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3	 ‘Who Were the Maccabees?’
The Maccabean Martyrs and Performances on Christian 
Difference

Jennifer Wright Knust

Abstract
Jennifer Knust surveys the gradual canonisation of the Maccabean martyrs 
within a collection of Christian sacred texts. The eventual adoption of 
these martyrs as proto-Christian models of faith were clearly the result 
of a complex but now lost process of reconfiguration and appropriation. 
This march forward of a Christian Maccabean cult also coincides with 
a post-Julian consolidation of Christian ascendancy that began during 
Julian’s reign and was then further advanced during the ramping up of 
Christianisation following his death. The introduction of the Christian 
cult of the Maccabean martyrs can be interpreted both as an anti-Jewish 
Christian response to changing circumstances under Julian and as 
evidence that the traditions associated with the Maccabees endured 
as a continuing site of Christian-Jewish interaction even as these same 
martyrs were spiritualised. The fourth-century re-signif ication of these 
martyrs as Christian participated in what Andrew Jacobs describes as 
the ‘historicisation’ of the Jew, a process that renders living Jews merely 
‘historical’ by transferring the Jew or the Jew’s remains into an embod-
ied, living Christian past. Once the martyrs were detached from earlier 
commemorative contexts, they served to buttress particular, disputed 
formulations of Christian rather than Jewish identity. According to Knust, 
the reverberations of this process reach beyond their initial settings and 
Christian anti-Judaism, rhetorical or real, and have persisted within 
ongoing and contested histories of difference.

Keywords: canonisation of Maccabean books, Jewish antiquities, 
Christian-Jewish interaction, memory, performance
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80� Jennifer Wright Knust 

Preaching a sermon in Cappadocia in the mid-fourth century, Gregory of 
Nazianzus asked, ‘Who were the Maccabees? The festival today (ἡ παροῦσα 
πανήγυρις) is indeed in their honour, though not many recognise them 
because their contest (ἀθλήσις) antedates Christ (Or. 15.2).’1 Gregory was 
the f irst but by no means the only fourth-century bishop interested in 
introducing a feast of the Maccabean martyrs amenable to Christian un-
derstanding; his sermon was followed soon after by panegyrics delivered by 
John Chrysostom and Ambrose of Milan, both of whom preached about the 
honours due to the seven brothers, their mother, and Eleazar the priest.2 
Gregory’s comments indicate that a feast was already known in Cappadocia: 
the Maccabees ‘are honoured annually and with these festal processions 
(ὥστε καὶ ταῖς ἑτησίοις ταύταις τιμᾶσθαι πομπαῖς τε καὶ πανηγύρεσι),’ though, 
he claimed, some witnessing the processions did not perceive who the 
Maccabees truly were. He endeavoured to rectify any misunderstanding by 
reinterpreting the story of the martyrs as a celebration of the Christ-inspired 
fortitude given to all who possess a ‘pure mind’; the martyrs’ courage when 
facing the ‘daily Antiochus’ of f leshly temptation was, he argued, their 
actual triumph (Or. 15.1,12).3 Christian priests should endeavour to be 
more like Eleazar, a supreme example of virtue in word and in deed (καὶ 
λόγῳ, καὶ ἔργῳ τὸ βέλτιστον παραδείξαντος). Mothers should attempt to 
emulate ‘that noble mother’ who gave her children to Christ in order that her 
marriage might be made holy through her sacrif ice (ἵνα καὶ γάμος ἁγιασθῇ 
διὰ τῆς τοιαύτης θυσίας). Sons should seek to imitate the seven brothers by 
struggling against the passions (ἐν τοῖς κατὰ τῶν παθῶν ἀγωνίσμασι) (Or. 
15.12). By doing so, priests, mothers, and sons honour God, who is ‘glorif ied 
in the Son and the Holy Spirit’ (Or. 15.12).4 This closing benediction nods 

1	 Oration 15 ‘In Praise of the Maccabees.’ PG 35.912A-33A. English translation by Vinson, St. 
Gregory of Nazianzus. Select Orations, p. 72-84 (at 73); also see Oration 5, ‘Against Julian 2’ (SC 
309: 294-381, at 376-79).
2	 Two panegyrics to the Maccabean martyrs from John Chrysostom’s Antiochene period 
survive, both delivered sometime after 379: the f irst, a homily celebrating the ‘holy martyrs’ 
light’ (τὸ φῶς τῶν ἁγίων μαρτύρων) which illuminates the city throughout the festival, focuses 
on the courage of the mother; the second, which may have been delivered the day after the 
f irst, focuses on the trials endured by the brothers (Homily 1 on the Maccabees and Homily 2 on 
the Maccabees. PG 50:617-626. English translation by Mayer, St. John Chrysostom. The Cult of 
the Saints: Select Homilies and Letters, p. 137-53). Ambrose told the story of the martyrs in his 
sermon On Jacob and the Blessed Life, delivered to catechumens during Lent or Holy Week of 
387, English translation McHugh, Saint Ambrose: Seven Exegetical Works, p. 173-181.
3	 Rouwhorst, ‘The Emergence of the Cult of the Maccabean Martyrs in Late Antique Christian-
ity’, esp. p. 84-93.
4	 English translation Vinson 2003, p. 84.
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‘Who Were the Maccabees?’� 81

to the Trinitarian theology for which Gregory is famous. It also insists on 
the Christ-centred signif icance of Four Maccabees, the scripture for the 
day. Finally, it transforms an annual festival with ‘visual expressions’ into a 
call for Christian self-mastery. Lurking behind this sermon, however, lies a 
more complicated story of Jewish and Christian interaction in Cappadocia 
and elsewhere, one that the bishop hints at but does not fully name. Who 
were the Maccabees, who was celebrating them, and why?

Both the gradual canonisation of the Maccabean books within a 
collection of Christian sacred texts and the eventual adoption of these 
martyrs as proto-Christian models of faith were clearly the result of a 
complex but now lost process of reconf iguration and appropriation (see 
Appendix I). This march forward of a Christian Maccabean cult – which 
within a century had gained a designated feast day (August 1),5 relics,6 
sacred texts,7 and a dedicated basilica8 – also coincides with a post-Julian 
consolidation of Christian ascendancy that began during Julian’s reign 
and was then further advanced during the ramping up of Christianisation 
following his death.9 By the f ifth century, Augustine of Hippo could 

5	 John Chrysostom convinced the Constantinopolitans to add this August 1 feast day to their 
sacred calendar; On Eleazar and the Seven Boys 3, English translation Mayer 2006, 123. On the 
date of this sermon, see further Mayer, ‘”Les homélies de s. Jean Chrysostome en juillet 399”: 
A Second Look at Pargoire’s Sequence and the Chronology of the Novae homiliae (CPG 4441),’ 
p. 285-87. Perhaps a basilica was dedicated to them soon after, though the evidence is murky.
6	 Chrysostom also mentions the bones, see Homily 1.1; Mayer, St. John Chrysostom. The Cult of 
the Saints: Select Homilies and Letters, p. 137. (Some) bones were eventually translated to Rome: 
Martyrologium Romanum, August 1: Antiochiae passio sanctorum septem fratrum Machabaeorum 
Martyrum, qui, cum matre sua, passi sunt sub Antiocho Epiphane Rege. Eorum reliquiae, Romam 
translatae, in eadem Ecclesia sancti Petri ad Vincula condita; fuerunt, See SC 200:286-93; cf. 
Rouwhorst, ‘The Emergence of the Cult of the Maccabean Martyrs in Late Antique Christianity’, 
p. 197.
7	 The earliest Greek manuscript with a complete edition of Four Maccabees is Codex Sinaiticus 
 the great fourth-century pandect Bible. Omitted from the canonical lists of Eusebius of ,(א 01)
Caesarea, Athanasius of Alexandria and Cyril of Jerusalem, all four books are nevertheless 
included in the f ifth-century pandect Bible Codex Alexandrinus (02 A).
8	 Augustine refers to the recent construction of a basilica in Antioch honouring these martyrs 
(Sermon 300; English translation by Hill, Augustine. Sermons, vol. III/8, Sermons 273-305A. The 
Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century, p. 279). The seventh-century Chronicon 
Paschale, describing an attack on Constantinople in 626, notes that the enemy ‘approached the 
venerated church of the Holy Maccabees on the far side at Sycae,’ confirming that a church of this 
name was known at the time, if not earlier. English translation Whitby and Whitby, Chronicon 
Paschale, p. 171.
9	 As Ton Hilhorst points out, Christian writers were always interested in Four Maccabees 
for their own reasons, transposing the Jewish model ‘according to their own state of minds.’ 
See‘Fourth Maccabees in Christian Martyrdom Texts’, p. 118.
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82� Jennifer Wright Knust 

(defensively?) emphasise the true signif icance of the wonderful ‘new’ 
feast: It is ‘absolutely right’ that the feast be kept, he declared, especially 
by Christians. ‘What do the Jews know about such a celebration? Word 
is going round (praedictur, ‘being publically announced’) that there is 
a basilica of the Holy Maccabees in Antioch … owned by Christians … 
built by Christians. It’s we who celebrate their memory’ (Sermon 300).10 
In other words, whereas Gregory worried that his congregants did not 
recognise the Maccabean martyrs for who they truly were, Augustine 
could be certain: they belong to ‘us’.

Why These Martyrs?

This coincidence of Christian ascendancy and the introduction of a feast 
dedicated to the martyrs is well situated within other, more overt and 
occasionally violent anti-Jewish Christian agitation from the same period, 
whether against actual Jews and Jewish property or against ‘heretics’ pejo-
ratively labelled ‘Jews’. Indeed, earlier scholars speculated that enthusiastic 
Antiochene Christians, caught up in their newly found appreciation for 
the martyrs and inflamed by anti-Jewish sentiments, actually seized and 
re-dedicated a formerly Jewish Maccabean synagogue or shrine, annexing 
it for Christian worship. Initially, such an outright theft is a believable 
scenario given similar synagogue seizures in Mauretania, Spain, Edessa, 
Daphne and elsewhere; Theodosian era legislation against such practices 
further conf irms that such events took place.11 It is now clear, however, 
that explicit, overt dispossession of an earlier Antiochene Jewish site is 
highly unlikely, if not completely impossible; there is simply no evidence of 
pre-Christian veneration of a Maccabean martyr cult.12 Still, the adoption 

10	 English translation Hill, Augustine. Sermons, vol. III/8, Sermons 273-305A. The Works of Saint 
Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century, p. 279.
11	 Schatkin, ‘The Maccabean Martyrs’, p. 106. Others who argue that there was once a synagogue 
dedicated to the martyrs, possibly with the bones interred there, include: Rampolla, ‘Martyre et 
sepulture des Macchabées’; Obermann, ‘The Sepulchre of the Maccabean Martyrs’; Bickermann, 
‘Les Maccabées de Malalas’. Vinson argues that a Jewish shrine rather than a Jewish synagogue 
was conf iscated, see ‘Gregory Nazianzen’s Homily 15 and the Genesis of the Christian Cult of 
the Maccabean Martyrs’, p. 166-92.
12	 Rutgers, ‘The Importance of Scripture in the Conflict Between Jews and Christians: The 
Example of Antioch’, p. 287-302 and Brooten, ‘The Jews of Ancient Antioch’, p. 34. Triebel’s 
exhaustive reappraisal argues that there was no Jewish shrine (‘Die Angebliche Synagoge der 
Makkabäischen Märtyrer in Antiochia am Orontes’, p. 464-95). But see Mayer and Allen 2012, 
p. 142-44; their reappraisal re-aff irms Vinson’s argument.
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‘Who Were the Maccabees?’� 83

of these martyrs, even at the level of interpretation alone, does resonate 
within a wider history of late antique Christian aggression against Jews.13

Gerard Rouwhorst would disagree; as he has argued, Christians had their 
own reasons for introducing this cult, apart from any specif ic anti-Judaism 
of the bishops who preached the f irst sermons in their honour: by adding 
the martyrs to their festal calendars, they spiritualized yet another set of 
martyrs, acclimating them within a developing martyr cult that read torture 
as an impetus to commit more fully to Christ.14 Moreover, I might add, local 
bishops and monks were busily adding saints’ cults to local civic landscapes, 
constructing martyria over earlier martyr tombs,15 adjusting local festal 
calendars to include Christian saints,16 and establishing pilgrimage routes 
across the Eastern empire throughout the fourth and f ifth centuries.17 
The introduction of a Maccabean martyr cult served these broader efforts, 
irrespective of the martyrs’ former status as righteous Jews.18 Thus, the cult 
could have been provoked by wider Christian appetite for the ‘discovery’ 
of new saints and their relics rather than by any specif ic set of historical 
circumstances.

13	 The fourth and f ifth centuries are characterised by rhetorical and sometimes actual efforts 
by bishops, monks, and other Christians to deprive Jews – as well as fellow Christian targets 
labeled as ‘Jews’ – of their texts, traditions, and property; see Jacobs The Remains of the Jews: 
The Holy Land and Christian Empire in Late Antiquity. The complexity of these appropriations 
is further explored in the essays collected by Dohrmann and Reed (eds.) Jews, Christians, and 
the Roman Empire: The Poetics of Power in Late Antiquity. On the contra Judaeos tradition as a 
rhetorical invention at the center of intra-Christian controversy, see especially Fredriksen, 
‘What “Parting of the Ways?” Jews and Gentiles in the Ancient Mediterranean City’, p. 35-63 
and Fredriksen, Augustine and the Jews: A Christian Defense of Jews and Judaism.
14	 Rouwhorst, ‘The Emergence of the Cult of the Maccabean Martyrs in Late Antique 
Christianity.’
15	 Yasin, Saints and Church Spaces in the Late Antique Mediterranean: Architecture, Cult and 
Community. Grabar, Martyrium: Recherches sur le culte des reliques et l’art chrétien antique, 
remains an essential source.
16	 The Emperor Theodosius removed the off icial status from non-Christian feasts in 381, 
though temples and feast days retained their sacred signif icance for quite some time.
17	 On Sinai, see Caner, History and Hagiography from Late Antique Sinai; on Palestine, see 
Stemberger, Juden und Christen im Heiligen Land; on Christian imperial re-mapping, see Jacobs, 
The Remains of the Jews: The Holy Land and Christian Empire in Late Antiquity, as well as the essays 
in Gardner and Osterloh, Antiquity in Antiquity: Jewish and Christian Pasts in the Greco-Roman 
World. On Egypt, see the essays edited by Frankfurter, Pilgrimage and Holy Space in Late Antique 
Egypt and Papaconstaninou, Le culte des saints en Egypte: d’après la documentation papyrologique 
et épigraphique Greque (Ve-VIIe siècle) and, Papaconstantinou, ‘Historiography, Hagiography, 
and the Making of the Coptic “Church of the Martyrs” in Early Islamic Egypt.’
18	 Gregory himself was an active participant in such activities, see Limberis, Architects of 
Piety: The Cappadocian Fathers and the Cult of the Martyrs.
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84� Jennifer Wright Knust 

Jerome’s later scepticism about the sudden appearance of relics of these 
Antiochene martyrs f its this scenario. At the end of the fourth century and 
living some distance away in Palestine, he translated Eusebius of Caesarea’s 
Onamasticon into Latin. In the process, he noticed a discrepancy between 
his predecessor’s earlier account of a Maccabean shrine and current events. 
Eusebius listed place names worthy of note and their locations, includ-
ing a tomb with a funerary cult dedicated to the Maccabees, which he 
located in a Palestinian town called Modeeim.19 By the time Jerome was 
writing, however, other relics had appeared, this time in Antioch. Jerome 
responded by inserting a gloss in his translation: ‘Indeed, it is amazing that 
their remains are shown in Antioch but our author [i.e., Eusebius] is to be 
believed.’20 In other words, though Jerome had heard something about the 
newly displayed Antiochene Maccabean relics, he decided that Eusebius 
was the more reliable source: the true site of veneration of the Maccabees 
was in Modeeim, not Antioch. Perhaps he was confusing two separate sites, 
one Palestinian tomb dedicated to Judah Maccabee and his brothers and 
another that housed a set of Antiochene relics identif ied with the martyrs 
who, according to later and exclusively Christian sources, were killed by 
Antiochus IV Epiphanes in the king’s capital city, Antioch.21 Jerome appears 
to have harboured some doubts about the Antiochene cult, which was recent 
and likely mistaken about the presence of Maccabean bones. Such confusion, 
however, points not only to the sudden appearance of these relics but also 
to the double history of the Maccabean traditions: These stories – and 
the books that preserve them – celebrated not only the martyrs but also 
the victories of the brothers Maccabee over Gentile oppression and their 
rededication of the Temple. From a Christian perspective, they are ‘about’ 
the endurance of martyrs who presage the advent of Christ, but other 
receptions are also possible and those visiting the tomb in Modeeim – an 
active site in both Eusebius’s and Jerome’s day – may have held a different 
point of view.

19	 Μωδεέμ (1 Macc 2, 1). Κώμη πλησίον Διοσπόλεως, ὅθεν ἦσαν οἱ Μακκαβαῖοι, ὧν καὶ τὰ μνήματα 
εἰς ἔτι νῦν δείκνυται (Modeeim: A village near Diospolis, where the Maccabees were, where 
even now their tombs are shown). Klostermann, Eusebius Werke. Vol. 3.1, Das Onamastikon der 
Biblischen Ortsnamen, p. 132.
20	 Satis itaque mirror quomodo Antiochiae eorum reliquias ostendant, aut quo hoc certo auctore sit 
creditum, see Klostermann, Eusebius Werke. Vol. 3.1, Das Onamastikon der Biblischen Ortsnamen, 
p. 133.
21	 This possibility must remain highly speculative. Nevertheless, as Kerkeslager has shown, 
pilgrimage to the tombs of Jewish heroes and ancestors did occur, particularly after the third-
century CE, ‘Jewish Pilgrimage and Jewish Identity in Hellenistic and Early Roman Egypt’, 
p. 132-42.
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‘Who Were the Maccabees?’� 85

A Double Tradition?

In his analysis, Rouwhorst interpreted Gregory’s sermon as an indication of 
intra-Christian resistance to the martyrs, a resistance that can perhaps also 
be detected in Jerome’s brief gloss on Eusebius’s Onomasticon. ‘[F]rom all 
the homilies,’ he argues, ‘it is clear that several Christians felt embarrassed 
by the cult, precisely because of its Jewishness.’22 After all, Gregory asks, 
how can the martyrs be venerated, if they antedate Christ? Yet Gregory’s 
sermon and Jerome’s comments lead me to prefer another possibility: In 
my view, the introduction of the Christian cult of the Maccabean martyrs 
can be interpreted both as an anti-Jewish Christian response to changing 
circumstances under Julian and as evidence that the traditions associ-
ated with the Maccabees endured as a continuing site of Christian-Jewish 
interaction even as these same martyrs were spiritualised, as Rouwhorst 
correctly points out. Christian writers ignored the Hasmonean framing of 
these martyr traditions in their literary works, but that does not preclude 
the possibility that literate (and illiterate) Christians were also aware of the 
literary traditions and commemorative practices of their Jewish neighbours, 
if such practices existed. The categories ‘Jew’ and ‘Christian’ remained 
porous, unstable, and subject to constant negotiation in the fourth century, 
long after the labels Christianismos and Christianoi f irst appeared.23 Festal 
celebrations were particularly confusing. Populated by persons with diverse 
interests and allegiances, shrines, monasteries, cemeteries, or basilicas were 
f illed on such days with milling, expectant crowds who regularly failed 
to behave like ‘Christians’, as bishops often lamented; some neglected to 
identify as Christian at all, as David Frankfurter has shown.24

Indeed, a successful festival attracted not only the faithful but also curious 
onlookers, eager to participate in the events of the day. Characterised by 
what Paula Fredriksen has called a ‘pragmatic religious pluralism,’ this late 
Roman world included both rhetorical anti-Judaism and shared religious 
practice.25 Christian anti-Judaism operated on two fronts, she argues, one 
discursive and one ‘real’: On the one hand, anti-Judaism participated in a 
Christian contra Iudaeos rhetorical tradition that produced ‘hermeneutical’ 

22	 Rouwhorst, ‘The Emergence of the Cult of the Maccabean Martyrs in Late Antique Christian-
ity’, p. 96.
23	 Reed, ‘After “Origins,” Beyond “Identity,” and Before “Religion(s)”.’
24	 Frankfurter, Christianizing Egypt: Syncretism and Local Worlds in Late Antiquity, p. 111-113, 
115. On processions and feast days in Antioch specif ically, see Mayer and Allen, The Churches 
of Syrian Antioch (300-638 CE), p. 182-91.
25	 Fredriksen, Augustine and the Jews: A Christian Defense of Jews and Judaism, p. 88-89.
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86� Jennifer Wright Knust 

Jews ‘(the “Jew” as a f igure for wrongly reading the Bible)’ and ‘rhetorical’ Jews 
‘(the “Jew” as a polemical anti-self).’ On the other, sporadic anti-Jewish acts 
impacted the actual, historical experiences of Jews and Christians.26 Still, 
residents of ancient cities were usually quite happy to participate in shared 
civic observances, to express curiosity about and even appreciation for the 
gods of others, and to seek common ground, despite the uncompromising 
comments of literate Christian elites. Indeed, the polemical preaching 
of fourth-century Christian bishops paradoxically conf irms shared (not 
separate) practices.27 Some Christians engaged in specif ic, local anti-Jewish 
violence. Others, however, observed Sabbath, participated in Jewish feasts, 
joined in Jewish prayer, and buried their dead in shared cemeteries.28 The 
view that Christians adopted the Maccabean martyrs apart from any in-
teraction with or acknowledgement of Jewish practices, while a defensible 
interpretation of the literary evidence, cannot account for these embodied, 
hybrid, cosmopolitan contexts.

Fergus Millar’s description of the cities of the late antique Greek East 
complements Fredriksen’s observations. As he notes, archaeological, epi-
graphical, historical, and legal evidence points to an ‘uneasy co-existence 
between Jews and Christians’, and not always conflict. Jewish communities 
in many of these cities f lourished, attracted ‘God-fearers’ (θεοσεβεῖς) and, 
on occasion, converts (προσηλύτοι), even as Christianity continued to grow 
and thrive.29 Jews and Christians, he further observes, remained ‘minority 
elements in a predominantly pagan world’, yet during late antiquity, it was 
pagan, not Jewish or Christian practice, that was under sustained attack in 
imperial legislation.30 The evidence therefore points to attraction to and 
knowledge of the gods and the feasts of others, and particularly toward 

26	 Fredriksen, ‘Roman Christianity and the Post-Roman World: The Social Correlates of the 
Contra Iudaeos Tradition’, p. 249. Also see Gager, ‘Who Did What to Whom? Physical Violence 
between Jews and Christians in Late Antiquity’, p. 35-48.
27	 Fredriksen, ‘Roman Christianity and the Post-Roman World: The Social Correlates of the 
Contra Iudaeos Tradition.’, p. 256-59.
28	 As noted by Fredriksen, ‘What “Parting of the Ways?” Jews and Gentiles in the Ancient 
Mediterranean City’, p. 95 and p. 254-55.
29	 Millar, ‘Christian Emperors, Christian Church and Jews of the Diaspora in the Greek East’, 
p. 7. Kraemer calls Millar’s interpretation of the ‘Godfearers’ into question, arguing that ancient 
uses of the term are simply too confusing to conclude that it stands for ‘interstitial Gentile 
persons’ attracted to Jewish practices (‘Giving up the Godfearers’, p. 61-62, 71, n. 44); also see, 
Kraemer, Unreliable Witnesses: Religion, Gender, and History in the Greco-Roman Mediterranean, 
p. 181-200. Fredriksen disagrees: though the term must be investigated carefully in every case, 
it can at least point to the pagan and Christian involvement in Jewish diaspora cultures (‘”If It 
Looks Like a Duck and It Quacks Like a Duck…”: On Not Giving Up the Godfearers’, p. 32-33).
30	 Millar, ‘Christian Emperors, Christian Church and Jews of the Diaspora in the Greek East’.
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‘Who Were the Maccabees?’� 87

Christian fascination with Jewish feasts. Boundaries remained rather more 
f luid than any dyad that opposes ‘Jews’ to ‘Christians’ (or vice versa) can 
possibly capture. Such identitarian categories must be repeatedly performed 
and enforced, even as discrete actors – Gregory as well as modern scholars 
– employ them for their own performances of distinction and difference.31

Gregory’s comments about an ‘annual festival’ of the Maccabees therefore 
invite further scrutiny. A historical puzzle, the evidence for fourth-century 
instantiations of this cult remains entirely literary and circumstantial: 
there are no extant material traces of Maccabean martyr veneration prior 
to the sixth century;32 the books of Two and Four Maccabees (or portions 
of them) survive in only a few late antique Christian manuscripts (see 
Appendix II); and the liturgical settings of the feast must be reconstructed 
from sermons and oblique references, all of which are preserved only in 
much later manuscripts.33 Any reconstruction of the occasion for this cult’s 
seemingly swift and hasty introduction is therefore speculative. However one 
situates the Maccabean martyrs – as further evidence of ‘pragmatic religious 
pluralism’, as another example among many of the spiritualization of earlier 
martyr traditions, or as a rhetorical (if not actual) theft by Christians of 
heroes initially regarded as ‘saviours of the Jewish people’34 – the transfer 
of this tradition to uniquely Christian settings was a remarkable event.

Who Were the Maccabees?

In a recent article, Tessa Rajak revisits the complex evidence for Jewish 
veneration of the Maccabean martyrs and reaches a striking conclusion: 

31	 Cf. Hesford, ‘Surviving Recognition and Racial In/justice’, p. 536-60 and Schiff ‘Confronting 
Political Responsibility: the Program of Acknowledgement’, p. 99 and 117. I do not mean to 
suggest that the frameworks of difference defended in the context of modern liberal states and 
discussed by these scholars are identical with what I am describing in this essay. Nevertheless, I 
will argue, fourth-century transformations of the Maccabean martyrs also served the purposes 
of producing categories of ‘groupness’ and difference.
32	 By ‘material trace’, I refer to a set of relics interred in the basilica San Pietro in Vincoli (see 
note 8 above).
33	 Medieval manuscripts and menologia place the feast on August 1, but no fourth-century 
sermon explicitly names the day in question. On the Latin tradition, see Joslyn-Siemiatkoski, 
Christian Memories of the Maccabean Martyrs, p. 103-10. For the Constantinopolitan feast, as it 
appears in the 10th century ‘typikon,’ see Mateos, Le Typicon de la Grande Église. Ms. Sainte-Croix 
no 40, Xe Siècle. Introduction, Texte Critique, Traduction et Notes, p. 356-57.
34	 I borrow this term from van Henten, The Maccabean Martyrs as Saviours of the Jewish People: 
A Study of 2 and 4 Maccabees.
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though there is no evidence for an earlier, pre-Christian Jewish cult of 
these martyrs, in Antioch or elsewhere, there was certainly some kind of 
Jewish tradition of honouring these f igures for their heroic resistance to 
Gentile oppression, a tradition shared by Jews and Christ-followers both.35 
Affection for these martyrs ran deep in both communities, she argues, 
especially in Antioch where ties between Jews in that city and Jews dwelling 
in Judea remained strong.36 The martyr tradition represented in Four 
Maccabees therefore reveals a ‘common ground’, a possibility that can be 
read between the lines of the emphasis in Four Maccabees on Abraham’s 
role as a progenitor. ‘The Abrahamic referencing, which pervades the 
book’, she suggests, ‘would make good sense as a bid for common ground 
to Jews and Christians … [H]e is the standard-bearer of the biblical past 
that the “new Israel” had in common with the “old Israel”, a role he plays 
also in Paul’s Letter to the Galatians and in Hebrews.’37 Rajak interprets 
Four Maccabees as a hybrid work that can evince a shared world in which 
Gentile tyrants threatened devout worshippers of Israel’s God – Jewish and 
Christian alike – with persecution, violence, and covert as well as overt 
forms of marginalization.

Rajak detects a shared second century Antiochene literary tradition in 
Four Maccabees and behind that, perhaps, a wider context of collective 
storytelling and memory. In the fourth century, Gregory also interpreted 
Four Maccabees, which he read as scripture, but he focused exclusively 
on the martyrs and de-emphasised the necessity of material resistance 
to actual Gentile tyrants like Antiochus. As such, Gregory stood within a 
broader tradition of reception among Christ-followers: the writer of Hebrews 
also alluded to the suffering martyrs, not to Antiochus per se (11:35b), fol-
lowed in succession by the Letter of the Churches of Lyons and Vienne (55),38 
Hippolytus of Rome’s Commentary on Daniel (35),39 Origen’s Exhortation to 
Martyrdom (22-27),40 two works by Cyprian of Carthage (Ad Fortunatum 11 
and Letter 58.6) and two early fourth-century martyrologies.41 This focus on 

35	 Rajak, ‘The Fourth Book of Maccabees in a Multi-Cultural City’, p. 134-50 (emphasis my own).
36	 Also see van Henten, ‘The Martyrs as Heroes of the Christian People: Some Remarks on the 
Continuity of Jewish and Christian Martyrology, with Pagan Analogy’, p. 304-24.
37	 Rajak, ‘The Fourth Book of Maccabees in a Multi-Cultural City’, p. 149.
38	 Preserved by Eusebius, Ecclesiastical History 5.1.55 (SC 41:20-21).
39	 SC 14:126-27.
40	 Exhoratation to Martyrdom 23 (GCS 2: 3-47). English translation by Chadwick Alexandrian 
Christianity, p. 408. For further discussion, see Van Henten, ‘The Christianization of the Mac-
cabean Martyrs: The Case of Origen’, p. 333-51.
41	 Passio Sanctorum Mariani et Iacobi 13.1-3a. Cavalieri, ‘La Passio SS. Mariani et Iacobi’, p. 62. 
Passio Sanctorum Montani et Lucii 16.3-4. Cavalieri, Gli atti dei ss. Montano, Lucio e Compagni : 
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the martyrs – who are never placed within the larger context of the war their 
torments provoked – is also found in the earliest manuscript witnesses to 
Two Maccabees. Rather than preserving the entirety of the book, two Coptic 
codices, one of which is a roll and the other a miscellaneous codex, include 
only the account of Jewish suffering under Antiochus, beginning from the 
moment that Judas Maccabee, the eventual leader of the revolt, retreats to the 
wilderness to preserve himself from Gentile atrocities and ending with the 
warning, ‘but you, who have contrived all sorts of evil against the Hebrews, 
will certainly not escape the hands of God’ (2 Macc 5:27-7:31).42 As such, 
these two manuscripts offer a striking material confirmation of the way that 
the Maccabean heroes were already being treated by Christian writers.43 
To these early interpreters, the Maccabees were principally important 
for their precedence as proto-martyrs, not for their role in instigating the 

Recensione del Testo ed Introduzione Sulle sue Relazioni con la Passio s. Perpetuae. Hilhorst also 
notes that, in Christian receptions of Four Maccabees, the theme of the martyrs as saviours 
of the Jewish people is overlooked (Fourth Maccabees in Christian Martyrdom Texts’, p. 118).
42	 The f irst, a papyrus roll preserving most of the martyrology (Two Maccabees 5:27-7:21), 
circulated independently; the second, a papyrus codex with nearly identical content (Two 
Maccabees 5:27-7:41), binds the martyrology with a collection of Christian works, including Melito 
of Sardis’s homily On the Passover, 1 Peter, the book of Jonah and an otherwise unknown Christian 
homily. Introduction to the Coptic text, translation, notes and Coptic variant readings of the 
Crosby-Schøyen Codex MS 193 by Meltzer, ‘The Jewish Martyrs: 2 Maccabees 5:27-7:41’, p. 83-86. 
The papyrus roll is edited and discussed by Lacau, ‘Textes Coptes en Dialects Akhmimique et 
Sahidique’, p. 68-76. On Crosby-Schøyen 193, see further Bethge, ‘Der Text des ersten Petrusbriefes 
im Crosby-Schøyen Codex (Ms. 193 Schøyen Collection)’, p. 255-60, and Nongbri, ‘The Limits of 
Palaeographic Dating of Literary Papyri: Some Observations on the Date and Provenance of P. 
Bodmer II (P66)’, p. 23.
43	 Hebrews alluded to them by mentioning their tortures, and in a way that suggests familiarity 
with the account in Two Maccabees (11:35b). Hippolytus encouraged his Roman Christian audience 
to emulate the brothers and their mother, citing Two Maccabees explicitly and placing these 
martyrs in company with Daniel and the three Hebrew boys persecuted by Nebuchadnezzar 
(Commentary on Daniel 2.20.1-5; 35.8-9). Origen reminded his audience of the ‘whips and scourges’ 
and other instruments of torture mentioned in Two Maccabees, extolling Eleazar, the brothers and 
their mother for their bravery (Exhortation to Martyrdom 22-27; Origen cites nearly every verse 
of 2 Macc 6:19 7:35 in the Exhortation). Cyprian also quoted extensively from the martyrological 
section of Two Maccabees, waxing eloquently about the perfection of the number seven and the 
heroism of the mother, who ‘looked on her dying children with cheerfulness” (Ad Fortunatum 
11). A shared focus on the mother is also present in all three of the martyr acts which cite the 
story: Blandina is compared to her, as are the mothers of Marian and Montanus (Letter of the 
Churches of Lyons and Vienne 55, Passio Sanctorum Mariani et Iacobi 13:1-3a, Acta ss. Montani et 
Lucii 16.3-4). Of these early citations, only Origen reaches beyond the martyrology to include 
other sections of the book yet, as van Henten rightly points out, ‘Origen restricts the benef iciary 
effect of the martyrs’ death to their personal fate, the martyrs themselves are purif ied by their 
sufferings’ (‘The Christianization of the Maccabean Martyrs: The Case of Origen’, p. 351).

This content downloaded from 
������������216.227.91.116 on Tue, 07 Jul 2020 19:52:03 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



90� Jennifer Wright Knust 

Maccabean revolt.44 The brothers Maccabee – the revolt they initiated and 
the Hasmonean kingdom they founded – were largely ignored.45

By contrast, both allusions to the Maccabean books and martyrs by 
Josephus and the introductory material to their story in Two Maccabees 
preserve the Hasmonean setting of the legend. Josephus compared the 
martyrs’ suffering to that of the Essenes who refused to capitulate to 
Roman persecution during the First Jewish Revolt: ‘The war against 
the Romans proved their souls in every way’, he asserted, ‘while being 
twisted and also bent, burned and also broken, and passing through all 
the torture-chamber instruments … they did not put up with suffering 
either one’ ( Jewish War 2.152-153).46 This depiction invites sympathy both 
for the Maccabean revolt and for those who suffered righteously under 
Roman oppression, though Josephus did not expect God to intervene in 
response.47 In the Jewish Antiquities, he referenced a feast (πανήγυρις) 
held in honour of these events: ‘So much pleasure did they [the Jews of 
Jerusalem] f ind in the renewal of their customs … that they made a law that 
their descendants should celebrate the restoration of the temple service 
for eight days …’ (12.7.323-25). This commemorative festival, which ‘we’ 

44	 In fact, Latin Christian writers may not have known Two and Four Maccabees at all, but 
only a set of oral traditions about the martyrs, which they cited loosely to support their own 
arguments, Ziadé, Les martyrs Maccabées: de l’histoire juive au culte chrétien: les homélies de 
Grégoire de Nazianze et de Jean Chrysostome, p. 29-32. Cyprian of Carthage, for example, recalled 
‘the oppressive torments of the blessed martyrs in the Machabees,’ noting that ‘the documents 
testify’ to their great faith, even as he fails to specify which ‘documents’ he means (Letter 58.6).
45	 Lactantius, De Mortibus Persecutorum 33, SC 39: 115; compare 2 Macc 9:5-6, 9. Lucifer of 
Cagliari, De non conueniendo cum haereticis 13, citing 2 Macc 5:27; CSEL 14: 27 and De non parcendo 
in deum delinquentibus 21, citing 2 Macc 7:14 38; CSEL 14: 254-56. This same model would be 
applied by John Chrysostom to the Emperor Julian’s uncle, also named Julian, f ifty years later, 
Homily on Saint Babylas, or Against Julian and the Pagans 17.92. Julian’s uncle Julian, Count of 
the Orient, stole the vessels of the Christian basilicas of Antioch, beat them flat and sat on them, 
John reports, but the ‘punishment was swift’ for ‘his secret parts withered and swarmed with 
maggots’, English translation Morgan, ‘Gregory of Nazianzus. Against Julian and the Pagans’, 
p. 68.
46	 Jewish War 2.152-153. English translation Mason, Flavius Josephus. Translation and Com-
mentary, p. 121-23. I would like to thank Jonathan Klawans for discussing this passage with me. 
Van Henten has noted the many correspondences between Josephus’s descriptions of noble 
death and the martyrological sections of Two and Four Maccabees, ‘Noble Death in Josephus: 
Just Rhetoric?, p. 193-219.
47	 Yet, as Jonathan Klawans observes, Josephus was well aware that the heroism of the Essenes 
failed to produce Jewish victory; Josephus, like the rabbis, was ambivalent about martyrdom 
for its own sake, Josephus and the Theologies of Ancient Judaism, p. 123-26. Josephus’s attitude 
toward the Romans is ambiguous, as a number of scholars have noted; see, for example, Rajak, 
‘Friends, Romans, Subjects: Agrippa II’s Speech in Josephus’s Jewish War’, p. 147-60.
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observe, is identif ied as ‘the Festival of Lights (φῶτα)’, a name Josephus 
links to the fact that the right to worship appeared to us at a time when 
we hardly dared hope for it’ (12.7.325).48 Thus, to Josephus, the martyrs’ 
suffering certif ies the legitimacy of the Hasmonean cause and, writing 
after the destruction of the Temple, a tragic ref lection on what had once 
been possible.49

Two Maccabees offers further supporting evidence for this alternative 
framing of the martyrs: in the two letters that preface the book, the writer 
invites the Jews of Egypt to join in the observance of a newly instituted 
eight-day feast with the Jews of Judea. The second letter concludes, ‘Since, 
therefore, we are about to celebrate the purif ication [of the temple], we write 
to you. Will you therefore please keep the days?’ (2 Macc 2:16, NRSV).50 As Jan 
Willem Van Henten points out, invitations from one Greek city to another 
to join local feast days were sometimes accompanied by historical reports 
similar to the accounts that follow; thus the writer of Two Maccabees may 
well have had this Greek model in mind when composing his own work.51 
If so, the martyr traditions were included to deepen appreciation for the 
‘feast of lights’, not to found a martyr cult. Four Maccabees preserves a trace 
of this memory, describing the martyrs as victors in a ‘contest’ (ἀγών) with 
victory crowns, spectators, and an arena, employing activities associated 
with Greek feast days as metaphors to describe the martyrs’ sufferings.52 

48	 Greek text with English translation by Marcus, Josephus. Vol. 9, Jewish Antiquities, Book 
XII-XIV, p. 166-69.
49	 Jewish Antiquities 12.7.323-25. Greek text with English translation by Marcus, Josephus. Vol. 
9, Jewish Antiquities, Book XII-XIV, p. 166-69.
50	 Two Maccabees is prefaced with two festal letters, the f irst informing Egyptian Jews of 
the ‘critical distress’ suffered by the Judeans during the reign of Demetrius and their efforts 
to restore the observances associated with the Feast of Booths (Sukkot; 1:1-9) and the second 
inviting their Egyptian countrymen to join in the commemoration of the purif ications of the 
Jerusalem Temple undertaken after the outrages performed by Antiochus (2 Macc 1:10; 2:8). The 
rest of the book, which had been appended from an earlier epitome of a f ive-volume historical 
work by one Jason of Cyrene, appears to offer a rationale for this second celebration and (2 Macc 
2:23).
51	 Van Henten, The Maccabean Martyrs as Saviours of the Jewish People: A Study of 2 and 4 
Maccabees, p. 46-48.
52	 Four Maccabees 9:23 (‘Imitate me, brothers. Do not leave your post in my struggle [ἀγών] 
or renounce our courageous family ties. Fight the sacred and noble battle for religion [περὶ τῆς 
εὐσεβείας]); 11:20 (While being tortured he said, ‘O contest [ἀγών] bef itting holiness, in which 
so many of us brothers have been summoned to an arena of sufferings for religion [διὰ τὴν 
εὐσέβειαν εἰς γυμνασίαν], and in which we have not been defeated!’); 15:29 (‘O mother of the 
nation, vindicator of the law and champion of religion, who carried away the prize of the contest 
[ἀγών] in your heart!’); 16:16 (‘My sons, noble is the contest [ἀγών] to which you are called to 
bear witness for the nation.’); 17:11-15 (‘Truly the contest [ἀγών] in which they were engaged was 
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Admittedly there is no evidence to suggest that this Hasmonean Festival 
of Lights was embraced in Egypt or elsewhere in the Diaspora early on, 
though, as Jonathan Klawans notes, Josephus did assert that the holiday 
was ‘established as a “law”’ (Ant. 12.324: ὡς νόμον θεῖναι; see also 12.412). Later 
rabbinic traditions display an awareness that Hanukkah was a postbiblical 
festival, but the rabbis adopted it as a legitimate holiday.53

Thus, Gregory’s reference to ‘annual processions’ may well have been 
directed at those observing Hanukkah outside of the basilica that day, 
rather than to Christians in his audience ‘embarrassed’ by the veneration 
of these Jewish martyrs. In 1994, Martha Vinson proposed this scenario. 
She argued that the bishop delivered this panegyric in December 362 CE 
while the Emperor Julian was residing in Antioch and preparing for his 
Persian campaign.54 If so, when read closely, the sermon rebukes Julian for 
his anti-Christian policies, above all for his stated determination to rebuild 
the Jerusalem Temple, a tantalising possibility to contemplate during a 
procession honouring the Temple’s earlier liberation. Gregory’s disdain for 
Julian, made plain in two formal invectives delivered immediately after the 
Emperor’s death,55 is veiled, but the implications of his words are clear: when 
interpreted properly, Four Maccabees celebrates Christian self-mastery, 
not the rededication of the Temple following the abuses of Antiochus IV 
Epiphanes. By implication, any feast ‘of the Maccabees’ applies to the martyrs 
alone and cannot be referenced in the context of any future Temple. This 
reading receives further support elsewhere in Gregory’s remarks. Emphasis-
ing the relative futility and insignif icance of the Jerusalem Temple, the 
bishop invented a ‘speech-in-character’ for the eldest Maccabean brother 
who proclaims: ‘our ancestral homeland and our friends and our kinsmen 

divine, for on that day virtue gave the awards and tested them for their endurance. The prize 
was immortality in endless life. Eleazar was the f irst contestant, the mother of the seven sons 
entered the competition, and the brothers contended. The tyrant was the antagonist, and the 
world and the human race were spectators. Reverence for God was victor and gave the crown 
to its own athletes.’)
53	 Klawans, Josephus and the Theologies of Ancient Judaism, p. 159, 169. For further discussion, 
see Van Henten, The Maccabean Martyrs as Saviours of the Jewish People: A Study of 2 and 4 
Maccabees, p. 38-46. Hanukkah is listed as a minor festival in the Mishnah, but the martyrs are 
not mentioned, M Megillah 3.4; Levine, The Ancient Synagogue: The First Thousand Years, p. 537, 
554, 591, 637.
54	 Vinson, ‘Gregory Nazianzen’s Homily 15 and the Genesis of the Christian Cult of the Mac-
cabean Martyrs’, p. 166-92. Vinson admits that August 1, which became the traditional date 
of the Christian feast, is possible; the placement of the sermon in December in the context of 
Hanukkah, however, solves other dating problems as well, p. 188.
55	 Orations 4 and 5, ‘Against Julian.’ (SC 309).
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and comrades and this temple with its great and celebrated name and 
time honoured festivals and rites’ are in no way sweeter ‘than God and the 
dangers we encounter on behalf of goodness’ (Or. 15.5). The true homeland 
of the martyrs is the Jerusalem above, the brother insists, and heaven with 
its splendour far surpasses any earthly temple and the rites observed there. 
This endorsement of an otherworldly heavenly Jerusalem, realised exclusively 
by the righteous soul, has signif icant this-worldly implications: Julian’s 
attempt to reinstate Jewish sacrif ices at a restored temple can have no real 
impact on the worshippers of the God of Israel revealed in Christ, who are, 
in turn, heirs to the Maccabees.

Not everyone has been convinced by Vinson’s suggestion about the 
occasion for this sermon.56 Still, John Chrysostom’s homilies, delivered 
approximately seventeen years later in Antioch, also connect the martyrs 
to ‘lights’, albeit obliquely, as well as to an earlier feast held in honour of 
the Maccabees. The f irst, a homily celebrating the ‘holy martyrs’ light’ (τὸ 
φῶς τῶν ἁγίων μαρτύρων) which illuminates the city throughout a festival 
currently underway, focuses on the courage of the mother; the second, 
which may have been delivered the day after the f irst, focuses on the trials 
endured by the brothers.57 Exhibiting the daring rhetorical audacity for 
which he is so well known, John also invoked these same martyrs to argue 
that Jews, not Christians, are plagued by a propensity for violence. Jews 
are guilty, he suggests, of applying the very same torments to Christians 
that were once applied to the seven Maccabean boys for refusing to eat 
pork: ‘How many wars have been fanned against the church … or kinds of 
punishment and persecution contrived’, including those involving ‘frying 
pans and catapults, cauldrons and furnaces?’ (Homily 5 Against the Jews, 
2).58 If both Christians and Jews commemorated the brothers Maccabee 
and the martyrs, which seems likely given John’s sustained polemic against 
Christians who foolishly (indeed, heretically) observe Jewish feast days and 
visit Jewish synagogues, then John’s rhetoric here is particularly pointed.59 

56	 Rouwhorst, ‘The Emergence of the Cult of the Maccabean Martyrs in Late Antique Christian-
ity’, p. 81-96.
57	 John Chrysostom, Homily 1 on the Maccabees and Homily 2 on the Maccabees. PG 50: p. 617-626. 
English translation Mayer, St. John Chrysostom. The Cult of the Saints: Select Homilies and Letters, 
p. 137-53.
58	 PG 48:885-6. English translation Maxwell, Chrysostom’s Homilies Against the Jews: An English 
Translation, p. 115. As Maxwell notes, 2 Maccabees 7:3 suggests that, when torturing the mother 
and her seven sons, Antiochus Epiphanes called for ‘pans and cauldrons’, ἔκθυμος δὲ γενόμενος 
ὁ βασιλεὺς προσέταξεν τήγανα καὶ λέβητας ἐκπυροῦν, also see 4 Macc 8:13.
59	 Wilken, John Chrysostom and the Jews: Rhetoric and Reality in the Late Fourth Century, 
remains important. The mention of martyrs’ lights in the f irst homily (‘more brilliant than ten 
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Any earlier, shared tradition becomes in John’s fourth-century sermons 
means to legitimate a distinctively Christian holiday, complete with martyr 
relics:

Please don’t mention the dust (κόνις), nor think about the ash (τέφρα), nor 
the bones (ὀστεα) that have been consumed by time, but open wide the 
eyes of faith (ἄνοιξον τῆς πίστεως τοὺς ὀφθαλμούς) and see God’s power 
that accompanies them, the grace of Spirit that clothes them, the glory 
of the heavenly light that surrounds them (Homily 1.1).60

In Nazianzus and Antioch, the ‘Festival of Lights’ for which the Maccabees 
were known in earlier traditions – whether widely observed or not – was 
transferred to a setting that confirmed not the victory of sustained Jewish 
opposition to Gentile tyranny but the grace extended by the Christian God 
exclusively to those who embrace Christ.61

Christians, Jews, and Everyone Else

Certainly the Maccabean martyrs are spiritualised in these fourth-century 
sermons, but festal celebrations are also embodied performances, both of 
the bishops preaching to those gathered in the basilica and of the audiences 
in attendance, as well as among those processing to and from sacred sites 
within and outside of the city. Indeed, preaching a third sermon honouring 
the Maccabean martyrs, this time (probably) in Constantinople a decade 

thousand suns and more visible than the major stars’) is interesting, Homily 1.1: μυρίων γὰρ ἡλίων 
οὗτοι λαμπρότεροι, καὶ τῶν μεγάλων φωστήρων φανότεροι, PG 50:16; Mayer, St. John Chrysostom. 
The Cult of the Saints: Select Homilies and Letters, p. 137, though John makes no explicit mention 
of Hanukkah and, unlike Gregory, he does not complain that the Christians of his city have 
yet to adopt a holiday observed by others. Joslyn-Siemiatkoski notes that Chrysostom avoids 
mentioning a rival Jewish cult of the Maccabees on several occasions, an omission he f inds 
signif icant, Christian Memories of the Maccabean Martyrs, p. 49-50). Vinson, ‘Gregory Nazianzen’s 
Homily 15 and the Genesis of the Christian Cult of the Maccabean Martyrs’, as well as Mayer 
and Allen, The Churches of Syrian Antioch (300-638 CE)), conclude that a church was constructed 
within the walls of Antioch to support the activities associated with this feast.
60	 English translation Mayer, St. John Chrysostom. The Cult of the Saints: Select Homilies and 
Letters, p. 137. Wherever these relics were acquired, I see no reason to doubt the possibility that 
John had some set of bones to display; as Mayer and Allen have shown, relics and even entire 
bodies were carried through the city any number of times during John’s day, The Churches of 
Syrian Antioch (300-638 CE), p. 194-97.
61	 Also see Hahn, ‘The Veneration of the Maccabean Brothers in Fourth Century Antioch: 
Religious Competition, Martyrdom, and Innovation’, p. 79-104.
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after the cult was introduced in Antioch, John Chrysostom encouraged his 
audience to ‘go off [from the basilica] with considerable enthusiasm’, to 
attend a festival in the martyrs’ honour the next day, and to prove themselves 
‘worthy of sharing with them there too their holy dwellings [in heaven].’62 
The bishop hoped that, while visiting what must have been a recently 
constructed martyrium or basilica on the day of the feast (by then August 
1), his congregants would perform a visibly Christian identity, comporting 
themselves honourably while their (non-Christian?) neighbours looked on. 
Such performances of Christian difference would, he implied, further certify 
the appropriately Christian character of these proto-Christian martyrs. 
But who observed the procession that day, who sought inspiration from 
the martyrs at their new home, and how were participants recognised as 
either ‘Christian’ or something else? Unfortunately, that information has 
been lost. We will simply never know.

On the surface, the transformation of formerly shared Maccabee traditions 
into a Christian Maccabean martyr cult is therefore symptomatic of a 
wider embodied multiplicity within which seemingly bounded categories 
of difference – Jew, Christian, pagan, Roman, Greek, and so on – were in-
vented, defended, and performed. Yet these ongoing dynamics of relational, 
conjectural difference within shared civic spaces should not blind modern 
interpreters to troubling legacies of a Christian encapsulations of a Jewish 
‘other.’63 As John Gager cautions, late antique rhetoric did have toxic and 
abiding consequences: the critical responses of bishops to the appeal of 
synagogues among their congregants; Christian setbacks under Julian; suc-
cessful appeals by Jews before emperors in the face of Christian violence; and 
specious reports of extreme Jewish violence told by Christians to Christians 
endured, he suggests, like ‘nuclear waste’.64 Even if ‘merely rhetorical’, the 
anti-Jewish sermons of John Chrysostom were read in liturgical contexts 
for centuries, granting them ‘a long afterlife in popular memory and in the 
popular literature’ and providing a f irmer ground for later Christian anti-
Jewish rhetoric, theology, and policies.65 Gager’s remarks can also be applied 
to the Christian Maccabean martyr cult. Gregory’s Oration 15, ‘In Praise 
of the Maccabees’, survives in a number of Byzantine sermon collections, 

62	 Mayer, St. John Chrysostom. The Cult of the Saints: Select Homilies and Letters, p. 134.
63	 I borrow the term ‘transcultural’ from Rogers, St. John Chrysostom. The Cult of the Saints: 
Select Homilies and Letters, p. 464-503. I would like to thank Ipsita Chatterjee for calling my 
attention to this article.
64	 Gager, ‘Who Did What to Whom? Physical Violence between Jews and Christians in Late 
Antiquity’, p. 48.
65	 Ibid.
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including a ninth-century illuminated manuscript that illustrates the 
martyrs’ suffering in a nine-scene grid scene (Paris, Bibliothéque Nationale 
de France, codex graecus 510, folio 340r).66 The Maccabean martyr cult and 
the sermons designated for delivery on this important day went on to enjoy 
a long history in both the Greek East and the Latin West.

The fourth-century re-signif ication of these martyrs as Christian may 
not have involved explicit property theft or plunder, but it did participate in 
what Andrew Jacobs describes as the ‘historicization’ of the Jew, a process 
that renders living Jews merely ‘historical’ by transferring the Jew or the 
Jew’s remains into an embodied, living Christian past. This discursive 
strategy, he points out, demands a kind of death: Jews are imagined as 
‘dead’ once they have supplied Christians what they need for their own 
theological and practical projects, and, as such, ‘they can only be viewed, 
displayed, and catalogued for future observers.’67 Whatever Gregory and later 
John intended when they defended the value of venerating the Maccabean 
martyrs – spiritualisation, appropriation, attention within a cosmopolitan 
civic-religious landscape, a rebuke or Julian, or some other purpose – once 
the martyrs were detached from earlier commemorative contexts, they 
served to buttress particular, disputed formulations of Christian rather 
than Jewish identity. The reverberations of this process reach beyond their 
initial settings and Christian anti-Judaism, rhetorical or real, has persisted 
within ongoing and contested histories of difference.

66	 Brubaker, Vision and Meaning in Ninth-Century Byzantium: Image as Exegesis in the Homilies 
of Gregory of Nazianzus, p. 257-60. The tenth-century Leo Bible – a two volume illuminated 
edition of the Septuagint and the New Testament (only the Septuagint survives) – added both 
an illumination and a Greek epigram around an image of Eleazar, the seven brothers, and their 
mother (Vatican City, Bibliotheca Apostolica Vaticana Reg. grec.1) extolling the ‘exploit of the 
Maccabees’, Mango, ‘The Epigrams’, p. 74.
67	 Jacobs, The Remains of the Jews: The Holy Land and Christian Empire in Late Antiquity, p. 111-12.
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Appendix I: A Timeline of Maccabean Martyr Traditions (to the 
6th cent.)

ca. 80	 Josephus, Jewish War 2.152-53
ca. 100	 Hebrews 11:35b
177	� Letter of the Churches of Lyons and Vienne 55 (Eusebius, HE 

5.1.55)
202-204	 Hippolytus, Commentary on Daniel 2.20.1-5; 35.8-9
235	 Origen Exhortation to Martyrdom 22-27
252/8	 Cyprian of Carthage Ad Fortunatum 11
259	 Martyrdom of Marian and James 13.1-3a68

304	 Martyrdom of Montanus and Lucius 16.3-4
314	 Lactantius On the Death of the Persecutors 33
before 340	 Eusebius of Caesarea, Onomasticon
356-357	 Lucifer of Cagliari, De non conveniendo cum hareticis 13
359	 Lucifer, De non parcendo in deum delinquentibus 21-23, 35
362/3	 Gregory of Nazianzus Oration 15
367	 Athanasius Festal Letter 39 (the Maccabean books are excluded)
after 379	 John Chrysostom Hom.1 and 2 on the Maccabees
386	 Ambrose, On Jacob and the Happy Life
388	 Ambrose, Epistle 74
after 390	 Jerome translates Eusebius’s Onomasticon
398/9	 John Chrysostom On Eleazar and the Seven Boys
??	 Augustine Sermons 300-301
419	 Council of Carthage, 1-2 Maccabees listed as recognized books
before 461	 Leo the Great, Sermon 84b
551-561	 Relics of the Seven Brothers translated to San Pietro in Vincoli
before 578	 John Malalas Chronographia 8.2469

68	 These North African martyrs were allegedly killed in 259. The description of their deaths 
was written sometime later, probably in the early fourth century, see Bremmer, ‘Contextualizing 
Heaven in Third-Century North Africa’, p. 159-73.
69	 Thurn, John Malalas. Chronographia.
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Appendix 2: Early Manuscript Witnesses to 2 and 4 Maccabees (to 
the 10th cent.)

Shelf Mark Date 
(approximate)

Language Contents

Oslo, Private collection 
Schøyen 193. LDAB 10771

4th cent. Coptic 2 Macc 5:27-7:31

Paris, Bibliothèque 
nationale Copte 135 C 
(Lacau MS B). LDAB 107963

4th cent Coptic 2 Macc 5:27-6:21 
(fragmentary, a roll)

London, British Library 
Add. MS 43725 (01 א) Codex 
Sinaiticus

4th cent. Greek 1 and 4 Maccabees

London, British Library 
Royal 1 DVIII (A 02) Codex 
Alexandrinus

5th cent. Greek 1-4 Maccabees

St. Gallen, Stiftsbibliothek, 
Cod. Sang. 12.

8th or 9th cent. Latin (Vulgate) 1-2 Maccabees and 4 
Maccabees (here the 
Passio Machabaeorum)

Florence, Biblioteca Medi-
cea Laurenziana Amiat. 1
Codex Amiatinus

before 716 Latin (Vulgate) 1-2 Maccabees (follow-
ing Ezra as one of the 
historical books)

Venice, Biblioteca Nazionale 
Macrina, gr. Z 001 (coll. 
0320)
Codex Venetus 

8th cent. Greek 1-4 Maccabees (follow-
ing Judith)

Paris, Bibliothèque 
nationale grec 510

879-882 CE Greek Gregory of Nazianzus 
Orations

Vatican City, Biblioteca 
apostolica Vatincana Reg. 
grec 1
Leo Bible 

10th cent. Greek 1-4 Maccabees (within 
volume 1 of a full 2 
volume Bible, between 
Tobit and Job; only the 
LXX survives)

Paris, Bibliothèque 
nationale Coisl. 008

10th cent. Greek 1-2 Maccabees (follow-
ing Judith)
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