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The Chashmonaim
1 
 

Rabbi Yonatan Landau 

 
There is a fascinating Midrash which contrasts the Greeks with the tribe of Levi, from which the 

Chashmonaim were descended.2 The four times that Israel is subjugated by a kingdom corresponds to 

one of the tribes of Israel that will defeat and overcome that kingdom. The Midrash identifies Levi as 
the tribe fit to defeat the Greeks: Levi is the third tribe, and Greece is the third of the kingdoms; the 

word Levi (in Hebrew - לוי) contains three letters, and so does the word Yavan (Greece - יון); from Levi 

descended the Kohanim, who blew the trumpets in the Beis Hamikdash,3 and the Greeks blew war horns 

to terrify their enemies; the Levites who ministered in the Beis Hamikdash wore hats during their service 
and the Greeks wore copper helmets as protection in war; one of the priestly garments worn by the 

Levites was the linen pants, and the Greeks wore linen pants as part of their war uniforms; these (the 

Greeks) were many in number, and those (the Levites) were few in number. “Let the many come and 
fall into the hands of the few”, decided Hashem. In whose merit? In the merit of the blessing of Moshe 

to the tribe of Levi. Into whose hands would the Greek kingdom fall? Into the hands of the 

Chashmonaim, descendants of Levi.   
 

The Chashmonaim were a family of Kohanim who were also called the Maccabees. Where does the 

word Maccabee come from, and what does it mean? One explanation is that it is a Greek appellation 

for a warrior, which is how the Greeks perceived the Maccabees. Maccabee can also be understood as 
the acronym for the statement הבמוך  כי  מ אלים   – ‘Who is like You amongst the heavenly powers, 

Hashem!’ This motto was written on the Maccabee shields.4 

 
Before discussing the wars of the Chashmonaim, it is important to note that the Chashmonaim were not 

warriors. When Chana praised Hashem for giving her a child (the Song of Chana, I Samuel 2) she 

prophesied that Hashem will deliver the mighty Greeks into the hands of the weak Chashmonaim. The 

victory came not through knowledge of war, but through miraculous intervention.5 This idea is echoed 
in every Chanukah amidah, where we say “Hashem delivered the mighty into the hands of the weak.” 

 

The Midrash6 tells us that in the month of Tammuz, the sun shines so intensely that one cannot bear its 
heat; all flee from its great might. So too the Greek kingdom; all fled from it, except for Mattisyahu and 

his sons. They stood up to the Greeks, with their steadfast trust in Hashem, and pursued tens of 

thousands of them, annihilating them.  
 

Mattisyahu had five sons: Shimon, Yehuda, Elazar, Yochanan and Yonasan. They were exceptionally 

righteous people, who fulfilled the mitzvos and words of Torah with much enthusiasm.7 The 

Chashmonaim were so great that they saw angels and heard Heavenly voices.8 
 

Despite the fact that the Jews had fallen into sinful ways, and many had stopped serving Hashem in the 

days of Greek persecution, Hashem would not allow us to be vanquished by our Greek enemies, nor 
any other foe. As the verse teaches, “But despite all this, while they will be in the land of their enemies, 

 
1 Originally published in the book, Landau, Y. 2016. Let There Be Light. Targum Press. Reproduced here with 

edits by the SATJ Editor by kind permission of the author.  
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I will not be revolted by them, nor will I have rejected them, to obliterate them, to annul My covenant 
with them, for I am Hashem their G-d.”9 

 

I will not have been revolted by them refers to the period of the Babylonian exile. During that time 

Hashem appointed Daniel, Chananya, Mishael and Azarya to help the exiled Jews survive spiritually in 
Bavel. 

  

Nor will I reject them refers to the period of Greek domination. Hashem sent Shimon Hatzaddik and 
the Chashmonaim, their sons and Mattisyahu to help ward off the enemies of the Jews. 

 

Nor to obliterate them refers to the times of Haman, when Hashem appointed Mordechai and Esther to 
bring about Jewish salvation. 

 

To break My covenant with them alludes to the times of the Romans, when Hashem appointed the house 

of Rabbi Yehuda Hanassi and many great Torah sages to ensure the continuity of the Oral Torah. 
 

For I am Hashem their G-d refers to the future, when no nation will be able to rule over the Jewish 

people.10 
 

When Moshe blessed the tribes of Israel before his death11 he said of Levi, “All those who rise against 

him should be struck down to the loins.” Rashi explains, “Moshe saw prophetically that in the future, 
the Chashmonaim, descendants of Levi, would fight a mighty army of Gentiles, and there would be 

only twelve of them (and Elazar, a son-in-law) against tens of thousands of Greek soldiers.12 

 

Moshe’s prophetic words correspond to the dream that King Nebuchadnezzar had. In his dream, 
Nebuchadnezzar saw an enormous statue comprised of different parts. Its head was made of fine gold; 

its breasts and arms were of silver; its belly and thighs were of copper; and its feet were a mixture of 

earthenware and clay. A stone then came rolling towards this towering figure, and the statue crumbled 
on impact.13 

 

When Nebuchadnezzar summoned Daniel to interpret the dream for him, Daniel gave the following 

explanation: The four parts of the statue represent four kingdoms that will impose their authority on the 
Jewish people. The golden head represents Babylon; the silver belly would be the Kingdom of Persia; 

the copper thighs signify Greece and the clay feet represent Rome. How appropriate it is, then, that 

Moshe said that Levi would “strike down their enemies at their loins” a prophecy that the 
Chashmonaim, descendants of Levi, would strike down the imposing Greek armies, represented by the 

copper legs of Nebuchadnezzar’s statue.14 

 
There were two incidents in particular which inspired the Maccabees to take up arms against their Greek 

oppressors. One incident centered on the heinous decree of the defilement of Jewish women, which was 

in force for three years and eight months, until the following event took place.15 Mattisyahu had a 

daughter who was unequaled in beauty. She was engaged to be married to someone called Elazar. At 
her wedding feast, many great people were present, to show honour to Mattisyahu and the family of 

Chashmonaim. While the guests were dining, Chana, the bride, got up, clapped her hands together in 

 

 מד., ויקרא כו 9
 מגילה יא. 10
 דברים לג, יא.  11
 רש"י שם.   12
 ספר דניאל ב.  13
 ממלכת כהנים מד. 14
 ממלכת כהנים בשם מדרש לחנוכה כתב יד מינכען. 15
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anguish, ripped her purple gown and stood thus before her father, brothers and groom. Her shocked 
brothers wanted to kill her for this act of immodesty, but she protested and said, “Will you allow us 

Jewish girls to be defiled?! You are ashamed of me standing unclothed before you, my brothers; how 

much worse will it be for me to stand like this in front of an uncircumcised, impure Greek?! Why don’t 

you learn a lesson from Shimon and Levi, the sons of Yaakov? There were only two of them, yet they 
were zealous for their sister’s honour, and they killed an entire city! They displayed self-sacrifice for 

the Name of Hashem. You are five brothers: Yehuda, Shimon, Yochanan, Yonasan, and Elazar. Place 

your trust in Hashem and He will surely help you.”   
 

She thus encouraged them to fight back against the laws of Antiochus and the breach of sanctity that 

they represented. Yehuda and his comrades took measures to ensure that she would not be defiled.16 In 
the process of the ensuing war, a voice from Heaven was heard in the Holy of Holies saying, “The 

young men who went to wage war in Antioch have been victorious!”17 

 

In another version of this story, the daughter of Yochanan, the Kohen Gadol, was betrothed to Elazar 
from the family of the Chashmonaim. She was very beautiful, and a Greek general wanted to defile her 

in front of her brothers and groom. Her father got up and said, “I and my three sons make four people; 

the Chashmonaim are eight. This totals twelve which corresponds to the twelve tribes of Israel. I am 
certain that Hashem will perform a miracle to prevent the defilement of a Jewish girl!” After hearing 

this, Elazar raised his sword and killed the Greek, while saying, “My help is from Hashem, the Creator 

of Heaven and Earth!”18 
 

The second incident involved the decree of bringing offerings to Greek idols. When Mattisyahu saw 

the degradation that Jerusalem was suffering, he tore his clothing and donned sackcloth. He began to 

mourn, “Woe to me that I see the disgrace of my nation, and the disgrace of the holy city of Jerusalem!” 
Mattisyahu made a public proclamation, “Whoever wants to defend the Torah, let him follow me!” This 

ashen off heartfelt cry was originally uttered by Moshe many centuries earlier. When Moshe descended 

from Sinai after his 40-day sojourn on the mountain, he beheld the shocking sight of the Jewish nation 
worshipping and dancing before a golden calf. This was only 40 days after the Jews had heard the 

Divine voice proclaim, “You shall have no other gods besides Me!” In horror and disappointment, 

Moshe smashed the tablets. Moshe then commanded that all the idol worshippers be put to death. The 

tribe of Levi, who had always stuck steadfast to the dictates of the Torah, responded to his cry, and they 
fell upon the idol worshippers in defense of Hashem’s honour.19 

 

Now, Mattisyahu, who was from the self-same tribe of Levi, issued the same proclamation, ‘Mi 
LeHashem Aylie!’ and with this, he began fighting to defend Hashem’s holy Name.20 

 

It was in those dark days of Greek persecution that Mattisyahu, the son of the Kohen Gadol Yochanan, 
left his hometown of Jerusalem, where the terror was felt the strongest, and settled in Modiin, a Judean 

village near Jerusalem. His hope was that there he would be able to observe the Torah and mitzvos 

undisturbed. The Greeks, however, began to search for Mattisyahu and his followers, and they were 

aided by the Misyavnim (Hellenized Jews) who informed the Greeks of Mattisyahu’s whereabouts.21  
 

One day, the Greek soldiers arrived in Modiin, and they demanded that Mattisyahu offer up a pig as a 

sacrifice to their deity. They tried to convince Mattisyahu that it would be beneficial, both financially 

 

 ממלכת כהנים בשם מדרש לחנוכה כתב יד מינכען , מגילת תענית פרק ו:ב.   16
 סוטה לג. 17
 תהילים קכ"א.  18
 שמות לב, כו ע"ש.  19
 פרק כ.  יוסיפון 20
 חשמונאים א:ב.  21
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and socially, for him to offer the sacrifice, as he and his sons would then be designated friends of the 
King and would receive many privileges and monetary rewards. Mattisyahu proudly and adamantly 

refused. He declared that he would remain loyal to G-d. While this was going on, a Hellenist approached 

the altar and began to prepare the sacrifice! With burning rage and a passion to avenge the honour of 

Hashem, Mattisyahu drew his sword and slew not only the renegade Jew, but also the emissaries of the 
King.22  

 

Mattisyahu and his sons now fled to the mountains. Many other loyal Jews left their homes to live in 
caves in order to observe the Torah.23 Hashem blessed Mattisyahu and his sons with the strength needed 

to wage war against the Greeks, and especially against the Hellenists.24 On one occasion, however, the 

Jews grew afraid. They looked to the north-east, to see if Persia had sent soldiers to their aid. Mattisyahu 
rebuked them and said,25 “Cursed is the man who trusts in people and makes flesh and blood his strength 

and turns his heart away from Hashem. And blessed is he who trusts in Hashem and puts his trust in 

Him!”26 

 
The Chashmonaim were driven to help their brethren. After winning each battle, the Maccabees did not 

take the booty for themselves but instead divided up the spoils amongst the poor and orphaned.27 Before 

each battle, Mattisyahu and his sons would recite the last line of Psalm 90 and the entire Psalm 91 seven 
times.28 

 

The Greeks fight back 
Jewish slaughter  

 

Antiochus sent his viceroy, Nikanor, with a great army into Jerusalem. There, Nikanor slaughtered 

many Jews. When one of the Chashmonaim, Yochanan, heard about the atrocities perpetrated by the 
Greeks, he was determined to put a stop to them. He concealed a sword under his clothing and set out 

to kill Nikanor. Pretending to be a supporter of Nikanor, Yochanan was granted an audience with the 

villain who arrogantly was now dwelling in the Beis Hamikdash. He prayed to Hashem with the 
following words, “Hashem, my G-d and the G-d of my forefathers Avraham, Yitzchak and Yaakov, 

please do not deliver me into the hands of this uncircumcised man. If he kills me, he will sing praises 

in his temple and attribute his success to his god.” With these words still on his lips, he drew his sword 

and slew Nikanor. He then begged Hashem not to punish him for shedding blood in the Beis 
Hamikdash.29 When Antiochus heard that one of his ablest officers had been assassinated, he was 

furious. 

 
Mattisyahu continued the battle for a year, but he was an old man at this point, and he felt that his death 

was imminent.30 He gathered his sons and beseeched them to continue being loyal to Hashem. He 

reminded them of heroic figures in Jewish history who had faced danger rather than transgress G-d’s 
mitzvos. He was referring to people like Avraham, Pinchas, David and Daniel, as well as Chananya, 

Mishael and Azaryah, who chose to be cast into a furnace rather than bow to a graven image. Mattisyahu 

ordered that his son Yehuda be regarded as the brothers’ military leader, but that his sons follow the 

 

 יוסיפון פרק כ.  22
 ספר תולדות עם עולם צמח דוד א תרכא.    23
 יוסיפון.  24
 מיוסד על ירמיהו יז, ה.   25
 מדרש לחנוכה הובא בספר חמדת הימים ב:ב ,מעם לעז פרשת בהעלותך דף צד.  26
 יוסיפון פרק כ, שבולת נהר על מגן אברהם אורח חיים תר"ע.  27
 יששכר בשם תשב"ץ. בני  28
 מגילת אנטיוכוס.  29
 ספר תולדות עם עולם בשם ספר יוחסין.   30
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advice of Shimon.31 He then returned his holy soul to his Creator. Great honour was accorded to him32 
and he was mourned intensely by the people.33 Yehuda assumed leadership of the revolt and Hashem 

blessed him with remarkable success against the Greeks. 

 

The commander of the Greek army in Syria, Seron, heard about the Judean revolt and decided that he 
would obliterate Yehuda’s militia. Seron gathered a mighty, well-equipped army, and set out to battle 

the Maccabees. As he approached the town of Beis Choron, Yehuda and his men saw the fearsome 

army approaching them. Yehuda’s men were frightened, and were also weak from fasting.34 But their 
leader remembered the dying words of his father, and he encouraged his men with words of faith, “We 

are fighting for the sake of Hashem, while our enemies are ruthless pagans. Do not fear; Hashem will 

crush them before us!” Yehuda and his men then attacked the enemy soldiers and succeeded in routing 
them. After this incident, Yehuda’s fame spread, until it reached the ears of Antiochus himself.35 His 

reputation spread even among other nations.36 

 

The wicked Bagris, one of Antiochus’ most distinguished generals, embarked on a sea voyage to the 
coastal town of Antioch. He sent a message to Antiochus, “You instructed that the laws of the Jews be 

abolished, and this has caused a tremendous uprising against us. No soldiers by themselves among the 

nations of your kingdom would be able to overcome the five mighty sons of Mattisyahu. They are 
lighter than eagles and more fearsome than lions! I advise you not to fight with a small army because 

you will surely suffer defeat and embarrassment. Let us rather call to the captains of all the armies of 

your kingdom to join us in this mission. Let no one remain behind. We will fight with war elephants, 
and we will surely vanquish the Jewish people forever. They will not be able to overcome us because 

our army will be so brave and strong.” This idea appealed to the wicked Antiochus.37  

 

Furious that his troops had suffered such an ignoble defeat, and hungry for revenge, Antiochus sent 
letters to all the provinces under his reign and instructed his entire army to gather and to prepare for 

war. So great was his desire for revenge that he paid each of his soldiers a full year’s worth of wages.38  

 
Other nations joined the Greek forces. The coalition included 60 kings who were descendants of Eisav, 

along with their horses and chariots. Also included were 80 princes of Yishmael, equipped with armor 

and war elephants. The soldiers of other nations who came to the aid of the Greek troops were too 

numerous to count.39   
 

The elephants were organized into groups of four animals that followed each other, creating a 

formidable fighting force.40 They marched through the Judean hills and were joined by additional 
warriors from Philistia and southern Syria. The Greeks were so confident of victory that they 

encouraged slave traders to follow them in anticipation of capturing a large number of Jewish slaves.41 

 

 

 יוסיפון כ, חשמונאים א:ב.  31
 סדר הדורות ג"א רכב.  32
 חשמונאים א:ב.  33
 על פי מנהג בגמרא מגילה ב:       34
 יוסיפון פרק כ.  35
 שם.  36
 מגילת אנטיוכוס.  37
 ספר תולדות עם עולם בשם חשמונאים א:ב, קדמוניות יב:ז א.   38
 תרגום שיר השירים ו:ז.  39
 קה. -מעיין המועד חנוכה דף קד 40
 ספר תולדות עם עולם חשמונאים א:ב, קדמוניות יב:ז א, יוסיפון פרק כ.   41
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It was at this point that Antiochus realized that his treasury was almost depleted. His extravagant 
spending on building projects, as well as his military adventures, had drained the treasury of much of 

its riches. In order to replenish his wealth and stabilize the economy, Antiochus was advised to travel 

to Persia to collect the taxes owed to him. He left the army in the hands of his generals.42  

 
Greek arrogance vs. Jewish humility 

 

Since the Greeks had such a vast army, one Greek General declared that he had nothing to be afraid of.  
He addressed the Jews with arrogance, “You are fools for daring to fight against armies that are too 

numerous to be counted! Do not imagine that your G-d will bring a flood to save you; He swore that 

He will never again flood the world! If the angel Gavriel attempts to burn us, as he did to Sancheriv 
(the Assyrian king whose army Hashem slaughtered outside Jerusalem during the First Temple Period), 

he will fail, for we are protected by the blood of pigs and horse semen that we have smeared on our 

flesh!”43 [In another version, he added that if Hashem were to send snakes, scorpions and bears against 

the Greeks, this too would be to no avail, since they were riding on high beasts that no animal would be 
able to reach.]44  

 

The frightening news of an imminent battle reached Yehuda. He did not lose heart; he assembled his 
men in the town of Mitzpeh, a place that had been used to pray for G-d’s salvation in the days of the 

prophet Shmuel. There Yehuda and his men fasted and prayed and put ashes on their heads. They 

begged Hashem to deliver them from the cruel hands of the Greek tyrants.45 The nation pleaded for 
salvation, “Not for our sake Hashem; not for our sake but to give honour to your Name, so that the 

nations will not disgrace it. Do not allow them to say that You have no way to defeat them!”46 This 

aroused Hashem’s mercy and He responded, “Quiet, my sons. Stand and see the vengeance of Hashem 

that He will wreak on these nations!” He then gathered all the 70 guardian angels of the nations on 
earth, and commanded that they each fight against their own nation’s army on earth. The angels then 

descended to Earth, and when the Greeks shot their arrows at the Jews, the angels turned the arrows 

around; they flew right back towards the soldiers. The Jews declared, “Hashem will fight for you and 
you will be quiet.”47 So great was the number of the slain that the Jews could not get to the booty of the 

war, so Hashem sent the angels to deliver all the spoils to the homes of the Jews.48  

 

There is a Midrash which describes a conversation between the Jews and the nations of the world. The 
gentiles taunt the Jews, “How long will you continue dying for your G-d? How long will you follow 

His commands and sacrifice to Him? In return for your tribulations, He metes out bad to you! Come 

and join us, and we will make you into leaders, heads, and rulers.” The response of the Jews is, “Why 
would we choose to be demoted from a position of closeness to Hashem, to that of just another pagan 

nation? Furthermore, what honour can you bestow upon us? Can you honour us like Hashem honoured 

Yaakov? When he left the home of Lavan, Hashem sent hundreds of thousands of angels49 to escort 
him, rejoicing and dancing before him. Can you do for us what Hashem did at the Splitting of the Sea? 

Or can you do what Hashem did for Elisha the Prophet, when he sent an army of angels to fight the 

battle for him? Can you provide for us that which Hashem will provide for the righteous in the days to 

come?”50  

 

 שם.   42
  ממלכת כהנים בשם מדרש לחנוכה הובא בספר חמדת הימים ב:ב. 43
 231שם מדרש לחנוכה הובא בספר בית מדרש חדר א  עמוד .ממלכת כהנים ב 44
 חשמונאים א:ב.  45
 ממלכת כהנים בשם מדרש לחנוכה הובא בספר חמדת הימים ב:ב.  46
 231מדרש לחנוכה הובא בספר בית מדרש חדר א עמוד .      47
 מדרש לחנוכה הובא בספר חמדת הימים ב:ב.  48
 רבוא. יש מחלוקת אם ששים רבוא או מאה ועשרים  49
 עיין שיר השירים רבה ז:ב ומפרשים שם.  50
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This Midrash illustrates that although we may suffer and struggle in this world, it is due to our own 

sins. Nonetheless, when cleansed of the stench of sin, we merit eternal closeness and miracles from the 

Almighty. 
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