadokite priests 
ran the Temple and the Elder Council managed the affairs of 
the traditionalists.

Tario arrived to visit Judah in Mitzpah a few weeks later.
“What does he want with you?” Phryne whispered to 

Judah as she served refreshments. Judah smiled at her, placed 
his hand on hers, and winked at her confidently. Tario had 
come on his own and left his weapons with the guards at the 
entrance to the camp. Judah trusted him.

“I and many of our men owe you our lives for the generos-
ity you showed us after your victory over Apollonius,” he told 
Judah. “I stood twenty paces from your brother when he died. 
Ever since Alexander the Great encountered war elephants 
in India, no man has been known to slay an elephant with 
nothing but a sword. Your brother fought and died as a hero.” 

Judah mournfully lowered his head in memory of his 
brother. For a few moments silence fell between the two men.

“I have a question for you, my friend, and I will be grateful 
if you could answer it honestly,” said Judah. “Had we refused 
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the terms of the settlement our elders made with Lysias, what 
do you think would have happened?”

“I am not a senior officer, and I did not participate in the 
negotiations,” replied Tario too quickly, averting his gaze as 
he did.

Judah slightly inclined his head to the side, saying nothing.
Tario sighed. “Very well. As it is all behind us I will tell 

you. Truthfully, one of my rank should not have known such 
things, but thanks to you I have become a counselor to Lysias 
and Alkidas. They would not have harmed your Temple, of 
course. A small part of the army would have remained here, 
fortified Jerusalem, and used it as a base to pursue you. As for 
Lysias, he had to return with the king and the rest of the army 
to Syria to prevent Commander Philipus from taking over the 
kingdom, as Lysias really managed to do.”

Judah said nothing.
“Does this surprise you?” Tario asked.
“No, this is exactly what I thought would happen. Eventually, 

after a few clashes, we would have negotiated again, and we 
would have achieved better terms, or perhaps Lysias would 
have simply forgotten about us.”

“You are probably right. Something else you may not know 
that may have strengthened your hand is the situation with 
Rome. Once the army returned to Antioch, the Roman envoy, 
Gnaeus Octavius, maimed the war elephants and destroyed 
the navy as punishment for the violation of the treaty of 
Apamea. He was then assassinated by disgruntled elements 
in Antioch, and Lysias and Laodice are terrified of Rome’s re-
sponse. The Romans already intervened once on your behalf, 
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and had they done so again, Lysias would have been terrified 
of crossing them.”

Judah nodded ruefully. “It is a shame that our elders did 
not trust us.”

“As long as we are being honest with each other, I have a 
question for you.”

Judah smiled, his eyes warm and welcoming.
“How do you do it?” asked Tario, “How did you know to 

anticipate our moves in advance so many times?”
Judah hesitated before he responded. In spite of the per-

sonal affection and trust he felt for the man, he did not wish 
to reveal his intelligence gathering capabilities and methods 
to the Seleucid officer. “It is actually much simpler than you 
think. It is based on a method I developed when I was a young 
pankration fighter. Some warriors focus their minds on what 
they must do; some try to guess what their opponent might 
do; I always tried to understand what my opponent feared I 
would do, or what he should fear I would do, and then acted 
accordingly.”

They continued to talk for a long time, curious to hear how 
the other perceived the recent battles. When they bid each 
other farewell, Judah gave Tario the sword of Apollonius, the 
Meridarch of Samaria whom he had slain four years ago.

Tario was moved by the gesture. “Thanks. It will mean a lot 
for his family to get this back.”

***
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Several months went by.
Judah lay on the soft grass, enjoying the warm rays of the 

autumn sun. As was his habit of late, his mind wandered in 
the past, smiling as he reminisced about his childhood adven-
tures, particularly with his young brother Eleazar. Flavius had 
left Judea a few weeks ago, accompanied by Misa, the widow 
of Phidias and now Flavius’ wife. As long as the rebel army 
was active he received a salary for his services, although lower 
than a professional soldier like him could get in the Seleucid or 
Egyptian armies. After the settlement was made, he remained 
in Judea due to his feelings of friendship and loyalty, but even-
tually both Eupolemus and Judah convinced him to move on. 
Judah missed him very much. In the time that followed the 
death of Eleazar, Judah had found much comfort in Flavius’ 
company. As a soldier who had lost many friends throughout 
his life, Flavius had developed a dark sort of humor, and in his 
company, Judah was able to feel less responsible for the death 
of his brother. 

Through his deep thoughts he could hear his name echo 
in the hills. These days, when he was called, it was not to 
muster armies but to perform farm and household tasks. The 
surviving brothers had returned to Modi’in three months ago 
and adopted a life of agricultural labor.

He sat up, seeking with his eyes the source of the voice. 
From afar he saw his cousin Matityahu, the son of Simon, 
waving at him vigorously. “Father is calling you. He says to 
come quickly,” the boy shouted out in excitement.

The Canaanite dogs stood expectantly, understanding 
that he was about to leave, prepared to gather the sheep herd. 



290  |  Lions of Judea

Judah ordered them to stay and walked towards the village, 
leaving the trained dogs to guard the herd. 

A wagon with a tarp-covered passenger carriage was 
parked in the middle of the village, harnessed to two horses. 
Judah tensed slightly, involuntarily fingering the sword and 
knife at his belt. There were no horses near the wagon, a sign 
of the wagons passengers not being escorted by a guard.

Jonathan emerged from the shadow of one of the houses.
“What is it?” asked Judah tersely. The brothers’ relationship 

had never fully recovered following their confrontation when 
Jonathan undermined his authority over the rebel army.

“Yose ben Yohanan and Yehoshua ben Pirchia. They have 
probably come to ask for our help sorting out their mess with 
the priests,” said Jonathan bitterly.

Yose ben Yohanan and Yehoshua ben Pirchia rose to 
their feet when Judah and Jonathan entered the room. Ben 
Yohanan’s eyes were red and tearful, and his face was fearful 
and weary. His clothes were ripped in a sign of mourning.

“What is it?!” Judah demanded without even saying hello.
Ben Yohanan muttered, “Ben Yoezer. He was crucified, 

murdered, along with sixty other sages. The council has been 
disbanded. More-Tzedek and the priests have fled the temple. 
The Seleucid calendar has been re-imposed upon us….”

“What?! When? What are you talking about?!” asked Judah 
in befuddlement.

“Syria has a new king, Demetrius. He does not recognize 
our arrangement with Lysias. He did not declare the re-
imposition of the anti-Jewish decrees, but in every other 
respect he is restoring the situation to the pre-rebellion days. 



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  291

The Hellenizers and the polis citizens, the taxes….”  
“Sit down, relax, and explain everything from beginning 

to end,” said Simon in a soothing tone, placing his hand on 
the shoulder of the elderly man. “We are out of the loop ever 
since the agreement with Lysias was signed. What you are 
now describing is a declaration of war.”

“You were right then in opposing it,” ben Yohanan said in 
despair, looking at Jonathan. “We turned our backs on you 
and forced you to surrender.”

For a few moments an embarrassed silence fell upon the 
gathering.

“We made our decisions. The responsibility is ours, and 
particularly mine. I blame no one,” said Judah.

Yose ben Yohanan’s expression remained grim.
“Please go on, what happened?” Simon asked softly.
“Regarding what happened in Syria, I know things only 

from rumors,” ben Yohanan went on. “Lysias returned to Syria 
after the accord and regained control. On the way, he execut-
ed Menelaus, whom he blamed for the conflict. Demetrius, 
the eldest son of the old King Seleucus, fled from captivity 
in Rome and returned to Syria. The Hellene nobles and the 
army commanders supported him. Lysias and the boy-king 
were executed.

While this was going on, back home in Jerusalem, More-
Tzedek and Eliakim began feuding, and More-Tzedek expelled 
Eliakim from the Temple. Eliakim was humiliated and sought 
opportunities for revenge. He and a delegation of Hellenizers 
travelled to Antioch to gain Demetrius’ support. Our men in 
Antioch reported that Eliakim, who did not want to admit to 
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the king that he was expelled and overthrown by the rightful 
priests, told a pack of inciteful lies about rebellious fanatics, 
supposedly led by you, Judah. He told the king that so long as 
you were alive the land would remain restless and asked that 
he be given an army to impose order. The king reappointed 
him as High Priest and Governor of Judea, and sent with 
him High Commander Bacchides, with several thousand 
cavalrymen. 

Bacchides sent messengers before the expedition to an-
nounce their coming. Ben Yoezer and a delegation of elders 
and sages approached them by foot outside the city gates. 
They trusted Eliakim the damned and wished to arrive at 
an arrangement on the basis of the treaty signed with Lysias. 
But Bacchides was not there to talk. He slaughtered them, all 
of them, sixty sages and elders. Their flesh was given to the 
soil, their blood was spilled like water, and they were denied 
burial. Bacchides ordered Eliakim to bind ben Yoezer with 
chains and to lead him through the streets of Jerusalem on the 
Sabbath, riding a horse by his side, in order to show all that 
there was now a true ruler in Jerusalem. Then they murdered 
ben Yoezer the Righteous.”

Silence fell across the home. Ben Yohanan covered his face 
with both hands and wept quietly. Sometime later he continued 
with a trembling voice. “Bacchides very rapidly understood 
that Eliakim had cheated the king. The men of the Jerusalem 
garrison informed him as soon as he entered Jerusalem that 
the rebel army you had led had disbanded, each man returning 
to his farm, and that Eliakim’s actions were wholly personally 
motivated. Bacchides was enraged with Eliakim, who had 
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dragged him and his forces here, with the new king having far 
more severe problems to handle throughout the kingdom. He 
intends to return to Syria within a few days with his troops, 
but beforehand he intends to march through villages known 
to be loyal to you and to put their inhabitants to the sword, as 
an act of preemptive deterrence designed to keep you from 
even contemplating revenge. It may be that he is headed right 
here even as we speak. I have come to warn you. You are in 
terrible danger.”

Word passed through the villages swiftly. Warriors gathered 
into small groups and began to move, equipped and armed, 
towards the old camp in the Gophna Mountains. Over the 
past few months the camp had been manned by only a few 
dozen veteran warriors, most single men who continued to 
train and dream of reestablishing Jewish independence. Scouts 
and lookouts positioned themselves on the roads leading to 
the camp to provide early warning should Bacchides and his 
soldiers approach.

The call for mobilization and the return to active duty 
spread among the veteran warriors. Some had fought in the 
ranks of the Maccabees in the earliest days of the rebellion, 
some even in Matityahu’s times, and had experienced years 
of training, raids, and battles. The period of enforced peace 
following the treaty with Lysias was received by many of them 
with much bitterness, and now re-enlistment restored the joy 
of life to them.

The joy of the return to active duty and the reunion of 
old comrades was overshadowed by word that Bacchides 
had managed, prior to the spread of the warning throughout 



294  |  Lions of Judea

the land, to march through several villages near Jerusalem. 
Men caught with weapons in their homes, as well as known 
Maccabee loyalists, were executed on the spot.

Bacchides left the land after only a few days of raids and 
pursuit of potential rebels. He left Eliakim with five hundred 
cavalry as reinforcement for the Jerusalem garrison. In addi-
tion, Eliakim began raising mercenaries amongst the extreme 
Hellenists and the neighboring nations, such as the Samaritans 
and Idumeans. He wanted to control his own garrison, loyal to 
him alone, which would serve his tax collection organization. 
With these men, Eliakim intended to continue combat opera-
tions, intending to capture and slay more Maccabee loyalists.

Within a short period, the camp reestablished in the 
Gophna Mountains was filled with warriors and buzzed with 
activity. Task forces were sent on raids, ambuscades, and to 
secure the villagers loyal to the Maccabees. Judah’s immedi-
ate goal was to undermine Eliakim and force him to clois-
ter himself with his soldiers in Jerusalem. Nonetheless, he 
avoided harming the regular Seleucid garrison cavalry left 
by Bacchides in Jerusalem, as he did not wish to provoke the 
return of the Seleucid army. On the other hand, he was deci-
sive in eliminating anyone associated with Eliakim, or who 
acted on his behalf, or who had taken service in his mercenary 
army. 

Within a few weeks, the Maccabees had regained control of 
all of Judea, with the exception of Jerusalem. The tax collectors 
and mercenaries of Eliakim fled back to Jerusalem after many 
of them were killed or injured in battles or ambushes.

Eliakim once again turned to the king requesting aid, re-
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porting the disruption of public order and nonpayment of 
taxes, claiming that this was a revolt against the king rather 
than against Eliakim. Unlike the prior occasion, where he 
had spun false claims against Judah, this time his reports 
were very nearly truthful, but made no mention of his own 
responsibility for the situation. Eliakim hoped that the king 
would reinforce the Seleucid garrison, but he did not under-
stand the king or his situation sufficiently. Demetrius was 
facing several fronts at the time, seeking to stabilize his rule. 
In the east of the kingdom he faced open rebellion by High 
Commissioner Timerchus, who proclaimed himself king and 
was even recognized by Rome. Armenia severed relations 
with Antioch and allied with Timerchus. Arirathas, King of 
Cappadocia, was also forced by Roman pressure to cool his 
relations with the Seleucid Kingdom. And, of course, there 
was a great fear of what Rome would do, for Demetrius had 
fled Rome without permission and the murder of the Roman 
ambassador in Antioch was still fresh. Given these challenges, 
the last thing Demetrius wanted was to be drawn into another 
front in Judea.

Much to Eliakim’s disappointment, Demetrius surprisingly 
appointed Nicanor25, the prior commander of the Elephant 
Corps which was eliminated by the Romans, to be Meridarch, 
Military and Civilian Governor, of Judea. This was the first 
time since the Seleucids had conquered Judea that they 

25 This is not Nicanor, son of Patroclus, who co-commanded the 
battle of Emmaus with Gorgias, but a different Seleucid com-
mander bearing the same name. 



296  |  Lions of Judea

had openly appointed a foreigner, a Hellene, to rule Judea, 
superseding the authority of the High Priest. So Eliakim 
remained the titular chief of the Jews, but he lacked either 
governmental authority or recognition by the Jewish People.

A month later, Nicanor presented himself in Jerusalem, 
accompanied by a fresh garrison. This was the first time 
that Nicanor had visited the Jewish province. As soon as 
he arrived, he left to tour his province, accompanied by his 
guard, and sent his soldiers to aggressively patrol and show 
their presence outside Jerusalem. He had no intention of 
meeting the Jewish rebels in a decisive engagement, having 
heard of their exploits before he arrived, and all he wished 
to do was to demonstrate control and signal to everyone that 
there was a new governor of the province. But the damage 
caused by Bacchides and Eliakim could not be overwritten. 
The Jewish army had already remobilized and renewed its 
operations throughout Judea. Although he absolutely avoided 
entering the Gophna Mountains region, the base camp of the 
rebels, his men ran into rebel bands on a number of occasions. 
All of these encounters ended in rebel victory, or at least a 
demonstration of superiority. In one of the altercations, an 
ambush prepared by Simon, Judah’s brother, Nicanor himself 
was almost slain, escaping only by the skin of his teeth. 

Nicanor was an experienced and phlegmatic soldier, but he 
also possessed diplomatic skills and sensitivity. He understood 
that Judah Maccabee was not exercising his full strength, and 
that he was capable of recapturing Jerusalem. Nicanor rapidly 
realized that Eliakim and the other extremist Hellenizers were 
more of a burden than an asset, and that Eliakim was only 



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  297

seeking to advance his own personal interests. He ordered a 
reduction of the patrols outside Jerusalem and avoidance of 
confrontation with the rebels. 

Much to the displeasure of Eliakim and his cronies, Nicanor 
even decided to initiate a dialogue with Judah Maccabee. Two 
moderate Hellenizers, Posidonius and Theodotius, along 
with the traditionalist-Hellenizer priest Eupolemus, were sent 
from Jerusalem with a message of peace and reconciliation 
to Judah Maccabee, offering a settlement. Without defining 
it explicitly as a return to the peace treaty between Lysias 
and the Maccabees, Nicanor sought to implement a similar 
arrangement de-facto.

This trend suited the Maccabees, and Judah approved of 
the settlement. Nicanor unofficially honored rebel control 
of the areas outside Jerusalem, Judah respected the rule of 
Nicanor and the Hellenizers in Jerusalem, More-Tzedek and 
the priests returned to the Temple, and the collection of taxes 
was renewed but to a level the people could bear.



Winter 161 BCE—Nicanor

Dramatis Personae
Bold = main character 
* = historical figure

 Ӳ Nicanor*—Seleucid governor of Judea

 Ӳ Eliakim—Reigning Seleucid-appointed High Priest

 Ӳ Judah Maccabee*—Leader of the Jewish rebellion

 Ӳ Yose ben Yohanan*—Head of the Elder Council

 Ӳ Yehoshua ben Pirchia*—A leading member of the Elder Council

 Ӳ Eupolemus*—Hellenizer priest, Maccabee supporter, and child-

hood friend of Judah

 Ӳ Jason ben Eliezer*—A Hellenizer Jew

 Ӳ Hunio ben Menashe—Senior Zadokite priest

 Ӳ Demetrius*—Current king of the Seleucid Kingdom

Nicanor convened his inner circle in his chambers 
and presented to his associates the royal missive 
he had received. There was no room for doubt: the 

king was royally pissed with him. ‘And I have heard, and my 
belly was filled with wrath at the news, that you have made an 
alliance and friendship with Judah. Hurry then and send him 
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in chains to Antioch,’ the king wrote, in language which was 
decidedly unambiguous.

Nicanor was amazed at the unrealistic nature of the order. 
The king was writing as if Judah Maccabee was a citizen living 
in Jerusalem, whom Nicanor could easily arrest and send to 
Antioch. It was clear to him that Eliakim was involved in this 
development, and that he had no doubt tattled to the king 
about him, and that he had, typically, told the king a pack of 
lies, distorting his presentation of the situation. Nonetheless, 
Nicanor knew that he faced no choice. He would be forced to 
do as the king commanded. 

The only thing that might play to his advantage was the 
element of surprise. He and the rebel leader had established 
a relationship of trust and communication over the past few 
months. They had met on several occasions, and Nicanor 
found that he admired and respected Judah. The stories of 
his great power and skill as both warrior and general had 
reached him and greatly impressed him. The two men had 
agreed that Nicanor would not utilize foreign tax collectors 
and would not send the garrison for such missions but would 
leave tax collection to the Jews. And indeed, Judah and his 
men had ensured that the taxes were collected in an orderly 
manner, reducing the burden as necessary from those most 
in need. The taxation revenue never reached the level which 
Eliakim had promised to the king, but Nicanor turned a blind 
eye to this shortcoming. Nicanor now planned to exploit this 
relationship of trust to set up a trap and surprise Judah.

Judah rode to the meeting with Nicanor accompanied by three 
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of his men. Meetings between him and Nicanor were not an 
unusual event. They took place in the outskirts of the city, far 
from the watchful eyes of Eliakim and his men. The message 
that Nicanor wished to meet him that evening had arrived 
via Nicanor’s personal adjutant. The meeting was set for an 
hour after sundown, in Poseidanus’ villa on the outskirts of 
Jerusalem. Poseidanus was amongst those people who had 
enriched themselves under Seleucid rule and had purchased 
social status with their newfound wealth. He was accepted 
as a citizen of the polis of Jerusalem when it was established, 
but simultaneously maintained good relations with many 
traditionalists, and was considered to be an observant Jew.

Judah rode slowly through the sumptuous villas in 
Poseidanus’ environs, followed by his men. He tried to identi-
fy houses he had known from the days he lived in Jerusalem. A 
horse neighed from somewhere nearby, provoking a response 
from Judah’s own steed. Judah halted his horse in mid-step 
and listened intently. His escorts did the same. Poseidanus’ 
villa should have been down the street, only a few dozen paces 
ahead of them. Judah tensed. Something seemed off, but he 
could not quite define it. In the distance, the neighs of addi-
tional horses could be heard. There was nothing suspicious 
about the sounds of horses in this neighborhood, of course, 
as many of the villas held stables. But horses in those stables 
should have been at ease, whereas the neighs he heard seemed 
to be more hesitant and shorter than he might expect, as if 
someone were trying to hush them. His years as a warrior had 
taught Judah to rely on his gut instinct. He and his escorts 
silently turned their horses around and rode away.
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Nicanor did not know why Judah had not arrived at the 
planned meeting. Many of the villa owners in the area were 
Hellenizer Jews or foreigners, but their servants and slaves 
were mostly traditionalists. Had someone warned Judah of 
the presence of the soldiers? On the other hand, there may 
have been another reason for Judah’s non-arrival. Nicanor still 
hoped to catch the Jewish general by surprise and capture him 
before he realized that the regime’s policy towards him had 
shifted.

The next day, at dawn, the garrison left Jerusalem. Five 
hundred cavalry led by Nicanor, followed by five hundred 
infantry, marched rapidly northwards. The villages along their 
path were mostly settled by hardscrabble Jewish farmers, of 
the type which was the mainstay of the rebel support. Nicanor 
made an effort to avoid marching through the villages. When 
they reached the outskirts of the village of Salama, he led his 
men to a nearby hill for a short rest and a light meal, intending 
to immediately thereafter proceed to the rebel base camp in 
the Gophna Mountains. 

As they were setting up, the soldiers identified rebel war-
riors on the opposite hillside. A wave of trepidation passed 
over the troops as they understood that their plans were like 
an open book to the rebels, and that they were lying in wait 
for them. A large cloud of dust from the north announced the 
arrival of additional rebel forces.

Nicanor called the platoon commanders to him. The five 
hundred cavalrymen were elite and experienced fighters. The 
five hundred infantry from the Jerusalem garrison, on the 
other hand, could not be relied upon in a fight in the open 
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field. They faced a force whose strength was unclear, but 
Nicanor assumed that they were not inferior to his own in 
number. He decided to prepare his forces accordingly. The 
cavalry would serve as a strike force that would assault the 
enemy as the infantry prepared to defend the hill on which 
they were already encamped, and, if necessary, would also 
attack. Nicanor intended to permit the rebels to attack first, 
thinking that the terrain would thereby favor them.

Judah observed the Seleucid force arrayed before him on the 
opposing hill. He saw the cavalry deployed in rows on both 
sides of the infantry, which were digging in their defensive 
positions. Nicanor did not try to hide his moves and his battle 
plan was quite transparent. He noticed Nicanor, standing with 
a few of his men at the top of the hill and glancing towards 
him. Nicanor waved at him, trying to display confidence.

Sometime thereafter, a few hundred rebel warriors began 
marching down the hill opposite the Seleucid position. Judah 
walked conspicuously before them. They marched down into 
the valley between the hills, and then stopped as if waiting for 
their enemies to come to them. 

Nicanor was stunned and elated at his good fortune. It 
was clear to him that his five hundred cavalry would tear the 
rebels in pieces as soon as they charged. He was astounded 
that Judah Maccabee, with his reputation as a brilliant general, 
would order such an uninspired offensive.

The five hundred cavalrymen began to advance, their 
swords drawn. The rebels seemed hesitant for a moment, and 
then turned tail and ran backwards, screaming and yelling. 



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  303

Nicanor guffawed as he watched their hero, Judah Maccabee, 
scurry back with them. He had expected more from the 
Jewish warriors, and particularly from their leader, whom 
he secretly admired. In the meantime, his cavalry began to 
charge forward, seeking to slaughter the rebels fleeing before 
them. They galloped down the hillside and began riding up 
the hill the rebels had fled to, narrowing the gap between 
them rapidly. 

Judah ran up the hill with his men, gasping at the effort, 
constantly glancing back and assessing the distance to the 
cavalry. When the first horsemen reached the bottom of 
the valley and began to spur their horses upwards after the 
fleeing rebels, they were only a hundred paces from him 
and the rear of the fleeing rebels. Judah continued to run up 
the hill, exhorting his men to run faster. Fifty paces. He was 
halfway up the hill. The first rebels had reached the ridgeline 
and disappeared behind it. Thirty paces. Twenty paces. The 
nearest horseman was only ten paces away, his mouth open 
wide in excitement, certain he was about to achieve immortal 
glory for being the one to slay the rebel leader, when a precisely 
fired arrow penetrated his neck, one of a volley of arrows fired 
directly into the pursuing horsemen by ranks of bowmen who 
marched over the ridgeline.

The fleeing rebels suddenly turned around, picking up 
spears pre-placed on the ground. The archers continued 
to rain down a hail of arrows on the pursuing horsemen, 
interspersed with the occasional javelin. Several hundred 
rebels—some mounted, most on foot—suddenly marched 
around the sides of the hill, outflanking and seeking to cut 
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off the cavalry’s avenue of retreat. Many of the horsemen were 
killed or wounded, their horses scattering across the terrain in 
panic, dragging their dead and injured riders, whose legs had 
tangled up in their saddle straps, behind them. More and more 
rebel warriors continued to stream onto the battlefield, some 
armed with spears, others wielding swords. Skilled archers 
accompanied them, sniping at the horsemen from close 
range, sometimes only a few paces away. Many of the riders 
who sought to flee were hit by arrows to their backs. Within a 
short time, almost all of the cavalry force was destroyed.

Nicanor, who followed the developing battle from the 
opposing hill, paled as soon as he saw the fleeing rebels 
turn back at his pursuing horsemen, spears in hand. He 
immediately understood that they had staged a panicked 
retreat in order to draw his elite cavalry into a trap before his 
very eyes. He did not wait to see how the battle would end, 
but rapidly calculated his chances. He and his other soldiers 
had an extremely narrow window of opportunity to save 
themselves. Abandoning their heavy equipment, the garrison 
troops began to flee back to Jerusalem, running all the way. 
Nicanor and some of his officers rode before the retreating 
forces, prepared to abandon the infantry and gallop to the 
gates of the city if need be.

Three weeks passed following the battle at Salama village. 
Events, however, were proceeding so swiftly that it seemed 
that many months had passed. Nicanor, who, prior to the 
battle, had feared for his future following the letter he had 
received from the king, lost the rest of his composure and 
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judgment after the defeat. He was now ruled by mood swings, 
outbreaks of rage and feelings of great hatred towards the 
Jews who were his downfall. In one of his outbursts of rage he 
publicly threatened the priests of the Temple that unless they 
turned the rebel leaders in, he would destroy the Temple and 
establish a Hellenist shrine in its place. He sent messengers to 
all of the nearby meridarchies, and to the strategos of Coele-
Syria, pressuring them to send him reinforcements and to 
raise an army to strike down the rebels as quickly as possible, 
before they could regain their strength.

Judah felt that a fundamental change in the methods and 
goals of the fighting was now necessary. The family ties of 
the Hakotz clan with all manner of political and commercial 
figures in many distant lands had won the clan an authorita-
tive reputation about everything concerning the wider world 
beyond Judea. Judah, who understood the influence of world 
events on developments in the Land of Israel, had made a 
point of receiving regular updates from Eupolemus about 
developments in the neighboring lands. Now, as Judah was 
about to make crucial decisions, he wanted to take counsel 
with Eupolemus, and summoned him.

Phryne welcomed Eupolemus with a warm hug. 
“My beloved so-called priest. We missed you. Please come 

more often. You know I’m in charge of arranging couples here? 
For a long time you have been one of my favorite targets. I 
would have had several very beautiful women to introduce to 
you, if only my dear husband had told me you were coming.”

“As long as she is your twin sister you have my eager 
consent—no need to even meet her.”
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“Enough with the banter you two,” interfered Judah. “Love, 
I need him focused. Besides, you know he left his heart in 
Rome.” 

Phryne and Eupolemus sat down and quietly waited for 
Judah to continue.

“We can’t go on as we have up to now. I’m thinking it is 
time to expel the Seleucids. You told me they are undergoing 
serious internal problems. If we are more decisive, perhaps 
they will let us be. What do you say?”

Eupolemus thought it through. “There is, of course, con-
siderable risk in this direction, but it is true that if you are set 
on this course, now is the time”

“Do you think the Egyptians will help?” Phryne asked. 
“Their kings won’t send an army, but the Seleucids are 

elbow deep in rebellions.”
“What about Rome?” asked Judah.
Eupolemus took a deep breath without noticing. 
“You really did leave your heart there….” said Phryne 

gently.
Eupolemus looked into her eyes and smiled sadly, but 

returned to himself a heartbeat later and turned to Judah. 
“Rome is one of Demetrius’ worst problems.”  

A few days later Judah met with Yose ben Yohanan and shared 
with him his plan to convene a conference with all the repre-
sentatives of the people in order to declare independence.

“We do not need to be ruled by a king, but independence 
is our only way to ensure our existence. We have tried to live 
under foreign kings, and they have sought to exterminate us.”
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“We have had our own kings, and you know how that 
ended,” replied ben Yohanan. Still, he felt a sense of obligation 
towards Judah. “I will support you in the council, but I will 
speak my mind, and you should not assume that I will always 
support you, nor take that support for granted.”

The convening of a council of war had been almost routine 
during the years of the war, but since an accord had been 
reached with Lysias, no such council had been convened. This 
time, to the surprise of the veteran commanders, additional 
people were invited, including Yose ben Yohanan, Yehoshua 
ben Pirchia, and moderate Hellenizers such as Eupolemus 
and Jason ben Eliezer. Priests, clan patriarchs, and other 
dignitaries also arrived. 

The most distinguished and honored guest was the elderly 
priest Hunio ben Menashe of the House of Zadok, the cousin 
of the late Hunio III. Hunio was considered the eldest of the 
Zadokite priests, and although More-Tzedek filled the role of 
High Priest in practice, he was heavily influenced by Hunio. 
Hunio and the priests who accompanied him represented 
Zadok’s house, even though More-Tzedek did not arrive.

Judah approached the elderly priest to show respect, and led 
him by hand to the seat of honor. He then remained standing, 
waiting for all the invitees to take their seats and sit down.

“Welcome. I thank you all for honoring us with your 
presence. I invited you here because we are standing once 
again at a crossroads, and we must make decisions about the 
path we wish to take.

You all know me, and you know that I am a practical man 
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with no desire for power. Three times have I reached an 
accommodation with the Seleucids, each time thinking only 
of the best interests of our people. Thanks to our struggles, 
the Seleucids permitted us to uphold the laws and traditions 
of our ancestors and lessened the tax burden. A year ago, 
once we saw that our elders and priests had had enough of 
the fighting and were prepared to live under Hellenizer rule, 
I reached an accord with the regent Lysias, laid down my 
sword, and devoted myself to my family and farm, as did all 
of our people.”

He halted for a moment, checking if any of those present 
wished to respond, but they waited patiently for him to 
continue.

“Later, the true nature of the damned Eliakim was revealed. 
He incited the new king against us, murdered his opponents, 
raised the tax burden, and recruited an entire army of mer-
cenary evildoers to serve him. My brothers and I, and our 
courageous comrades, took up arms once again, and defeated 
Eliakim’s men, running them back into the Akra in Jerusalem. 
Then came Meridarch Nicanor, who at first acted wisely, and 
we were once again able to reach an accord with him, restor-
ing peace for a few months. But Nicanor violated the accord, 
forcing us back to the path of war. Ever since we defeated him, 
Nicanor has changed his ways and has become the worst of 
our enemies. He is treating our priests brutally and threat-
ening to destroy the Temple. Over the past weeks the lives of 
our people in Jerusalem have once again become an agony 
of fear and humiliation. The soldiers of Nicanor are aveng-
ing their defeat at our hands on the Jews of Jerusalem. They 
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are imprisoning good men and torturing them, sometimes 
to death, in their fortress to force them to reveal our plans—
plans of which they are utterly ignorant.

Ratziz, one of the dearest and most venerable elders of 
our people, who had nothing whatsoever to do with our 
warriors—they came to arrest in his home two days ago. The 
man bravely took his own life in order to keep them from 
taking him captive. May his memory be blessed.”

The faces of some of the men grew greyly grim, while 
others reddened in anger. Judah let his words percolate, and 
then continued.

“In the past we fought for nothing more than our right to 
uphold our faith and traditions, to restore the Temple, and to 
reduce the tax burden. But Eliakim and Nicanor have proven 
that we will not enjoy the fruits of peace so long as we are 
under foreign rule. The Seleucids are even now raising a new 
army to do battle against us, and the war will soon resume.”

“Judah,” Absalom raised his hand, asking for the floor. 
“Something has changed in the people ever since the battle in 
the Valley of Berachah and our withdrawal from Jerusalem. 
They realized that we can lose….”

“Our problem lies not with the moral resilience of the 
people, but of its leaders,” replied Judah, his eyes piercing the 
dignitaries before him, “I can only hope that they too now 
realize that we must unite behind a single leadership and a 
unified path forward.”

“We have seen the error of our past actions,” Yose ben 
Yohanan said courageously, “the fact that we are here is 
indicative of this.”
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Judah nodded, “We understand that king Demetrius is 
no friend to us. He may well follow the path of his uncle, 
Antiochus IV. The only reason he has not unleashed the 
entire army on us so far is that he is embroiled in a struggle to 
stabilize his rule. But should he succeed in this task we must 
be prepared for him. Should we wish to ensure that we can 
maintain the customs of our people and the commandments 
of our Torah in the Holy Land, without being dependent on 
the mood swings of a ruler, we must safeguard ourselves.”

Judah looked over the faces of his men, delaying for a 
moment over Yose ben Yohanan.

Ben Yohanan, who had had time to consider matters and 
prepare himself, understood the hint. He stood up in order 
to speak, but then Hunio, the venerable priest, raised his 
hand. The authority of Hunio was so great that Ben Yohanan 
immediately sat down.

“I am concerned with the question of what our purpose is, 
and how we can ensure it remains steady over time?” Hunio 
asked slowly. 

Judah sought to answer him, but Hunio relentlessly contin-
ued speaking. “The independence you speak of is a kingdom, 
regardless of whether it is headed by a king or a president. If 
the purpose of the kingdom is to preserve and enable the holy 
work, then there may be some good in it. It is the contents 
which imbue significance to the vessel holding them. Even the 
Temple, so long as the holy work is carried on within it, is 
holy. But from the moment it is defiled, there is no more ho-
liness in it. The man who performs the holy work is a human 
temple, whose sacredness is greater than any mere location.”
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Hunio spoke slowly, emphasizing every word and pausing 
between each sentence. Judah thought that he had concluded 
and once again began to reply, but Hunio signaled at him to 
wait once again. Some of those present found the interplay 
between the young warrior and the venerable priest amusing, 
but suppressed their smiles out of respect for both Hunio and 
Judah.

“The danger of kingship is when the kingship falls in 
love with itself, and forgets its original purpose, viewing its 
existence as an end rather than a means to an end.” Hunio 
shook his head like a teacher reprimanding his student. “The 
Lord was swayed by the pleas of the people and put Saul of 
the Tribe of Binyamin, and then David of the House of Judah, 
to be kings over us. King Saul served the people. He did not 
impose himself on the tribes who opposed him. King David 
did impose himself, but still served the people. After him, the 
roles were reversed, and the people began serving the king. 
There was no true reward for the People of Israel in all this. 
Those who preserved our people over the past centuries were 
the angels of righteousness above and the servants of righ-
teousness below, the Zadokite keepers of truth with whom the 
God of Israel has made an eternal covenant, that they serve 
Him as priests. You and your brothers are priests, allies of the 
men of righteousness. When you expelled the idolaters from 
the Temple, you immediately restored it to the servants of 
righteousness, the keepers of truth, and thereby honored the 
covenant and returned the sacredness to the Temple. So long 
as you honor the covenant, you will receive our blessing in 
whatever you do.”
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After waiting for an additional second to make sure that 
the venerable priest was finally done, Judah nodded in thanks. 
The support of the Zadokite priests mattered a great deal to 
him, and Hunio’s words now guaranteed it. But the support of 
the elders of the nation, the clan patriarchs, the sages, and the 
non-Zadokite priests also mattered. Yose ben Yohanan was 
the key figure for securing their allegiance.

Ben Yohanan drew to his feet once again. “With your vic-
tories you have restored pride and honor to our people in the 
eyes of all of the neighboring nations. However, these success-
es are also what drew upon us, eventually, the return of Lysias 
and all of his army. You are the equals of the greatest heroes 
that the Jewish People have ever produced. And yet, when 
faced with the entire Seleucid army, that was not enough. 
Fortunately for us, the matter was resolved by an accord with 
Lysias where we secured almost everything we wanted, except 
for independence. What has changed since then? What will 
we do when Demetrius sends the entire Seleucid army at us 
as Lysias did?”

“What is now occurring around us is completely different 
from events in the past,” remarked Eupolemus from where he 
was seated. The assembled representatives turned their heads 
towards him. “Rome, which has become the dominant power 
in the world,” continued Eupolemus, “does not recognize the 
rule of Demetrius, who fled his captivity in Rome to overthrow 
and murder his nephew, the rightful king. In fact, Rome has 
gone so far as to recognize the rebellious Timerchus as king 
of the eastern lands. Rome will view the establishment of an 
independent Jewish State in Coele-Syria with favor.”
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The discussions now turned to the direction Judah sought. 
Yose ben Yohanan expressed his support. Additional sugges-
tions raised in the council were to initiate diplomatic activity 
in order to raise support and recognition of the Jewish State, 
both amongst the Jewish communities of the diaspora and 
amongst the kingdoms of the Mediterranean and the Middle 
East. Rome was, of course, the most important target for dip-
lomatic efforts, but Sparta and the Parthian Kingdom were 
also mentioned as possible allies.

When the conference ended, the Maccabees and their men 
escorted their guests and bid them farewell with hugs and 
warm handshakes. A sense of common destiny was in the 
air. Only Eupolemus remained, at the request of Judah, who 
wished to converse with him privately. 

When the dignitaries began to draw away, Jonathan asked 
Judah, “What exactly just happened here? You asked for their 
support in the struggle for independence and they made you 
king?!”

“Don’t get too excited about it,” replied Judah. “They are 
still focused on their respective narrow interests. The Zadokite 
Priesthood want us to safeguard them and restore to them 
part of the power which they have lost over the years. In order 
to gain this, they are prepared to give us the kingship now. 
They remember that this arrangement played out in their 
favor in their past. The kings of the House of David supported 
them, and they supported the kings in return. But where 
are the kings of the House of David today? It is the nature 
of things that all kings fall in time, for they are the lightning 
rods to both external and internal enemies. And who is left to 
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rebuild from the ruins when that happens? The righteous and 
beneficent Zadokite priests of course, those who preserve the 
spiritual connection of the people with their God. 

The elders, for their part, are also prepared to hand over 
the leadership to us… so that we can push the priests out of 
their position of primacy. 

Do you see the irony in all this? A year ago, out of these 
very same narrow party interests, they withdrew their support 
from us and handed over leadership to the Hellenizers. They 
are so certain that we will fall within a year or two that it is 
downright annoying.” 

He turned to his brother, with a sad amused twinkle in his 
eyes, “You know what? We need to win—if only to teach them 
a proper lesson.”

Judah and Eupolemus then withdrew from the others.
“I can already see that you wish to appoint me to a new 

task,” smiled Eupolemus. “It is just as well—I tire of Hellenizer 
politics. Speak, brother, you know I will do all that you ask.”

Judah looked at him with open affection, but hesitated 
before he spoke.

“Well, speak Judah, what would you have me do?”
“I want you to travel to Rome as the ambassador of Judea. 

If they support us as they do the others who rebelled against 
Demetrius….” Judah blurted out and paused, leaving the 
words hanging in the air.

Eupolemus’ eyes widened and his mouth gaped wide in as-
tonishment. A split second later he was gripped by excitement 
at the prospect.

“Are you speaking of an actual alliance and active support 
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from Rome? Of course, I should have thought of this myself. 
Judah, this is brilliant. Rome will be delighted to have another 
rebellion against Demetrius and will gladly recognize us.”

“Are you certain of this?” Judah asked with deadly seri-
ousness, not permitting himself to be swept up in the almost 
childlike excitement of his friend.

Eupolemus understood the significance of the question and 
carefully considered his response. “No. I may have permitted 
my enthusiasm to get the better of me. You are correct—
nothing is certain. Embassies such as this one arrive to plead 
their case before the Senate in Rome all the time. Sometimes 
they remain stuck for months with the Consuls unwilling 
to meet with them. And even when Rome does recognize 
rebellious kings, they often offer little more than platitudes.

In the past I had connections in Rome which could have 
helped me open the proper doors, but I do not know if I can 
still rely on these people. In any event, I am prepared to travel 
and do my best.”

“With whom will you go? You should gather a delegation….”
“No. I will ask Jason ben Eliezer to accompany me. He is a 

born diplomat, speaks fluent Greek, and can fight if need be.”
Judah placed his hand on Eupolemus’ shoulder. “Very 

well. I rely on your best judgment. Are you still in touch with 
Glitarius’ sister?”

Eupolemus flinched backwards in reflexive embarrassment, 
“What? Cassandra? No, there was a letter once… but that was 
that. Too many years passed.”

Judah smiled, “You never bothered to wed since you re-
turned to Judea, and when you told me about her, your eyes 
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shone. Let us hope she is still there and at least able to help….” 
Judah said, winking and nodding his head, offering Eupolemus 
his blessing, and a rationale, for pursuing Cassandra in Rome. 
“Prepare to leave quickly. We will need any possible help we 
can get, and even if Rome offers no more than empty plati-
tudes, it is still Rome.”

***

Only a few days after the council was convened, word spread 
throughout the land that Nicanor was threatening to destroy 
the Temple and transform it into an idolater fane. Tempers 
rose and a wave of outrage, directed against Nicanor personally 
but also against his soldiers, washed over the land. Nicanor 
became a symbol of oppression and persecution, a second 
incarnation of Antiochus IV trying to destroy Judaism.

Two weeks later, a new Seleucid army began making its 
way to Judea—nine thousand soldiers from the royal army in 
Syria and several thousand additional soldiers collected from 
the garrisons of the neighboring Meridarchies. The decisions 
made in the Jewish war council had yet to have an impact on 
enlistment into Judah’s army. Though hatred of Nicanor united 
the people behind him, all he could draw upon was the core of 
his veteran warriors, no more than three thousand men. They 
made up for their low numbers with their experience, high 
morale, training, and zeal for battle. Judah’s force included 
units with various types of specialized training, enabling 
him to employ flexible tactics, including both ambushes and 
harassment and set piece frontal battles.
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Nicanor left Jerusalem with much of the garrison to secure 
the advancing army’s route. He assembled in the area of upper 
Beit-Horon, site of Judah’s victory over Siron five years before. 
He placed three companies of troops on the hills surrounding 
the area in order to ensure that the army would be able to 
make its way up into the highlands of Judea without being 
ambushed and defeated as Siron was.

Once the passage of the Seleucid army through Beit-Horon 
was complete, Nicanor ordered the establishment of a camp 
and a heavy security routine. He was determined to ensure 
that the success of the army’s advance into the Judean High-
lands would not be marred by a rebel night raid.

The next morning, the thirteenth day of the twelfth month 
of the Jewish calendar, Nicanor breathed a deep sigh of relief 
when he discovered that the sun was shining on a camp which 
was whole and hale. His scouts reported that the Jewish army 
had taken position during the night near Hadasha village, on 
the road leading from Beit-Horon to Jerusalem, and was now 
awaiting the advance of the Seleucid army.

As the Seleucid army approached Hadasha, the Jews de-
ployed for battle. The terrain at the field of battle was as flat 
as a table. The deployment of the Jewish army at this site con-
stituted a defiant display of self-confidence against the Seleu-
cid army, and a signal that the rebels were so certain of their 
superior fighting skills that they were prepared to fight a nu-
merically superior opponent hand to hand, man to man. The 
soldiers making up the Seleucid army were not elite royal sol-
diers, and both Nicanor and his men knew it. They outnum-
bered the rebels almost five to one, but they did not know the 
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exact balance of power, although it was clear to them that they 
were more numerous than the enemy facing them.

Nicanor watched the Jewish army silently waiting as his 
forces deployed for battle. This was not how he had imagined 
this campaign would take place. He’d thought the rebels would 
scatter, fortify in pre-prepared positions, try to ambush his 
forces and catch them unprepared. He did not prepare for any 
scenario in which they would choose to face him in a set piece 
battle on the very first day he penetrated their territory. From 
his previous experience with Judah, he knew nothing was as it 
appeared when this masterly tactician took the field. He was 
plagued by an ominous foreboding.

He debated whether he should try to split up his army and 
flank Judah, but feared that that was exactly what Judah was 
trying to entice him to do. Every Hellene commander was 
familiar with the legendary story of the battle of Gaugamela, 
in which Alexander the Great lured the massive Persian army 
into dividing its forces in three. As his cumbersome opponents 
maneuvered, Alexander cunningly led a charge through a gap 
formed in the center of the Persian army against Darius, the 
Persian Shah, scaring him into flight and leading the Persian 
army to collapse. Nicanor decided, therefore, to concentrate 
his entire army about him and face the rebel Maccabees on a 
single front.

He ordered his forces to do battle, hoping his overwhelming 
numerical superiority would win him the day.

He placed himself in the center of the cavalry force on the 
right wing of the Seleucid army. Blaring trumpets rose up 
from the direction of the rebel army, which rapidly advanced, 
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taking the offensive. Nicanor was horrified to realize that 
Judah Maccabee was personally leading the left flank of the 
rebel army, straight at the right flank of the Seleucid horsemen. 
He considered relocating to put himself out of harm’s way. The 
eyes of the soldiers and officers were on him, waiting for him 
to order the counterattack. He saw the fear on their faces. The 
Jews were advancing at them rapidly. He focused on Judah 
Maccabee. It seemed to him that he could see Judah smiling 
in anticipation of the upcoming clash. His experience as a 
general told him that it was wrong for him to place himself 
at risk and that he must shift location. On the other hand, 
if he did so, his soldiers would think he was frightened and 
be further demoralized, completely shattering their fighting 
spirit. He raised his hand decisively, and the blare of the battle 
horns signaled the Seleucid army units to counterattack.

The rebel army narrowed the gap with the Seleucids rap-
idly. At the center of the right flank, the rebels led by Judah 
clustered together into a densely ranked and impenetrable 
body. They carried short spears which were light enough to 
wield in one hand, leaving their left hands free to hold shields. 
They were opposed by Nicanor’s horsemen, who maintained 
an even row formation. As they advanced, the opposing sides 
fired arrows at the other, but to no great effect, as the warriors 
on both sides used their shields to deflect the scattered missile 
fire. 

When the first horsemen reached a distance of only a few 
steps from the first rank of Jewish warriors, a volley of javelins 
was hurled in perfect synchronization at the horsemen from 
the rear ranks of the rebels. The javelins, whistling as they flew, 
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penetrated the cavalry formation, dropping riders from their 
horses. The primary effect of the volley was not in number 
of injuries in the Seleucid forces, but in surprising them 
and disrupting them. The Seleucid cavalry ranks developed 
several breaches, and their fighting spirit was dampened for 
a few critical moments precisely as the two forces collided. 
The front Jewish ranks stabbed the horsemen who were not 
downed by the previous volley as their comrades in the rear 
ranks hurled another volley of javelins at the horsemen.

Nicanor was among those injured by the initial volley. It 
was only a slight injury to his waist, but he took advantage of 
it to halt his horse, shouting to his men to charge, pretending 
to be overcome by a serious injury. The horsemen on both 
sides rushed forward, so he soon found himself in the second, 
and then third, rank. However, the front line of the horsemen 
was rapidly eliminated, and the rear ranks began to be ground 
down shortly thereafter. 

Nicanor suddenly saw Judah. The rebel leader had taken 
down a horseman that had stood between them, and was now 
advancing upon him, clearly aiming to slay him. He roared 
in rage and spurred his horse forward at Judah, his sword 
extended forward to spit Judah upon it. At that moment a 
javelin hurled from almost point-blank range by another 
rebel warrior cleaved his neck. Nicanor’s horse continued the 
charge as his rider’s lifeless body slumped across it, butting 
into Judah before he could dodge aside.

The horse was halted after a few steps by a Jewish warrior 
who leapt at him and seized the reins. Judah, who fell to 
the ground at the impact of the horse, hurried to him. The 
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fighting continued to rage around him, and Judah knew 
exactly what he had to do to tip the scales. He released the 
helmet from Nicanor’s head. Then he took a step backwards 
and chopped down hard. The warrior holding Nicanor’s horse 
flinched at the sight of the decapitated Nicanor. Judah could 
not spare any hesitation. The sight of Nicanor’s decapitated 
head could save the lives of his men. He spit the decapitated 
head of the Seleucid General on a spear and raised it high, 
waving it in front of the Seleucid horsemen. A moment later, 
he summoned several rebel warriors to him and ordered them 
to run across the front with the spear in order to show all of 
the Seleucids that their leader had fallen.

The fall of Nicanor early in the battle sealed the fate of the 
battle. The Seleucids, whose fighting spirit was low to begin 
with, fled in panic. The battle devolved into a continuous 
pursuit and slaughter over the road to the coastal plain. Word 
of the flight of the Seleucids spread in the nearby villages, and 
many of the men who had been hesitant to enlist in Judah’s 
army beforehand gathered their weapons from their homes 
and rushed to take part in the victory—and in the spoils. By 
evening, thousands of enemy soldiers were dead or wounded, 
with the survivors scattering westward, fleeing the highlands 
that had levied such a harsh blood price for their attempt 
to penetrate them. A vast number of weapons and other 
equipment was gathered by Judah and the latecomers to the 
fighting.

The victory triggered a sharp upheaval throughout the 
land. Nicanor’s threats to destroy the Temple in Jerusalem, 
and the knowledge that the Seleucid army was once again 
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about to invade Judea, had undermined morale. Now spirits 
rose in a relief-tinged jubilation with the decisive victory. The 
joy was so great that it was determined that the anniversary 
of the victory would be set as a holiday for generations to 
come. The head and right hand of Nicanor, who had made 
himself a hated symbol of oppression with his threats against 
the Temple, were placed on display at the gates of Jerusalem, 
now a symbol and warning to anyone who would dare raise 
his hand against the Temple.

Following the victory, the Maccabees returned to Jerusalem 
and assumed total control of Judea. The Meridarchy of Judea 
remained without any Seleucid appointed governor. The 
Akra, however, remained manned by the remnants of the 
Seleucid garrison, and by extremist Hellenizers who refused 
to recognize the change in power.

Eliakim and a handful of his loyalists fled the Akra to 
Antioch. Eliakim yet hoped that King Demetrius would take 
more decisive actions against Judah Maccabee in the wake of 
Nicanor’s disastrous defeat, but the king needed every soldier 
he could spare in his war against Timerchus. The Meridarchy 
of Judea was simply not at the top of his priorities at this point.



Summer 161 BCE—Cassandra

Dramatis Personae
Bold = main character 
* = historical figure

 Ӳ Eupolemus*—Maccabee supporter Hellenizer priest, emissary of 

Judea to Rome

 Ӳ Jason ben Eliezer*—Hellenizer Jew, emissary of Judea to Rome

 Ӳ Cassandra—Sister of Glitarius, friend of Eupolemus and Judah

 Ӳ Marcus Porcius Cato (Cato the Elder)*—Roman Patrician who has 

served as Consul and Censor

 Ӳ Demetrius*—Current king of the Seleucid Kingdom

 Ӳ Gaius Fannius Strabo*—One of the two reigning Roman Consuls

 Ӳ Publius Terentius Afer*—Roman playwright

 Ӳ Judah Maccabee*—Leader of the Jewish rebellion 

Jason sat, stunned, the entire way from the port of Ostia to 
Rome. The massive size of the port, the number of ships, 
the packed crowds, the volume of merchandise being 

moved through the port, were all inconceivable. On the wagon 
on the road to Rome he mumbled something about the paved 
highway, but Eupolemus could not understand him. He could, 
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however, sympathize with his shock. Eupolemus remembered 
how he had felt when he travelled down this road for the first 
time, not so very long ago. He smiled inwardly when he imag-
ined how Jason would feel when they approached Rome itself.

Once they entered Rome, they found lodgings in a small 
inn on a quiet street only a few minutes away from the Forum. 
Jason was surprised when he realized Eupolemus had hired 
the room for an entire month. The understanding that no one 
was waiting for them, knew them, or guaranteed that they 
would even get to see the leadership of Rome gradually mate-
rialized, and he began to feel physically and emotionally ex-
hausted from the journey, and from the realization of the faint 
chance for success of the titanic mission they had accepted. 

Eupolemus left him to recover in their room and went to 
wander the streets outside the inn. During the journey he 
had repeatedly considered how to proceed, and he now felt 
he had a plan of action. But now, as if infected by Jason’s 
exhaustion and bewilderment, he began to doubt his plan. 
Rome remained as he remembered it. Filthy, crowded, and yet 
glorious and enormous. He wandered the teeming streets and 
bought some street food from the vendors.

He felt an intense yearning for the company of Flavius, and 
realized how much he missed his company. But from what he 
recalled from his discussions with Flavius, he never intended 
to return to the city of Rome, and in any event, even if he were 
here, the city was huge and he had no idea where he might 
seek him.

Eupolemus entered a tavern and ordered a beverage, mak-
ing use of his interactions with the hectic Romans to polish up 
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his long unused Latin as much as possible. And then, struck 
by an incontrollable urge, he completely abandoned his plan 
of action and made his way to Cassandra’s town house, com-
pletely disregarding the caution he had sworn himself to.

 Surprisingly, his feet recalled the way to Cassandra cor-
rectly, as if the memory of their past encounters had etched 
itself into his mind. He did not, however, realize just how long 
walking there would take him. When he finally arrived it was 
night time and he was all sweaty. He feared he was odorous 
and had already begun to hope that Cassandra was not home 
so that he would be able to return on some other occasion, 
clean and organized.

The servant who opened up the gate for him looked him 
over suspiciously and, as expected, let him wait outside as 
he left to find out from his mistress whether he should let in 
this odd stranger who claimed friendship with her. And then 
she was there. She opened the door up at once, as she was, 
hair unarranged, face not made up, wearing only a thin house 
gown, her face angry, surprised, joyful, and loving all at once. 
To him she was the most beautiful woman in the world. In 
that split second he realized and finally admitted to himself 
that she had never left his heart since the day he had left 
Rome. She was the love of his life. She was why he could not 
marry any other woman, and he had given her up, first for his 
family, and then out of commitment to his friends and people. 
I am such a damn fool, he thought for a moment more, and 
then she molded herself against him, and he into her, as if they 
were one body, too long separated.

“My, you stink,” she said, but only after they had clung 
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together and embraced for many long minutes. She sent 
him, he offering no resistance, to soak in a scented bath and 
change his clothing. She was glad of the respite, needing some 
moments to arrange her thoughts. Her joy at his return was 
alloyed with suspicion. Several years ago, when he was fresh 
off the victorious battlefield where he had fought at the side of 
Rome against Macedon, she had wanted him at her side. But 
he had returned to his homeland, and when the connection 
between them was severed, she had understood that he would 
not return as he had promised.

“I did not know if you would be willing to receive me, but 
I could not hold back,” said Eupolemus from the entrance to 
her chambers. The room had not changed one bit. Here was 
exactly where Cassandra had received him years ago, late at 
night, after he had met with Cato the Elder and agreed to 
serve with the legion of Aemilius Paulus on the Macedonian 
campaign.

She rose from her couch and looked upon him. Dressed in 
a Roman toga, cleansed and perfumed, he seemed as a Roman 
noble in every respect. She drew near and clung to him once 
again. “Don’t be too excited. I have not taken you back just 
yet. But men should not have all the fun,” she said, and placed 
her leg between his own, rubbing it in a deliberate and gentle 
friction. Then she led him by the hand to her bed.

Jason woke early in the morning, alone in his room. By the 
way Eupolemus’ effects remained as he had left them, he 
understood that Eupolemus had not spent the night in their 
common room. He organized to seek out Eupolemus, hoping 
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he would find him in the environs of the inn. As he knew only 
Greek and no Latin, he was concerned with how he would 
manage on his own. Fortunately, just as he was leaving the 
inn, Eupolemus appeared, hopping out of a carriage which 
continued on its way.

“Well, aren’t you all aglow. Ran straight to her, did you?”
Eupolemus’ grin stretched ear to ear. “Yes,” he admitted, 

unperturbed. “I don’t understand why I ever left.”
“And she saved herself for you, did she?”
“Ha! No, of course not. This is Rome, remember? A young 

and fertile woman is never left alone, however she might wish 
otherwise. She was remarried by her family, and they had a 
child, but believe it or not, her second husband divorced her 
for political reasons, so she is now an independent woman.”

“What do you mean political?”
“It is very complicated in Rome. The Patricians, who are 

the upper caste here, are divided into houses. Marriage and 
adoption of children between the houses is how political 
alliances are formed.”

“What do you mean adoption?”
“Take one of the two current Censors for example—

Aemilius Paullus. He is the general under whom I fought in 
Macedon. He had four sons. He handed over the two eldest 
for adoption to other prestigious houses, because he thought 
the two youngest would be enough to preserve and build up 
the honor of his house. But both died and his house now has 
no continuity.”

“Poor man. What is the point of a man’s life without 
children?! He is one of the men who you hoped would help 



328  |  Lions of Judea

us, no?”
“So I thought, but he was afflicted with a severe disease. He 

only partially recovered from it, and spends most of his time 
in the city of Velia on the coast to the south.”

“I see that you spent the night to gather information and 
not just to… make up for lost time.”

“In truth, the night was all about making up for lost time,” 
smiled Eupolemus, “but in the morning we spoke at length. 
Cato is probably our man, he and perhaps his son, and the 
eldest son of Aemilius Paullus, with whom I am both familiar.”

Cato agreed to receive Eupolemus and Jason. Not at once 
though. At first, he replied to Eupolemus’ missive with a count-
er letter in which he wrote that he was completely immersed 
in writing a new book, On Agriculture, dealing with the man-
agement of a farm from A to Z. Eupolemus, well briefed by 
Cassandra, heaped praise on his previous book on the history 
of Rome, Origins, and wrote to Cato, without any basis what-
soever in reality, that the book had won considerable renown 
in the world, and that its fame had spread as far as the land of 
Judea. In addition, as a trump card, he offered to contribute to 
the current book from his knowledge of agriculture. The bait 
worked, and Cato immediately agreed to meet.

The next day, the two travelled to Cato’s estate. The vener-
able Patrician had remained as lucid and sharp as Eupolemus 
remembered him.

“The important thing in managing a farm is growing grapes 
and preparing wine from them,” Cato immediately declared 
authoritatively as soon as they entered the waiting room, to 
which the slave that received them led them. “That is a central 
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business in our farms. How is your wine?”
“The emphasis of our farms is more on raising olives, both 

as food and as a source of oil,” Eupolemus replied without 
hesitation, as if they had met for lunch the other day to discuss 
the issue. “But you know that I personally love a good wine.”

 Cato burst out in laughter, leapt to his feet, and received 
Eupolemus with open arms. The formal atmosphere lightened 
up and Cato invited them to dine with him. The meal was 
modest, as befit the man whose reputation was as a man who 
valued frugality and humbleness, though some claimed this 
was no more than miserliness. 

“You were last here six or seven years ago. You could have 
been a Roman citizen, but you preferred to return to your 
country. At the time, I appreciated your loyalty, and I even 
helped you out a little later, when our envoys were active in 
your region. What brought you back to us now?” asked Cato.

Eupolemus told the venerable aristocrat how he and his 
friends had managed to defeat and beat back the Seleucid 
armies time after time, and his intention to secure the recog-
nition of Rome for the state of Judea.

“Rome encourages the realization of national aspirations of 
nations rebelling against these oriental Greeks, which are to 
my way of thinking nearly as bad as those who have sought to 
poison traditional Roman values here at home,” said Cato, a 
grimace of disgust darkening his features, “Some people tend 
to overestimate the Greeks, as if they were actually civilized. If it 
were up to me I would expel them from Rome to the last man.”

“Does your honor therefore think that Rome would look in 
favor on our request?”
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“Look with favor? Yes. You may return to your country 
and tell them that Rome encourages you to raise hell for 
Demetrius.”

Eupolemus was not amused. His disappointment was 
apparent.

“Well? What did you expect?” Cato scolded him. “That we 
would actually help and support you?”

“You had in the past, Patron. Your ambassadors pressured 
Lysias to reach an accord with us.” 

“Excellent. Finish eating and tell me about how you raise 
olives and make oil. We will have to think and act wisely. I will 
do what I can to help.”

Eupolemus descended from the carriage near Cassandra’s 
home. “It won’t be easy, but I have faith in Cato. He is a very 
powerful man,” he told Jason, who remained on the carriage, 
headed towards the inn.

Cassandra received him with a smile and immediately 
drew him to her bedroom. This slightly annoyed him, making 
him feel as if she were treating him like her personal boytoy. 

“Cassandra, I have a mission, I did not come just to fuck,” 
he said, his brow crinkled in distress.

“And there I thought that the mission was just an excuse to 
get back to me,” she said with mock insult, and lay on the bed. 
“I do actually have an idea of how to help you, but first….” she 
drummed her fingers on the bed.

Eupolemus circled around the bed; his hand gently brushed 
Cassandra’s inner thigh. “An idea?”

She nodded, smiling in pleasure. “Aha, keep going … I 
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am going to a new play by Terentius tonight. He is one of the 
greatest playwrights in Rome. And guess who I am supposed 
to meet in the theater?”

He sat behind her, his hand slipping beneath her gown. “I 
don’t know. Who?”

“The wives of the two Consuls, Gaius Fannius and Marcus 
Valerius.” 

She drew off her gown and lay down beneath him com-
pletely naked. “Come to me. You need to put in some effort to 
motivate me to help you….”

Three weeks went by. Jason was frustrated. As Eupolemus 
celebrated his reunion with Cassandra by night and day, 
Jason was left alone for the most part, having a hard time 
interacting with the locals with no Latin. He found, somewhat 
to his consolation, that many Greeks had settled in Rome with 
whom he could converse and mingle.  Many of the Greeks 
served as tutors to Roman Patrician children, or else as Greek 
rhetoric tutors to their parents. He hoped to make contacts 
through association with them to promote their mission. 
Soon, however, he found out that the current Consuls, and 
particularly Marcus Valerius, were instigating the expulsion 
of all Greek rhetoricians from the city.

Eupolemus found him one day in one of the taverns 
frequented by Hellenes and Hellenophiles. “My friend, it is 
not good for us to be associated with their ilk.”

“I know, but what am I to do here?” Jason replied in 
frustration.

“How about studying some Latin” was on the tip of 
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Eupolemus’ tongue, but he halted. “Well, perhaps we should 
spend some time preparing, consider how to make our case….”

Jason stiffened, “What’s happening?! Tell me!”
“We just got an affirmative response to our request for an 

audience. Consul Gaius Fannius Strabo has agreed to meet 
us!” Eupolemus positively glowed.

The next day, Eupolemus and Jason, the ambassadors of 
Judea, were received by the honorable Consul in his chambers.

“I have heard that you speak for the Jewish People,” Gaius 
told them. “I have also heard you are a small but stubborn 
people, who fight well.”

“My lord, we thank you for honoring us with a meeting. We 
do indeed fight well, but our numbers are by no means small. 
Our people reside throughout all of the eastern lands, and 
number hundreds of thousands. In Alexandria two out of five 
quarters are Jewish. Many of us reside in Antioch, Babylon, 
and the many cities in between. We are an ancient people with 
great traditions, and many of us are literate.”

“What?! But Cato spoke to me of a small province in which 
the Seleucids suffered a few reverses?” The Consul sought to 
understand.

“Indeed, your honor. The Land of Israel, which lies be-
tween Egypt and Syria, was once all ours. We had kings, an 
army, priests, cities and villages, all united in a single faith, 
long before Rome was founded and before the Achaeans laid 
siege to Troy. War devastated our people and scattered them 
from Egypt to Babylon, but some of us always remained in 
our holy city, Jerusalem, which lies in the heart of our ancient 
homeland. Since the days of the Persian Empire and to this 
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day, the rulers always respected our people, and our priests 
ruled over the province surrounding Jerusalem—Judea.”

“That’s right! I have heard of you,” cried out Gaius, “you are 
the nation of priests. You work only six days and rest on the 
seventh. Very interesting.”

“Indeed, my lord. Not all of us are priests, but over the past 
centuries it is indeed the priests who have led our people.”

“The damn Greeks who fill the streets of Rome constantly 
harp about how they invented science and philosophy, song 
and culture. And yet you are a more ancient people. Very well, 
the Roman people hold ancestral tradition in high regard—I 
am glad you have come to see me.”

Jason asked Eupolemus softly, “Does he understand Greek? 
May I speak?”

Eupolemus covertly signaled in the negative. Given the 
negative feelings of the Consul toward the Greeks, he preferred 
not to show any association with them.

“Consul, for six years we have been fighting the Seleucid 
army with great success. We have inflicted upon them a 
number of painful defeats, fought the royal army led by the 
deceased regent Lysias twice. Now Demetrius has come to 
power in Antioch….”

“After fleeing without permission from Rome,” Gaius twist-
ed his expression in anger.

“So I heard, Consul. Our people have had enough of Seleucid 
rule, and wish to shrug free of the burden of Demetrius’ rule. 
Our leaders have sent us to plead for Rome’s support in this.”

Eupolemus ceased speaking, but Gaius did not reply for 
several long moments. Finally he said, “I have heard your 
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plea, and my heart is gladdened that you came to me. And yet, 
any decision to support a foreign people must be received in 
the Senate. I will speak of this with my co-Consul, Marcuse 
Valerius, and we will see if and when the matter can be raised 
before the Senate.”

Gaius signaled with his hand to write what he just said 
in the minutes of the discussion, and then leaned towards 
Eupolemus and added in a low voice intended solely for his 
own ears, “You fought with our men in Macedon. Cato spoke 
for you. Even my own wife spoke to me about you, and I 
understand that you are in a relationship with a highly honored 
Roman woman. And yet, the decision of Rome must benefit 
Rome. Though you have shown yourself to be a true friend of 
Rome, and I appreciate it, I can promise you nothing.”  

Several additional weeks passed. In Rome, all spoke of the 
unprecedented Senate decree to expel all Greek rhetoricians 
from the city. Jason accepted Eupolemus’ advice and spent 
his time studying Latin. Eupolemus moved into Cassandra’s 
home. He taught Quintus, her young and only son, Greek 
and found himself increasingly fond both of him and of his 
role as surrogate father figure. The boy had been left without 
such a figure since his father, following his political marriage 
to another woman, intended to focus his attentions on his 
children with his new wife and hand over his child with 
Cassandra for adoption. Eupolemus flung himself into a life 
of ease with Cassandra and her son, and had a hard time 
imagining the day he would be forced to leave. 

But that day eventually came. A message arrived that he and 
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Jason were summoned back to the Consul, who notified them 
of a declaration of support in the Senate. Not just support, 
but an actual declaration of a mutual alliance between Rome 
and the Jewish People. The decision of the Senate was put in 
writing in an official document, which the secretary of the 
Consul formally read to the ambassadors:

May all go well with the Romans and with the nation of 
the Jews at sea and on land forever, and may sword and 
enemy be far from them.

If war comes first to Rome or to any of their allies in 
all their dominion, the nation of the Jews shall act as 
their allies wholeheartedly, as the occasion may indicate 
to them. To the enemy that makes war they shall not give 
or supply grain, arms, money, or ships, just as Rome has 
decided; and they shall keep their obligations without 
receiving any return. 

In the same way, if war comes first to the nation of 
the Jews, the Romans shall willingly act as their allies, as 
the occasion may indicate to them. And to their enemies 
there shall not be given grain, arms, money, or ships, 
just as Rome has decided; and they shall keep these 
obligations and do so without deceit. 

Thus on these terms the Romans make a treaty with 
the Jewish people. If after these terms are in effect both 
parties shall determine to add or delete anything, they 
shall do so at their discretion, and any addition or 
deletion that they may make shall be valid. 

Concerning the wrongs that King Demetrius is doing 
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to them, we have written to him as follows: ‘Why have 
you made your yoke heavy on our friends and allies the 
Jews? If now they appeal again for help against you, we 
will defend their rights and fight you on sea and on land.’



160 BCE –They Are All Maccabees

Dramatis Personae
Bold = main character 
* = historical figure

 Ӳ Demetrius*—The current king of the Seleucid realm

 Ӳ Bacchides*—Seleucid general

 Ӳ Tiamos—Officer in the Seleucid army, childhood friend of Judah 

Maccabee

 Ӳ Eliakim/Alcimus*—A Hellenizer Jewish priest appointed High 

Priest by the king

 Ӳ Judah Maccabee*—Leader of the Jewish rebellion

 Ӳ Yohanan*, Simon*, Jonathan*—The surviving brothers of Judah 

Maccabee

 Ӳ Phryne—Wife of Judah Maccabee

 Ӳ Tario—Former Samaria garrison commander

 Ӳ Eupolemus*—A Hellenizer priest, one of the two envoys sent by 

Judah Maccabee to Rome

 Ӳ Jason ben Eleazar*—The second ambassador sent on behalf of 

Judah the Maccabee to Rome

 Ӳ Kratos—Greek tutor of Judah and Tiamos in their childhood

 Ӳ Giorah—A warrior in the Maccabee army
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 Ӳ Gideon—A warrior in the Maccabee army

The palace’s formal reception hall was packed with an 
audience summoned in honor of the return of King 
Demetrius and his victory-wreathed officers. Among 

the audience were ministers, members of the king’s council, 
and leading nobles, attended by a horde of servants and per-
sonal secretaries. A flustered clerk arrived running and an-
nounced that the king was about to enter. After a few minutes, 
Demetrius strode through the tall doors, tarrying at the en-
trance. To his left stood Bacchides, and to his right another 
general. Behind him were additional senior officers. All were 
conspicuously armed and armored for battle, carrying their 
body shields in one hand and their helmets in the other, as if 
they had just returned from the field of battle. All of the guests 
stood in a semicircle and clapped at the king’s entrance. The 
victors then strode into the hall. The king was erect, proud 
and filled with confidence. He crossed the hall and ascend-
ed the stairs towards his throne, followed by his officers. One 
step from the throne, he handed his body shield and helmet 
to waiting servants and they handed to him, with much pomp 
and ceremony, his crown, dressing him in a blue silk cloak. 
Throughout the ceremony, clapping and obsequious cries of 
adulation continued to rise from the crowd.

Demetrius turned back at the hall and raised his hands up-
wards in victory. He placed one hand on Bacchides’ shoulder, 
who stood one step below him. The audience continued to 
clap obediently.

“This is no Roman triumph,” the king whispered into his 
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general’s ear, “but at least they understand who is king here 
now.”

Demetrius signaled the crowd to fall silent, and announced 
thunderously, “You have our appreciation and gratitude, 
my good friend Bacchides, for your victory over the rebel 
Timerchus.”

Bacchides did not hesitate for even a moment in providing 
the proper response. “My king, it is you who led the army, 
and the victory is entirely yours. I and the other officers only 
followed your instructions.”

Demetrius, evidently pleased by the answer, raised his two 
hands up in victory, instructing the audience to renew their 
applause.

Later that evening, the king mingled amongst the guests, 
speaking with a select few. Though still in high spirits, he dis-
played coolness towards nobles whose loyalty he doubted. At 
some point he drew near to Bacchides, who was surrounded 
by several people. The king heard them mention the rebel-
lious Meridarchy of Judea before falling silent as he drew near. 
Demetrius shook his hand in disgust at the name of the irri-
tating province. “Why spoil the mood at such a time?! Tomor-
row is soon enough to lance this boil,” he reprimanded them 
as he walked away.

Demetrius meant what he said. The next day he summoned 
his officers to discuss the rebellion in Judea. 

“My king,” began Bacchides, “one of our most decorated 
officers, who fought with us in the eastern campaign, lived 
for a number of years in his youth in the land of the Jews. His 
name is Tiamos, and his father was Plutades, who, in the time 



340  |  Lions of Judea

of your father, served as an envoy of sorts the Nabateans. It 
seems that he knew the future leader of the rebels.”

An expression of surprise spread across the face of the king.
“My king, he is waiting outside the hall. With your permis-

sion, I shall call him.”
Demetrius carefully examined the man who entered. In 

spite of his large and solid build, the man moved with great 
grace, his strides limber and athletic. Demetrius recalled 
seeing him several times on the campaign in the east. He 
was a mid-level officer, and Demetrius did not know him 
personally. He looks like a Hellene officer is supposed to look, 
he thought, a tiger at the height of his power, unsettling his 
enemies and making his friends feel secure. 

Tiamos climbed lightly up the stairs and halted two steps 
from the king and Bacchides. He courageously met the gaze of 
the king, and then lightly inclined his head.

“So, you are the man who can tell me about the Jews. 
Explain to me, please, how a bunch of priests of an odd and 
antiquated religion manage to repeatedly defeat the best army 
in the world?! How do you explain this? Is it all thanks to this 
friend of you?”

“My king, I have not seen or heard from the man since my 
family left Jerusalem many years ago,” Tiamos replied calmly. 
“We were friends in our childhood, when my father loyally 
served your father.” 

Tiamos’ family’s fortune had fallen due to the frequent 
changes in government over the past fifteen years. When 
Demetrius rose to power, Tiamos had hoped that royal favor 
would once again shine upon his family. This was the first 
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opportunity Tiamos had had to speak with the king, and he 
reminded him of the loyal service of his ancestors in the hope 
that this would win him favor with him.

Demetrius nodded, but his expression was doubtful. “Tell 
me, how was this rebel as a boy?”

Tiamos weighed his response carefully. He did not want 
to annoy the king on his very first audience, particularly in 
front of witnesses. “He was a special boy, sir,” he said slowly, 
“strong and resourceful, as if he were born to the arts of war. 
We trained together in the pankration. As far as I recall, he 
is the son of moderate priests. The sort that were open to 
Hellene civilization and maintained friendships with both the 
Hellenizer Jews and the Hellenes themselves.”

“Hmmm,” the king’s brow furrowed, “that is not the infor-
mation that I received. In fact, I am told the exact opposite 
about him, his brothers, and even their father, who launched 
the rebellion. The Jewish High Priest whom we appointed 
says that they are religious fanatics, of the sort that will brook 
no compromise on any topic whatsoever. He says that they are 
prepared to die for their faith.”

“Your majesty, the information you received is likely cor-
rect. However perhaps….” Tiamos hesitated.

“Well, speak up by Zeus, speak your mind,” Demetrius 
prodded him.

“Your Majesty, the boy I knew may have changed over 
the years, but his father and family were certainly pragmatic 
people and not extreme religious fanatics. Perhaps this priest 
has a vested interest in portraying his opposition in such a 
manner….”
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Tiamos halted, leaving the sentence hanging in the air, 
concerned his words might be interpreted as insolence. He 
deliberately softened his expression, doing his level best to 
express submissiveness and loyalty.

A stifling silence fell on the room as the king considered 
his words.

“Well, that is always an issue,” the king finally replied, much 
to Tiamos’ relief. “I am not in the field, and so I am dependent 
on locals with local interests for information. Well spoken, 
Tiamos. I trust your familiarity with the rebel leader will not 
pose any problem should we have to exterminate them from 
this land?”

“Your Majesty, my loyalty is reserved for my king alone. I 
will not hesitate to fight your majesty’s enemies.”

Demetrius waved his hand in a light motion, signaling that 
the conversation was over. Tiamos inclined his head, turned 
around, and headed outside. The king looked at him until he 
left the hall, and then leant towards Bacchides and whispered 
in his ear, “We cannot rest on the laurels of victory, my friend. 
I intend to send you to Judea at the head of the army sooner 
than you imagined. Do not speak of this to anyone for now. 
And about this proud Macedonian: he may prove useful 
against his friend. We will appoint him to a senior position by 
your side, but he shouldn’t know that your main purpose is to 
eliminate the rebel leader himself.”

“Are you not concerned by the alliance they have lately 
made with Rome?” asked Bacchides.

“Alliance? That is nothing but a fancy word. I know the 
Romans well; I have lived among them. They fling about words 
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like arrows, but they can only penetrate their target if it grows 
flustered by them, as my grandfather and father did. They will 
do nothing to aid the Jews, not if we strike immediately. Later 
on we will flatter them a little and they will recognize me as 
king.”

Several days later, King Demetrius summoned the exiled 
Jewish High Priest for a secret meeting in which Bacchides 
alone was present.

Eliakim, who presented himself as Alcimus to the Seleucid 
ruler,  had had enough time during his exile in Antioch to 
plan his revenge on his rebellious countrymen.

“The area controlled by the rebels is a sort of mountainous 
plateau with Jerusalem lying at its center. This region enjoys 
excellent natural defenses due to steep slopes from the east 
and west, and is densely populated by villages and towns of 
backward traditionalists that are loyal to the rebel leaders. The 
area lying between Jerusalem and the Gophna Mountains on 
the border of the Meridarchy of Samaria constitutes the rebel 
center of power. One of the villages in this region is where the 
rebel leader currently lives with his family, and perhaps some 
of his brothers.”

Alcimus, who was born in the Gophna mountain region, 
knew the lay of the land very well and thought that he 
understood the major strong and weak points of the rebels 
more than anyone else.

“In the previous campaigns, where the royal armies sought 
to penetrate Judea from the west or the north, they were 
beaten badly and decisively. In Lysias’ two campaigns, he took 
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a significant detour in order to invade Judea from the south, 
from the Meridarchy of Idumea, which is loyal to the king. 
But attacking from this direction enabled the rebels to gain 
early warning of the advance of the army. On the other hand, 
no one has ever tried to penetrate Judea from the east! And it 
is precisely from that direction that one can directly reach the 
stronghold of the rebels, to invade the heart of their power 
base, the villages where the rebel leaders and their families 
live. All this can be done very rapidly, without the rebels 
knowing about this or preparing adequately.”

The idea of attacking from the east found favor with the 
king from the very first moment. He was filled with satisfac-
tion with his decision to hear Alcimus out, although he still 
deeply despised a man who expressed such great enthusiasm 
for punitive measures against his own people. 

Bacchides was familiar, from his previous campaign in 
Judea, with the impenetrable cliffs rising from the Jordan 
Valley to the inside of Judea.

“My king, there is a good reason why no previous expe-
dition has sought to use this route. These are steep and nar-
row paths that require difficult climbing. If the rebels attack 
our forces while they are engaged in climbing these heights, 
the result will be far worse than any of our previous defeats. 
Furthermore, who will guarantee,” he added, his eyes piercing 
Alcimus, “that this man has not decided to seek to rejoin his 
brothers by setting us up for a trap?!”

Alcimus laughed at the admonishment of the general. “Was 
I not with you when you slaughtered the sixty Jewish elders in 
your previous expedition, and did I not personally execute my 
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uncle, who was one of the traditionalists leaders? Even had I 
wished to draw you into a trap, the rebels would never believe 
me or forgive my past actions.”

The doubtful expression of Bacchides spoke louder than 
words.

“Your Highness, my loyalty is to you and to you alone, above 
all else!” declared Alcimus to the king with as much pathos he 
could summon. “I suggest I accompany the expedition. In the 
case that we fall victim to an ambush, Bacchides can slay me 
first.”

Bacchides was reluctantly convinced.
“Your highness, I suggest that we wait to launch the cam-

paign for a few more weeks, when springtime shall begin and 
the weather will be more comfortable for the troops. More 
importantly, then it will be the first month in the ancient cal-
endar of my people and a very important holiday occurs on it. 
Many of the rebels will be concentrated in Jerusalem for the 
holiday, without their weapons. The army can relatively easily 
block their access to their bases, encircle those who remain in 
their regions, and perhaps even capture some of their leaders, 
and surely their families.”

All three were of one mind concerning the critical impor-
tance of surprise to the success of the plan. The king decid-
ed that the matter would be kept secret even from his closest 
counselors. He provided Bacchides with the most elite units, 
including the Royal Guard and its specially trained Roman 
Unit, whose warriors had participated in the battle against the 
Jews two years earlier. The force would include twenty thou-
sand infantry and two thousand horsemen.
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***

Many of the villagers of Judea made preparations to carry out 
the commandment to make a pilgrimage to the Temple on 
Passover. They and their families would leave their homes 
and spend the holiday in Jerusalem. Since the expectation 
was for a calm and quiet holiday, most of the soldiers of the 
Jewish army also intended to spend the holiday in Jerusalem. 
In the Hashmonaim clan, the extended family of the sons of 
Matityahu planned to take advantage of the opportunity for 
a wide-ranging family reunion, that would include all family 
members, regardless of how distantly related they were. Yo-
hanan, Simon, and Jonathan announced that they would join 
the double celebration of Passover and the family reunion and 
arrive in Jerusalem with their families.

Phryne was in the second trimester of her second pregnancy, 
and so preferred to avoid the trip to Jerusalem. Ever since 
the fighting had resumed, Judah, Phryne, and Rebecca, their 
little girl, had relocated to a small village in a mountainous 
and easily defended region of the Judean Mountains where 
many of the Maccabee supporters lived, and it was there 
that Phryne and Judah decided to celebrate Passover. Judah 
would ride to Jerusalem on the morning of the day before 
the holiday, display the presence his position required, visit 
the Temple, greet all of the important people demanding his 
attention, and, of course, spend time with his extended family. 
He would then return home for the holiday dinner. Later in 
the week, and at the end of the holiday, he would once again 
visit Jerusalem.
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***

The gods are aiding us, thought Bacchides, as a passing cloud 
once again concealed the sun’s rays. Every time the blazing 
rays of the sun hit them, the people felt as if they were being 
boiled alive, and the journey became a nightmare. Bacchides 
spurred his steed forward and climbed a small hill by the 
way, from which he observed the marching army. Their path 
crossed the Jordan Valley, which was unbearably hot in the 
daytime. Alcimus “consoled” him by noting that the heat was 
even fiercer in the summer months.

One of the reasons why Alcimus offered Passover night as 
the ideal time to carry out the takeover of the rebel-controlled 
area was the expectation of a full moon. The traditional cal-
endar of his nation was based on the moon’s monthly cycle , 
so Passover night is set in the middle of the month and was al-
ways accompanied by a full moon. Indeed his plot was excep-
tionally successful. The almost impossible climb from the Jor-
dan Valley to the mountainous plateau leading to Jerusalem, 
took place during a clear night in the light of a perfect moon. 
The Seleucid army did not stop to enjoy it, but immediately 
went on. During that same night and the following day, they 
took control of the strategic points and roads surrounded 
Jerusalem and in the area between Jerusalem and Gophna. 
Then they surrounded entire villages and brutally murdered 
every man they could find. Elders, children, and women were 
taken captive and concentrated in a single well-guarded camp, 
warning the rebels that any attempted rescue would immedi-
ately bring about the execution of all of the captives.
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Judah was able to gather a force of about three thousand 
warriors. A few hundred were regular soldiers who remained 
in the old camp in the Gophna Mountains for the holiday and 
were therefore immediately available and organized into or-
ganic units with all of their combat equipment. The rest were 
men that had spent the holiday with their families. These men 
arrived with the personal weapons which they kept in their 
homes, prepared to fight to their last dying breath. They all 
understood that the situation was more severe than it had ever 
been. In the prior campaigns it was the rebels who had deter-
mined the circumstances in which the battles took place. This 
was the first time the enemy had successfully seized the ini-
tiative—Bacchides had successfully caught them by surprise.

Judah tried to buy some time. He initiated a few attacks 
against small enemy forces, but mostly moved his small army 
from place to place, seeking to avoid a frontal confrontation 
with the overwhelmingly superior forces pursuing them. 
At the same time, his forces had to assist the evacuation of 
the villagers of the region prior to the arrival of the enemy 
soldiers, under severe constraints formed by the difficult 
situation. Judah’s brothers and the other commanders were 
in Jerusalem with many warriors, but they lacked arms and 
armor and were faced with a large and well-equipped enemy 
force. Bacchides had allocated half of his troops, around ten 
thousand well-armed soldiers, to block the exits of Jerusalem 
and the passages from it to the Northern Mountains of Judea.

Judah cloistered himself in his tent. He knew that they could 
escape westwards and manage the campaign later, and under 
far more comfortable conditions. However, the significance 
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of such a move was the abandonment of thousands of elderly, 
women, and children—the families of the very warriors he 
was leading, many of whom were residents of the local villag-
es. Bacchides made clear in his actions and statements that the 
lives of the local residents meant nothing to him, and that he 
would not hesitate to slaughter the population or sell it into 
slavery to advance his agenda.

Voices were heard outside the tent. “Wait here,” someone 
said in Greek some distance from the tent. He recognized the 
voice of Giorah, one of his most brave and loyal warriors, a 
son of the small village where Judah and Phryne lived with 
their little daughter Rebecca. Judah was about to leave the tent 
when Giorah entered.

“A messenger? From Bacchides?” he asked.
“Two. They say that they know you. Their names are 

Tiamos and Tario.”
Judah gasped. Tiamos?! He had not seen him in years. 

What was he doing here? What did he have to do with Tario? 
He caught his breath, assumed a calm expression, and left 
the tent. Some distance away from the tent stood Tiamos 
and Tario, surrounded by several dozen Jewish warriors. 
Warm feelings filled him at the sight of Tiamos, returning 
him years backwards. From his location at the entrance of the 
tent, he signaled to the people who surrounded the two to let 
them pass. The guards did so suspiciously, and not without 
requiring Tiamos and Tario to hand over their weapons.

Judah immediately entered the tent again. He did not want 
his people to notice his excitement. A moment later Giorah 
entered the tent, his sword drawn, and stood beside him. 
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Tiamos entered first, followed by Tario.
Tiamos waited for a moment, adjusting his eyes to the dark-

ness of the tent, and then strode forward, his eyes flashing like 
a child as he made an effort to restrain his smile and upswell 
of emotion. For a long moment they stood facing each other, 
each looking over their long lost childhood friend, seeking 
to maintain their composure. Both had a similar build—tall, 
broad-shouldered, and muscular. A split second later the ice 
between them shattered and they fell into each other’s arms, 
smiling, feeling for a moment like the lads they once were.

Tario and Giorah glanced at them for a moment in surprise, 
without saying a word.

“You look like hell, my friend,” Judah said in Greek to 
Tiamos after they both relaxed. “In fact,” he smiled at Tario, 
“you both look terrible. Is this how Bacchides chooses to 
submit his formal surrender?”

Tario chortled, but Tiamos grew serious and his face grew 
grim. He suddenly felt the full burden of his mission. A sense 
of fatigue spread throughout his body.

“What are you two doing here, together?” Judah continued 
when neither of them responded, “You just happen to be the 
only two living Hellenes whom I respect.”

“When I heard about what was happening, I hurried here 
with my men. I couldn’t afford to lose another battle against 
you,” Tario answered good-naturedly. 

“I was assigned to meet commander Tiamos. During the 
conversation, it turned out that we were both familiar with 
you.”

“My childhood friend seems to have done a pretty good job 
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without you,” said Judah.
Tiamos nodded his head grimly and placed his hand on 

Judah’s shoulder.
“It was your people who led us here and revealed how we 

could best harm you. Judah, this is over. You don’t have a 
chance. I was authorized by Bacchides to offer you a chance 
to surrender. If you and your brothers surrender, no more 
people will be hurt.”

Judah gently removed Tiamos’ hand from his shoulder.
“Do you believe what you just said?!”
Tiamos shuffled in embarrassment and lowered his haze. 

After a long moment of heavy silence he said, “You, your 
brothers, and your entire family will die. Bacchides did not 
tell me this, but I know that that is what will happen. All of 
your people will be executed, and their family members will 
be sold into slavery.”

The words faltered on his lips, his expression honest and 
pained. “I am happy you did not take his offer at face value. 
You deserve to die in battle with honor.”

“Don’t be so sure that it is I who will die,” Judah answered 
in a steady voice. His body language and his expression made 
clear that his words were not a show of bluster, but stemmed 
from deep personal conviction.

Giorah and Tario both smiled at his reply. Tiamos also 
smiled faintly, but his eyes remained glum.

“This military move is meant to eliminate you. The leader 
of the polis citizens, Alcimus, has convinced the king that all 
of the polis citizens will support your permanent elimination, 
even if this is achieved by harming the population….”
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“Eliakim?!” Judah chuckled in contempt, “You are attributing 
him with far too much wisdom and persuasiveness….”

“Don’t underestimate him, my friend,” Tiamos cut him off, 
“I saw how he speaks with Bacchides. It is he who brought this 
evil upon you.”

Silence descended on the tent. “I still have an offer for 
you, this time from me,” said Tiamos, lowering his voice as if 
whispering a secret.

“Although the king and Bacchides tried to keep this cam-
paign a secret, I have my own sources, and I was able to carry 
out a few moves. There is a ship waiting for you in the port 
of Jaffa which will take you wherever you wish. Take your 
brothers, your family, whoever you can with you. Your death 
tomorrow won’t help any of your people.”

Judah shook his head furiously, “To flee like a thief in the 
night?! And I thought you knew me!”

Tiamos gripped Judah’s upper arm. “I know your heart 
instructs you to die in battle with your men. But you will 
be of greater service to your people if you stay alive. Rome 
has already recognized you as allies! The Roman envoys are 
probably already on their way to Antioch. All you need to do 
is buy a little more time. Demetrius won’t dare attack you in 
clear breech of an explicit ultimatum by a Roman envoy.”

“Commander, perhaps we should at least consider this...” 
Giorah said, hesitantly, behind him.

“I will tell you what I will consent to and what I will 
ask from you,” replied Judah. “I wish to spirit my wife and 
daughter away from here. Phryne is in advanced pregnancy. 
She was once the slave of the Meridarch of Samaria. It would 
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be worse than death for her to fall into the hands of a new 
Hellene master should I die. Can I rely on you in this matter?”

“Where is she?” asked Tario, before Tiamos could even 
respond.

“She is hiding away in a nearby village.”
“I will take her to Jaffa,” said Tario.
“I thought you wanted to fight against me in the final 

battle,” Judah said with a smile, his eyes filled with gratitude.
“Judah, three days from now your wife will be safe and 

outside the kingdom,” said Tiamos, “If you change your mind, 
or even manage to escape at the end of the battle….”

Judah shook his head in negation, cutting Tiamos short. 
He turned his head to Giorah, his eyes pleading. Giorah 
immediately understood. He would take Tario to Phryne and 
relate Judah’s wishes to her.

“Explain to her that I cannot say goodbye properly, but she 
must still follow my instructions,” Judah said painfully.

He held his hand out to Tiamos, “I did not think I would 
meet you again, but if one must die in battle, is it not better to 
die at the hand of a friend?”

They once again embraced warmly, and without saying 
another word Tiamos, Tario, and Giorah left the tent.

Towards the evening the warriors drew together. All of them 
stood there, densely packed against one another, waiting to 
hear the words of the man who had led them so far. Some 
of them had lost family members in the previous three days. 
Others knew that their families stood in the way of the enemy 
and were in danger of falling captive. Many of them were wise 
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enough to read the situation and understand the difference 
between this campaign and prior ones which had ended in 
victory, or at least honored settlement.

Judah left the tent and, without saying a word, dismantled 
it. A number of people leapt from their places and assisted 
him. This night he and the other commanders would spend 
with the people. They would huddle shoulder to shoulder 
with them under the open sky and do what they could to grab 
a few hours of sleep.

Once the tent was dismantled, Judah climbed on top of an 
improvised stage so that every last warrior could see and hear 
him. “Brothers, have you seen any Hellenes around here?” he 
shouted at them.

A wave of laughter overwhelmed the ranks. Judah smiled, 
a sensation of peace filling him from within. His gaze passed 
over his people, filling them with confidence. 

“A man needs to know what he is fighting for. When he 
believes with all his heart and all his soul in the righteousness 
of his cause, he is prepared to give his life for it. We remained 
silent and submissive so long as we were permitted to worship 
our God in peace, but as soon as the oppressor sought to harm 
our freedom to worship our God according to the laws and 
traditions of our ancestors, we showed every nation that our 
people know how to be proud and determined warriors. We 
proved to the Hellenes that faith in the Lord was empowering 
and powerful… more than any other power on Earth… God 
has aided us, bringing us victory… and we have brought Him 
honor.”

Cries of support accompanied his words. Judah fell silent 
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for a few moments, his face grave.
“When we began, we fought for our Jewish existence, for 

our faith and in the name of our God. Now we must fight for 
something else. The enemy is no longer fighting against the 
entire Jewish People. They have made common cause with a 
handful of traitorous Hellenizers to fight against the indepen-
dent, free, and proud Jewish People! They come here to elim-
inate all who they deem ‘rebels.’ You, me, my brothers, your 
brave comrades, and our families. Led by a traitor, they have 
penetrated these mountains where their predecessors never 
reached, surprised us in the midst of our holiday celebrations, 
and began to massacre our people in their homes…

Unlike previous occasions, we can no longer surprise the 
enemy or pick the battlefield to our advantage. We are out-
numbered and outmatched. As a military general concerned 
only with victory at any cost, I would be obliged to have us fall 
back to regroup, prepare, and surprise the enemy when he is 
unprepared. But that means abandoning our villages, saving 
ourselves by forsaking our people. That is not how my father 
raised me! We cannot show the enemy our backsides. If our 
time has come to die, we will die as warriors of valor.

Tomorrow, when the sun rises, we too will rise up against 
our enemies. It is not victory which we fight for, but the desire 
to take down as many of them with us as we can. We must 
fight them in such a manner that they will be more terrified 
of us in death than in life. They fight on a land not their own 
solely because they have been ordered to do so. We fight for 
our homeland and for our faith.

Only God knows the future. Who knows; maybe it is for 
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this purpose that He has brought us to this day, to this battle. 
Perhaps this is our test. Perhaps we shall prove victorious after 
all. We will fight like lions… let everyone know who and 
what he is fighting for… and be prepared to give up his life 
for that cause.”

No more words were necessary. The people accepted the 
mission upon themselves wholeheartedly. It was far more 
difficult for them to accept Judah’s other decision, that half of 
them must leave the camp that night. Judah was not prepared 
to sacrifice more than a few hundred men to realize his plan. 
He left with him only the men who were most determined, 
most prepared to sacrifice their lives. 

The rest of the warriors would withdraw westwards and 
await developments. Should his battle plan succeed, they 
would rapidly join him. If not, they would be prepared to link 
up with his brothers and fight under their command in the 
battles yet to come.

It was late at night before all that could be said was said. 
Those forced to withdraw bid a tearful farewell to the other 
warriors. Many left in tears, seeking to remain, but Judah was 
relentless. There were also those among them whom Judah 
identified as relieved at having a chance to withdraw and save 
their lives.

Shortly after most of the warriors had been dismissed 
and scattered, Eupolemus and Jason ben Eleazar suddenly 
appeared before him. Judah received them warmly. “How did 
you get out of Jerusalem?”

Eupolemus grinned. “You underestimate me.”
“We came to fight with you,” said Jason. “In fact, we have no 
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choice. Eliakim informed us that the king intended to make 
us and our families pay for the alliance with Rome unless we 
exile ourselves for life.”

“The situation is… complex,” said Judah. “The battle to-
morrow will be unlike any we have ever known before.”

Eupolemus ignored Judah’s words. “This will be a sort 
of closure. Ever since we fought against the Hellenes in the 
pankration ring in Samaria where you starred and I, well, I 
had a more serious opponent that you did, I have been waiting 
for an opportunity to fight by your side—only this time it is 
either to win or die bravely.”

Judah considered the matter. He loved Eupolemus like a 
brother and was quite fond of Jason as well. He believed they 
both meant what they said.

“I have another mission in mind for you, one that is more 
important than fighting in this battle. I want you to make 
way immediately to the port of Jaffa. A ship will carry you to 
Cyrene. Phryne and Rebecca will be on it as well. Eupolemus, 
you always spoke of your desire to write a book on the history 
of our people. You both speak the Hellenes’ and Romans’ 
languages. Write to them about us, about our people and their 
achievements. Jason, perhaps you can write about our battles. 
You both can have a much greater impact on our future that 
way than by dying in battle with us.”

Eupolemus flinched backwards, distraught and disappoint-
ed. “Judah, you can’t do this to me. Not again. I am a better 
and more experienced warrior than any of your men, perhaps 
even you. Let me fight! With me at your side, perhaps we can 
win….”
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Judah stepped forward and held Eupolemus’ face between 
his palms. A sharp memory pierced his mind, of how he had 
gripped his brother Eleazar this way before he sent him to his 
death.

“Eupolemus, my brother, beloved of my soul. I know how 
badly you sought to fight on our side all these years, but you 
did more to assist us and our people behind the scenes, more 
than any other man. You convinced the Hellenizers and the 
elders to support us. You brought us the alliance with Rome, 
and even before the formal alliance you secured Rome’s 
support and influence on our behalf. Believe me, what I am 
asking from you now is far more important. Return to her. 
You left her twice for us, and now you have a chance to return 
to her, for good. Live, and with your writing give our people 
eternal life in the pages of history.”

He released Eupolemus, and his gaze turned stern. “If you 
are truly loyal to me and to our people, see this as another 
mission I am charging you with, quite likely the final and 
most important one.” 

They did not accept his decree readily, but the survival 
instinct he kindled in them, and the justification for it he 
provided, eventually overcame their resistance.

Judah passed between the warriors who remained with 
him, trying to contact as many of them as he could. By the 
time he was done, the final watch of the night had already 
begun.

He huddled beneath an ancient olive tree at the top of the 
hill, trying to catch a brief rest and build up his energy reserves 
in anticipation of the challenges dawn would bring. Memories 
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flooded him, streaming before his mind’s eye as if he was 
watching a play about the life of someone else. He recalled 
himself in his youth—filled with a zest for life, eager to learn 
and to discover. He recalled Miriam, the dark-skinned love of 
his youth, and the many comrades who had fallen fighting at 
his side.

“Hello kid.”
Judah nearly leapt to his feet at the sound of Kratos’ voice. 

He just stood there before the olive tree in the middle of the 
night. He seemed old, wrinkles all over his face, his eyes 
fatigued, but still sparkling with the zest for knowledge and 
curiosity which defined his passionate and wise soul.

“Kratos? Are you dead? What are you doing here?”
“You called me, so I came. Imagination is the greatest power 

you possess. Perhaps you learned something from me after 
all,” said Kratos with a smile, his face radiant with affection.

“You were my guide and teacher all my life, long after we 
parted ways,” said Judah and approached him with open arms, 
warmly embracing him.

“It is you and your people, and your Torah, who were 
my guides on a better understanding of this world,” replied 
Kratos. “You not only saved the traditions of your own people 
from oblivion, you gave the entire world another opportunity 
to glimpse the light outside the cave.”

 “I will probably die in a few hours,” Judah said softly.
“Be prepared to do battle as if there is no chance that you 

will win, but fight as if there is no chance that you will lose. 
The battle does not end so long as you are fighting to win.”

“Our only chance tomorrow is if I slay Bacchides. That is 
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what will happen tomorrow.”
“Tiamos will be at his side,” warned his—their—tutor.
Judah nodded gravely. “Then he will die at his side.”
“Does that bother you?”
“I will kill him without batting an eye. I will then grieve for 

him like a brother.”
Kratos smiled sadly. “He knows that. He too is calling 

me even as we speak.” Kratos’ image began to fade, his voice 
remaining to echo behind him.

“Thank you for coming to me, my teacher,” Judah said into 
the darkness of the night.

He woke up and opened his eyes. Warriors lay beside him, 
covered with no more than blankets to protect them from the 
chill of the night. Some of them were asleep. Some lay restless, 
their eyes open. None of them were paying him any special 
attention. He understood that he had dozed off, his wind wan-
dering into the twilight realm where conscious thought inter-
mixes with dreams. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath.

Then, suddenly, he was there. Grim and bitter, his hair and 
beard long and white, his thick brows contracted in wrath, 
forehead heavily wrinkled. His father, the man who slew the 
envoy of the king with his own hands and raised the standard 
of the rebellion. He was wrathful at Antiochus IV for declar-
ing a religious war on his people, on Jason who had trans-
formed his holy city into a Hellene polis, at his people who 
turned their backs on his sons at moments of crisis, at God for 
not doing enough to help His people, and at himself for being 
angry with God. But above all else, he felt helpless at being un-
able to help his son in the battle awaiting him on the next day.
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Judah kneeled before his father.
“Father, I beg your forgiveness. It seems that everything we 

achieved is about to go to ruin….”
Matityahu’s wrathful countenance immediately grew soft-

er. “There is nothing to beg forgiveness for, my son. Your 
heart is honest and your spirit brave. You have unified the en-
tire people behind you and have restored our pride. You have 
saved all of Judea. Antiochus the tyrant backed down. All that 
happened thanks to you. No one can take that away from you, 
regardless of what happens tomorrow. I am not angry, just 
frustrated. You do not deserve to die, not so young. You were 
the best amongst us.”

“I will make every effort tomorrow not to join you for a 
long time,” Judah replied, smiling glumly but meaning every 
word. 

Matityahu took a step forward and placed his hand on 
Judah’s head, his lips whispering a benediction. Judah took a 
deep breath and rose to his feet, facing his father.

“What a generation of warriors we raised here, father. A 
herd of lambs has been transformed into a pride of lions. The 
tale of the heroism of our warriors is being told throughout 
the world. Farewell, my dearest father. We may see each other 
again soon.”

He woke up again. A pale and narrow strip began to appear 
in the sky, announcing that night would soon make way for 
day. Judah closed his eyes again. He wanted to make one more 
appointment tonight. It is your turn my love, he thought, 
crying out to Phryne.
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Bacchides had been in an excellent mood from the earlier 
evening. His high spirits only rose further when reports began 
coming in, in the first half of the night, of massive movements 
from the Jewish camp westward. His assessment was that the 
rebel morale was collapsing and that many of their warriors 
were abandoning Judah and fleeing. Bacchides took pleasure 
in the news. An easy battle, a swift victory, few casualties—
what more could he wish for?

His high spirits lasted into the morning of the battle. He 
was filled with anticipation, feeling absolutely certain of the 
outcome of the clash. Mounted on his horse, he surveyed 
the field with satisfaction. The Seleucid army had deployed 
in accordance with the battle plan he himself had conceived. 
Two units of the royal guard were deployed at the center of 
the battle formation. One was armed in traditional phalanx 
equipment, though with somewhat shorter Sarissas than was 
customary. The other, the soldiers of the special unit, were 
armed with a large body shield and a short sword, just like 
the Roman legions. Before them were spread out the skir-
mishers—slingers, archers, and javelin hurlers. Bacchides was 
particularly pleased with the javelin hurler unit. They were a 
small unit of no more than fifty men, but they were all unusu-
ally tall and strong. In addition to their contribution to the 
actual fighting, the mere sight of them had a major effect on 
both sides, building up the confidence of the Seleucids even as 
it undermined that of the Maccabee rebels. 

On both sides of the infantry were deployed the cavalry, a 
thousand on either flank. Bacchides positioned himself in the 
middle of the first rank of the right wing cavalry formation, 
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made up of the elite horsemen of the royal guard.
He inspected the deployment of the Maccabee rebels. No 

more than a few hundred warriors stood on the slopes of a 
hill terraced by massive local boulders into a series of steps 
covered with olive and other fruit trees. Those terraces trans-
formed the hill into a massive fortification, in which each 
terrace would have to be captured separately. It was clear from 
this deployment that the rebels had no intention of taking the 
initiative, or the offensive. Instead, they intended to wait for 
the enemy to come to them, and to defend each terrace, only 
to fall back to the next after subjecting their opponents to a 
bloodletting. Given their numerical inferiority, they were uti-
lizing the right tactics, thought Bacchides appreciatively.

With a final glance at the hill, he gave the order to advance, 
an order transmitted to his army by the battle horns of his 
trumpeters. About ten thousand Seleucid troops advanced 
in close ranks on the rebel positions. The archers, slingers, 
and javelin hurlers moved at the front, to get a chance to 
soften the enemy up before the melee fighters closed in and 
rendered their fire ineffective. The horsemen kept pace with 
the infantry in the center of the formation, preserving an even 
battle line. 

No counter movements or signals arose from the rebel 
camp in response. Only when the first Seleucids reached firing 
range did a battle horn blare from the Jewish camp, followed 
by a massive battle cry. Bacchides could now make out the 
expressions of the rebels fighters. They seemed determined, 
even confident, in spite of their massive numerical inferiority. 
If the Seleucid camp had expected low morale on the rebel 
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side, they were disappointed. Bacchides was forced to admit 
to himself that he admired the rebels for displaying courage 
and preserving their fighting spirit in adversity.

Several volleys of arrows and javelins at the rebel positions 
proved to Bacchides that the firing was futile. The rebel troops 
were too fortified, too experienced, and too disciplined for the 
fire to have much effect, crouching and forming a shield wall 
from both above and the front that was impervious even to 
the heavy javelins. The same could not be said for the Seleucid 
archers and slingers, who were shield less and exposed to the 
rebel archers who were firing from a superior position on top 
of the hill, managing to kill and wound even some of the great 
javelin hurlers.

Bacchides signaled at the trumpeter to sound the retreat 
for the lightly armored archers and javelin hurlers. The royal 
guard will have to get the job done on its own, he thought, 
frowning as he reviewed the impressive formation of his army, 
which had begun climbing up the hill, making contact with 
the enemy. The right cavalry force that surrounded Bacchides 
halted and did not advance together with the infantry in order 
to avoid placing Bacchides and the other senior commanders 
with him at risk. From where they halted, the cavalry observed 
the unfolding battle.

Bacchides felt disappointment at how the battle developed. 
It was not the easy and decisive victory he had envisioned, but 
a slow and grinding struggle. The Seleucid army, in spite of its 
overwhelming superiority, found it difficult to advance. Only 
a small fraction of the Seleucid warriors could participate in 
the fighting at any given time, facing fierce resistance from 
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the Jewish fighters, who were able to slow and even throw 
back their advance. The left cavalry force was peppered with 
volleys of arrows from the top of the hill, and their horses 
were stymied by the steep terraces. At the same time, the 
Jewish archers sniped at the rear ranks of the Seleucid army, 
demoralizing the troops as well as draining their reserves.

Suddenly, the horsemen surrounding Bacchides tensed 
and cried out. They were being charged at by an integrated 
cavalry and infantry force which had apparently stolen a 
march on them, seeking to strike down the Seleucid senior 
officers and Bacchides himself while their main force was in-
vested in capturing the hill. Bacchides had, based on a review 
of previous battles, considered the possibility that the Jews 
would attempt to once again strike down the enemy leader, 
himself, in the heat of the battle. And yet, Bacchides was still 
surprised when it happened. Though he had never personally 
met the rebel leader, it seemed to him that he could identify 
Judah Maccabee at the front rank of the rebel force, charging 
right at him.

The horsemen of the royal guard were highly experienced 
and immediately took action. The commander of the force 
snapped off a rapid order and the horsemen began to charge 
the enemy. A single company of only sixty-four horsemen 
stayed behind, surrounding Bacchides in order to protect 
him. Bacchides noticed Tiamos at his side staring intently 
at the man whom Bacchides had already identified as Judah 
Maccabee. A wave of resentment at his underling rose up in 
Bacchides and he nearly commanded him to charge forward 
with the other horsemen at his old friend. He decided, 
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however, to hold his tongue and temper in check and observe 
developments.

The rebel and Seleucid forces collided. The numerical 
superiority of the Seleucid horsemen, and their desire to 
finally take part in the fighting, led them to almost completely 
surround the rebel force as the horsemen in the rear ranks 
sought out the front. At the center of the rebel formation, 
Judah Maccabee and the best rebel warriors fought. It was soon 
apparent that these handpicked men, and particularly their 
leader, were immeasurably superior to their opponents. The 
commander of the Seleucid force, his second-in-command, 
and several other officers were killed or critically injured 
in the first clash of fighting, some of them being personally 
felled by Judah Maccabee, who scythed down every Seleucid 
warrior he encountered. For some time longer the fighting 
continued fiercely, with some of the warriors on both sides 
falling to the ground or dismounting, continuing to fight on 
foot. Gradually, it seemed that the determination and courage 
of the rebel warriors was overcoming their opponents.

Frustrated and angry, it became clear to Bacchides that the 
horsemen of the renowned royal guard, the elite warriors of 
the kingdom, all purely Hellene, were growing demoralized. 
He ordered them to withdraw back to him, intending to lead 
them himself on the next charge.

Those of the right wing Seleucid cavalry capable of riding 
withdrew towards Bacchides. The forces deployed in front of 
each other at a distance of about two hundred paces, preparing 
for the next round of fighting.

In the meantime, a no less difficult battle was occurring on 
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the hill. There, too, the Seleucid infantry gradually surround-
ed all sides of the hill. Soon they began to scale its flanks, 
where the terraces were more moderate and they were met 
with less resistance. Still, the fighting was harsh, resulting in 
many casualties.

Judah passed through the ranks of his men during the 
brief lull in the fighting, rapidly reviewing the wounded 
and identifying who and how many were out of the fight. 
He estimated almost two hundred effective out of the three 
hundred who he had led in the charge at Bacchides, and that 
they had taken out nearly three hundred enemy warriors. 
The lopsided casualties were of little comfort—the enemy 
had sufficient reserves to reorganize and meet him with fresh 
forces, while he had to face them with walking wounded. 

Judah sealed his heart to pain and grief at the sight of his 
fallen. He knew each one of them, and often their families 
as well, personally, and had trained many of them for battle. 
When he passed by a warrior still too wounded to carry on, 
but who remained conscious, he crouched beside him and 
spoke a few words to him. To some he said they had fought 
well, to others he bid farewell. His words and touch were 
sufficient to slightly ease their pain and ease their hearts with 
acceptance of their fate. Although time was of the essence, 
and the window of opportunity to continue the assault of the 
Seleucid command was narrow, he was still able to touch, say 
a few words, or at least make eye contact with those of his men 
who needed it most as his force prepared for another charge. 

Judah returned to stand in the midst of the force which had 
reformed its ranks into a fighting formation to continue the 
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battle. Half of them were mounted.
“Brothers, you have fought well. They lost some of their 

commanders and many warriors and had to fall back. True, 
they still outnumber us, but in battle, the factors which are 
decisive are the head and the heart, not the numbers. We 
want to win more than they do—that’s the head—and we are 
willing to give it all to achieve it—and that’s the heart. They, 
on the other hand, don’t really know why they are here, they 
don’t really want to be here, and they certainly aren’t willing to 
give it all for victory. Strike them hard now and take out their 
remaining officers… and they will break. Try to get Bacchides, 
their general—the moment he goes down, it is all over.”

The warriors before him responded with battle cries. Judah 
continued, “You are the finest sons that this land has borne 
and raised. You are the spearpoint of the Jewish People. Rise 
up now and strike down these idolaters with the wrath of the 
Lord!”  

Judah stood for a moment more before them, slowly look-
ing over his men. That single glance was worth more than a 
thousand words, raising up the flagging spirits of his men. 
Then he turned, spear held in one hand, and raised his other 
hand high over his head, holding it there for a long moment 
before he sharply struck down, commanding the charge. 

Tiamos rode to Bacchides, leaning towards him and whis-
pering in his ear. The men beside him noticed the exchange 
but could not hear its contents. All they saw was Bacchides’ 
expression change as he glanced approvingly at Tiamos and 
nodded in approval.

The rebels had already advanced half the distance to the 



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  369

cavalry regiment before them, the horsemen in a light canter, 
the infantry running at their heels. Suddenly, the Seleucid 
horsemen turned their horses backwards to the north. Some 
of the warriors cheered at the sight and began roaring with 
jubilation as they advanced. But after a few hundred paces of 
pursuit, the Seleucid horsemen only widened the gap with the 
rebel force.

Judah ordered a halt. Some of his men, particularly the 
wounded, could barely keep up the pace. They were sufficiently 
fit to close the original distance to the Seleucids and even do 
battle with them when they arrived, but not to engage in a 
lengthy pursuit. Some of those brave men were nearly brought 
down by their exertions and could barely stand, lungs heaving 
with heavy breaths.

As soon as the Jewish force halted, the enemy cavalry 
did as well, turning around and deploying in ordered ranks, 
seemingly waiting for the rebels to continue the fight.

Judah glanced backwards at the hill, where the last rebels 
were making their stand against the overwhelming force 
surrounding them. The enemy soldiers were so many that 
they covered the hill’s slopes like locusts on all sides. And yet, 
they still had not reached the top, indicating that the fight 
was not yet over. Pride warmed his heart. There were only 
a few hundred Jewish warriors on the hill, and yet they were 
holding thousands of Seleucid warriors at bay. Their heroic 
stand would leave a powerful moral legacy, a negative one for 
the Seleucid victors and a positive one for the Jews, though 
they would be defeated in this battle.  

“Judah, what do we do?” asked a warrior called Gideon 
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who stood by his side.
Judah reviewed the Seleucid horsemen who patiently 

awaited them at a distance. Their tactic was clear to him now—
tempt them into pursuit, wear them out, and then run them 
down. He wondered if this was Tiamos’ idea, an application of 
their pankration training. One way to counter this tactic was 
to turn back to the hill and charge the enemy from behind to 
aid their comrades. However, given their small numbers and 
run-down condition, they would quickly be defeated without 
significantly affecting the outcome of the battle. Another pos-
sibility was to escape with their lives, but he could not bring 
himself to do that, not now, after leading hundreds of his men 
into a certain heroic death in combat with the knowledge that 
he would share their fate.

“Carry on with the pursuit!” he answered decisively, choos-
ing the third option. “They can’t fall back forever. Now that we 
understand what they are doing we will change our approach. 
We know the terrain better than they do, so we will try to 
mislead them and box them in. The local villagers will witness 
how the pride and joy of Seleucia flee before a handful of Jews. 
That story alone will echo in the hills of Judea forever.”

As the pursuit progressed, few hours later it seemed at first 
that Judah’s decision had proved itself. They were able to close 
in on Bacchides and his horsemen, who had floundered in 
dense vegetation which prevented them from continuing to 
fall back. The Seleucids redeployed into a battle formation, 
with Bacchides, Tiamos, and the other commanders taking 
positions within it. They had no choice but to fight the Jews 
who had pursued them since morning.
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Their pursuers were exhausted in body but determined in 
spirit. They reinforced one another and prepared to renew the 
battle. But just then a massive force of enemy cavalry began 
advancing upon them from the south. They were the horse-
men who had deployed to the left of the infantry formation 
which had stormed the hill in the morning—and now, as per 
Tiamos’ battleplan, they were closing in on the rebel force. 

One of Judah’s men stood beside him and saw him glance 
at the west. “We flee?” he said with a broken voice, thinking 
he knew Judah’s mind.

“No,” said Judah, his eyes exhausted but still smiling. “Just 
bidding farewell. I have a pretty good lead on you, and I still 
intend to take down at least another four of them down with 
me. You had better start fighting seriously.”

“None of us will match your record today at this point,” 
said the man, unsuccessfully trying to smile, his entire right 
side soaked with blood. “But I’ll take a few more of them 
down with me,” he added, and a spark of determination rose 
in his exhausted eyes.

An hour later it was all over. Tiamos kneeled, his hand stroking 
the shattered face of Judah, whose corpse was sprawled on the 
ground. Even in his death he was the very image of a fearless 
warrior. His right hand continued to grip his sword, which 
was stained red with blood to the hilt, and his dagger, gory 
red as well, was held in the death grip of his left hand, mute 
testimony to the heavy price he had levied from his enemies 
as he fought to his last dying breath.

The hundreds of Seleucid warriors who had survived the 
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final battle silently observed their fallen opponents. They, 
who had been raised on the legacy of the ancient heroes of 
Greece, could not help but admire the mighty warriors they 
had defeated.

Bacchides advanced between the corpses, stepping over 
the dead of both Hellene and Jew. He halted behind Tiamos, 
looking at Judah Maccabee over Tiamos’ shoulder. 

“Perhaps we backed the wrong Jewish faction,” he said 
softly. “We should have thought about how to make them our 
allies.”

Tiamos glanced over his shoulder at Bacchides, wondering 
whether Bacchides meant what he said. He nodded, “That’s 
too late for him, but perhaps not too late for us. We only 
fought a handful of them here. Most of their warriors are still 
out there, and his brothers… they are all Maccabees, just like 
him.”



Epilogue

Then Jonathan and Simon took their brother Judah and buried 
him in the tomb of their ancestors at Modi’in and wept for him. 
All Israel made great lamentation for him; they mourned many 
days and said: “How is the mighty fallen, the savior of Israel!” 26 

Following the death of Judah, his two brothers, Simon 
and Jonathan, led the struggle for Jewish independence 
in the Land of Israel. Bacchides, the general who had 

defeated Judah Maccabee, tried at first to fight them, but was 
eventually convinced that the Seleucid Kingdom was better off 
recognizing them and courting them as allies. Jonathan and 
Simon were able to achieve military victories and diplomatic 
achievements which brought about the re-establishment of 
the Jewish State. Both were later killed in the struggle for 
independence, together with some of their sons.

Simon’s descendants upheld the legacy of the Maccabees 
and transformed the Jewish commonwealth into an indepen-
dent state which, at its height, would rule over most of the 
Land of Israel (and parts of modern Transjordan and south-
ern Syria and Lebanon as well). During their rule, the conflict 

26 Maccabees 1, chapter 9; verses 19-21.
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between the scholars and the priests reached its peak. The 
Hashmonaim (the term “Maccabees” refers to Judah Macca-
bee and his brothers, while the name “Hashmonaim” refers 
to the entire dynasty, till Miriam the Hashmonait) were not 
always able to maneuver between the rival parties, and were 
sometimes forced to support one side, placing them in con-
flict with the other. The interwoven processes of the decline 
of the priestly caste, the gradual formation of a secular-royal 
government under the Hashmonaim, and the growing power 
of the scholastic class resulted in unrest, rivalry, and the weak-
ening of the spiritual unity and leadership of the people.

The Hashmonaim period was a transitional period in the 
history of Judaism, from the age of the priests to the age of the 
scholars, the forerunners of rabbinical Judaism. Following the 
fall of the Hashmonaim, a period in which the Jews lacked 
any stable spiritual leadership began. This situation was a 
fertile ground for the growth of new ideas and discontent and 
criticism in all fields.

During the first century CE, the Jewish people experienced 
a crisis following the destruction of the Second Temple 
by Rome. In the aftermath of the destruction, the scholars 
remained alone at the helm of the spiritual leadership of 
the Jewish People, and it was they who sought to restore the 
remnants of Jewish culture in the Land of Israel and beyond. 
They legitimized the foundations of their rule while erasing 
the previous leadership, both priestly and Hashmonaim, from 
the national historical memory. Some of the worldviews and 
beliefs of the priests, which were the foundations of the Jewish 
religion throughout most of the first millennium BCE, were 
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either refuted outright or else erased and overwritten. These 
ideas never completely disappeared, and they continued to be 
studied and discussed, sometimes in secret, to form the basis 
for the formation of esoteric teachings and streams in Judaism 
which exist to this day.

The remarkable story of Judah Maccabee and his brothers 
is primarily known to us today through the two books known 
as Maccabees 1 and Maccabees 2, as well as the books of the 
Judeo-Roman author (and former rebel leader) Joseph ben 
Matityahu, known as Josephus Flavius. Maccabees 1 was 
apparently originally written in the Hebrew language, but 
the turmoil of history led to its survival through the Greek 
translation. It is generally thought that its author was a Jew 
who lived in the Land of Israel during the rule of Yohanan 
Hyrcanus, the son of Simon, nephew of Judah Maccabee. The 
book presents fairly accurate place and battle descriptions, 
which indicate a fairly strong familiarity with the sites 
and the facts, as well as being a member of the Jewish side 
of the struggle. It may be that this author based himself on 
contemporary sources and first-hand witnesses. Maccabees 
2 was apparently written in its original form in the Greek 
language by a Jewish writer who lived in the diaspora. This 
book constitutes, according to its contents, a synopsis of five 
full-length books which did not survive, which were written by 
Jason of Cyrene (in modern Libya) about the Maccabees. This 
book is more precise with facts related to the Seleucid side of 
the conflict and it is commonly thought that Jason had access 
to lists and authentic sources on the Seleucid side. Josephus 
Flavius recounted the story of the Maccabees in his book 
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Antiquities of the Jews, which was written at the end of the first 
century CE while apparently relying on the Greek translation 
of the book Maccabees 1, and perhaps on additional sources. 
What is written there constitutes a rewriting and synopsis of 
Maccabees 1, while adapting the contents to the worldview of 
Flavius and his Greco-Roman audience.

The leadership of the scholars in the period following the 
destruction of the Temple ignored the two Maccabees books. 
These books, as well as extensive literature written by the 
priests in the period of conflict between the priests and the 
scholars and before, were considered “outer books,” from 
which one should keep a distance. To our fortune, the Chris-
tian church valued these books and preserved and studied 
them over the years. Thanks to the preservation of the Mac-
cabee books, future generations could learn the amazing sto-
ry of Judah the Maccabee, his innovative tactics, his achieve-
ments, and the outlines of his character, and these have served 
as an inspiration and as a role model throughout history (Ju-
dah Maccabee was, for example, considered a role model for 
Christian knighthood) and to the present day, particularly in 
the reborn State of Israel. 



Appendix: The identity of “Cohen 
Haresha” (The wicked priest) in 

the Dead Sea Scrolls

The Dead Sea Scrolls were discovered between 1947 
and 1956 in the Qumran Caves near the Dead Sea. 
The discovery of the scrolls was an international 

sensation, for they were ancient and authentic sources written 
in the third to first century BCE (with some perhaps copied 
from earlier sources in the 4th century BCE), and include 
holy scriptures, the Torah and its interpretations, as they were 
read and written in that period. 

According to the scrolls, Qumran was where traditionalist 
Jews lived a communal and isolationist life, calling themselves 
Khilat-Hayahad (meaning the Community of Togetherness in 
Hebrew). The leader and founder of the community was a high 
ranking Zadokite priest called More-Tzedek (which means 
Justice-Teacher in Hebrew). Some of the scrolls specifically 
and implicitly mention events and characters from the period 
in which the House of Zadok fell following the Maccabee 
rebellion and the leadership struggles between priests and 
sages. Therefore, the scrolls constitute an important source of 
information for the study of the history of the Land of Israel 
at the time.



378  |  Lions of Judea

One of the figures mentioned in the scrolls is that of 
Cohen-Haresha (the Wicked Priest). The researchers of the 
scrolls are not of one mind regarding the identification of 
this figure, which is mentioned as such by the leader of the 
Yahad (Togetherness) Cult, More-Tzedek. Some suggest that 
this title should be identified with Jonathan Ben Matityahu, 
the brother of Judah Maccabee, who supposedly served as 
High Priest between 143-152 BCE27. My argument is that 
this identification is erroneous, and that this title should be 
identified with the Hellenizer priest Menelaus, who served as 
High Priest between 171-162 BCE.

I’ll start by ruling out the possibility that the Wicked Priest 
is Jonathan ben Matityahu. Jonathan fought in the struggle 
against the anti-Jewish edicts of Antiochus IV, preserving 
Judaism and perhaps the very concept of Monotheism. 
Thanks to this struggle the edicts were rescinded, the Temple 
purified, and the management of the Temple was returned to 
traditionalist Jews—possibly to a Zadokite priest, maybe even 
More-Tzedek himself. These Maccabee brothers, Jonathan 
among them, died, each brother in turn, in the struggle of 
their people against the Seleucid oppressors. The purification 
of the Temple and its rededication to the Jewish God following 
its defilement and use as a fane to Zeus was probably one of 
the most dramatic events in the history of the Jewish People.

To contemporary Jews these achievements, and the five 
Maccabee brothers, were imbued with a messianic halo. The 

27 See Hanan Eshel, The Qumran scrolls and the Hashmonaim 
State.
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brothers became living legends. It seems unlikely that More-
Tzedek would denounce one of those brothers with such a 
negative and one-dimensional title so shortly after this man 
fought for his people and took part in the purification of the 
Temple.

As detailed below, the description of the acts committed by 
the “Wicked Priest” is more consistent with the actions and 
context in which Menelaus acted than those of Jonathan.

Based on the character profile of Jonathan, also makes 
it difficult to attribute to Jonathan some of the actions per-
formed by the Wicked Priest in regard to More-Tzedek, such 
as pursuing him on the Sabbath following Yom-Kippur. This 
was a man who was raised on the heritage of honoring the 
Zadokite priests, a traditionalist priest himself. Three of his 
brothers (Eleazar, Judah, and Yohanan) had already fallen 
in battle by the time he assumed leadership of Judea. The 
Maccabees, starting with Judah, had tended to form a uni-
fying national factor, drawing their support from all classes 
and factions in the population—the common people, zealots, 
priests, and moderate Hellenizers. When they temporarily lost 
the support of the people, they knew how to leave the nation-
al stage until they were called upon again. It is true that this 
voluntary surrender of power occurred under Judah, but it is 
likely that his brothers were participants in these decisions. 
Even if controversy between Jonathan and More-Tzedek 
existed, and even if Jonathan was criticized by More-Tzedek, 
it is difficult to believe that Jonathan meant to harm—let 
alone slay—him, if only because of his own stature at the time 
amongst his people. Had Jonathan truly wished to slay More-
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Tzedek, then he most likely would have succeeded, given his 
monopolization of Jewish military power at the time.

Who, on the other hand, was Menelaus? He was appointed 
to the position of high priest in Jerusalem by Antiochus IV 
in 171 BCE after promising to collect a higher rate of taxes 
than his predecessor. During the reign of Menelaus the tax 
burden on the Jews of the Land of Israel reached a pinna-
cle. Menelaus was indeed a priest, but he apparently was an 
extreme Hellenizer, a faction that sought to fully assimilate 
into Hellenistic culture. During Menelaus’ High Priesthood, 
Antiochus issued his anti-Jewish decrees. Jerusalem and the 
Temple were filled with Hellenistic idols, and the Temple 
was converted into a temple to Zeus. Throughout the period 
of anti-Jewish persecution and during the Maccabee rebel-
lion, Menelaus continued to serve in the top administrative 
position on behalf of the Seleucid regime in Judea. A close 
collaboration must have therefore existed between him and 
the commander of the Seleucid Garrison in Jerusalem, and 
the Seleucid forces in Judea may even have been subject to 
his authority. It is recorded that the king’s soldiers attacked 
Jews during the Sabbath, knowing that they would not defend 
themselves or flee during that time. Menelaus was clearly 
aware of this, and most likely played a role in devising this 
strategy.

Let us now turn to the analysis of some of the citations in 
which the Wicked Priest is described in order to examine my 
claim that this title should be attributed to Menelaus.

In Pesher Habakkuk (The Commentary on Habakkuk), col-
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umn 12, lines 2-17, it is written28:

1. The meaning of the thing about the “Wicked Priest” to 
pay him his reward

2. as he did to the poor because the Lebanon 
3. is the advice of the togetherness and the beasts are the 

fools of Judah 
4. doing the Torah with which God will judge us in the end.
5. Wherefore he planned to despoil the poor and what he 

said from blood
6. of the city and despoil the land, its meaning is: The city 

is Jerusalem
7. in which the “Wicked Priest” operated doing abomina-

tions and defiled
8. the Holy Temple of God And  he does violence to the 

earth (part of 2:17) that is to the cities of Judea who
9. lusting to plunder the wealth of the poor.  What does an 

idol profit because a sculptor made it
10. a molten image that the one fashioning the work trusts 

in it
11. to make mute gods.  Meaning concerning the word about 

all
12. of the idols of the Gentiles which they have made for 

themselves to serve
13. to them, and they will not deliver them in the day of 

28 English translation of the scroll as presented in The Judean 
Desert Scrolls, the Hebrew Writings, Elisha Kimron, Yad 
Yitzhak Ben Tzvi, Jerusalem 2010.
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Judgement. Woe
14. (to the one saying t)o a tree wake up ..... to a silent (st)one 

As mentioned earlier, under the reign of Menelaus the tax 
burden rose to an all-time high, consistent with the descrip-
tion provided in lines 9-10: “And he does violence to the earth 
(that is to the cities of Judea), lusting to plunder the wealth of 
the poor.” Antiochus IV, under whom Menelaus served, pro-
hibited the practice of Judaism, and the Temple and Jerusalem 
were filled with idols, which fits the description in lines 7-9: 
“The city is Jerusalem in which the “Wicked Priest” does 
abominations and defiles the Holy Temple of God.”

A comparative reading of the words of Maccabees 2, which 
refer specifically to the reign of Menelaus and his time, and 
the contents of the scroll of Pesher Habakkuk regarding the 
“Wicked Priest” is illustrative of this reasoning:

Pesher Habakkuk Maccabees 2:

The wicked priest who is 
called by the name of “The 
Truth” early in his reign. 
He stands in prayer while 
watching over Israel. His 
heart is lifted up, yet he 
abandons God and uses 
treachery by their laws for 
the sake of wealth. (Column 
8 lines 8-9)

He returned with the royal 
commission, but with nothing 
that made him worthy of 
the High Priesthood; he had 
the temper of a cruel tyrant 
and the rage of a wild beast. 
(Chapter 3, verse 31)



Book 2: The Maccabee Rebellion  |  383

And he does violence to the 
earth that is to the cities of 
Judea, lusting to plunder the 
wealth of the poor (column 
12, lines 9-10); He rejoices, 
and he gathers the wealth 
of the men of violence who 
rebel against God. And he 
receives the wealth of nations 
to add evil to himself by the 
guilt of his own way (column 
8, lines 11-13);

But Menelaus, thanks to 
the greed of those in power, 
remained in office, where he 
grew in wickedness, scheming 
greatly against his fellow 
citizens. (Chapter 4, verse 63)

He abandons God and uses 
treachery by their laws for 
the sake of wealth (Column 
8, verse 10)

Not satisfied with this, the 
king dared to enter the holiest 
temple in the world; Menelaus, 
that traitor both to the laws 
and to his country, served as 
guide. (Chapter 5, verse 20)

and besides these, Menelaus, 
who lorded it over his fellow 
citizens and did wicked more 
than the others. (Chapter 5, 
verse 26)
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The city is Jerusalem in 
which the Wicked Priest does 
abominations and defiles 
the Holy Temple of God. 
(column 12, line 9-10)

The Gentiles filled the Temple 
with debauchery and revelry; 
they amused themselves 
with prostitutes and had 
intercourse with women 
even in the sacred courts. 
They also brought forbidden 
things into the Temple, so 
that the altar was covered 
with abominable offerings 
prohibited by the laws.

No one could keep the 
sabbath or celebrate the 
traditional feasts in Jerusalem, 
nor even admit to being a Jew. 
(chapter 6, verses 4-5)

For the priest who rebelled 
and transgressed the laws of 
god. His corpse will therefore 
be abused by my judgment 
at the hands of his evil allies 
(Pesher Habakkuk, column 8 
line 16 to column 9 line 2);

The “Wicked Priest” who (is 
given) into the hand of the 
Moreh 10. Tzedek and the 
men of his council. God gives 
him to his enemies to answer 
him. (Pesher Habakkuk, 
Column 9, lines 9-10);

In such a manner was 
Menelaus, that transgressor 
of the law, fated to die, 
deprived even of burial. It was 
altogether just that he who 
had committed so many sins 
against the altar with its pure 
fire and ashes, in ashes should 
meet his death. (Chapter 13 
verses 9-10)
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There is also a certain correlation between the descriptions 
in Maccabees 1 and events that took place during the reign 
of Menelaus and the descriptions of the Wicked Priest in the 
scroll of Pesher Habakkuk:

Pesher Habakkuk Maccabees 1:

The “Wicked Priest” who 
pursues after the “Moreh 
Tzedek” to swallow him up in 
rage... In the day of fasting of 
the Sabbath of their comfort. 
(Column 11, lines 4-8)

So the officers and soldiers 
attacked them on the sabbath, 
and they died with their 
wives, their children and 
their animals. (Maccabees 1, 
chapter 2, verse 40);

Yosef Ben Matityahu also calls Menelaus “wicked” and says 
the following words: 

“For Lysias advised the king to slay Menelaus, if he 
would have the Jews be quiet, and cause him no farther 
disturbance: for that this man was the origin of all the 
mischief the Jews had done them; by persuading his 
father (that is, the king, Antiochus IV) to compel the 
Jews to leave the religion of their fathers. So the king sent 
Menelaus to Berea, a city of Syria; and there had him put 
to death: when he had been High Priest ten years. He 
had been a wicked and an impious man; and, in order 
to get the government to himself, had compelled his 
nation to transgress their own laws.” Antiquities of the 
Jews, book twelve, lines 384-385.
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If we accept the assumption that More-Tzedek, the leader and 
founder of the Zadokite priest cult and their loyalists, was 
active from 175 BCE onwards, one can and should read the 
scrolls in a different light. Just as the title “the Wicked Priest” 
referred to Menelaus, it may be that the title “False Prophet” 
referred to Jason, the Zadokite priest who made Jerusalem 
into a polis, and presumably the scrolls also contain additional 
echoes of events and characters from this tumultuous and 
exciting period in the history of the Jewish People in which 
the Maccabee Rebellion took place, eventually resulting in an 
independent Jewish commonwealth in the Land of Israel.






