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Histories have previously been written with the object of exalting
their authors. The object of this History is to console the reader.
No other history does this.

History is not what you thought. It is what you can remember.
All other history defeats itself.
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Preface

The Greek East in the Roman period abounded in fictions. In Fiction as His-
tory: Nero to Julian (1994), G. Bowersock has written memorably of what
he characterizes as an explosion in the production of ancient fictions in the
Roman empire, beginning in the reign of Nero (54–68 c.e.), and of the par-
adoxical character of some of these fictions. Lucian wrote a series of fantas-
tic tales that he impudently titled True Histories ( jAlhqh' Dihghvmata). His
tales are fabulous, yet they mirror the world around him: “The people of
the moon are at war with the people of the sun, but eventually they con-
clude a peace treaty that mirrors in its terms and language, as well in the
oath that concludes it, the traditional peace treaties of the Greeks.”1 An-
other writer, named, curiously enough, Ptolemy the Quail (Ptolemy Chen-
nus), composed (as we learn from Photius) an outrageous work known as
the Paradoxical History or New History (Paravdoxˇ JIstoriva, Kainh; JIs-
toriva), in which he systematically rewrote the myths of the past, “with a
completely straight face and in a pose of scholarly precision,” right down
to the citation of a host of wholly fictitious scholarly authorities.2 Yet an-
other author, Celsus, whose attack on the false doctrines of the Christians
is preserved by Origen, complained bitterly about the attempt of the Chris-
tians to pass off a series of obviously fictitious stories as true history—but
his attack on the Christians is framed in the form of a fictitious dialogue.3

All this, argues Bowersock, took place beginning in the reign of Nero,
when pagan readers first began to encounter the apparently fantastic sto-
ries of resurrection and ritual cannibalism contained in the oral and later

xi

1. Bowersock 1994: 6.
2. Ibid. 24–25.
3. Ibid. 2–4.



written accounts of the life and death of Christ.4 When one studies, how-
ever, the writings of a wide variety of Hellenistic Jewish authors, most of
whose literary production is generally dated to the second or first centuries
b.c.e., one encounters a group of texts whose paradoxical character is
strongly reminiscent of the fictions of the Roman period. In fact, the pro-
liferation of ancient fictions in the ancient Mediterranean began quite a
bit earlier than Bowersock suggests. Far from being the source and expla-
nation of the phenomenon, the ambiguous historical character of the
Gospels, like that of the classical fictions produced in the Roman period,
reflects a more widespread Hellenistic paradox that has yet to be thor-
oughly explored.

In one Hellenistic Jewish text, the Jews of Alexandria are sentenced to
die at the feet of a pack of drunken elephants only to be snatched from the
jaws of death at the eleventh hour by the appearance of angels. A charm-
ing fantasy—but the author of 3 Maccabees goes to some considerable trou-
ble to locate his tale in the reign of a historical king, in the wake of a well-
known historical battle, and soberly cites verbatim documents to prove his
case. In another, an eyewitness, a high-ranking pagan courtier in the court
of Ptolemy II Philadelphus, gives a careful and well-documented account of
the translation of the Septuagint in a letter to his brother. It has long since
been established, however, that this author, Aristeas, is a wholly fictitious
persona; the Letter of Aristeas was written by an anonymous Jew over a
century later. A fictional city in Palestine, Bethulia, is threatened by a cam-
paign of invasion, described in elaborate historical detail, until the coura-
geous Judith seduces the enemy commander and beheads him—thus elim-
inating the general sent by one Nebuchadnezzar the Assyrian, who has
recently restored the Jews from exile following the Babylonian Captivity(!).5

In an apocalypse attributed to the prophet Daniel, we learn of challenges
repeatedly overcome by the prophet and his friends under a series of his-
torical kings, one of whom, however, is a wholly fictitious character, appar-
ently based on Darius the Great of Persia, named Darius the Mede.6 These
examples could be multiplied at length. Such texts persistently combine his-
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4. Ibid. 99–143.
5. Nebuchadnezzar was, of course, king of Babylon, not Assyria, and he was re-

sponsible for carrying the Jews into exile in the first place; it was Cyrus of Persia
who ended the Exile.

6. Not only is Darius described incorrectly as a Mede, but he is said to have con-
quered Babylon and placed it under the control of the empire of the Medes (the Medes
never conquered Babylon) and to have ruled before the conquest of Babylon by Cyrus
of Persia (who ruled some fifty years earlier than the historical Darius).



torical verisimilitude with patent fiction without betraying the least aware-
ness of contradiction or absurdity.

The mixture of history and fiction in such texts has been variously ex-
plained by scholars over the years. Some would argue that the authors of
at least some of the more elaborately historical of these texts, such as 3 Mac-
cabees or the Letter of Aristeas, set out deliberately to fool their audiences
into accepting their works as literally true. Others have argued, with refer-
ence to the more outrageously anachronistic of these tales, such as Judith
and Daniel, that the inclusion of patently false historical detail was intended
precisely as a signal to the reader that these tales were fiction, or novels,
similar to the absurdly anachronistic historical novel of Chariton. Yet there
has never, up to now, been a systematic study of the use and misuse of his-
torical tradition in these quasi-fictional Jewish texts. For what purpose did
the authors of these texts deliberately combine history and fiction in their
accounts of the past? For whom were they writing? Did they expect their
audience to read their works as history, or as fiction? How in fact were these
texts read, regardless of their authors’ intentions?

In recent years, there has been an increasing tendency to categorize all
Jewish texts that in some way blend history and fiction as members of a sin-
gle literary genre, “romance.” As a result, texts as varied as 3 Maccabees,
the Letter of Aristeas, 2 Maccabees, Esther, Daniel, Judith,Tobit, several tales
embedded in the Jewish Antiquities of Josephus, the fragments of Artapanus,
and Joseph and Aseneth have all been lumped together as belonging to the
category “Jewish novel.”7 To be sure, when certain individual characteris-
tics of one or another of these texts are isolated, they bear a striking re-
semblance to some of the characteristics of the developing ancient novel in
its many forms. No one of these texts, however, can be said to be generi-
cally identical with any of the ancient novels, nor indeed are they generi-
cally identical with one another.The attempt to illuminate the puzzling qual-
ity of any one of these texts by press-ganging them all into a single
ill-defined genre amounts to a scholarly counsel of despair. It can result only
in a meaningless abstraction.

Yet, when these texts are examined in relation to one another and in re-
lation to other ancient fictions, certain patterns do emerge that may help us
to better understand the popularity of Jewish fictions dealing with the past
in the late Hellenistic period.To begin with the assumption of a shared genre,
however, begs the very question that we are attempting to answer. I begin,

Preface / xiii

7. See the introduction to Part 1, below, for a short account of the development
of this view in the secondary literature.



in Part 1, with a survey of the broad variety of so-called Jewish romances
that create fictional accounts of the Jewish past, but in different ways and
for varying reasons. I then proceed, in Part 2, to focus in depth on a single
text, 3 Maccabees, in order to explore how one author creates a fictional ac-
count of the past, for whom, and for what purpose. Throughout both parts,
I show that the so-called Jewish romances or novels are united not by their
genre, which varies widely, but by a particular attitude toward the uses of
the past in service of the needs of the present.

One reason for choosing 3 Maccabees as the primary focus of my study
is that this text, unlike many of the other so-called Jewish romances, has
received relatively little close attention in the scholarship. The Greek text,
fortunately, offers few problems.8 There are two good, and relatively recent,
English translations with introduction and notes available.9 There is, how-
ever, no full-length commentary or monograph on 3 Maccabees available
in English, and indeed there is scarcely any full-length study available in
any language.10 I hope that I have gone some way toward rectifying this
gap with the present study.

xiv / Preface

8. I have used Hanhart’s 1980 Septuagint text throughout.There are minor tex-
tual variants that affect the sense of the text, but none of any great significance. A
full critical apparatus may be sought in Swete 1899, Rahlfs 1935, and Hanhart 1980.
Third Maccabees is preserved in only one of the three great uncial manuscripts of
the Septuagint, the Alexandrinus (mid-fifth century c.e.); it is missing from the Vat-
icanus and the Sinaiticus. The Codex Venetus (eighth or ninth century) can be used
to correct and supplement the text preserved in the Alexandrinus. There are also a
number of useful minuscule manuscripts. There is, further, a less reliable corpus of
minuscules, the so-called Lucianic Recension, which can be traced back to the revi-
sion of the Septuagint made by Lucian of Antioch (d. 312 c.e.). Third Maccabees
does not appear in Jerome’s Vulgate translation of the Septuagint, and thus is not
part of the Roman Catholic Bible or the Protestant Apocrypha. It is therefore officially
classified as pseudepigraphic. It is, however, part of the Eastern Orthodox canon. See
Hadas 1953: 26–27; Anderson 1985: 509–10.

9. Hadas 1953 (with Greek text, facing translation, extensive introduction, and
notes) and Anderson 1985 (English translation only, with a brief introduction and
notes). Both offer an excellent introduction to the text but cannot take the place of
a full-length commentary.

10. Anderson 1985 is intended merely as a brief introduction to the text in
Charlesworth’s Old Testament Pseudepigrapha. Hadas 1953 (which includes both
3 and 4 Maccabees) is the closest thing to a full commentary available in English,
with a lengthy (27-pp.) introduction and detailed notes at the foot of the text. His
approach is, however, now outdated or controversial in several respects (see further
discussion below, throughout Part 2), and leaves much room for further discussion.
In other languages, there is only one full-length commentary available, a nineteenth-
century German commentary (Grimm 1857), and one monograph, a Latin disser-
tation largely devoted to the refutation of secondary scholarship now long obsolete
(J. Cohen 1941).



Throughout this work, I argue that in 3 Maccabees and other Hellenis-
tic Jewish fictions, each author sought to recreate the past in his own par-
ticular way in order to shape his own particular vision of contemporary
Hellenistic Jewish identity. It has been my intention to gain a better under-
standing of a little-understood group of ancient texts and through them a
better understanding of the variety of Hellenistic Jewish communities in
which these texts were created. The rewriting of history in order to build a
sense of cultural identity is today a common topic of conversation on col-
lege campuses. It has not been my intention, in this study, to involve my-
self in the modern debate over the politics of identity; it is a dangerous pro-
ceeding to seek precise ancient analogies for modern controversies. I hope,
however, that in gaining a better understanding of the ancient need to cre-
ate identity through historical fictions, we may gain some insight into our
current situation. In the ancient world, as in the modern, the need to envi-
sion one’s own culture reflected in a particular way in the mirror of history
was a powerful one.
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part i

Historical Fictions 
and Hellenistic Jewish Identity



Scholarship in recent years has tended increasingly to lump a large num-
ber of quasi-fictional Jewish—and, indeed, non-Jewish—texts into the
vague category “romance” or “novel.” But this attempt to categorize all the
so-called Jewish romances or novels as members of a single genre is both
circular and ultimately quite unhelpful. How, then, must we understand the
relationship of Jewish historical fictions to one another and to the spectrum
of ancient fiction more generally? How do we decide what texts belong un-
der this heading? Is it sensible to assign 3 Maccabees to some larger cate-
gory, such as historical romance or historical novel?

Part 1 of this study begins to answer these questions. I survey the texts
that have commonly been categorized as romances in order to discover what
they have in common and whether it makes sense to call them representa-
tives of a common genre. I show that there are indeed common elements
by which these texts illuminate each other, although they in no way mir-
ror one another exactly. We will see, too, that although it is problematic to
suppose that all these texts belong to a single genre—since to do so must
entail all the authors’ working with some common mold—nonetheless it is
helpful to locate them in a category that I loosely designate “historical
fictions,” a term I will discuss at much greater length.

First, let us briefly survey how these puzzling texts have been treated in
recent scholarship, particularly in relation to the ancient novel.The problem
of genre in relation to the ancient novel in the classical world is a contro-
versy of long standing, one that extends well beyond the confines of the
present study. On the one hand, at least some subgenres of the ancient novel,
notably that of the Greek sentimental or ideal romance, share a constella-
tion of highly stereotyped features, suggesting that their authors—or at least
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those of the so-called Big Five1—were conscious of conforming to and de-
veloping a generic model that existed in their own and their audiences’ minds.
On the other hand, the genre (or genres) comprising the ancient novel were
exceptionally fluid. Even among the novels that resemble one another most
closely, it is possible to pick out significant differences of form and content,
and the more broadly the category is expanded, the more difficult it becomes
to assert any generic unity.What can we make of a category—the sentimental
romance—that includes both the historical romance of Chariton and the pas-
toral romance of Longus? Or a category—the ancient novel, conservatively
defined—that includes alike the sentimental Greek novels of love and ad-
venture, and the satiric and ribald Latin novels?2 Does the category “novel”
mean anything at all if expanded to include the full range of ancient fictions
and quasi fictions, from Xenophon’s Cyropaedia to Lucian’s True Histories?3

A conservative approach will restrict the designation “novel” to the two clas-
sic subcategories—the sentimental novel as instanced by the Big Five and
the satiric novel as defined by Apuleius and Petronius—while accepting a
much broader range of ancient fictions that more or less defy classification.
I will use the terms “novel” and “fiction” in this sense henceforth.4

Historical Fictions and Jewish Identity / 3

1. Chariton’s Chaereas and Callirhoe, Xenophon of Ephesus’s Ephesiaca, Achilles
Tatius’s Leucippe and Cleitophon, Heliodorus’s Aethiopica, and Longus’s Daphnis and
Chloe (Stephens and Winkler 1995: 4, henceforth cited as Stephens 1995 for brevity).

2. This is the conventional division, which is reflected in the major examples to
survive complete, the five Greek novels and the two Latin novels (Apuleius and Petro-
nius). It was once thought, because of this accident of survival, that the Greek nov-
els were exclusively sentimental, whereas the Latin novels were exclusively comic.
We now have, however, increasing evidence that satiric novels were written in Greek
as well (Stephens 1995: 7); the division can no longer be said to fall along the lines
of language alone.

3. Few modern scholars would draw the definition of the term “novel” so
broadly without qualification, but the problem of classifying marginal texts that are
certainly fictional inside or outside the category of the ancient novel continues to
be actively considered. Stephens (1995: 3) remarks that “a more up-to-date map of
the terrain labeled ‘novel’ might be drawn to cover everything fictional and in prose
from Petronius to the present.” (Note, however, the qualification “might”; the full
discussion does not in fact define the term “novel” so broadly.) The problem of True
Histories (which like the equally problematic Alexander Romance is included in
Reardon’s Collected Ancient Greek Novels, if only as a marginal case) is discussed
by Swain (1998: 8), who considers but rejects the claim of Lucian’s work to be re-
garded as an ancient novel. Both discussions rightly allow that the category of an-
cient prose fiction is much wider than the category of ancient novel proper. See
further Swain 1999: 3–12; Stephens 1995: 3–19.

4. The scholarly consensus on the novel is constantly changing, and the for-
mulation I have adopted here may well be obsolete in the future. Stephens (1995:



There does exist a tentative scholarly consensus on the genre of the an-
cient novel as conservatively defined, but the secondary literature grows
much confused when regarding texts that exhibit clearly fictional elements
yet do not conform to the model of the sentimental or the satiric novel.5 As
has justly been observed: “Whereas all novels are fiction, not all fictions are
novels.”6 The scholarly discussion of Jewish texts exhibiting clearly fictional
elements has suffered correspondingly: there exists no working scholarly
consensus on what genre, if any, applies for the range of Jewish historical
fictions, and until L. M. Wills published The Jewish Novel in the Ancient
World in 1995, there had been a tendency to offer generic terms like “ro-
mance” or “Jewish novel” arbitrarily, with little or no systematic analysis
to inform them.7 Wills’s work, however, although it marks the first truly
systematic attempt at relating the full range of Jewish fictions to the broader
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4–5), for instance, though acknowledging that the canonical novels are still regarded
as central, and other fictions as “marginal or as members of some other generic cat-
egory,” suggests that as we continue to discover and assimilate the fragments of pre-
viously unknown or neglected fictions, the ideal or sentimental romance may come
to be regarded not as canonical for the entire genre but as one subcategory among
many, none of which is truly canonical. In the meantime, however, there is some ad-
vantage in using the agreed-upon terminology. For now, I will restrict the term
“novel” to those texts that can be classified within the traditional canon and use the
more general term “fiction” for those texts that, for one of many reasons, fall out-
side the agreed-upon canon of the novel.

5. See above, n. 3.
6. J. R. Morgan, in Lies and Fiction in the Ancient World, ed. C. Gill and T. P.

Wiseman (1993), p. 176; quoted by Bowersock 1994: 10 n. 17.
7. Braun (1938) first formulated the category “hero romance,” defined as a

fictional history designed to build up one or more national figures as heroes whose
achievements surpass those of every competitor. He applied this category to a range
of texts, including, most important, the Alexander Romance and the fragments of
Artapanus. Although there are some flaws in his analysis, it remains nevertheless a
very valuable discussion, as he did not attempt to make sweeping declarations about
similarities between a large number of Jewish texts and the canonical Greek novels
but confined himself to a close analysis of texts that do in fact have a great deal in
common. (See below, Chap. 3, “Artapanus,” pp. 95–108.) Hadas 1949b subsequently
attempted to make a more dubious comparison between 3 Maccabees and the Greek
novel proper, particularly Chariton, that has been too widely followed. His com-
parison relied heavily on certain common details—for instance, the fact that the
climactic scene of 3 Maccabees, like that of many sentimental novels, takes place in
a public arena—and ignored the many significant differences, such as the fact that
3 Maccabees entirely lacks a romantic hero and heroine. This type of analysis, in
which a few similarities are highlighted and the serious generic differences mini-
malized, has become all too common in discussion of the so-called Jewish romances;
it is one of the serious flaws in Wills’s analysis, on which see below. As a result, the
term “romance” or even “novel” has come to be more and more widely applied to a
large number of Jewish texts in a casual way. Burchard 1985: 184 includes under the



spectrum of ancient fiction, nevertheless is seriously flawed in assuming (as
its title indicates) what it intends to prove—namely that all Jewish fictions
share a common genre and should be classified unambiguously as Jewish
novels, a term implying close kinship with the ancient novel as tradition-
ally and conservatively defined.

In Part 1, I argue that far from sharing a common genre, the various Jew-
ish texts identified as containing significant fictional elements are based on
a wide variety of genres, ranging—to cite only a few—from history to apoc-
alypse and even, in one case, to the novel proper. Working within more or
less traditional models, each text’s author significantly modifies or manip-
ulates the traditional form, to the point that many if not all of the surviv-
ing Jewish fictions must ultimately be classified as sui generis. In this di-
versity, they share the most notable characteristic of ancient fictions as
broadly defined: the one generic characteristic that almost all of them share
is the tendency to defy genre classification.8 For this reason I refer to the
so-called Jewish romances collectively as Jewish fictions—not because they
belong to a common genre, but precisely because they do not. All the Jew-
ish fictions contain a preponderant element of deliberate fiction (as opposed,
say, to history, legend, or myth), but as we shall see, there is considerable
variation in the way in which their authors intended them to be read—or,
indeed, in the way they in fact were read.

The attempt to classify the broad range of Jewish fictions according to a
single generic model is self-defeating and must be abandoned.The so-called
Jewish romances differ from one another not only in genre but in original
language, provenance, and ideological purpose. There is, though, one char-
acteristic that they all share: all attempt in some way to manipulate and re-
shape traditions about the Jewish past in order to articulate a particular view
of Jewish identity in the contemporary Hellenistic world. How they do this
differs. Some simulate and manipulate the traditions of contemporary Hel-
lenistic historiography, citing familiar names, dates, and events, and quot-
ing documents for the sake of verisimilitude (3 Maccabees, the Letter of Aris-
teas, 2 Maccabees, Greek Esther, and, probably, certain tales preserved in
Josephus’s Jewish Antiquities). Some draw more upon the historical tradi-
tion of the Bible, including both the historical accounts of the Assyrian,
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“ancient romance”: “Ahiqar, Judith, 3 Maccabees, Daniel 1–6, certain passages from
Josephus, the Life of Alexander, the Life of Aesop, the Pseudo-Clementines, the apoc-
ryphal Acts of the Apostles, and the Greek novella.”

8. Pervo 1976: 172, “the novel is probably the most formless of all ancient gen-
res”; and see also the important discussion in Bakhtin 1981: 3–40, 61–68.



Babylonian, and Persian conquests (Esther, Daniel, Judith, Tobit) and the
books of the Torah that preserve the quasi-legendary traditions of Jewish
history before the establishment of the monarchy (Artapanus, Joseph and
Aseneth).9 As we shall see, there was no one dominant model of Jewish iden-
tity in the Hellenistic period: each author, each reader, each community was
engaged in the process of reinterpreting the past in order to create the par-
ticular model of identity that worked best in each particular situation.

In reconsidering here the problem of genre and the nature of ancient
fictions as it relates to a number of Jewish texts, I aim to suggest for the
problem of Jewish historical fictions a new approach that, if applied in depth
to any one of them, must yield more profound insights than I can offer in
this study. I will argue that although the presence of historical fiction in Jew-
ish texts has long been recognized, its significance has generally been mis-
understood. These authors did not aim to fool their audiences with ersatz
history. They were not careless or thoughtless in using traditions about the
past. Nor was the use of obviously inaccurate historical detail meant only
to flag their texts as entertaining fantasies, not to be taken seriously as truths
about the past, as Wills concludes. I will show that in every case historical
distortion—fiction—is used to serve the author’s ideological purpose, un-
dergirding the didactic lessons of the text. Of course, many fictional elements
are entertaining, even hilarious, and were meant to be. But no matter how
lighthearted the tone, fictions were employed consciously, thoughtfully, with
a view to conveying and supporting the most serious messages. This ideo-
logical use of fiction, I argue, has often been missed or poorly understood,
even in cases where fictional elements have long been recognized as such
and the generally didactic thrust of the texts themselves is well known.

That entertaining, lighthearted Jewish texts can convey serious messages
will come as news to no one. I will not suggest much that is new about their
authors’ didactic purposes. E. Gruen has argued forcefully in his Heritage
and Hellenism (1998) that Jews of the Hellenistic period used the freedom
afforded them by the writing of fictions about their past in order to explore
and celebrate their own sense of identity. For my part, I will stress how each
author has self-consciously used historical fiction to support his own par-
ticular purpose and message, deliberately reshaping the past in service to
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9. It is a curious fact that no Jewish fiction, to my knowledge, deals with the period
of the independent monarchy. Each in its own way struggles to explore the experi-
ence of the Jews living under foreign influence or foreign rule, an issue of acute
interest both for those who lived in the Hellenistic Diaspora and those who were
struggling to build an infant Hellenistic kingdom in Palestine, surrounded by the
competing great powers.



the present. I believe that a willingness to take such historical distortions
seriously, as significant evidence of an author’s purpose rather than as care-
less or amusing flourishes, must lead future scholarship to deeper insights
into the meaning of particular fictional texts.

In Chapter 1, I discuss a group of texts surviving as independent self-
contained narratives preserved in or associated with the manuscripts of the
Septuagint, all of them recounting allegedly historical incidents in the period
after the fall of Israel and Judah, and ranging through the Assyrian, Baby-
lonian, Persian, and Hellenistic periods. In Chapter 2, I consider certain tales
embedded in Josephus’s Jewish Antiquities that also regard allegedly his-
torical incidents of the same postmonarchic period but present special prob-
lems of distinguishing Josephus’s treatment of these stories from their orig-
inal late Hellenistic form. Chapter 3 takes up two texts that in different ways
manipulate traditions about the period before the establishment of the
monarchy: the so-called hero romance of Artapanus and the supposed Jew-
ish novel Joseph and Aseneth. With the broader context of Hellenistic Jew-
ish fictions established in Part 1, Part 2 analyzes in depth a single purported
Jewish romance, 3 Maccabees.
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1 Jews at Court

Any study of Jewish texts that purport to be historical while yet exhibit-
ing significant historical anomalies must begin with seven that have sur-
vived as independent, self-contained narratives in or associated with the
manuscripts of the Septuagint. All purport to give an authentic account
of some incident in Jewish history, yet are so compounded with elements
of the fantastic that the basic historicity of the events they report has been
generally rejected. These texts include four composed originally in He-
brew or Aramaic and later translated into Greek—Esther, Daniel, Judith,
and Tobit—and three analogous texts originally composed in Greek, the
Letter of Aristeas,1 2 Maccabees,2 and 3 Maccabees.3 All are in some sense
variations on the so-called court narrative—that is, a self-contained nar-
rative focusing on the relationship between at least one prominent Jew
and a foreign king, in which the Jewish hero inevitably emerges tri-
umphant and the foreign king is humbled by or is reconciled with the hero,

9

1. Properly speaking, the Letter of Aristeas was of course preserved not through
the manuscripts of the Septuagint, but via an independent manuscript tradition. The
Letter of Aristeas is, however, so closely associated by its subject matter with the Sep-
tuagint tradition, and has so much in common with the Septuagint narratives, that I
have thought it better to include it here rather than deal with it in a separate section.

2. Second Maccabees alone among these texts has, as a whole, some claim to be
taken seriously as history, although many scholars are inclined to doubt its value as
a historical source. I am, however, concerned not with the historical accuracy of 2
Maccabees’ account of the Maccabean Revolt but with certain incidents embedded
in the narrative preceding the revolt that most scholars regard as legends, such as
Heliodorus’s frustrated attack on the Temple in the reign of Seleucus IV. See below,
pp. 13–16, 38–41.

3. Third Maccabees will be handled separately in greater detail below in Part 2.
This chapter will deal with the remaining six texts.



or both.4 Hence I have somewhat whimsically entitled this chapter “Jews
at Court.”5

All these texts, together with others that we will treat in later chapters,
have at times been assigned in the scholarly literature to a single genre, ro-
mance or novel.6 This problematic category, however, apart from being ex-
ceedingly ill defined, does little to enhance our understanding of the texts
either individually or as a group. Rather than attempt to force these texts
into an a priori category so broad as to be meaningless, I begin by consid-
ering what they do have in common and then consider how they are dis-
tinct from one another. For they do indeed have significant elements in com-
mon, and our understanding of these texts both individually and as a group
can be enhanced by studying them comparatively. The differences among
them, however, are as illuminating as the similarities, if not more so.

The common element among all these texts that has earned them the la-
bel “romance” is easy enough to identify superficially: All contain legendary
or fictional material intentionally fashioned to fit into the framework of a
coherent historical narrative. In this, these texts are quite different from ear-
lier texts containing legends, as L. M.Wills correctly points out.7 Herodotus
includes in his history both legends, from the plausible to the patently ab-
surd, and matters of historical fact, such as inscriptions, dates, and battles,
but he makes little or no effort to harmonize the two or to adapt the one to
fit the other. To take another example, it appears that chapters 1–6 in the
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4. Humphreys 1973 further subdivides the type of the court narrative into “court
conflicts,” in which the courtier is unexpectedly plunged into danger by the jeal-
ousy of his rivals but is miraculously preserved and restored to favor at the eleventh
hour, and “court contests,” in which the courtier proves his superior wisdom in com-
petition with other courtiers and thus impresses the king and secures high office.
The two subtypes are often mixed. There is a rich recent literature on the genre
(loosely defined) of the court narrative, focusing especially on Esther and Daniel.
For further bibliography, see Wills 1995: 41; Wills 1990: 1–12; and the seminal ar-
ticle by Humphreys 1973.

5. I am here severely oversimplifying the case. The classic examples of the court
narrative are Esther and Daniel 1–6, but there are certainly problems, to some de-
gree, with classifying 3 Maccabees, the Letter of Aristeas, and 2 Maccabees in this
way. Moreover, it should be observed that the preoccupation with relations between
the Jews and their foreign rulers does not begin and end with court narratives; al-
most all the texts with which I will ultimately be dealing (e.g., Artapanus’s life of
Moses, Joseph and Aseneth, Josephus’s tales of the Tobiads, and so forth) could be
said to share the same concern. My grouping of these six texts is necessarily some-
what arbitrary, but it will prove fruitful in the analysis.

6. Most recently, e.g., Wills 1995; Pervo 1987: 86–114.
7. Wills 1995: 5, and cf. 40–52 (on the development of Daniel from corpus of leg-

ends into narrative fiction).



Book of Daniel originated as a cycle of unrelated tales clustering around a
single figure or group (Daniel and his friends), and only in the version that
we now have was some effort was made to fit the legends into a coherent
historical narrative. It is at this latter point that the line is crossed between
pure legend (which would be irrelevant to the present discussion) and self-
conscious fiction.8 Let us, then, examine the texts before us, to see exactly
how they perform the alchemy of transmuting legend into history.

Our discussion will first document a problem, showing that each text’s
author has deliberately fashioned legendary or fictional material into the
semblance of historical narrative, and will then return to each text to un-
derstand the purpose of this deliberate misrepresentation of history.
Though to proceed thus will result in repetition, as in effect I treat each
text twice, the consideration of the problem separately from the purpose
for each text will illuminate precisely what common features these texts
do and do not share. It will also indicate why all these texts have caused
scholars similar problems of interpretation, even when their original lan-
guages, origins, audiences, forms, and purposes are altogether different. I
show that essentially the same technique—deliberately interweaving his-
tory and fiction—can be and is used to address very different goals in a
wide variety of settings.

The most remarkable example of self-conscious historical fiction in the
Hellenistic period is certainly the Letter of Aristeas.9 The letter presents it-
self as the narrative of one Aristeas, a distinguished Greek (i.e., gentile)10

courtier of Ptolemy II Philadelphus (r. 285–245 b.c.e.) who witnessed at first
hand the translation of the Jewish Scriptures and who now wishes to give
an account of the translation for his learned brother Philocrates. According
to his account, the Torah was translated on the initiative of Philadelphus
himself, under the close supervision of Demetrius of Phalerum, the founder
of the Alexandrian library.

In fact, there is no independent evidence that this Aristeas or his brother
Philocrates ever existed.11 The Letter of Aristeas is not autobiographical,
although it purports to be. Rather, the third-century Greek courtier Aristeas
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8. Wills 1995: 44.
9. On the Letter of Aristeas generally, see Meecham 1935; Hadas 1951; Pelletier

1962; Shutt 1985; Schürer 1986: 684; Modrzejewski 1995: 65–66, 99–106; Barclay
1996: 138–50; Gruen 1998: 209–11; Collins 2000: 97–103, 191–95.

10. For Aristeas’s self-representation as a gentile, see, e.g., LtAris 3, 6, 16, 112,
128–29, 306; cf. Meecham 1932: 92; Pelletier 1962: 56.

11. Schürer 1986: 677; Meecham 1932: 135.



is a dramatic persona adopted by a second-century Jewish author.12 More-
over, although the translation may have taken place in the reign of Philadel-
phus,13 the initiative most likely came not from the king but from the Jew-
ish community at Alexandria.14 Demetrius of Phalerum, at any rate, can have
had nothing to do with the matter, since immediately upon accession
Philadelphus exiled him.15

Yet Aristeas (for our second-century Jewish author has no other name)
not only went to the trouble of inventing a fictional narrator and pretend-
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12. The degree of detailed knowledge of and interest in Jewish customs exhib-
ited by the author make it virtually certain that he is a Jew; one need only consider
Eleazar’s detailed exposition of Jewish dietary law (128–71) to see that the Letter of
Aristeas could scarcely have been composed by a gentile, no matter how sympa-
thetic. Cf. Meecham 1932: 92–93; Pelletier 1962: 56; Shutt 1985: 9; Schürer 1986:
684; Gruen 1998: 210–11. Moreover, the author betrays himself through frequent
anachronisms. He not only uses official formulas characteristic of the later second
century (Bickermann 1930) but occasionally slips out of his persona to remark on
the customs of “those times” (LtAris 28, 182; Meecham 1932: 139–40). The precise
date of the Letter of Aristeas remains a matter for dispute (Gruen 1998: 210 n.76;
Collins 2000: 98–101), but there is widespread agreement that the text must be dated,
in the broadest terms, “some time in the second century” (Schürer 1986: 684). See
also Meecham (1932: 94–109), who, after an extensive review of the evidence, fa-
vors “the later Ptolemaic period (say about BC 100)”; Pelletier 1962: 57–58; Gold-
stein (1991: 9, 18), who favors a narrow limit between 163 and 130 or even more
narrowly in the 130s b.c.e.

13. The earliest citations from the Greek Pentateuch are found in the later third
century b.c.e. (in the fragments of Demetrius the Chronographer; see Holladay 1983:
51–54), suggesting that a date ca. 250 b.c.e. for the translation of the Torah is not
unreasonable.

14. Hadas 1951: 68; cf. Schürer 1986: 491–92. Modrzejewski 1995: 102–6, how-
ever, has recently made the fascinating suggestion that there might indeed have been
some degree of royal initiative if, as he believes, the Torah was put to practical use
in local law courts dealing with Jewish litigants. Modrzejewski (1995: 106) compares
the translation of the Torah with Philadelphus’s translation of the Demotic Case Book
(an Egyptian legal handbook) into Greek during the same period. This is a most in-
triguing idea, but unfortunately the examples Modrzejewski gives (1995: 107–12)
do not seem to clearly show that the Torah was ever used in such a way. Still, the
possibility that some degree of royal initiative was involved cannot be ruled out,
whether motivated by practical legal concerns or by the cultural ambitions that Aris-
teas emphasizes.

15. Demetrius of Phalerum had supported Philadelphus’s brother, Ptolemy Cer-
aunus, as Soter’s heir. When the question was decided in favor of Philadelphus and
Soter associated Philadelphus with himself on the throne in 285 b.c.e., Philadel-
phus immediately arranged to have Demetrius exiled (Hadas 1951: 7, with refer-
ences; see also Meecham 1932: 135–38; Pelletier 1962: 66–67; Gruen 1998: 209). To
be sure, the error would be caught only by a reader with a fairly good knowledge of
early Ptolemaic history, but the well-educated Alexandrian Jew at whose level the
text is consistently aimed might easily have had that knowledge.



ing to give an eyewitness account of contemporary events—an act of
bizarre creativity difficult to parallel—but went to extraordinary lengths to
buttress his fiction with convincing detail. He supplies reams of official cor-
respondence, all composed to mimic the style of the Ptolemaic chancellery
(LtAris 29–51). He introduces a host of well-known literary figures from
the early third century, including not only Demetrius of Phalerum, who
plays a leading role, but also others such as Menedemus of Eretria.16 He in-
troduces an Arsinoe, no doubt intended to evoke the more famous of
Philadelphus’s two wives named Arsinoe, his full sister Arsinoe II.17 He gives
names to every one of the seventy-two priests. He invokes both Philadel-
phus’s reputation for fabulous wealth18 and his reputation for cultivating
the society of intellectuals.19 And lest there be the slightest doubt left in the
reader’s mind, Aristeas goes out of his way to insist that what he has writ-
ten is the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but.20 So thoroughly did Aris-
teas succeed in creating a believable fiction that the veracity of his account
was not doubted until the seventeenth century.21

Whereas the Letter of Aristeas represents itself as an eyewitness narra-
tive but proves on closer examination to be a self-conscious fiction from be-
ginning to end, 2 Maccabees appears at first sight to be made of sterner stuff.
It represents itself as an epitome of a five-volume history of the Maccabean
Revolt by one Jason of Cyrene (2 Macc. 2.19–27), chronicling in detail events
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16. Menedemus of Eretria appears as one of those present at the symposium
hosted for the translators. He admires the wisdom of the Jewish sages and cites with
approval their belief that “man is a creature of God” and that “all power and beauty
of discourse have their starting point from God” (LtAris 201). Menedemus of Ere-
tria (d. ca. 287 b.c.e.) was a Socratic philosopher and a friend of Antigonus Go-
natas. He died too early to have visited the court of Philadelphus, although he may
have visited the court of Soter. Cf. Hadas 1951: 7, 178–79 n.201; Meecham 1932:
139, 327–28.

17. It is unlikely that the author meant to fix the date of his tale precisely within
the short period of Philadelphus’s marriage to Arsinoe II (ca. 275–70 b.c.e.); rather,
this detail is part of the portrayal of the quintessential Philadelphus of history, evoca-
tive in the same way that Anne Boleyn is evocative for the reign of Henry VIII.

18. Cf. the extended ecphrasis on the gifts sent to Jerusalem (LtAris 51–82).
19. Most notably in the extended symposium scene (LtAris 198–301) and of

course in the references to individuals such as Demetrius of Phalerum and Menede-
mus of Eretria.

20. LtAris 296–97, oi[omai de; kai; pa'si toi'" paralhyomevnoi" th;n ajnagrafh;n a[pis-
ton fanei'tai. yeuvsasqai me;n ou\n ouj kaqh'kovn ejsti peri; tw'n ajnagrafomevnwn: eij de; kaiv
ti parabaivhn, oujc o{sion ejn touvtoi": ajll’, wJ" gevgonen, ou{tw" diasafou'men ajfosiouvmenoi
pa'n aJmavrthma.He goes on to declare that the accuracy of his account can be confirmed
by consulting the royal records (298–300).

21. H. Hody (1659–1707) was the first to question it (Contra Historiam Aris-
teae de LXX Interpretibus Dissertatio [Oxford, 1685]). Cf. Shutt 1985: 8.



that can for the most part be confirmed from other sources.22 Yet on closer
inspection it also proves to contain fictional or legendary material reworked
as history—most important, the account that it gives of the life and death
of Onias III.

The high priest Onias III is the central figure in the opening chapters of
2 Maccabees, the hero whose character and actions foreshadow the later role
of Judah the Maccabee. The opening words of the main narrative attribute
entirely to Onias the unbroken peace (pavsh" eijrhvnh", 2 Macc. 3.1) that the
Jews enjoyed under Seleucid rule before the accession of Antiochus IV.23 It
was because of Onias’s piety and hatred of wickedness (eujsevbeiavn te kai;
misoponhrivan, ibid.) that the Seleucid kings treated the Temple with respect
and even generosity (3.1–3). It is Onias who withstands the attempt of He-
liodorus, minister of Seleucus IV (r. 187–175 b.c.e.), to invade and plunder
the Temple (3.4–40), and when Onias is murdered at Antioch by an agent
of Menelaus, the Greeks of Antioch and Antiochus IV himself are filled with
indignation and pity (4.33–38). Later, Onias appears to Judah in a vision on
the eve of the crucial battle with Nicanor, side by side with no less a man
than the prophet Jeremiah, who bestows upon Judah a golden sword, a sym-
bol of divine favor and victory (15.12–16).24
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22. The historical reliability of 2 Maccabees, compared to other sources for the
Maccabean Revolt such as 1 Maccabees, Josephus, and Daniel, is a matter of contro-
versy. (See, e.g., Goldstein 1983, with extensive bibliography.) However reliable or
unreliable, it was certainly dealing (unlike 3 Maccabees or the Letter of Aristeas)
with a series of historical events that are also recorded by other historical sources
and is generally treated by scholars (again unlike 3 Maccabees and the Letter of Aris-
teas) as a legitimate historical source, if not necessarily a trustworthy one. Our dis-
cussion, however, will focus on the legendary material embedded within the his-
torical narrative.

23. The main narrative of 2 Maccabees begins at 3.1. The first two chapters con-
tain introductory material: two cover letters (1.1–9; 1.10–2.18) and the epitomator’s
preface (2.19–32). The exact relationship of the letters to the epitome is bitterly dis-
puted (Goldstein 1983: 26, 137–88). Most scholars argue that the letters cannot have
been added by the author of the epitome, since the letters contradict the main nar-
rative at several points; rather, they must have been attached to the epitome at some
point by some third party. Yet there are striking similarities between the epitome
and the letters, both in content and in theme. The letters themselves, dated respec-
tively to 124 and 164 b.c.e., may or may not be forgeries. It is possible that schol-
ars have been overly hasty in dismissing the possibility that the author of the epit-
ome was also responsible for attaching, if not indeed composing, the cover letters.
Regrettably, however, this is not the place to reopen this fascinating question. I there-
fore exclude the letters from this discussion and focus upon the main narrative be-
ginning at 2 Maccabees 3.

24. Parente 1994: 73 also notes this passage (2 Macc. 15.12–16) as an indicator
of Onias’s extraordinary importance for the author of 2 Maccabees.



There is no doubting the significance of the figure of Onias for the his-
torical account of 2 Maccabees.Yet although Onias III, son of Simon the Just
(Sir. 50.1–21), was certainly a historical figure, we know almost nothing
about him beyond what is recorded in 2 Maccabees. Josephus scarcely men-
tions him.25 Neither is he mentioned by the author of 1 Maccabees, who is
concerned only with the events that followed Jason’s usurpation of the high
priesthood.26 Moreover, the traditions recorded by the author of 2 Maccabees
are highly suspect. The Heliodorus incident bears a striking resemblance,
down to the smallest details, to the experience of Philopator at Jerusalem
described by the author of 3 Maccabees (1.9–2.24). There can be no doubt
that the two are variants of the same popular legend.27 In fact, this partic-
ular legend is a subtype of a motif broadly attested both in Greek and in
Near Eastern literature, that of the invader who is driven back from a tem-
ple by an epiphany of the offended god.28 Although it is quite possible that
this particular instance of the legend may distantly reflect a genuine conflict
over Temple treasures in the reign of Seleucus IV,29 most historians have
rightly rejected the incident as largely or wholly fictional.30

The tradition regarding the death of Onias is likewise suspect. Accord-
ing to the author of 2 Maccabees, after taking refuge in a pagan temple at
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25. Josephus, AJ 12.156–57, 223–25 (cf. 20.236, apparently relying on a differ-
ent source from that used for AJ 12; see Hölscher 1940: 7, 19); Goldstein 1983: 199.
For a recent detailed discussion of Onias’s career and the conflicting traditions sur-
rounding his death, see Parente 1994: 69–98 (incidentally arguing that Onias III did
not in fact die, either naturally or by foul play, but fled to Egypt and there was the
original founder of the Leontopolis temple).

26. The author of 1 Maccabees does not of course mention Jason by name, but
he clearly alludes to his activities at 1.11–15.

27. There is no need to assume that the author of 3 Maccabees borrowed the
episode directly from 2 Maccabees or vice versa. Rather, as in the case of the vari-
ants of the elephant legend attested in 3 Maccabees and in Josephus’s Contra Api-
onem, we have here evidence of a popular legend that recurred at different times
and in different places with essentially the same narrative structure but a different
cast of historical characters. See further below, Chap. 5, pp. 183–90.

28. Goldstein 1983: 198.
29. There is a pattern of incidents involving Seleucid kings and the plundering

of temples in the years following the defeat of Antiochus III at Apamea (Goldstein
1983: 200). It would appear that Antiochus III, Seleucus IV, and Antiochus IV were
somewhat strapped for cash during this period, and resorted to a time-honored
method for evening up the balance sheet. Moreover, it appears that Daniel 11.20
refers to such an incident in the reign of Seleucus IV: “Then shall arise in his place
one who shall send an exactor of tribute through the glory of the kingdom; but within
a few days he shall be broken, neither in anger nor in battle” (RSV). Cf. Goldstein
1983: 196–97.

30. Pace Goldstein 1983: 196–97.



Daphne Onias was murdered by one Andronicus, a courtier of Antiochus
IV.When Antiochus returned to Antioch, he was appalled and promptly had
Andronicus executed (2 Macc. 4.33–38). This is suspiciously reminiscent of
the account given by Diodorus of the death of the young Antiochus, the
ward of Antiochus IV.31 According to Josephus,32 by contrast, Onias III died
a natural death. The details given in 2 Maccabees for the life and death of
Onias III are thus almost purely fictional, but they have been intelligently
and carefully integrated into the larger historical framework. As a result,
the debate over the historicity of these events has continued to this day.33

Whereas 3 Maccabees, the Letter of Aristeas, and 2 Maccabees all deal
with the relations of the Jews with their foreign rulers in Hellenistic times
and were unquestionably composed originally in Greek, these texts appear
to be closely related to four others originally composed largely in Hebrew
or Aramaic that are concerned rather with the relationship between the Jews
and various Near Eastern kings: Esther, Daniel, Judith, and Tobit.34 In these
texts, as in 3 Maccabees, a patently legendary narrative is located within a
fictional historical context integral to the story.

The Book of Esther unfolds ostensibly at the court of a Persian king
identified in the Hebrew text as Ahasuerus and in the Greek as Artaxerxes.35
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31. Diodorus 30.7.2; cf. John of Antioch F 58 (C. Müller, ed., Fragmenta His-
toricorum Graecorum [Paris, 1878–85], 4.558–59); Mørkholm 1966: 42–50; Gold-
stein 1983: 238–39.

32. AJ 12.237–39. Parente (1994: 69–98) considers yet a third strand of the tra-
dition (BJ 1.31–33, 7.420–36), according to which Onias III did not die but fled to
Egypt to found the temple at Leontopolis (which his son Onias IV would then have
inherited).

33. Cf. Goldstein 1983: 196–97, 238–39.
34. See below, Chap. 4, pp. 141–69 for an analysis of the common threads that

link 3 Maccabees, the Letter of Aristeas, and 2 Maccabees on the one hand and Daniel
and Esther on the other. In this study, I deal primarily with the later Greek versions
of Esther, Daniel, Judith, and Tobit, which translate and freely adapt the Semitic orig-
inals. I do not therefore deal at any great length with the differences between the
Hebrew/Aramaic versions and the Greek versions, or the extent to which changes
and developments may have occurred in translation. To the extent that these texts
share significant characteristics, those characteristics are in many cases as evident
in the Hebrew/Aramaic versions as they are in the Greek versions, as I will show.
To what extent these texts should then be considered characteristic of developments
in Near Eastern literature or Greek literature, or of a dialogue between the two, must
remain an open question, which deserves much further study.

35. As mentioned in the previous note, I focus on characteristics common to both
Masoretic and Greek versions of the Book of Esther, but the subject of the develop-
ment of novelistic features in both Hebrew and Greek versions cries out for further
study.The complex tradition history of Esther in particular offers a rich field for this
type of research. The relationship between the Masoretic text of Esther and the two 



This is unmistakably Xerxes the Great (r. 485–465 b.c.e.), leader of the in-
vasion of Greece in 480.36 Lest the reader have any doubt, the author clearly37

identifies the Persian king as “the one who reigned from India to Ethiopia
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Greek versions (the so-called A Text and the Septuagint or B text) has received sev-
eral important studies recently; cf. Clines 1984, Fox 1991b, and Day 1995. Fox (1991b)
convincingly argues that the Greek A text and the Masoretic text represent differ-
ent traditions expanding and revising a single proto-Esther Hebrew text and that
the Septuagint represents a Greek version of the Masoretic text that has been ex-
panded and revised with the help of the A text. The date and provenance of proto-
Esther and its Masoretic descendant are still open to debate. I have recently argued
(“Novelistic Elements in Esther: Persian or Hellenistic, Jewish or Greek?” Catholic
Biblical Quarterly, forthcoming) for a Persian or at the latest very early Hellenis-
tic date for the Masoretic text, suggesting that the novelistic features already seen
in Hebrew Esther may in fact be an internal development within Second Temple
Persian-era Hebrew literature rather than a mark of Greek influence in the second
century b.c.e. In the brief compass of this overview, however, such intriguing ques-
tions must be set aside.

36. Esther makes, to be sure, no reference to this event. No doubt from the point
of view of Xerxes and his subjects who lived under Persian rule a failed raid into ter-
ritories that lay on the far western border was of little significance.

37. Levenson 1997: 23, 43; Fox 1991a: 14–15; Moore 1971: 3–4; Paton 1908: 51–54.
The identification is explicit in the Hebrew.The Hebrew text begins simply (1.1): “In
the days of Ahasuerus, the Ahasuerus who reigned from India to Ethiopia over one
hundred and twenty-seven provinces. . . .” Among all the Persian kings whose name
was some variant on Ahashwerosh (in Greek, Artaxerxes or Xerxes), it has become
clear from comparison with Persian, Babylonian, and Aramaic inscriptions that the
Hebrew spelling of the name used here (‘hshwrwsh, not ‘ahashwerosh, as at Ezra
4.6, Dan. 1.9, Tob. 14.15) can refer only to Xerxes I (Paton 1908: 51–54; Moore 1971:
3–4), and it appears that the author chose this spelling precisely in order to avoid am-
biguity (Moore 1971: 3). The Greek text, which adds an introduction not found in
the Hebrew (A1–17), rather repetitively identifies the king twice: once, in its own
words, as “Artaxerxes the Great” (A1: jE‰tou" deutevrou basileuvonto" jArtaxevrxou tou'
megavlou) and a second time where it takes up the translation of the Hebrew (1.1: kai;
ejgevneto meta; tou;" lovgou" touvtou" ejn tai'" hJmevrai" jArtaxevrxou—ou|to" oJ jArtax-
evrxh" ajpo; th'" jIndikh'" eJkato;n ei[kosi eJpta; cwrw'n ejkravthsen). Both the formula
“Artaxerxes the Great” and the description of his dominions seem to indicate that
the Septuagint translator was still thinking of the famous Xerxes but misrendered
the name as Artaxerxes; he may have been misled by the more common biblical
spelling of Ahasuerus, Ahashwerosh. Josephus, however, was confused by the use of
the name Artaxerxes in his Greek source and identified this king as Artaxerxes I (Pa-
ton 1908: 53). Nevertheless, the description both in Hebrew and in Greek of the ex-
tent of Ahasuerus’s territories clearly fits Xerxes I better than any of his successors.
Xerxes himself boasted thus of the extent of his dominions in a foundation tablet
from his palace at Persepolis, citing both India and Ethiopia by name in a long list of
territories (Moore 1971: 4). His claims are confirmed by the account of Herodotus
(3.97; 7.9, 65, 69–70). Such an extended empire is consistent with the time of Dar-
ius and Xerxes but not with that of a later Persian king such as Artaxerxes I (r. 465–425
b.c.e.) or II (r. 404–358 b.c.e.) (Paton 1908: 54).



over a hundred and twenty-seven provinces.”38 The events of the tale are
precisely dated by the years of Ahasuerus’s reign (Esther A1, 1.3, 2.16, 3.7,
etc.), and the narrative is liberally seasoned with realistic historical details
consistent with what we know of Xerxes himself and with the practices of
Persian rule.39 As in 3 Maccabees and the Letter of Aristeas, the author of
the Masoretic text frequently refers to official records, including both royal
chronicles (2.23, 6.1, 10.2) and royal edicts (1.22, 3.12, 8.9–14); the author
of the Septuagint version goes still further, inserting purportedly verbatim
copies of two of Ahasuerus’s decrees (B1–7, E1–24). Most striking, the au-
thor intentionally echoes historical biblical narratives, opening with a for-
mula conventional in the historical books of the Bible40 and closing with an
invitation to the reader to consult the “Book of the Chronicles of the Kings
of the Medes and Persians” for an exact account of Ahasuerus’s reign.41 Thus

18 / Historical Fictions and Jewish Identity

38. The reference may be to provinces (Heb. medinot), not satrapies, of which
there were never more than 31 (Moore 1971: 4); cf. the 120 provinces (medinot) sup-
posedly governed by Daniel’s Darius the Mede (Dan. 6.2, 9.1). Alternatively, both
Esther and Daniel are grossly exaggerating the number of satrapies in the Persian
empire—entirely possible, given their unconcern with precise historical accuracy in
other respects. Fox (1991a: 15, 139–40) argues that the reference is to satrapies, and
that therefore Esther cannot date before the Hellenistic period, since no Persian reader
would accept the notion of 127 satrapies; but Levenson (1997: 25–26) rightly objects
to the assumption that the audience would have been disturbed by obviously un-
historical details. It is in any case hard to believe that even a Hellenistic reader would
have accepted 127 satrapies as historical!

39. The action takes place at Susa (1.2, 5–6), where Xerxes did indeed have a win-
ter palace that has been explored in archaeological excavations (Moore 1971: xxxix,
xli).The Xerxes described by Herodotus, at times lavish and expansive, at others capri-
cious and violent, is consistent with the portrayal of his character in Esther (1.47,
5.3 and 6.6–7 illustrate Xerxes’ better side, while 1.12 and 7.7–8 hint at his darker
half; cf. Paton 1908: 64; Moore 1971: xli). The author is, moreover, intimately fa-
miliar with Persian administration and customs, such as the seven wise councilors
who advise the king (Esther 1.13–14; Ezra 7.14; Hdt. 3.31, 84); the famous postal
system instituted by Cyrus (Esther 3.13, 8.10); and the custom of obeisance or
proskynésis so despised by the Greeks (3.2, e.g.), to name only a few examples (Pa-
ton 1908: 65; Moore 1971: xli). See also Levenson 1997: 23–27; Fox 1991a: 134–35;
Gordis 1976: 44 with n. 11.

40. The opening phrase “and it came to pass” (Esther 1.1, Heb. wyhy, Gk. kai;
ejgevneto) is paralleled in the historical books of Joshua, Judges, and 1 and 2 Samuel;
it seems to be deliberately intended to invoke the opening of an authentic biblical
historical narrative in the archaic style (Paton 1908: 64; Berg 1979: 2; Moore 1971:
3). Berlin (2001: xxvii) makes the intriguing suggestion that the author’s intent is
to burlesque historiography rather than pay homage to it; perhaps there is an ele-
ment of both.

41. Esther 10.2: “And all the acts of his power and might, and the full account
of the high honor of Mordecai, to which the king advanced him, are they not writ-
ten in the Book of the Chronicles of the kings of Media and Persia?” (RSV); kai; th;n 



the author of Esther, like the authors of 3 Maccabees, the Letter of Aristeas,
and 2 Maccabees, uses every device at his disposal to create a believable his-
torical setting for his story.42

There can be no doubt, however, that the story itself is the stuff of fiction
and legend. Many elements of the story are easily recognizable as legendary
motifs: the loyal Jewish courtier who saves the king from his gentile ene-
mies, for instance, or the king who is persuaded to persecute the Jews by
evil advisors, only to discover his mistake at the eleventh hour, so that the
Jews are restored to favor and their enemies are utterly confounded.43 The
accumulation of romantic details and fantastic coincidences leading to a
melodramatic dénouement would not have been out of place in any fictional
tale, from the Odyssey to the ancient novels. The historical narrative, al-
though superficially realistic and convincing, is rife with inconsistencies,
anachronisms, and errors.44 Finally, it has been argued that Purim itself,
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ijscu;n aujtou' kai; ajndragaqivan, plou'tovn te kai; dovxan th'" basileiva" aujtou': ijdou; gevg-
raptai ejn biblivw/ basilevwn Persw'n kai; Mhvdwn eij" mnhmovsunon. In the same way
we find cited in 1 and 2 Kings “The Book of the Acts of Solomon” (1 Kings 11.41),
“The Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Israel” (1 Kings 14.19 and in sixteen
other places), and “The Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Judah” (1 Kings 14.29
and in fourteen other places); cf. also 2 Chronicles 25.26, 32.32. This may conceiv-
ably refer to a popular Jewish chronicle of the Persian period, now lost, similar to
the sources used by the authors of Kings and Chronicles (Paton 1908: 304; Moore
1971: 99), but is much more likely a complete fiction invented on the analogy of
Kings and Chronicles. Moore (1971: xxxv) assumes that the author would never have
dared to extend such an invitation except in good faith. The response of Fox (1991a:
136) is apposite: “The same argument would prove the actuality of Lilliput, since
Gulliver’s (fictitious) publisher assures the reader that he received Gulliver’s papers
from Gulliver himself.” I argue throughout this study that the authors of these works
do not behave as if they expected to be checked or tested; they seem in fact to be
cheerfully oblivious of the possibility of being caught or exposed in the creation of
a fictional version of history. These authors did not share our prejudices and as-
sumptions about what makes a good historical fiction (i.e., one without errors, which
is theoretically undetectable as fiction). Cf. below, Chap. 5, pp. 190–216.

42. Regarding Esther’s use of written documentation, Clines (1984: 22) acutely
observes that “no part of the Old Testament story is more overtly oriented towards
the practice of keeping written records of events and decisions. . . . In Esther, real-
ity tends towards inscripturation, and attains its true quality only when it is writ-
ten down.” Gordis (1981: 375) actually suggests that the author is deliberately em-
ulating the style of a Persian chronicle written by a gentile scribe.

43. There has been an abundant scholarly literature identifying and analyzing
obvious folk and legendary motifs in the plot of Esther; see Wills (1990: 1–12) for a
survey of some of the most recent bibliography on this subject.

44. Examples are legion, but to name only a few of the more ludicrous: Morde-
cai was carried off in the Exile in 597 b.c.e. (Esther 2.5) but is still alive and flour-
ishing to be made prime minister in the twelfth year of Xerxes (474 b.c.e.), 123 years 



which the narrative of Esther undertakes to explain, is originally not a Jew-
ish but a pagan festival of unknown origin and that the story of Esther is
very likely therefore to reflect not a concrete episode of Jewish history but
a pagan myth, taken over by the Jews during the Exile and rearticulated in
the light of Jewish life under Persian rule.45 At most, the adaptation of the
legend to a Jewish setting under Persian rule may conceivably reflect a for-
gotten incident of persecution under Persian rule, just as the adaptation of
the elephant legend to various Hellenistic settings in 3 Maccabees and Jose-
phus may reflect some forgotten persecution under the Ptolemies.46 As a
historical source for the reign of Xerxes, however, we may safely conclude
that the value of Esther is nil.

Where the Book of Esther centers around one particular legend set in the
reign of Xerxes, the narrative portion of the Book of Daniel (1–6) contains
a series of tales centered around the prophet Daniel and represented as tak-
ing place under a succession of Near Eastern monarchs. Daniel is an apoc-
alyptic text—the first of its kind,47 although the apocalypse was to become
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later (3.7, 8.2); Xerxes holds an empirewide search for a wife and chooses the un-
known but lovely Esther, although Persian law required that the queen be drawn
from one of seven noble Persian families (Hdt. 3.84); even had Persian law allowed
a woman like Esther to become queen, we know that Amestris, not Esther, was queen
between the seventh and twelfth years of Xerxes’ reign (Esther 2.16, 3.7; cf. Hdt.
7.114, 9.112); and moreover, in the year in which Esther supposedly arrived at court
(480 b.c.e., Esther 2.16), Xerxes would have been fighting in Greece. For a more com-
plete discussion, see Levenson 1997: 23–27; Fox 1991a: 131–40; Moore 1971: xlv–xlvi;
Paton 1908: 71–77.

45. The name of the festival, Purim, is explained by the author as being derived
from the word pur, that is, “lot” (3.7; 9.24, 26). As this indicates, the word pur is not
native to Hebrew. It is, in fact, derived from the Babylonian word puru, which means
“lot” or “fate” (Moore 1971: xlvii). A popular explanation for the origin of Purim
suggests that the festival was originally a historicized Babylonian myth or ritual, in
which Mordecai and Esther represent the Babylonian gods Marduk and Ishtar
(Moore 1971: xlvii–xlviii; Paton 1908: 87–94). Others trace the legend to the ritu-
als of the Persian New Year (Moore 1971: xlvii–xlviii; Paton 1908: 84–87). A range
of theories is reviewed by Gordis 1976: 44 with n. 10. In any case, the attempt to
seek a historical kernel in the narrative of Esther is likely to be futile.

46. See below, Chap. 5, pp. 183–90. Gordis (1981: 382–88) goes further than most
in attempting (somewhat unconvincingly) to defend the historicity of Esther, but
even he allows that Esther represents at best “a traditional reworking of what may
well have been a real historical incident” ibid. 386).

47. With the possible exception of parts of Enoch. Some parts of Enoch may be
significantly older than Daniel, but direct dependence of Daniel on Enoch cannot
be demonstrated; rather, both texts have an early, experimental character, demon-
strating an fascinating degree of parallel thought development (Collins 1993:
58–60).



an easily recognizable genre in the following centuries.48 Written during
the reign of Antiochus IV Epiphanes as a commentary upon and interpre-
tation of the events of the Maccabean Revolt (167–164 b.c.e.), Daniel con-
sists of a narration of significant events in the life of the prophet in exile,
followed by a series of apocalyptic prophecies supposedly uttered by Daniel
in those years. Daniel is a legendary historical figure twice mentioned by
Ezekiel (14.14, 28.3); it was to become traditional for the author of an apoc-
alypse to attribute his visions to a famous individual from the past.49

Daniel’s status as a genuine historical figure and the historical context
of his prophecies are established by the author with some care. Each of chap-
ters 1–6 in Daniel recounts a different legend: the prophet’s arrival at court
(Dan. 1.8–21), Nebuchadnezzar’s dream about the idol with feet of clay
(2.1–49), the three youths in the fiery furnace (3.1–30), Nebuchadnezzar’s
bout of madness (4.1–37), Belshazzar’s feast and the writing on the wall
(5.1–31), and Daniel in the lion’s den (6.1–28). It seems clear that these leg-
ends were originally quite independent of one another.50 In the current ver-
sion, however, great care has been taken to provide for the tales a consistent
historical framework, and to create a logical narrative progression.51 In fact,
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48. We will return to the problem of genre below. There has been an explosion
of recent literature on the literary genre of the apocalypse; see especially Collins
1998: 1–42; Collins 1993: 52–60; Collins and Charlesworth 1991; Collins 1984: 2–24;
Collins 1979; Hanson 1975.

49. E.g., Adam, Enoch, Noah, and Abraham (Collins 1998: 6). See Collins (1993:
1–2) for the references to a legendary Daniel in Ezekiel and perhaps elsewhere. The
Daniel of the Exile seems to have little in common with his legendary prototype ex-
cept his proverbial wisdom and his name. He is, for all intents and purposes, an in-
vented fictional character with a distinguished pedigree.

50. Collins 1993: 28, 35; Wills 1995: 44. Daniel 3 does not even mention Daniel
but focuses only on his companions. They have a tendency to prove the same point
over and over, and even in our current text the transitions from one chapter to the
next are abrupt and artificial. Moreover, there is significant evidence that they were
originally attributed to the reigns of several different Babylonian and Persian kings
without regard to the sequence they now have: Daniel 2 may have been associated
with Nebuchadnezzar, Daniel 4 with Nabonidus (not Nebuchadnezzar), and Daniel
6 with Darius I of Persia (not the mysterious Darius the Mede). See further discus-
sion below.

51. It is usually argued that Daniel 2–6 at least were brought together and bound
into narrative form before the collection was used by the redactor(s) who added
Daniel 7–12 in the Maccabean period. Collins (1993: 26–38) argues for the follow-
ing sequence: tales, circulating independently (third century b.c.e.); Daniel 2–6 col-
lected and Daniel 1 composed, in Aramaic ( late third century?); Daniel 7 added, in
Aramaic, in the very early Maccabean period, before 167 b.c.e.; Daniel 8–12 added
(in Hebrew) and Daniel 1 translated into Hebrew between 167 and 164. I will be
considering the collection of Daniel 1–6 primarily in its current context, without
speculating at any great length about earlier redactional layers. However, I briefly 



Daniel 1 was composed with the clear intention of providing a framework
within which the other tales may be understood.52 It sets the scene by nar-
rating Nebuchadnezzar’s conquest of Jerusalem in the third year of Je-
hoiakim (1.1–2).53 It explains that Daniel and his companions were brought
to court as part of a program to educate nobly born foreign youths in the
service of the Babylonian court (1.3–5). It also explains (1.6–7) why Daniel
and his companions are called on the one hand Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael,
and Azariah (their Hebrew names, used in the Hebrew portions of the text),
and on the other hand Belteshazzar, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego (the
Babylonian names assigned to them by the chief eunuch, used in the Ara-
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reconsider theories about the redaction history of the text below where I discuss the
significance of the peculiar chronology of Daniel 1–6.

52. Collins 1993: 35, 129–30. The introduction was most likely originally added
in Aramaic by the redactor who collected the Aramaic tales of Daniel 2–6, some time
before redactor(s) appended the prophecies of Daniel 7–12 in the Maccabean period.
As it now stands, Daniel 1, like Daniel 8–12, is in Hebrew; the Hebrew introduction
may be a translation of the original Aramaic or a substantial revision or substitu-
tion dating from the Maccabean period.

53. There is some chronological confusion in this passage. Jeremiah 25.1 clearly
identifies the first year of Nebuchadnezzar with the fourth (not third) year of Je-
hoiakim (Collins 1993: 130).The third year of Jehoiakim (r. 609–598 b.c.e.) was 606
b.c.e., at which point Judah was temporarily under Egyptian domination and Neb-
uchadnezzar (r. 605–562 b.c.e.) had not yet succeeded his father, Nabopolassar. (Neb-
uchadnezzar is attested as crown prince in the Babylonian Chronicle in 607, but did
not succeed his father until 605, after the battle of Carchemish; Wiseman 1985:
12–19.) Moreover, in the detailed account of the Babylonian Chronicle there is no
reference to any siege of Jerusalem before 598/7 (Wiseman 1985: 23). It seems clear
that the author of Daniel is in fact referring to the first deportation of 597, an ac-
count of which is given in 2 Kings 24. Jehoiakim had transferred his allegiance from
Egypt to Nebuchadnezzar but revolted after three years (2 Kings 24.1), probably in
601 (Collins 1993: 132). Jehoiakim died of natural causes just a month before the
siege began (598 b.c.e.), and was succeeded by his son Jehoiakin (2 Kings 24.6), who
ruled but three months (24.8) before Jerusalem fell to Nebuchadnezzar in the spring
of 597 (Wiseman 1965: 32). Second Kings 24.10–17 and 2 Chronicles 36.5–8 give
an account of Nebuchadnezzar’s siege of Jerusalem, the deportation of the king Je-
hoiakin (mistakenly identified as Jehoiakim in 2 Chronicles) and the leading nobles,
and the removal of the Temple treasures, to all of which events Daniel 1.1–2 clearly
refers. The claim of Daniel that Jerusalem fell to Nebuchadnezzar in the third year
of Jehoiakim seems to arise from a confused reading of two points in the biblical
text: the report of 2 Kings 24.1 that Jehoiakim rebelled against Nebuchadnezzar af-
ter three years and the mistaken reference of 2 Chronicles 36.5–8 to the deporta-
tion of Jehoiakim rather than Jehoiakin (Collins 1993: 132). Evidently, precise
chronological accuracy was not our author’s first concern (Montgomery 1927: 114;
Collins 1993: 132), but it is worth noting that the author of Daniel, like the other
authors we have been considering, likes to give the appearance of historical preci-
sion even as he is indifferent to genuine historical accuracy.



maic portions of the text). Finally, it specifies the end point of the historical
framework of the story by specifying that Daniel lived into the first year of
King Cyrus (1.21).54

Within this framework, each legend occupies its place in history. Neb-
uchadnezzar’s dream is placed early in his reign (Dan. 2.1); Daniel’s success
in interpreting it leads to his promotion to the (anachronistically named)
office of chief satrap of Babylon and his friends’ promotions to corre-
spondingly high positions (2.49). The legend of the three men in the fiery
furnace likewise takes place in the reign of Nebuchadnezzar, although sub-
sequently, as shown in Daniel’s friends’ now being called high officials at
Babylon (3.12). Nebuchadnezzar’s bout of madness, finally, is narrated by
the king himself in an alleged royal letter, from a perspective well advanced
in the king’s reign, when he has survived the tribulations of his illness sent
by God to humble him (4.37). The evolution of Nebuchadnezzar’s charac-
ter over time is thus established: he early recognizes Daniel’s abilities and
promotes him (2.49), is impressed enough by the incident of the fiery fur-
nace to pass legislation protecting the Jews from any interference in their
worship (3.29), and finally is driven by his sufferings to personally ac-
knowledge the power of the Most High over himself and his kingdom (4.2,
34–37).

The final chapters of the narrative portion of Daniel take place under sub-
sequent kings.The interpretation of the writing on the wall is set in the reign
of Belshazzar, who is represented as the son of Nebuchadnezzar (Dan. 5.2,
10–11, 13). This, as it happens, is quite incorrect. Belshazzar was the son of
Nabonidus (r. 556–539 b.c.e.), the last of the Neo-Babylonian kings, who
was overthrown by Cyrus in 539. Belshazzar never ruled as king but merely
served as regent in his father’s absence. Moreover, three kings ruled between
Nebuchadnezzar and Nabonidus. The author of Daniel thus radically com-
presses and rewrites Neo-Babylonian history, leaping from the reign of Neb-
uchadnezzar, in which Daniel was highly honored, to the reign of his “son”
Belshazzar, in which Daniel has so fallen from favor that the queen mother
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54. In conventional historical terms, this would establish the time period of the
narrative as spanning the Exile (597–539 b.c.e.), beginning with Nebuchadnezzar’s
conquest of Jerusalem (2 Kings 24) and ending with Cyrus’s conquest of Babylon,
which was shortly to be followed by the restoration of the Jews to their native land
(Ezra 1.1–3). In fact, as we shall see, the author’s view of history was highly eccen-
tric. Since Cyrus was closely associated in Jewish history with the end of the Exile,
however, as Nebuchadnezzar was with its beginning, a roughly similar time period
was probably envisioned by the author of Daniel, despite the curious sequence of
kings whom he represents as having reigned in the interim.



must remind her son of Daniel’s existence (5.11). As is appropriate for a
king whose kingdom is soon to be overthrown, Belshazzar recognizes and
honors Daniel’s wisdom only too late: he is slain that very night by Darius
the Mede (5.30).

Darius the Mede, under whose reign Daniel’s trial in the lion’s den takes
place, is a peculiar historical construct. The author’s description of Darius’s
satrapal reorganization (Dan. 6.1–2) makes it quite plain that a much later
king is meant, Darius the Great of Persia (r. 522–485 b.c.e.). The appella-
tion “the Mede” is doubly nonsensical. Not only was Darius not a Mede,
but the Medes never ruled at Babylon; the Neo-Babylonian empire was over-
thrown in 539 b.c.e. by Cyrus of Persia, who had already swallowed up the
empire of the Medes a decade earlier. In the view of Daniel’s author, how-
ever, Darius was not a Persian but a Mede, and his reign did not follow
Cyrus’s but preceded it. Thus Nebuchadnezzar is succeeded by his “son”
Belshazzar, who is overthrown by Darius the Mede, who is eventually suc-
ceeded by Cyrus the Persian (6.28). The author’s understanding of history
is completely irreconcilable with the facts as we understand them. He has
to all intents and purposes created a sort of alternative reality, a fictional
background to the years of the Exile.

It should be observed, however, that this alternative history of succes-
sive Babylonian, Median, and Persian empires in Daniel’s lifetime is scrupu-
lously maintained throughout. It holds good not only in the narrative struc-
ture imposed upon the legends of Daniel 1–6 but also in the apocalyptic
interpretation of Nebuchadnezzar’s dream at 2.37–45. According to Daniel,
Nebuchadnezzar’s kingdom is the first of four to come: it will be followed
by a kingdom of silver (the Medes), one of bronze (the Persians), and one
of iron, which will eventually develop feet of clay (the Greeks).This fictional
history also underlies the four prophecies in the second part of Daniel, two
of which are located in the reign of Belshazzar (7.1, 8.1), one in the reign of
Darius the Mede (9.1), and one in the reign of Cyrus of Persia (10.1). The
historical context of the prophecies, then, exactly parallels the imagined his-
torical reality evoked in the narrative chapters 1–6. We will examine the
implications of this correlation below; for now, it is enough to observe that
the author’s vision of historical reality, however bizarre it may appear to
us, is consistently applied throughout. It is in no way capricious or random
but is a deliberate fictional creation integral to the purpose of the text.

Unlike Daniel’s author, who has created a consistent, if eccentric, apoca-
lyptic vision of successive world empires, the author of the Book of Judith
invents a version of Jewish history utterly disorienting in its strangeness.
Yet the historical allusions are not careless or incidental. On the contrary,
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fully half the book (Jth. 1–7) is given over to the detailed narration of
Holofernes’ invasion, which forms the historical background of the story.
We do not meet Judith until 8.1, by which time the mind is fairly spinning
with the byzantine diplomacy of unheard-of kings, the maneuvering of
armies, and incomprehensible catalogues of place names.55

According to the author of Judith, the story begins in the twelfth year of
Nebuchadnezzar,who rules over the Assyrians(!) at Nineveh (Jth.1.1).56 (We
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55. It is precisely this first half of the narrative of Judith, with its seven chap-
ters loaded with historical and geographical details that are apparently grossly in-
accurate, irrelevant to the plot, and unbalanced in relation to the rest of the narra-
tive, that has attracted the bulk of negative comments from critics over the years.
While acknowledging the artistry of later chapters, critics have been sorely vexed
to account for the nature and purpose of the initial chapters. Cf. Moore 1985: 37–38,
46, 52–56, 123–24 (reviewing a number of valiant but unconvincing efforts to ac-
count for the historical and geographical errors in the narrative), 56–59 (on the ap-
parent imbalance of the two halves of the narrative); Alonso-Schökel 1975: 3–5;
Craven 1983: 3. In recent years there has been an increase in the appreciation shown
for the literary and thematic function of the opening chapters (Moore 1985: 56–59;
Craven 1983: 9, 47–48, 53–59; Alonso-Schökel 1975: 4), but the function of the his-
torical anachronisms in the story has still not been fully appreciated. Alonso-Schökel
(1975: 19) simply dismisses the attempt to establish precise historical referents for
the characters in Judith as futile, remarking that in a work of fiction “any resem-
blance of the characters to living persons is casual.” Moore (1985: 79, 85, 124, 129;
cf. Alonso-Schökel 1975: 11; Craven 1983: 72) suggests that the historical contra-
dictions are meant to signal the ironic nature of the story, thus launching the nar-
rative with a “sly wink”; Wills (1995: 134) argues similarly that they are meant
chiefly to signal the fictional, nonreal nature of the story. The historical contradic-
tions may well serve both these purposes, but I argue that they do more. The first
chapters of Judith, while they may have playful aspects, also have a quite serious
and well-thought-out purpose, and are in fact a tour de force of deliberate histori-
cal fiction, designed to manipulate the facts of history in specific ways for a specific
purpose. The Book of Judith is comparable to the Letter of Aristeas in its conscious
attention to detail, although the style of fiction produced is fantastic (since the reader
can immediately identify it as fiction) rather than realistic. (Contrast the Letter of
Aristeas, which was read as history for fully fifteen hundred years.) I return to this
point below.

56. Nebuchadnezzar (r. 605–562 b.c.e.) was of course king not of the Assyrians
but of the Neo-Babylonians. The Neo-Babylonians had overthrown the Assyrians
with the help of the Medes in 612 b.c.e., some years before Nebuchadnezzar suc-
ceeded to the throne (Moore 1985: 46, 123). Although it is sometimes said that the
imagined date of the story is 587 b.c.e., based on the reference to the eighteenth
year of Nebuchadnezzar in Jth. 2.1, this conflicts with the explicit statement that the
Jews had recently returned from exile (Jth. 4.3) and the generally postexilic setting
supposed for the story (Moore 1985: 50, and see below). The imagined date seems
rather postexilic than preexilic (see below), but it is better not to assign any one cal-
endar date from history as the imagined setting of the story, since no one date is
consistent with all the indications given. It may be noticed, however, that these prob-
lems are a direct result of the author’s tendency to juxtapose many indications of 



learn subsequently [4.3, 5.19] that this was shortly after the Jews returned
from exile and built the Second Temple.)57 In this year, Nebuchadnezzar goes
to war with one Arphaxad, who rules over the Medes at Ecbatana (1.1–5).58

Nebuchadnezzar’s allies include “all those who lived along the Euphrates
and the Tigris and the Hydaspes,”59 as well as one Arioch, an otherwise un-
known ruler of the Elamites. Nebuchadnezzar invites the Persians and the
western nations, including Egypt, to join him, but they refuse (1.7–11).60
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precise chronology (Jth. 1.1, 1.13, 2.1, etc.; see Moore 1985: 38) with a historical set-
ting that cannot be located in real time; the author has deliberately created an in-
soluble paradox.

57. The author thus substitutes Nebuchadnezzar, who was responsible for the
destruction of the Temple in 587 b.c.e., in the place of Cyrus of Persia, who con-
quered Babylon in 539 and restored the Jews to their homeland shortly afterwards.

58. Arphaxad the Mede is unknown. We are treated to several lines of quite ir-
relevant detail, in the manner of Herodotus, about Arphaxad’s building projects at
Ecbatana, which supposedly serve to identify this imaginary king (1.2–4). See Moore
1985: 124–25. The historical conquest of Ecbatana, to which this passage seems to
vaguely allude, came in 554 b.c.e. at the hands of Cyrus the Persian (Moore 1985:
46–47). The author’s use of names resembles his use of precise dates. There is an
abundance of personal names that sound very plausible but either cannot be
identified with any known historical figure (Arphaxad, e.g.) or do not map properly
onto the historical figure they supposedly invoke (Nebuchadnezzar, e.g.). This use
of apparently precise but inaccurate detail is deliberately paradoxical: it invites the
reader to read the narrative as reliable history only to confound the expectations
the author himself has taken pains to raise when the details prove utterly unreli-
able. Cf. Moore (1985: 39) for the author’s use of personal names to create the illu-
sion of verisimilitude.

59. The Hydaspes was a river in India, seemingly relocated by the author to
Mesopotamia (Moore 1985: 125–26).The details of geography, and the names of an-
cient peoples, given throughout the book are as apparently abundant and precise,
and as unreliable when put to the test, as are the personal names and the dates. Many
are quite unknown to us; it is hard to know whether this is because the names have
been corrupted in transmission, forgotten or lost, or were simply invented by the
author. See Moore 1985 (39–44) for a catalog of names; Moore 1985 (47, 137–38)
for some of the most outrageous geographical blunders. Alonso-Schökel (1975: 11)
considers the possibility that this “fantastic use of topography,” like the deliberate
juxtaposition of historical absurdities, might be intentionally ironic, inviting the
reader to share a private joke with the author.

60. The description of the western nations is interesting. It includes, among many
others, Carmel, Gilead, the Upper Galilee, Samaria, and Jerusalem. This seems to
reflect the political divisions of the Persian period, which were in turn taken over
from the administrative arrangements of the Assyrians and the Babylonians. The
“western nations” are, however, represented as if they were quite independent and
capable of negotiating on their own behalf with their greater neighbors, a state of
affairs more reminiscent of the eighth century b.c.e., when Israel and Judah were
still more or less independent kingdoms, capable of negotiating with the Assyrians
and the Egyptians.



Nebuchadnezzar in his seventeenth year succeeds in conquering Arphaxad
(1.16), and in his eighteenth year (2.1) he turns his attention to the recalci-
trant West. Holofernes, Nebuchadnezzar’s chief general, is dispatched to lead
the western invasion and to tell the nations “to prepare earth and water”
(2.4–13).61 There follows an account of Holofernes’ campaigns, rendered
largely incomprehensible by geographical errors or impossibilities and un-
known place names (e.g., 2.21–27). The other nations promptly surrender
and are forced to worship Nebuchadnezzar as their only god.62 The Jews
alone prepare to make a stand, at a place called Bethulia (4.6).63 When
Holofernes tries to find out what sort of people would resist his army (5.2–4),
Achior the Ammonite narrates the entire history of the Jews, from the wan-
derings of Abraham down to the return from exile, in order to convince
Holofernes that unless the Jews have recently sinned against God he will be
unable to defeat them (5.5–21).64 For his pains, Achior is bound and turned
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61. Earth and water are of course the signs of submission demanded by a Per-
sian (not an Assyrian) king: so Darius and Xerxes demanded earth and water from
the Greeks (Moore 1985: 50, 133). The name Holofernes is not attested in connec-
tion with Nebuchadnezzar, although it is attested for the Persian period. It has often
been suggested that his career is loosely based on that of a Persian general named
Holofernes who led an invasion of the West under Artaxerxes III Ochus around 350
b.c.e. (Diod. 31.19; cf. Moore 1985: 55, 132–33).

62. No such policy is known from the time of Nebuchadnezzar; this seems to be
an anachronistic reference to the perceived policy of Antiochus IV in 167 b.c.e.
(Moore 1985: 143). It has often been suggested that the figure of Nebuchadnezzar
is a coded reference to Antiochus IV (e.g., Montague 1973: 8, among more recent
treatments). (This particular pseudonym theory was most elaborately proposed by
Ball 1888; see Moore 1985: 52–56.) That Antiochus IV is one of historical tyrants
encoded in the archetypal figure of Nebuchadnezzar the Assyrian is beyond dispute
(Moore 1985: 55–56), but given the constellation of foreign invaders whose attacks
on Israel are encoded in this archetype, it seems unduly narrow to view Nebuchad-
nezzar the Assyrian as a one-on-one representation of Antiochus IV in disguise. For
invocations of Antiochus IV, Judas Maccabee, and the Maccabean period, see Moore
1985: 50–51; Hengel 1974: 1.140. For further discussion of the historically coded ar-
chetype of Nebuchadnezzar the Assyrian, see below.

63. Bethulia cannot be identified (Moore 1985: 47, 150–51). Shechem may have
been the primary model, but it is likely that Bethulia is simply a fiction, at once every
place and no place. Thus Bethulia, like Nebuchadnezzar, may be considered an ar-
chetype constructed using details borrowed from real historical models. The signifi-
cance of this will be considered below.

64. This Deuteronomistic view of history, placed in the mouth of an Ammonite,
may also be seen in Judith’s speeches to the magistrates of Bethulia (Jth. 8.18–20)
and to Holofernes (11.10; Moore 1985: 48). Achior’s narrative goes down into the
postexilic period, to describe the return of the Jews from exile and the rebuilding of
the Temple. Moore (1985: 48) rightly observes that the supreme anachronism of de-
scribing Nebuchadnezzar’s destruction of the Temple, and the subsequent return of
the Jews from exile, to the general of a Nebuchadnezzar who in his eighteenth year 



over to the Jews of Bethulia (6.10), and the place is besieged (7.1–18). Only
when Bethulia is on the verge of surrender (7.30–31) do we at last meet the
heroine of the story (8.1).

What are we to make of this exceedingly odd historical fantasy? The au-
thor is unwavering in locating the story shortly after the Exile: that is, early
in the Persian period ( late sixth or early fifth century). This is consistent
with numerous Persian touches in the story: the name Holofernes itself, the
fact that Holofernes demands “earth and water” (Jth. 2.7), the administra-
tive divisions of the Jews, and the fact that the Jews are governed by a high
priest ruling from Jerusalem (4.6), to list only a few examples.65 Yet the au-
thor is equally adamant in replacing the benevolent Persian king Cyrus with
a historical fantasy named Nebuchadnezzar the Assyrian, who seems to be
Sennacherib, Nebuchadnezzar, and Antiochus IV66 rolled into one. Just as
the mythical Bethulia is every Israelite city ever besieged and yet none of
them, Nebuchadnezzar is every persecutor who ever came out of the East
to inflict misery upon the Jews and yet none of them. The fact that the ac-
tual tormentor is not the king himself but a general whose name vaguely
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has supposedly not yet destroyed the Temple or carried the Jews off to Babylon, can
hardly be anything other than deliberate. As Moore (1985: 59) sees, the figure of
Achior is pivotal and unites the two halves of the narrative, for he “has one foot
solidly planted in the first part . . . and his second foot resting in the other.” I return
to the pivotal figure of Achior later in this chapter, pp. 46–48.

65. See above, n. 61. Moore (1985: 50–51) rightly observes that the book’s set-
ting is in the Persian period (more or less) while its date of composition belongs in
the Hasmonean period, and that the two should be kept distinct.What Hengel (1974:
1.140) calls a “strong nationalistic colouring inspired by the Maccabean war of lib-
eration” influences the portrayal of the archetypal struggle against the archetypal
tyrant (see below) but is hardly meant to suggest a Hellenistic setting.

66. Although the king bears the name and much of the persona of Nebuchad-
nezzar, perhaps the best-known historical example of the archetypal persecutor of
Israel (cf. Dan. 2–4), like Sennacherib he rules over the Assyrians from Nineveh,
and like Sennacherib his armies will turn baffled from the siege of a Jewish city, in
no small part because of God’s intervention; like Antiochus IV, the king (at least as
represented by Holofernes) demands worship as a god, and as in the case of Anti-
ochus IV, the king’s designs against the Jews will end not in destruction and exile
but in victory and independence for the persecuted. (Interestingly, Alonso-Schökel
[1975: 13] finds in precisely these three models a precedent for the author’s decision
to develop the narrative around a king and his general rather than around the king
alone.) In other words, Nebuchadnezzar is not an ahistorical archetype, but a trans-
historical archetype—one who invokes simultaneously all the historical persecu-
tors the harassed nation of Israel has ever known. Thus he is all of them and yet
none of them. The use of a historically constituted archetype, rather than a specific
historical king, enables the author to elevate the conflict to near eschatological lev-
els. Cf. Alonso-Schökel 1975: 4, 16.



recalls that of a historical Persian general, who might have served under any
king, intensifies the curiously timeless impression of this elaborately con-
structed historical fable. Judith herself is an archetype: her name means “Jew-
ish woman.”67 We will explore the significance of this use of historically
grounded archetypes below.

Of all the texts considered in this chapter, the Book of Tobit has the most
tenuous claim to be considered a historical fiction, in any sense of the word.
Tobit is almost purely folklore and fable;68 the historical allusions that an-
chor it in time are few. Such historical moorings as it does have, however,
have much in common with the endlessly shifting pseudohistorical universe
of Judith.69
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67. As an archetype, the central, title figure of Judith is of course a very complex
figure; both as that of a woman and as that of a person of faith, her behavior defies
conventional expectations, and much of the most stimulating recent literature deals
with this complexity. My concern here, however, is chiefly with the historically
grounded archetypes in the story, above all the figure of Nebuchadnezzar. The com-
plex issues raised by the more ahistorical archetype that Judith represents are be-
yond my scope. For some of the more intriguing recent approaches to Judith as ar-
chetype, see (in addition to Craven 1983 passim) A. Levine 1992a: 17–30;White 1992:
5–16; Bal 1995: 253–85.

68. There is a rich and abundant literature analyzing folkloric patterns in Tobit,
with which I do not deal for the most part since my interest is more in the ( less
prominent) element of conscious historical fiction, a very different thing. (See Wills
[1995: 40–52] on Daniel for the difference between oral tradition/legend/folktale
and conscious historical fiction.) Some (e.g., Blenkinsopp 1981: 38) argue that the
element of folklore in Tobit is so preponderant, and the element of conscious fiction
or novel so small, that it would be better to omit Tobit from the list of supposed Jew-
ish novels altogether; but see Wills (1995: 75–76) for a defense of regarding Tobit
as a literary fiction. The seminal work in any recent analysis of folklore motifs is
Propp 1968 (the second edition of the English translation of Propp’s 1928 Russian
work). For an application of Propp’s morphological approach to biblical literature
and specifically to Tobit, see Blenkinsopp 1981: 27–46, esp. 37–38; the critique of
Blenkinsopp in Milne 1986: 35–60, esp. 46–51; Milne 1988; and, most recently, Soll
1988 and 1989. For an earlier discussion of folk motifs in Tobit that precedes the
publication of Propp in English, see Zimmermann 1958: 5–12. For a more general
discussion of Tobit as a didactic fairy tale, providing “carefully crafted instructions
for how Jews should live in exile,” see A. Levine 1992b: 42–51.

69. Although the historical references that anchor Tobit are few, and thus might
seem less deserving of analysis than the much more elaborate historical fictions found
in other texts, Soll (1989: 219) astutely remarks that the presence of any historical
references is quite out of keeping with the predominantly folkloric character of the
book; their insertion by the author therefore all the more demands explanation. Soll
(1989: 219–21) rightly goes on to stress the importance of understanding how the
author of Tobit has transformed his “fairy-tale source” into what Soll cautiously
terms a “Jewish sacred book,” a written document that is intended to instruct and
edify.



Ostensibly, the historical setting of the book is fairly clear:Tobit was taken
into exile together with the rest of the northern tribes by the Assyrians and
has taken up residence at Nineveh. The version of Assyrian history given
by the author seems to be based on 2 Kings 17–19. Tobit tells us that he was
taken into captivity in the days of Shalmaneser (Tob. 1.2).70 Shalmaneser
was succeeded directly by his “son” Sennacherib (1.15);71 Sennacherib was
in turn swiftly killed by his elder sons and succeeded by his younger son,
Esarhaddon (1.21).72 This account is riddled with minor errors, but it is en-
tirely consistent with the narrative of 2 Kings.73 There are, however, more
glaring historical errors. In the first place, Tobit apparently claims to have
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70. This agrees with the account of 2 Kings 17.6 and 18.9–12, which attribute
the fall of Samaria to Shalmaneser (r. 727–722 b.c.e.; Moore 1996: 10, 101). The
credit for completing the siege of Samaria (begun in 724 by Shalmaneser) is re-
peatedly claimed in Assyrian texts by Sargon II (r. 722–705 b.c.e.), who seized the
throne after Shalmaneser’s death late in 722 (Moore 1996: 101–2; Bright 1981: 275).
Exactly which king deserves the credit is still a matter for dispute (Roux 1980: 287);
recent scholarship (Cogan and Tadmor 1988: 197–201) suggests that Samaria was
first taken by Shalmaneser in 722 but later retaken and depopulated by Sargon II in
720 (Moore 1996: 102). At any rate, the significant point here is that the author of
Tobit gives an account consistent with the historical source most readily available
to him. See Zimmermann 1958: 12–13.

71. Again, this is consistent with the account given in 2 Kings, which mentions
Shalmaneser’s attack on Samaria (17.6, 18.9–12) and the attacks of Sennacherib on
Judah (18.13–19.35) but omits the name of Sargon entirely. Sennacherib (r. 705–681
b.c.e.) was not Shalmaneser’s son, but Sargon II’s; Sargon II (r. 722–705 b.c.e.) had
seized the throne by force after Shalmaneser (r. 727–722 b.c.e.) died (Moore 1996:
10, 102, 119). Sargon II’s origins are obscure (Roux 1980: 287).

72. Tobit 1.15–21 clearly seems to imply that Sennacherib died soon after his
abortive siege of Jerusalem. Tobit 1.18 explains that Tobit used to bury Israelites
killed by Sennacherib “after he came in retreat from Judah, in the days of judg-
ment when the King of Heaven punished him because of the blasphemies he ut-
tered”; in 1.19–20, Tobit is forced to flee into hiding because of his defiance of the
king; and in 1.21, we are told: “Not forty days had elapsed before two of Sen-
nacherib’s sons murdered him” (trans. Moore 1996: 115–16 with nn., pp. 119–22).
Sennacherib, as it happens, had a long and prosperous reign (705–681 b.c.e.) be-
fore his son Esarhaddon (r. 681–669 b.c.e.) came to the throne. As Moore (1996:
121) remarks, the “not forty days” may refer to the time expired after the seizure
of Tobit’s property rather than the time after Sennacherib’s return, but the passage
certainly does not lead us to believe that Tobit buried Israelites in perfect security
for nearly twenty years before Sennacherib caught up with him! The confusion is
again due to the account of 2 Kings, which mentions Sennacherib for the first time
in the context of his march on Judah in 701 b.c.e. (18.13–19.35) and then reports
his death at the hands of his elder sons (19.37) as if it occurred immediately after
the king’s return from Jerusalem to Nineveh (19.36), omitting to mention that
twenty years had expired in the interim.

73. See above, nn. 70–72.



witnessed the revolt of the northern tribes against Jerusalem.74 This is ut-
terly absurd, since that quarrel took place at the time of the division of the
kingdoms fully two hundred years before, in 922 b.c.e.75 Moreover, we are
told that before Tobit’s son Tobias died at the advanced age of 127, he heard
of the destruction of Nineveh (as prophesied by Tobit at 14.4)76 at the hands
of “Nebuchadnezzar and Ahasuerus” (14.15). Nineveh was in fact over-
thrown late in the seventh century—in 612 b.c.e., a date consistent with
Tobias’s living to hear of it—but was conquered not by Nebuchadnezzar (r.
605–562 b.c.e.) or by Ahasuerus (i.e., Xerxes, r. 485–465 b.c.e.) but by
Nabopolassar of Babylon (r. 626–605 b.c.e.) and Cyaxares the Mede (r.
625–585 b.c.e.).77 The reference to Nebuchadnezzar is at least anachronis-

Jews at Court / 31

74. Tobit 1.4: o{te h[mhn nevo", pa'sa hJ fulh; Nefqalei;m tou' patrov" mou ajpevsth-
san ajpo; tou' oi[kou Daui;d tou' patrov" mou kai; ajpo; jIerousalhm, “When I was still a
young man living in my own country, Israel, the entire tribe of my ancestor Naph-
tali deserted the House of David and Jerusalem.” Unless we are to understand this
as some kind of cryptic pluperfect (“had deserted”) indicating the continuous state
of separation into which the young Tobit was born, it is hard to avoid coming to the
conclusion that Tobit claims to have witnessed the separation in 922 b.c.e.

75. The chronology is ludicrous even on the terms given within the work itself,
as Moore (1996: 107) observes: “Were that really the case, then Tobit (who had gone
into exile sometime between 732 and 721) would have been over 200 years old when
he first arrived in Nineveh, all of which contradicts Tob 14:2, where Tobit died at the
age of 112.” Moore seems to think that the author has unintentionally given this
impression by a poor choice of wording (“the erroneous impression given in the
Septuagint”), but I argue below that the implication that Tobit witnessed the sepa-
ration is quite deliberate and has a specific ideological point to it, however chrono-
logically absurd it may be. A parallel lack of concern for chronology on this scale
can be found in Esther, where Mordecai is said to have been one of the exiles of 597
b.c.e. although he is now living in the reign of Xerxes over a hundred years later;
see on Esther, above.

76. Since Tobit himself experienced the exile of the ten tribes to Israel in 721
b.c.e., and also foresees the downfall of Assyria to come in 612—a prophecy whose
fulfillment is witnessed by his son—his life may be said to span the Assyrian Exile
of Israel, as Daniel’s life spans the Babylonian Exile of Judah. He virtually personifies
the exiled tribes of Israel. Cf. A. Levine 1992b: 48: “Like the nation in exile, Tobit
suffered, but he realized that heaven does hear prayers, that righteous action even-
tually will be rewarded and that family and community will continue.” Soll (1989:
222–25) also seems to see Tobit as a personification of the nation in exile; he com-
ments that the misfortunes suffered by Tobit are “acute manifestations of the chronic
condition of exile” and that the author has deliberately imposed this “dislocation”
on his fairy-tale source by locating (or rather dislocating) the story in specific time
and place, a place foreign to the characters that inhabit it (Soll 1989: 222). See fur-
ther discussion of the significance of this historical symbolism below.

77. Moore 1996: 297.



tic, and the reference to Ahasuerus borders on the ridiculous.78 One is
tempted, at first glance, to suppose that the author of Tobit simply picked
these names out of a hat.

Thus, although the historical references in Tobit are few, it will be seen
that this text, like the others that we have been discussing, combines the
evocation of a concrete historical context (via its references to Shalmaneser,
Sennacherib, and Esarhaddon) with a disregard for historical accuracy
equaled only by the author of Judith.79 Thus Tobit and the other texts that
we have been considering offer us much the same problem: How can we ex-
plain the paradox of a text’s meticulously evoking a realistic historical set-
ting while yet utterly disregarding the historical facts?

This question seeks the very heart of what these texts’ authors hoped to
achieve. Did they hope to fool their audiences into accepting their tall tales
for truth? This has certainly been argued, at least for some of the more re-
alistic accounts.80 And to be sure, Aristeas does vow, in the most solemn ac-
cents, that he is telling the truth, whatever the skeptics in his audience may
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78. The bizarre impression given by this careless reference is paralleled by con-
siderable manuscript confusion. The Greek manuscript tradition represented by
Sinaiticus, which now tends to be favored by scholars as the more reliable witness
to the original text (Moore 1996: 53–60; Zimmermann 1958: xi–xii, 39–42), credits
the destruction of Nineveh to a completely unknown King Achiacharos [Ahiqar?]
of Media (Tob. 14.15, jAciavcaro" oJ basileu;" th'" Mhdiva"); the other Septuagint man-
uscripts, which came to dominate the textual tradition in antiquity, name Neb-
uchadnezzar and Ahasuerus (Moore 1996: 296; this is the reading found in the RSV).
Several modern translations, baffled by this confusion, simply substitute the his-
torically correct name of Cyaxares of Media for the unknown “Ahiqar of Media”
found in Sinaiticus: so the NRSV and the translation given by Moore 1996: 296. See
the detailed comment on this passage by Moore 1996: 297. Regardless of what the
precise original reading was, it does not seem that the original author was exercis-
ing any great historical care in this passage, and the activity of subsequent redac-
tors has only further muddied the issue. The reading “Cyaxares” in several mod-
ern translations, which is historically accurate but unsupported by any ancient
manuscript (Moore 1996: 297), is incidentally an amusing instance of the ongoing
effort to correct and regularize the more eccentric elements of these historical fictions,
an effort that began as early as the Jewish Antiquities of Josephus. Historical ab-
surdities did not apparently bother the original authors or audiences of these
fictions, but they certainly do disturb modern editors and readers.

79. A. Levine (1992b: 48) compares the abundance of inaccurate and even out-
rageous historical details in Tobit to that found in Judith, commenting that as in Ju-
dith, these “imaginary geographical and historical references . . . not only indicate
the fictional nature of the text, they also show the unreality of the exilic situation.”
As in the case of Judith, I would argue that this may be true, but it underestimates
the didactic significance of some of the historical distortions; see further below.

80. I show below in Chap. 5 why this argument will not work in the particular
case of 3 Maccabees.



think.81 Lucian, however, implicitly makes the same claim when he entitles
his absurdist fantasy True Histories.82 If in fact these authors intended their
works to be read as literal history, it is impossible to explain their appar-
ently being unconcerned that even a moderately sophisticated reader would
be able to see that their claims were false.

If, then, these authors are primarily not historians but storytellers, spin-
ning tales of things long ago that never happened, how do we explain the
care that they have put into constructing realistic but patently fictional his-
torical backgrounds for their fables? The deliberate evocation of a realistic
historical setting is a technique quite alien to the world of legend and folk-
lore, from which, it seems, these authors drew their material. It has been ar-
gued, on the analogy of the novel, that the glaring anachronisms found in
these texts are intentional, meant precisely to signal to the reader that the
texts are fiction rather than history.83 HERE BE DRAGONS, as medieval
maps say in uncharted waters. On that basis many Jewish texts, including
those that we have been considering, have been lumped together as sup-
posed Jewish novels.

It is hard not to sympathize with such a view when confronted with Neb-
uchadnezzar ruling over the Assyrians and flourishing in the days of Ezra
and the Second Temple. Facile comparisons with the ancient novel are dan-
gerous, however, and misleading. The ancient novel invokes history simply
and solely in order to entertain. More important, the ancient novel’s his-
torical coloration is never essential to its plot: kings, queens, empires, bat-
tles, dates could readily be shuffled or eliminated without harming the story.
The hero will still be brave and handsome, the heroine fair and virtuous,
and both will undoubtedly still be more than once sold into slavery or car-
ried off by pirates before being happily rescued from the jaws of death and
reunited in the final scene. In the so-called Jewish romances, by contrast,
the historical setting is very much the point.There is no Esther without Aha-
suerus, no Judith without Holofernes. In these texts, history is invoked not
merely to entertain (although it certainly does that) but to instruct.84 To
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81. LtAris 296–97.
82. Aristeas’s purpose is certainly far more grave than Lucian’s, and it would be

a mistake to see the same twinkle in his eye that we see in Lucian’s. Lucian is writ-
ing purely to entertain, whereas Aristeas has a serious message to communicate. In
both cases, however, we see the author publicly affirming the truth of what he writes,
while knowing that his more sophisticated readers will know better than to take him
at his word.

83. Wills 1995: 3, e.g.
84. A case can be made, particularly with regard to Chariton, that the use of his-

torical references in the Greek novels was not always random and may indeed have 



understand the history of the Jews is to understand Jewish identity: this is
why Achior recounts Jewish history to answer Holofernes’ questions about
who the Jews are and what he should expect from them (Jth. 5.5–21). The
second feature, then, that all these texts share is: All invoke history in or-
der to make a specific didactic point.85

Let us now return to each of our problematic texts in order to see how
historical distortions are used to support the author’s purpose. Consider,
for instance, the fictitious narrator of the Letter of Aristeas: Why should a
second-century-b.c.e. Jewish author have wished to represent his account
of the origin of the Septuagint as the eyewitness account of a fictional third-
century gentile courtier? It was at one time argued that the author was ad-
dressing himself chiefly to a Greek audience and believed that his propa-
ganda would be more easily accepted under the guise of a “heathen mask.”86

The flaws in this argument, however, have long since been exposed by V. A.
Tcherikover, who rightly showed that Jewish texts in Greek were addressed
first and foremost to Greek-speaking Jews, at least in the Hellenistic period.87

Why, then, does the author need a mask in the Letter of Aristeas?
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had some similarities with the didactic use of fiction in Jewish texts. I argue this point
at greater length in “More than the Day of Their Victory: Chariton and Thucydides
on the Sicilian Expedition” (unpubl.). It remains true, however, that the historical
setting is far more important to any one of the Jewish fictions than it is to any one
of the Greek novels. Even if historical detail is sometimes used for a purpose by Chari-
ton, its removal would leave the main story largely intact; the same cannot be said
for any of the Jewish fictions considered here, where the subtraction of the histori-
cal setting would in every case render the story both pointless and plotless.

85. For my detailed discussion of the way in which this is accomplished in 3 Mac-
cabees, see below, Chap. 5.

86. The phrase is Schürer’s; see Meecham 1932: 109–19. The view that the Let-
ter of Aristeas, along with a number of other Jewish texts, was addressed primarily
to a non-Jewish audience was dominant until challenged by Tcherikover in 1956.

87. Tcherikover 1956. Tcherikover’s thesis is challenged by Feldman (1996), but
most of the evidence that Feldman adduces relates to the first century c.e. or later,
whereas my study is chiefly concerned with the circulation of Jewish texts in the
pre-Roman period. It cannot be disputed that much of the work of Josephus, and
several of the works of Philo, were consciously directed toward gentile as well as
Jewish readers, and indeed Tcherikover acknowledged that Josephus is a prominent
exception to the rule (Tcherikover 1956: 183, admitted by Feldman 1996: 225). I deal
below with two excerpts from Josephus’s Jewish Antiquities, but although this work
itself would have been read by gentiles as well as Jews, I am more interested in the
original, presumably Jewish, audience of the Hellenistic text traditions adapted by
Josephus. (See Chap. 2 below on Alexander’s visit to Jerusalem and the Tales of the
Tobiads.) No one would deny that sympathetic gentiles, those who had by some
means developed an intense interest in the traditions and practices of the Jews, may
have been among the readers of Jewish texts already in the Hellenistic period. Be-



A close look at the fictional Aristeas will illuminate the author’s purpose.
The character of Aristeas is among the most elaborately drawn and sustained
fictions in all Jewish Greek literature. As a narrator, he is far from self-ef-
facing. He intrudes himself, his observations, and his opinions into the nar-
rative at every possible opportunity.88 Without extensively analyzing Aris-
teas’s authorial voice, it is worth observing briefly how his intrusions into
the narrative function. In the first place, we are never allowed to forget that
Aristeas personally witnessed and participated in the events he reports.89

Aristeas as narrator is omnipresent, and we are to understand that there is
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fore Philo and Josephus, however, it remains unlikely that any gentile not already
keenly interested in Judaism would have been diverted by the preoccupation of Jew-
ish texts with quite detailed and technical matters of Jewish tradition and practice—
e.g., in the Letter of Aristeas, Eleazar’s mind-numbing lecture on the special dietary
laws, heard with rapt attention by Philadelphus’s delegation. Nor would any but the
most sympathetic gentiles have had much patience with the exaggerated status of
Jews and Judaism as typically imagined by Hellenistic Jewish authors—e.g., again
in the Letter of Aristeas, Philadelphus’s sevenfold obeisance before the Torah scrolls!
Tcherikover’s criticism of the concept of “propaganda” directed at gentile readers
who were otherwise ignorant of or indifferent or even hostile to Judaism remains
valid, at least for the Hellenistic period. Cf. (on LtAris) Gruen 1998: 221.

88. LtAris 1–8 (preface), 12–20 (Aristeas persuades Philadelphus to free the Jew-
ish slaves), 40 (Philadelphus commends the ambassadors by name to Eleazar), 43
(Eleazar commends the ambassadors by name in his reply), 83 (Aristeas describes
his first sight of Jerusalem), 91 (Aristeas describes the water supply of Jerusalem ex-
actly as it was demonstrated to him), 96–100 (Aristeas marvels at Eleazar in all his
glory), 103 (Aristeas is admitted only with difficulty into the citadel ), 112 (Aristeas
apologizes for digressing into a comparison between practices at Jerusalem and prac-
tices at Alexandria), 124 (Aristeas and Andreas assure Eleazar that the Jewish sages
will be allowed to return to Jerusalem), 129 (Aristeas and Andreas question Eleazar
about the special laws of the Jews), 167 (Aristeas answers an allusion made by Eleazar
to the wise practices of Philadelphus), 170–71 (Aristeas expresses his approval of
Eleazar’s discourse and explains why he has in turn passed it on to Philocrates),
173–75 (Aristeas and Andreas return to Alexandria and introduce the delegates to
the king), 295–300 (Aristeas apologizes for dwelling at length on the symposium of
the sages but expresses his admiration of the translators and strongly insists on the
truth of his account), 306 (Aristeas asks why the Jews wash their hands while say-
ing prayers), 322 (epilogue).

89. He was present when Demetrius approached the king with his proposal
(LtAris 12–20); he is mentioned by name in the official correspondence between
Philadelphus and Eleazar (40, 43); he assumes the part of a gawking tourist in Jeru-
salem, describing the objects that he saw and what he learned from the natives just
as Herodotus might have done in his place (83–107, 112); he has conversed at length
with the high priest of the Jews (124, 129, 167, 170–71); he was present when the
king received the delegates in Alexandria (173–81), at the seven-day symposium at
which Philadelphus questioned the Jews (295–300), and on the island where the Jews
completed the actual translation (306).



no part of the narrative for which he cannot vouch. Moreover, Aristeas does
not merely attest the factual truth of the events that he reports; he seldom
misses an opportunity to voice his own (unfailingly adulatory) opinion.90

It is important that he is himself highly respected both by the king and by
Eleazar (LtAris 40, 43); a man of extremely high status, he values both Greek
and Jewish worlds and is valued in them. His high opinion of the Jews thus
carries great weight. Finally, it is surely not an accident that Aristeas, al-
though clearly portrayed as a gentile, could in many scenes be mistaken for
a Jew.91 Aristeas tells the king, “These men [sc. the Jews] revere God, the
overseer and creator of all, whom indeed all men revere, although we, King,
call him by a different name, Zeus.”92 This remark, although ostensibly in-
tended to explain to the king that the Jews really worship the same god as
the Greeks—that is, Zeus—could equally well be turned on its head. From
the way in which Aristeas speaks of and relates to his god, Jewish readers
might be forgiven for concluding that the Greeks evidently worship the same
God as the Jews—that is, Yahweh. The piety that Aristeas expresses is in-
distinguishable from the sentiments of a Hellenized Jew. This may reflect
the voice of the true author of the narrative, but it also serves the function
of demonstrating that apart from the special laws, which gentiles like Aris-
teas and Philadelphus respect, there need be no philosophical or religious
divide between Greeks and Jews. The fictional Aristeas personifies the har-
monious relationship possible between the two cultures.

The flagrantly anachronistic inclusion of Demetrius is equally significant.
Demetrius is a figure of central importance to the narrative. Though
Philadelphus is ready and willing to sponsor any project suggested by the
intellectuals gathered at his court, as befits the role of enlightened monarch,
nevertheless it is not his responsibility to seek such things out. It is
Demetrius who, having been assigned the task of collecting “all the books
in the world” for the king’s library, decides that the laws of the Jews are
metagrafh'" a[xia, worthy of transcription (LtAris 10), and informs the king
that they will need to be translated with the help of the high priest. It is he
who writes the formal research proposal (reproduced verbatim at LtAris
29–32), in which he explains that they must apply to Jerusalem for an ac-
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90. Almost everything Aristeas says could be cited as an example of this, but cf.
especially LtAris 96–100, 170–71, 295–300.

91. Note in particular the scene in which Aristeas and his fellows offer up silent
prayer to God (qeov") to convince Philadelphus to grant Aristeas’s request for the free-
dom of the Jews (LtAris 17–18).

92. LtAris 16: to;n ga;r pavntwn ejpovpthn kai; ktivsthn qeo;n ou|toi sevbontai, o}n kai;
pavnte", hJmei'" dev, basileu', prosonomavzonte" eJtevrw" Zh'na kai; Diva.



curate translation, since the books of the Law are not only in Hebrew but
also have been carelessly committed to writing (seshvmantai, LtAris 30).93

In other words, it is Demetrius who is responsible for making sure that the
Greek translation of the Law is an Authorized Version, based on the most
reliable manuscripts and translated by the most highly qualified Jewish
scholars. His regard for the Jewish Law is so great that he insists the king
go to enormous trouble and expense to obtain a translation “worthy of the
subject matter and your benevolence” (32), rather than hire a local scribe
to knock off a rough translation on the cheap.94 Moreover, it is Demetrius
who supervises the process of translation (301–2) and finally presents it to
the Jews of Alexandria, who acclaim it, request a copy for themselves, and
resolve that it not be changed in any way (308–10). Demetrius’s great re-
spect for the Law is not based on whim; he repeatedly cites other highly re-
spected Greek authorities—such as Hecataeus of Abdera (31), Theopom-
pus (314–15), and Theodectes the tragic poet (316)—in support of his view
that the Jewish Law is both wise and holy.

Why attribute such an important role to a figure known to have been
exiled by Philadelphus promptly upon his accession?95 Demetrius of Pha-
lerum was a highly respected intellectual; he had been a philosopher, a states-
man (ruling Athens between 317 and 307 b.c.e.), and finally a luminary at
the court of Ptolemy I. Tradition held that he was instrumental in found-
ing the Library, the jewel in Alexandria’s crown and the key to her claim to
be a new Athens, the intellectual center of the Greek world. Demetrius’s
status lends enormous weight to the respect that he is made to express for
the Jewish Law, at least in the eyes of Aristeas’s Greek-speaking Jewish au-
dience. More important, however, his active involvement in ensuring that
the Greek version of the Torah be fully authorized translation, equal in ac-
curacy and thus in sanctity to the original, is crucial to Aristeas’s main pur-
pose. As I argue in more detail below,96 Aristeas like many another Jewish
Greek author was convinced that traditional Jewish piety could be combined
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93. The significance of this word has long been disputed, but the most probable
interpretation is that it refers to the copying of Hebrew manuscripts rather than to
the existence of prior, inadequate (or competing) Greek translations. So, rightly,
Gruen 1998: 207 n. 59; Collins 2000: 102–3.

94. Note that the king is at first surprised when Demetrius comes to him for
permission to include the Jewish Law in the library; he remarks that Demetrius had
the authority to act on his own: tiv to; kwlu'on ou\n, ei\pen, ejstiv se tou'to poih'sai;
pavnta ga;r uJpotevtaktaiv soi ta; pro;" th;n creivan (LtAris 11).

95. See above, n. 15.
96. Below, Chap. 4, pp. 141–69. For the stress placed by the author on the au-

thoritative nature of the translation, see also Pelletier 1962: 48–49.



with a cultivated Greek education and with participation in the wider Greek
world. His main purpose in writing the Letter of Aristeas was to show, in
particular, that the Septuagint is a perfectly, even divinely, accurate trans-
lation, made by scholars who were equally well qualified in Greek and Jew-
ish traditions, working in an atmosphere of ideal harmony, cooperation, and
mutual respect, and that therefore an Alexandrian Jew who kept the Law
according to the Septuagint was every bit as pious as a Jew who attended
the Temple at Jerusalem.97 By placing the project in the hands of the very
founder of the Alexandrian Library and assuring us of that distinguished
intellectual’s respect for the Law and his concern for its accuracy, Aristeas
means to offer historical proof of the Septuagint’s authenticity.

Thus the author of the Letter of Aristeas, like the author of 3 Maccabees,
manipulates historical facts in service of a higher moral and aesthetic truth.
A historical account of the Septuagint translation such as would suit mod-
ern scholarly opinion98—generations of Alexandrian Jews laboring through-
out the third century b.c.e. and beyond, translating the Scriptures piece by
piece in order to make them accessible to congregations increasingly igno-
rant of Hebrew—would have the merit of being true to the facts insofar as
they can be recovered, but it would utterly fail to communicate the truth
that Aristeas values most: his affirmation of the sanctity of the Greek Scrip-
tures, which alone made possible the faithful observance of Jewish law in
the Diaspora. The historical author in the persona of Aristeas, and the more
sophisticated members of his audience, at least at first, knew perfectly well
that the narrator Aristeas was fictional, that Demetrius could not have played
any part in the translation, and that the archival documents to which the
author so solemnly appeals were imagined, but of the metaphorical truth
of the legend they had no doubt. When Aristeas tells us that it would be
impious of him to lie about such matters (LtAris 297), he is perfectly seri-
ous. His loyalty, however, is not to the truth of history but to truth of an-
other sort.99

Consider, again, the historical-fictional biography of Onias III embedded
in 2 Maccabees. As I will show in greater detail below,100 at many points,
and most notably in the largely fictional chapters on the life and death of
Onias, 2 Maccabees resonates strongly with important themes in 3 Mac-
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97. It has even been shown that the final scene of acclamation parallels precisely
the acclamation of the original Torah. Cf. Orlinsky 1989: 540–48; Gruen 1998: 221.

98. See Schürer 1986: 3.1, 491–92, for bibliography on this now widely accepted
consensus. Cf. Gruen 1998: 210.

99. So, rightly, Meecham 1932: 143–44.
100. Chap. 4, pp. 141–69.



cabees. Onias is held up as an ideal ruler because in his time the Seleucids
respected and honored the Temple (2 Macc. 3.1–3); when conflict does oc-
cur, in the case of Heliodorus, Onias with God’s help is able to negotiate a
harmonious resolution (3.4–20). Onias never fails to employ his diplomatic
talents in defense of his people, the Temple, and the Jewish faith (3.35; 4.4–6,
33). When he is ultimately murdered by his enemies for his courageous de-
fense of the Temple, the Greeks of Antioch mourn, and Antiochus IV pun-
ishes the murderer with terrible swiftness (4.33–38).Thus, like 3 Maccabees,
the story of Onias’s life and death seems intended to praise and promote an
attitude of cooperation between Jews and gentiles, provided that no tenet of
Jewish law is compromised. The life of Onias provides a positive exemplum
for how a pious Jew can and should cooperate with Greek rulers, in explicit
(at 2 Macc. 4.5, e.g.) and implicit contrast to the nefarious behavior of Ja-
son, Simon, and Menelaus.

It is precisely those chapters of 2 Maccabees characterized by marked his-
torical fictions—the Heliodorus incident, the death of Onias—that also make
strong didactic claims about the idealized hero Onias, preferring him to the
villains of the story as a model for interaction between Jews and Greeks. In
2 Maccabees, as in 3 Maccabees and in the Letter of Aristeas, fictionalized
historical episodes are invoked in order to draw from the past a lesson to be
applied in the present. But what, precisely, is the lesson of 2 Maccabees? The
glowing portrait of a figure who embodies harmonious relations between
pious Jews and (mostly) benevolent Seleucids must seem at first rather odd
in a text intended primarily to celebrate the victories of the Maccabean hero
Judah over the Seleucid oppressor—a text that concludes triumphantly with
the assertion that Jerusalem has been the Hebrews’ possession ever since
their battle with Nicanor in 161 b.c.e.101 The author of 2 Maccabees has
been credited with coining the very term “Hellenism” as a term of oppro-
brium, in contrast to the “Judaism” of the faithful.102

To be sure, one might argue that the biography of Onias in 2 Maccabees
represents independent oral or written traditions that have been incorporated
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101. 2 Macc. 15.37: ajp j ejkeivnwn tw'n kairw'n krathqeivsh" th'" povlew" uJpo; tw'n
JEbraivwn.

102. 2 Macc. 4.13  JEllhnismou'.The term appears to have been coined on the anal-
ogy of “Medism” in the Persian Wars. In that context, “Medism” denoted collabo-
ration with the enemy, whereas “Hellenism” connoted the heroic resistance of the
Greeks; here, “Hellenism” is the brand of the collaborator, contrasted with the “Ju-
daism” ( jIoudai>smou', 2.21) of the faithful (Goldstein 1983: 192).This, combined with
the fact that the author uses the term bavrbaro" to refer to the Greeks (2.21), sug-
gests a most peculiar inversion: the Jews are the true Hellenes, whereas the Greeks
are the barbarian enemy. This is no simple repudiation of Greek culture; the author 



into the text and that the strongly pro-cooperative strain of the Onias tradi-
tion there has been imported. Although the stories presenting Onias as an
ideal bridge between Greeks and Jews very likely do predate their present
context, however, mere tradition cannot explain why the author chose to
integrate this material into his work. Onias’s reappearance together with
the prophet Jeremiah to bless Judah’s army before the climactic battle at 2
Maccabees 15.12–16 leaves no room to doubt the importance of his sym-
bolic role. In fact, the role of Onias demonstrates that the opposition be-
tween Judaism and Hellenism in 2 Maccabees is far from being as stark as
has been supposed.

Onias is a positive paradigm of how a pious Jewish ruler should interact
with Greek kings and generals, in strong contrast with villains like Jason,
who introduces customs that violate Jewish law (paravnomoi, 2 Macc. 4.11),
or like Simon, who conspires with corrupt officials to accuse a fellow citizen
(4.5), or like Menelaus, who willingly hands over Temple treasures to a bru-
tal invader (5.15).Yet Onias is also represented as bestowing divine sanction
upon Judah’s military campaigns against the Seleucid oppressor. The self-
proclaimed warrior in defense of the Jewish faith is thus represented as the
rightful heir of the legitimate high priest Onias III, the accomplished inter-
national diplomat who moved easily between Greek and Jewish worlds with-
out betraying either. The role of Onias, then, is surely meant to suggest a
positive paradigm for the newly independent Hasmonean state.103 In deal-
ing with their Hellenistic neighbors, the Jews are to adopt an attitude of proud
integrity but never of xenophobic hostility: thus in another passage they are
shown negotiating not only with the Seleucids but even with the far-off Ro-
mans.104 Given that the Hasmonean rulers were for many years not yet in-
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is in effect usurping the central place occupied by the Greeks in the Hellenistic Near
East even as he rejects their hegemony. The concept “Hellenism” in 2 Maccabees is
far more complicated than it appears. The widespread assumption that 2 Maccabees
is the classic proof text for a simple opposition between Judaism and Hellenism has
most recently and strongly been challenged by Gruen 1998: 3–9.

103. See Gruen (1998: 9–29) for a detailed analysis of the “complex pattern of
reciprocal relations and mutual dependency” that characterizes the Hasmonean age
from the very beginning.

104. 2 Macc. 11.34–38 gives the text of a letter addressed by the Romans to the
people of the Jews. Compare also the reference to Eupolemus at 4.11. The connec-
tion that is made in this passage between Eupolemus, who negotiated a treaty of
friendship and alliance with the Romans, and his father, John, who had negotiated
the agreement between Antiochus III and the Jews (now overthrown by the heed-
less Jason), strongly suggests a continuous tradition of diplomatic activity interrupted
only briefly by Jason and his ilk. See below, Chap. 4, pp. 141–69.



dependent kings but continued to acknowledge at least nominal Seleucid sov-
ereignty, the suggestion that Judah and his successors inherited the position
of Onias is appropriate.105 The Hasmoneans themselves increasingly adopted
in later years the attitudes of Hellenistic kingship, even taking Greek
names.106 Although J. A. Goldstein has argued—unconvincingly—that 2
Maccabees must be interpreted as anti-Hasmonean, the portrayal of Onias
would seem to suggest rather a pro-Hasmonean slant. In the eyes of 2 Mac-
cabees’ author, the Hasmoneans’ increasing Hellenization was a sign not of
their corruption but rather of their ability to function effectively in a Greek
world as representatives of a traditional Jewish state.

The author of 2 Maccabees employs historical fictions surrounding the
life of Onias III specifically in order to represent him as an idealized figure
of cooperation between separate but mutually respectful Greek and Jewish
worlds. The traditions regarding the life of Onias very likely arose as pop-
ular legends—the Heliodorus incident, as we can see by comparing it with
the story of Philopator’s visit to Jerusalem (3 Macc. 1.9–2.24), was one
such—but the author has fitted edifying fables into the quite alien context
of Hellenistic history, thus creating a compelling historical exemplum for
the Jewish people in general and for the Hasmonean state in particular. The
manipulation of the fictional details of the historical Onias’s life in 2 Mac-
cabees is both entertaining and affecting, but its purpose goes well beyond
sentimental entertainment.

The author of the Book of Esther likewise invokes historical details in
order to create a convincing historical fiction, although, as we have seen,
this amalgam of folk motifs cannot be traced back to any concrete instance
of persecution in the Persian period. The fictionalizing of history is by no
means confined to the Greek version. The author of the Masoretic text al-
ready employs all the common devices for creating a believable historical
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105. The early Hasmoneans continued regularly to acknowledge the suzerainty
of the Seleucids (Tcherikover 1959: 237–38). Aristobulus (r. 104–103 b.c.e.) was the
first to assume the title of king, but it is hard, perhaps impossible, to define precisely
the point at which the Hasmoneans became completely independent. The Seleucid
empire was very much a state of mind, both for ruler and for subject. Its physical
extent depended largely upon the acknowledgments of supremacy, whether tangi-
ble or symbolic, that the central authority was able to coax from its subjects at any
given moment in time. The negotiation of a mutually acceptable relationship be-
tween the Seleucids and the Hasmoneans thus remained a delicate issue through-
out the second century b.c.e., and perhaps even into the first.

106. Gruen (1998: 29–39) suggests that the Hellenizing tendencies of the Has-
moneans, although increasingly visible in the later years of the dynasty, can be traced
back as early as the career of Judah himself. On the Hellenization of the Hasmoneans
generally, see also Collins 2000: 17 with references there cited.



fiction that we have examined so far:107 citing specific dates and documents,
invoking a recognizable historical figure, adducing the administration and
customs of a remote historical period, and deliberately imitating the for-
mulas and hence the genre of the historical books of the Bible.108 The au-
thor of Esther resorts to a fictional history in order to demonstrate that
the Jews hold an important and valued place at the court of foreign kings
and that persecution is ephemeral and will be triumphantly overcome, so
long as the Jews remain faithful to their tribe (as the Hebrew Esther sees
it) and their God (as the Greek Esther hastens to add).109 In a general way,
the use of realistic historical detail and documentary evidence helps to en-
hance the verisimilitude of the text’s claim to truth. Since the truth of vin-
dication and deliverance, however, is fundamentally moral rather than lit-
erally historical, it disturbs the worshiper celebrating Purim not at all that
Xerxes’ queen was a Persian named Amestris, as a glance at Herodotus
will reveal,110 not Vashti or Esther, and indeed that Xerxes was campaigning
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107. Gordis (1981: 375–78) makes the intriguing suggestion that the author of
the Masoretic text deliberately cast his work “in the form of a chronicle of the Per-
sian court, written by a Gentile scribe,” and that this helps to explain why the di-
vine Name is avoided throughout.This must remain speculative, since the unnamed
narrator never explicitly claims to be a gentile or to have found this account in court
records; nevertheless, such a technique, if this was the author’s intention, would link
the composition of Esther very closely with the type of deliberate fiction found in
the Letter of Aristeas. So, rightly, Gordis 1981: 378.

108. To the limited extent that it is shared by all the texts we are here consider-
ing, then, the deliberate creation of historical fictions appears to cut across boundaries
of language and culture. On the Greek side, it appears in such texts as the Letter of
Aristeas, 3 Maccabees, and parts of 2 Maccabees; on the Hebrew side, we find it in the
Masoretic texts of Daniel and Esther, and it was presumably a dominant feature of the
lost Semitic original of Judith. Hebrew Esther provides an interesting test case for the
origins of the phenomenon.Hebrew Esther is difficult to date, especially since it clearly
draws on oral traditions stretching back into the Persian period; suggestions have
ranged from the fourth to the second century b.c.e. (Wills [1995:98–100],Fox [1991a:
139–40], and Bickermann [1967:205–7] tend toward a later [third-to-second-century]
range; Moore [1971: lix–lx], Levenson [1997: 26], and Berlin [2001: xli–xliii] tend to-
ward an earlier [fourth-to-third century] range). I have argued elsewhere (“Novelis-
tic Elements in Esther,” Catholic Biblical Quarterly, forthcoming) that an earlier date
is likely due to the absence of Greek influence on the language of Hebrew Esther. If
the Masoretic text of Esther can be traced back into the Persian period, it is very likely
the earliest of all surviving Jewish fictions and suggests that the origins of the use of
fictional history in Jewish literature should be sought already in Hebrew literature of
the Persian period rather than Greek and Hebrew literature of the Maccabean period
(as Wills [1995: 8–10] would have it).This is a question that requires further research.

109. See below, Chap. 4, pp. 141–69, where these themes are explored in more
detail.

110. Hdt. 7.114, 9.112; and cf. 3.84, where Herodotus establishes that Persian
queens had to be descended from one of seven high-ranking Persian families, which 



in Greece in 480 b.c.e., the year of Esther’s supposed arrival at court (Es-
ther 2.16).111

An excellent example of historical fiction being used to reinforce ideol-
ogy may be found in the decree of Artaxerxes supposedly cited verbatim in
the Greek version of Esther, calling off the orders previously issued in his
name by Haman (Esther E1–24). Like the royal letters in 3 Maccabees, this
is patently a Greek forgery.112 Much like 3 Maccabees 7.1–9, the letter from
Artaxerxes to his satraps invokes and sanctions in the king’s voice themes
that the author has been at some pains to establish.113 The king wholly dis-
claims any malice toward the Jews and blames all on Haman (E2–18).114 The
Jews are proclaimed innocent (ouj kakouvrgou" o[nta"), conducting their lives
according to righteous laws (dikaiotavtoi" de; politeuomevnou" novmoi" E15),
and are counted among the king’s loyal subjects (E23, toi'" eujnoou±sin Pevr-
sai"), who are to celebrate the day planned for the destruction of the Jews
as instead a festival of deliverance. Artaxerxes, like Philopator (3 Macc. 7.2),
even acknowledges the power of the Jewish God (Esther E4, 16, 18, 21), who
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makes nonsense of Esther’s account of the selection of a new queen for Xerxes. See
Levenson 1997: 24; Fox 1991a: 132; Moore 1971: xlvi; Paton 1908: 71–72.

111. Fox (1991a: 139–40) argues that Hebrew Esther must be dated to the Hel-
lenistic period, because he believes that the author meant the audience to read the
story as historical and that such an author would not have included details that both
he and the audience would have known to be false; therefore, he must be writing at
a time when the details of Persian rule were hazy in the minds of author and audi-
ence alike.This is precisely the sort of misreading that has tended to arise from mod-
ern scholars’ inability to understand the use of fictional historical detail in such texts.
Levenson (1997: 26) rightly objects that to read Esther as straight history is funda-
mentally to misunderstand its nature and points to the even more obviously fictional
Judith as a corrective against assuming that the audience would have necessarily re-
jected a narrative that they recognized as fictional.

112. Levenson 1997: 111–14 (cf. 74–75); Moore 1977: 237.
113. Since we are here dealing with a text added in the Greek version, the themes

in question are particularly those dear to the author of the expanded and enhanced
Greek version. The Greek author’s work builds, however, on basic themes already
established by the author of the Hebrew version, as discussed above and in Chap. 4,
pp. 141–69. See below, Chap. 5, for a discussion of the way in which the compara-
ble decree in 3 Maccabees is used to buttress the verisimilitude of that account and
to reinforce the themes stressed by that author.

114. Note especially Esther E5–6: pollavki" de; kai; pollou;" tw'n ejp j ejxousivai"
tetagmevnwn tw'n pisteuqevntwn ceirivzein fivlwn ta; pravgmata paramuqiva metovcou"
aiJmavtwn ajqwv/wn katasthvsasa perievbalen sumforai''" ajnhkevstoi" tw'/ th'" kakohqeiva"
yeudei' paralogismw'/ paralogisamevnwn th;n tw'n ejpikratouvntwn ajkevraion eujgnw-
mosuvnhn.



protects and guides the Persian kingdom.115 Haman, by contrast, is such an
exemplar of disloyalty and treachery (E2–3, 12, 22) that the author has Ar-
taxerxes declare Haman not a true Persian at all but a Macedonian,116 whose
actual intent was to betray the kingdom into the power of the Macedonians
(E14).This glance forward at the Macedonian conquest of Persia, fully a hun-
dred and fifty years in the future from Xerxes’ point of view, is almost com-
ically anachronistic. It serves an important rhetorical purpose, however, re-
minding us that Haman previously cast against the Jews the traditional
aspersion: that they are a separate and hence disloyal people.117 Now we learn
that it is the enemy of the Jews who is truly foreign (ajllovtrio", E10) and
an enemy of the state.118 In the Greek Esther, even more than in the He-
brew version, history is not fact but metaphor.

All the authors of the texts discussed thus far consciously invoke partic-
ular historical contexts, maintaining a certain fundamental consistency with
what we believe are the historical facts: Ptolemy IV Philopator in 3 Mac-
cabees (considered in detail below in Chap. 5, pp. 190–216); Ptolemy II Phila-
delphus in the Letter of Aristeas; Seleucus IV, Antiochus IV, and Onias III
in 2 Maccabees); Xerxes the Great in Esther. In Daniel, Judith, and Tobit, we
encounter an attitude toward the facts of the past considerably more free-
wheeling, although no less self-conscious.

As explained above, the author of Daniel has woven what were once dis-
parate legends into a coherent historical narrative (Dan. 1–6) and has thus
created a fictional historical background for the Exile that is internally con-
sistent but completely irreconcilable with the facts as we know them. The
bizarre chronology of the Book of Daniel, however, reflects not carelessness
or ignorance on the author’s part but deliberate purpose. The purpose of ex
eventu prophecy is to show that history—past, present, and future—realizes
prophecy. Insofar as past and present events are seen to have validated
prophecy, the revelator’s claims for a future still unrealized, whatever it may
be, are correspondingly strengthened. The accuracy of Daniel’s allusions to
recent and contemporary events leading up to the Maccabean Revolt (11.3–
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115. Esther E16: tou' uJyivstou megivstou zẁnto" qeou', tou' kateuquvnonto" hJmi'n te
kai; toi'" progovnoi" hJmw'n th;n basileivan ejn tḩ/ kallivsth/ diaqevsei.

116. Esther E10: Aman Amadav qou Makedw; n tai'" ajlhqeivai" ajllovtrio" tou' tw'n
Persw'n ai{mato".

117. Esther 3.8: uJpavrcei e[qno" diesparmevnon ejn toi'" e[qnesin ejn pavsh/ th'/ basileiva/
sou, oiJ de; novmoi aujtw'n e[xalloi para; pavnta ta; e[qnh, tw'n de; novmwn tou' basilevw"
parakouvousin, kai; ouj sumfevrei tw'/ basilei' eja'sai aujtouv".

118. The inversion of the places occupied by the Jews and their enemies is pre-
cisely the same as that which is performed in Philopator’s second letter in 3 Mac-
cabees (7.1–9; see below, Chap. 5).



35) is precise and can be confirmed in other sources. It should not, then, sur-
prise us that when dealing with the more remote past, the author has pro-
vided a historical narrative framework intended to serve as a key to the in-
terpretation of his prophecies. It is unimportant that the successive empires
forming the historical background to the Book of Daniel—Babylonian (Neb-
uchadnezzar, Belshazzar), Median (Darius), and Persian (Cyrus)—resemble
only tenuously the actual succession of historical empires in the sixth cen-
tury b.c.e. It matters more that the author offers a version of history that
best corresponds with his own understanding of how God’s predictions have
been realized as events in the past and the present. For the Book of Daniel,
historical truth is meaningless in itself; history is meaningful only as a roll
in which we read the realization of past prophecies and thus gain confidence
in the validity of prophecies yet unrealized.

Moreover, the integration of court legends into an apocalyptic narrative-
historical framework allows the author of Daniel to suggest a reinterpreta-
tion of such traditional stories in the light of his own ideological purpose.
In each of the stories collected in Daniel 1–6, Daniel and his friends are of-
fered a choice between assimilation and persecution, and in each case the
refusal to assimilate brings about a happy ending in which the loyalty of
the Jews is triumphantly vindicated, the enemies of the Jews are punished,
and the favor of the king is completely restored. These themes are wide-
spread in many Jewish Greek texts.119 In Daniel, however, the moral is sub-
tly altered by the context. Each of these stories takes place under a king of
the golden age, the first of the empires as defined in Daniel 2.37–45 (Neb-
uchadnezzar or Belshazzar), or a king of the silver age (Darius the Mede).
The succession of declining ages suggests, however, that a happy ending is
unlikely in the age of iron, under Greek rule, and indeed no such tales are
told of the Seleucids. The contemporary reader, then, suffering persecution
at the hands of Antiochus IV, is encouraged to look forward not ( like the
reader of 3 Maccabees or the Book of Esther) to a restoration of happy con-
ditions under a reformed and enlightened Antiochus IV but rather to the
promised Kingdom of God upon earth, which will sweep away the hope-
lessly corrupt kingdom of iron mixed with clay (Dan. 2.44). Thus, although
Daniel, like the other texts being examined here, appeals to the past in or-
der to construct a model of Jewish identity in a time of crisis, that model
turns out very different from what any of those others suggests.

As we have said, the often fanciful historical details included in any of
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119. This point is argued in more detail below in Chap. 4, pp. 141–69.



these texts are not meant to mark it as mere fiction, as has sometimes been
claimed,120 but rather serve the author in constructing his particular ver-
sion of the past, self-consistent and plausible, and thereby articulating his
conception of Jewish identity in his own day. Only the Book of Judith’s his-
torical jumble seems at first glance genuinely reminiscent of the complete
disregard for plausible history seen in the later Greek novels.121 Is Judith,
then, an exception to the rule, a true “Jewish novel”?

The long speech of Achior (Jth. 5.5–21) should serve to warn us that first
impressions can be deceiving.122 It is worth comparing this scene with how
Herodotus portrays the deposed Spartan king Demaratus explaining the
Greeks’ character to Xerxes.123 For Herodotus, the key to Greek superiority
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120. E.g., Wills 1995: 51.
121. Consider, for instance, Chariton’s Chaereas and Callirhoe. Callirhoe is the

daughter of Hermocrates, the Syracusan general who defeated the Athenian inva-
sion in 415–413 b.c.e. and died in 407, but the subsequent narrative reflects a
promiscuous arrangement of names and events taken at random from the fourth
century b.c.e. or even later. Dionysius, ruler of Miletus under Persian rule (Mile-
tus was not under Persian control until 368 b.c.e.), bears the name of the famous
tyrant of Syracuse and his son. Other satraps include the plausibly named but quite
unhistorical Mithridates of Caria and Pharnaces of Lydia. The Persian king Artax-
erxes is made up of elements combining the reigns of Artaxerxes II Mnemon
(404–358 b.c.e.) and Artaxerxes III Ochus (358–338 b.c.e.). The famous siege of
Tyre, conducted by Alexander the Great in 332, is transplanted into an account of the
suppression of the revolt of Egypt, which took place historically in the reign of
Ochus. Cf. Reardon 1989: 18. The author has simply plucked out random details
from the history of the eastern Mediterranean in the fourth century and sprinkled
them throughout his story to create a vague impression of an exotic, long-ago his-
torical setting. Neither the actual facts nor the imagined historical setting is in any
way essential to the plot.

122. Craven (1983) and Moore (1985: 59, 158, 161–62) have rightly highlighted
Achior’s central importance to the entire narrative, as a pivotal figure who links the
two halves of the story and as the mouthpiece for the most complete statement of
the author’s own Deuteronomistic view of history. See now further Roitman (1992:
31–45), who sees Achior as Judith’s alter ego. Moore also rightly observes that since
Achior’s account of Jewish history, down to and including the return from the Ex-
ile(!), is perfectly faithful and sober, it is impossible to believe that the author was
unaware of the anachronisms in his portrayal of Nebuchadnezzar the Assyrian; the
anachronisms must be deliberate. In fact, it is the view of history here articulated
by Achior that provides the key to understanding the historical distortions in the
story, as I will show.

123. Hdt. 7.101–4, 209. Momigliano (1982: 227–28) makes precisely this com-
parison, suggesting that the author of Judith may have had Herodotus in mind (di-
rectly or through some indirect channel ). The suggestion that the author of Judith
directly used Herodotus has recently been restated in greater detail by Caponigro
1992: 47–59. Use of Herodotus, directly or indirectly, as a model would help to ex-
plain why we find at Jth. 4.7 an otherwise puzzling reference to a narrow pass at
Bethulia, resembling nothing known to us from Palestinian geography, but suspi-



in battle is the Spartans’ obedience to their law. For Achior, however, the Jews
can be explained only in terms of their history. A closer look at Achior’s ver-
sion of Jewish history will be illuminating. The bulk of his account simply
summarizes the history given in the Pentateuch.124 Having brought the Jew-
ish people into the land, however, Achior skips directly over the years of the
monarchy to the Exile (5.17–18).The moral that he draws here is important:

As long as they did not sin against their God they prospered, for the
God who hates iniquity is with them. But when they departed from 
the way which he had appointed for them, they were utterly defeated
in many battles and were led away captive to a foreign country; the
temple of their God was razed to the ground, and their cities captured
by their enemies. (RSV)125

Now, however, the Jews have returned to their God and hence to their land
and their Temple (Jth. 5.19).Thus the Jews have made a fresh start, and only
if they have fallen again into sin, as Achior explains, will Holofernes be able
to defeat them (5.20–21).

The location of the story historically in the days immediately following
the Exile is thus not incidental but enormously significant. It is of course
an axiom of biblical literature that God can and does use foreign tyrants as
unwitting agents of his will to punish the Jews when they betray the
covenant: Shalmaneser, Sennacherib, Nebuchadnezzar, and Antiochus IV
were all so represented in their day. In this way the survivors of the Exile
were able to make sense of catastrophic defeat and to preserve Jewish iden-
tity against the threat of cultural annihilation.The Book of Judith illustrates
its author’s belief that the return from exile and the rebuilding of the Tem-
ple represent a fresh start, a return to the pristine days of the Judges, and
that only if the Jews repeat their error will disaster fall upon them a second
time. Judith’s victory over Holofernes is the reward for her piety and her
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ciously similar to the pass at Thermopylae. As Demaratus advises Xerxes before Ther-
mopylae, so Achior advises Holofernes before Bethulia. See Moore 1985: 151, 154–55.

124. The migration of Abraham from Mesopotamia to Canaan (Jth. 5.6–9, Gen.
11.27–37.1); the descent into Egypt and the Exodus (Jth. 5.10–13, Gen. 37.2–Ex.
18.27); the journey through the wilderness by way of Mount Sinai (Jth. 5.14, Ex.
19.1–Num. 10.10); and the conquests in Transjordan and Canaan (Jth. 5.15–16, Num.
20.14–Jos. 11.23). See Moore 1985: 158–60 for detailed commentary.

125. Jth. 5.17–18: kai; e{w" oujc h{marton ejnwvpion tou' qeou' aujtw'n, h\n met j aujtw'n
ta; ajgaqav, o{ti qeo;" misw'n ajdikivan met j aujtw'n ejstin. o{te de; ajpevsthsan ajpo; th'" oJ-
dou', h|" dievqeto aujtoi'", ejxwleqreuvqhsan ejn polloi'" polevmoi" ejpi; polu; sfovdra kai;
hj/cmalwteuvqhsan eij" gh'n oujk ijdivan, kai; oJ nao;" tou' qeou' aujtw'n ejgenhvqh eij" e[dafo",
kai; aiJ povlei" aujtw'n ejkrathvqhsan uJpo; tw'n uJpenantivwn.



faith in God, to which she holds steadfast when the rest of her people seem
prepared to surrender (Jth. 7.30–31, 8.11–27).

The bizarre figure of Nebuchadnezzar the Assyrian must be viewed in
this light. Cyrus the Persian was a benevolent character in Jewish tradition,
the chosen instrument of God’s restoration of the Jews to their land (Isa.
44.28–45.13), and in general the Persians seem to have treated the Jews liv-
ing under their rule in Palestine, as they treated most of their subjects, with
a benign neglect. The historical kings who ruled over Palestine at the time
of the return from exile would not, then, have suited the author’s purpose.
The historical kings who attacked Israel and Judah before the Exile, in and
of themselves, were equally unsuitable, for in their time the Israelites had
not yet learned the lesson that Achior sets forth. In the place of the histor-
ical kings of Assyria, Babylon, and Persia, we have in Nebuchadnezzar the
Assyrian a timeless historical construct representing the (theoretically) ever
present danger of renewed apostasy and disaster. Nebuchadnezzar the As-
syrian, as we saw, is an amalgam of elements recalling not only Shalmaneser,
Sennacherib, and Nebuchadnezzar (the Assyrian and Neo-Babylonian kings
who destroyed Israel and scattered the ten tribes in 722 b.c.e. and besieged
Jerusalem in 701, finally destroying it completely a century later), but also
a more recent threat, Antiochus IV.126 By combining the historical perse-
cutors of the Jews into a single archetype, the author of Judith is able to re-
tain the immediacy and force of a lesson drawn from past experience while
communicating a moral that transcends literally historical time. The use of
precise yet paradoxical historical details in the Book of Judith is not merely
amusing (pace Craven 1983), ironic (Moore 1985), or deliberately fantastic
(Wills 1995): it is significant.

Finally, the Book of Tobit, though more folktale than self-conscious his-
torical fiction, does share some common ground with the texts discussed
above, combining the evocation of concrete historical context—the after-
math of the Assyrian conquest of the northern tribes—with the free ma-
nipulation of historical elements in order to communicate its moral. Such
freedom is particularly clear in Tobit’s absurd claim to have been a young
man when the northern tribes separated from Jerusalem, fully two hundred
years before the fall of Samaria (Tob. 1.4). The point of this claim, as is im-
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126. The authors of 1 and 2 Maccabees both suggest that the persecution of the
Jews under Antiochus IV was preceded by a betrayal of the covenant on the part of
the Jews (1 Macc. 1.11–15, 2 Macc. 4.11), demonstrating that many Jews of the sec-
ond century b.c.e. interpreted the persecution under Antiochus IV very much in
light of experience of the Exile.



mediately made clear (1.6), is that Tobit alone remained faithful to Jerusalem
while his kin sacrificed to Baal. The author treats the northern tribes’ apos-
tasy from Jerusalem as a trial run for the much greater challenge to Jewish
faith presented by the scattering of the ten tribes. Just as during the apos-
tasy Tobit continued to visit Jerusalem for the feasts and offer sacrifice there,
so after his deportation to Nineveh he alone refrained from eating the food
of the gentiles (1.10–12).127 The rhetorical power of having Tobit survive
both the revolt of the northern tribes and the Assyrian deportation, and
throughout alone remain faithful to the pure Judaism centered on the Tem-
ple at Jerusalem, far outweighs the historical absurdity of Tobit’s living as
long as a biblical patriarch.

Thus each of these texts offers tales of the past that are in themselves no
more than legends or folktales while yet taking pains to evoke a concretely
detailed, consistent, and at least superficially plausible historical setting. In
each, however, closer examination reveals not only that these tales are not
so historical as they are made to seem but that the historical coloration is
itself flawed by errors and distortions readily apparent to the alert reader.
Some of these blunders, like the anachronistic placement of Demetrius at
the court of Philadelphus in the Letter of Aristeas, would be detectable only
by a well-educated reader—with a tolerably good knowledge of Ptolemaic
history, say—but some, like Judith’s Nebuchadnezzar the Assyrian, would
be apparent to any Jew who had even a nodding acquaintance with the his-
torical traditions of the Bible.128
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127. It was for this reason that God made him successful, as a buyer of provi-
sions (ajgorasthv") for Shalmaneser (Tob. 1.13). Because Tobit piously insisted upon
burying the bodies of Jews executed by Shalmaneser’s successor Sennacherib, he
was forced into exile (1.18–20), but he was restored to favor under Esarhaddon at
the instigation of his nephew Ahiqar, a high official at Esarhaddon’s court (1.21–22).
Whereas the Book of Tobit shows, as a rule, little interest in promoting cooperation
between Jews and gentiles under Assyrian rule, we do find here the common asser-
tion, as old as the story of Joseph, that piety is rewarded by material success and
recognition at court.

128. We have, unfortunately, almost no direct evidence as to how these texts were
received, but we do know that the Letter of Aristeas at least (in which the anachro-
nisms and impossibilities are relatively subtle) was regarded as historical as early as
the time of Josephus. Josephus paraphrases large sections of it in his Jewish Antiq-
uities, and its historicity was not subsequently questioned until the seventeenth cen-
tury. (See above, note 21.) On the other hand, it is hard to imagine that any Jew who
was even vaguely familiar with the historical books of the Bible could have accepted
Nebuchadnezzar the Assyrian at face value. Most probably, as in modern times, there
were some readers who swallowed the greatest of impossibilities whole, and others
who noticed even the subtlest errors; but the didactic function of the texts was equally
effective for every class of reader, from the most sophisticated to the most credulous.



Whether subtle or blatant, however, the presence of historical impossi-
bilities in an otherwise self-consciously evoked historical setting does not
simply signal that the reader is stepping through the looking glass, from a
world of history into one of fiction. Rather, it reflects the author’s deliber-
ate manipulation of historical details to communicate a particular message.
Specifically, the authors of our six texts are at work reinventing Jewish iden-
tity by reinventing the past, each in his own way. For all peoples, and for
none more than the Jews, a particular view of past events implies a partic-
ular way of constructing the present identity of a community.

Each of these texts—the Letter of Aristeas, 2 Maccabees, Esther, Daniel,
Judith, and Tobit—contains a significant element of historical fiction, de-
liberate manipulation of historical material to communicate a particular di-
dactic point. A common attitude toward historical fact—treating it as raw
material to be mined and manipulated for the purpose of creating a credi-
ble, persuasive didactic fiction—unites the authors of these texts and sets
them distinctively apart from the mainstream of Jewish and Greek histo-
riography alike. They belong neither to the mainstream of historiography
nor to the genre of the ancient novel but to the nebulous group of un-
classifiable ancient fictions beginning to proliferate in the postclassical
Greek world.129

Although these texts do share this one important element, however, call-
ing them “romance” in the sense in which that term is often used—as a
genre akin to or even identical with the ancient novel—is wholly misguided.
Far from signaling a common purpose, a common audience, and a common
genre, the self-conscious manipulation of history for a didactic purpose not
only cuts across the boundaries of language and genre but is employed by
different authors for quite different purposes. To put this in other words:
each author in his own way addresses the question of Jewish identity in the
last centuries before the Common Era, and no two authors’ answers are quite
the same.

An overview will illustrate the diverse purposes of these texts.Third Mac-
cabees, the Letter of Aristeas, and 2 Maccabees were all composed originally
in Greek; all look to the recent Hellenistic past for their settings, and all seek
a new Hellenistic Jewish identity that can accommodate both Greek culture
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129. Xenophon’s Cyropaedia has been called one of the earliest known fictions
(e.g., Wills 1995: 20–21; and cf. the seminal discussion of Bakhtin 1981, who casts
his net to include virtually every sort of prose narrative fiction from the postclassi-
cal Greek world).The proliferation of ancient fictions begins much earlier than Bow-
ersock 1994 (who dates the phenomenon to the first century c.e.) suggests.The whole
subject of ancient fictions, broadly defined, is deserving of much further study.



and traditional Jewish piety. The authors of 3 Maccabees and of the Letter
of Aristeas were writing in Egypt and primarily addressing Alexandrian
Jews, and as one might expect, the two have much in common.There is, how-
ever, a difference of purpose, which influences their invocations of past
events. Aristeas invokes history in order to answer critics who denied the
validity of the Greek Scriptures. Everything rests on his ability to demon-
strate that Greeks and Jews have in the past been able to work together to
create a perfect translation, and his historical construction of Jewish iden-
tity in the Hellenistic world is hence wholly focused on the possibility of
cooperation. The author of 3 Maccabees, on the other hand, has set himself
the task of explaining a festival of deliverance. His historical construction
of Jewish identity thus focuses upon the Jews’ ability to survive persecu-
tion through a combination of steadfast faith in God and unwavering loy-
alty to the state. This fidelity results eventually in the renewal of a positive
relationship between Jews and gentiles that had been temporarily disrupted
by the anomaly of persecution.130 The author of 2 Maccabees, in contrast to
both, likewise highly values a balance between tradition and cooperation,
but his depiction of Onias III does not invoke history to encourage the Jews
to persevere under foreign rule, constructing instead a positive model for
the fledgling Hasmonean state. Unlike the author of 3 Maccabees, he can
openly encourage revolt against a specific abusive gentile regime, that of An-
tiochus IV, while still allowing for the possibility of cooperation with the
broader gentile world.

Esther, Daniel, Judith, and Tobit, by contrast, originally composed in He-
brew or Aramaic before being translated into Greek, look not to the recent
past under Greek rule but to the more distant past under Assyrian, Baby-
lonian, and Persian kings. Esther, very much like 3 Maccabees, invokes his-
tory in order to explain a festival designed to comfort and reassure Jews who
lived with the historical experience of intermittent persecution. As in 3 Mac-
cabees, the author of Esther represents foreign rule as essentially benevo-
lent and persecution as ephemeral. Although the Hebrew version stresses
ethnic solidarity rather than religious piety, the Greek Esther constructs a
model of Hellenistic Jewish identity virtually indistinguishable from that
promoted by 3 Maccabees and the Letter of Aristeas. Daniel, by contrast,
invokes history in order to suggest that the cooperation possible in the
golden and silver ages has become impossible in a corrupt age of iron mixed
with clay. Working, like the author of 2 Maccabees, directly in the context
of the Maccabean Revolt, the author of Daniel places his hope not in the
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130. See below, Part 2, where this point is argued in much greater detail.



Hasmonean state (which did not yet exist when he was writing) but in the
coming of God’s Kingdom on earth.

The author of Judith has yet a different concern. In Judith there is no
trace of the positive attitude toward cooperation between Jews and gentiles
that is reflected in 3 Maccabees, the Letter of Aristeas, 2 Maccabees, Esther,
and Daniel. The author of Judith is purely concerned with the survival of
the Jews in their homeland as a separate and unique people. The author in-
vokes history in order to prove that the Jews have been and will be protected
from the miseries of conquest and exile as long as they remain faithful to
the covenant. The Book of Judith appeals to the lessons of history just as
the prophets do, except that where these invoke the actual sufferings of the
Jews at the hands of their historical persecutors in order to show that con-
quest and exile are God’s punishment for sin and apostasy, Judith invokes
the imaginary history of the Jews of Bethulia, who, having learned the les-
sons of exile, resisted an imaginary Nebuchadnezzar and were rewarded for
their faith accordingly. And finally,Tobit invokes history in order to demon-
strate how one Jewish family, by preserving its piety unsullied, was able to
survive the centuries following the Assyrian conquest intact, at a time when
the ten northern tribes were effectively being scattered to the winds. Like
the author of Judith, the author of Tobit is not particularly concerned with
promoting cooperation between Jews and gentiles (although we are told that
Tobit rose high in the Assyrian king’s service). His main ideological con-
cern is for the preservation of Jewish faith over the long term, even in the
most extreme circumstances of isolation and exile.

• • •

The foregoing brief survey, taken together with the more detailed analysis
above explaining how history has been manipulated in each of these texts,
suffices to show that although each of these authors invokes history in or-
der to construct a particular Jewish identity, no two offer precisely the same
lesson. There are areas of overlap, to be sure; there were, after all, a limited
number of different ways for Jews to construct their identity in the Hel-
lenistic period. The sheer diversity of ideas concerning Jewish identity in
these texts, however—a diversity that does not break down along simple
lines of language or geography—reminds us that in every society, differing
constructions of group identity, or of the identity of a people or a nation,
can coexist, interact, compete, and coalesce.

Today it is fashionable—and correct—to speak of diverse Judaisms
rather than a uniform Judaism in the period between the Bible and the Tal-
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mud. Then the canon was not yet fixed, in Greek or in Hebrew; the looser
categories of the Prophets and the Writings were still fluid.131 All the texts
we have been considering were potentially available to Greek-speaking Jews;
at least four were available to those who spoke only Hebrew or Aramaic.
Many Jews were bilingual.132 Thus all these texts were read by a range of
Jews in the late Hellenistic period and exercised their influence in different
ways. Even if there can be no simple answer to the question of what con-
stituted Jewish identity in the Hellenistic period, the authors of these texts
have provided a glimpse of how diversely Hellenistic Jews defined them-
selves in relation to the real or imagined past.133

Not surprisingly, these authors’ diverse purposes are reflected in the di-
versity of their genres: in each text, history is manipulated within the frame-
work of a different literary form. The variability of genre above all makes
nonsense of the very concept of Jewish romance as a literary type. The Let-
ter of Aristeas virtually defies genre classification, but it is probably best
understood as modeling itself upon an autobiographical memoir within the
Greek tradition—comparable, for instance, to the lost Memoirs of Aratus
(Polyb. 2.40). It is a self-conscious historical fiction from beginning to end;
although historical personalities appear, the author, the addressee, and the
main narrative of the letter are all imagined, and the self-conscious manip-
ulation of history is sustained throughout.Third Maccabees is likewise hard
to classify, although it is very different from the Letter of Aristeas. Al-
though 3 Maccabees draws heavily upon the conventions of Hellenistic his-
toriography (particularly the so-called pathetic school, on which see below,
Chap. 5), especially in describing the battle of Raphia and in citing official
documents, in form and content it resembles nothing so closely as the Book
of Esther. Third Maccabees is perhaps best described as an aetiological leg-
end, fashioned by the author into a coherent historical fiction in a distinctly
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131. See discussion below in Chap. 4, nn. 50–52.
132. It can be assumed that Greek was dominant among most Jews in the Dias-

pora, though we cannot rule out the possibility that an educated few remained fa-
miliar with Hebrew and Aramaic as well. Within Palestine, the full extent of the
penetration of Greek literacy has long been debated, but no one would now deny
that at least a significant elite few were bilingual and that some texts were being
both produced and read in Greek in Palestine by the mid-second century b.c.e. For
a fuller discussion, see Greenfield 1978: 144–52 (along with Peters’s response, pp.
159–64). It is especially notable that the documents from the Bar-Kochba archive
dating to a slightly later period include letters not only in Hebrew and Aramaic but
also in Greek (Greenfield 1978: 150–52). See also Collins 2000: 16–18, with refer-
ences there cited.

133. For a recent discussion emphasizing the diversity of Hellenistic Judaism
(with particular focus on the Diaspora), see Barclay 1996: 3–8 and passim.



Hellenistic style. Second Maccabees, by contrast, defines itself clearly as a
work of Hellenistic historiography and for the most part treats verifiable
historical matters (whether accurately or not is beside the point!), but even
so it incorporates discrete elements of historical fiction in its biography of
Onias III.

As one might expect with these works, the ones composed originally in
Greek are most easily classified with reference to Greek literary forms, and
those originally composed in Hebrew or Aramaic tend to reflect biblical mod-
els. The Book of Esther, as we have seen, invokes the historiographical con-
ventions of 1 and 2 Kings. Like 3 Maccabees, Esther is best understood as
an aetiological legend reworked into historical fiction, drawing in this case
not upon the conventions of Hellenistic historiography (at least not in the
original Hebrew version) but upon the historical traditions of the Bible.The
Book of Judith defies easy classification, but it too can be described as a leg-
end located within an elaborately fictionalized historical context, drawing,
like Esther, on conventions familiar from the historical books of the Bible.
Tobit is most easily classified as folklore, with superficial elements of his-
torical fiction added. Daniel is an apocalypse combined with a series of court
legends, all embedded in a fictionalized historical framework.The apocalypse
was to become in later years a popular genre, but at the time when Daniel
was written it was unprecedented.The title Four Strange Books of the Bible,
which E. J. Bickermann applied to Daniel, Esther, Ecclesiastes, and Jonah,
could as easily be applied to Daniel, Esther, Judith, and Tobit. Like the Greek
texts already considered, these texts composed originally in Hebrew or Ara-
maic defy easy classification.

Enough has been said here about the problem of genre in these seven
works to demonstrate the futility of lumping them all into the single ill-
defined category of romance or novel. The deliberate manipulation of his-
torical fact, producing historical fiction, is not a genre but a literary tech-
nique, and an attitude toward the uses of the past, that cuts across all
boundaries of language, genre, and ideology. The only genre characteristic
that these seven texts share is precisely the impossibility of assigning them
to any single conventionally recognized genre at all.134

M. M. Bakhtin has observed that Greek literature in the Hellenistic and
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134. Even those that appear to belong clearly to a distinct genre (2 Maccabees,
Daniel ) prove on closer examination to contain distinctly odd features that tend to
set them apart from others of their kind. Second Maccabees clearly identifies itself
as history, but it is not quite like any other work of Hellenistic history that we pos-
sess; Daniel set the pattern for the genre of the apocalypse, yet its peculiar combi-
nation of narrative (1–6) and apocalyptic prophecy (7–12) is unparalleled.



Roman periods is the product of an open or polyglot society, one admitting
cross-fertilization among ideas from many different cultures, and that for
this reason texts from these periods consistently resist pigeonholing. The
only unifying characteristic of the novel (the rubric under which Bakhtin
subsumed most Greek prose narratives written after the fifth century
b.c.e.!) is that the genre has no unifying characteristics. Regardless of how
valid these observations may be for the novel as broadly defined by Bakhtin,
they certainly apply to these seven texts.The quest for a unified genre must
be abandoned. Romance as a genre cannot be defined in any way that will
make these odd texts any easier to understand. As B. E. Perry has remarked,
the great fallacy of pursuing the origins of the novel is the notion that find-
ing them will somehow explain the novel itself (Perry 1967: 8–17).

This chapter has identified the one factor that these texts—collectively
designated “historical fictions” simply because they deliberately combine
seemingly incompatible elements of history and fiction—do have in com-
mon: the manipulation of historical fact to communicate a particular mes-
sage, the truth of which transcends mere historical exigency. Their collec-
tive designation, however, should be viewed as a broad category devised for
the sake of convenient reference, not as a genre. Attempts to force these
seven texts into the same generic pigeonhole have done little but confuse
the issue.

The systematic transmutation of history into fiction shared by all these
texts, however, deserves much further study once the will-o’-the-wisp of
genre has at last been put to rest. With an eye toward better understanding
the technique of historical fiction, we will now examine it in a range of other
Jewish texts sometimes dubbed romances, notably certain tales embedded
in the narrative of Josephus, the “hero romance” of Artapanus, and the so-
called Jewish novel Joseph and Aseneth. After considering each of these we
will conclude with an overall analysis of fictionalized history in Jewish Hel-
lenistic texts.
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2 Josephus

Josephus preserves in his Jewish Antiquities a number of remarkable tales
that deserve consideration here, the most notable of them his account of
Alexander and the Jews, and the so-called Tales of the Tobiads. These sto-
ries, like the texts considered in Chapter 1, treat the relations of the Jews
with their foreign rulers, specifically with their Greek rulers, as in 3 Mac-
cabees, the Letter of Aristeas, and 2 Maccabees. Because these tales have not
survived as independent texts but have been incorporated into Josephus’s
narrative, they present unique problems for our discussion.

Josephus set out to give a complete history of the Jewish people in Jew-
ish Antiquities, from their earliest beginnings to his own day. With sum-
maries and paraphrases of Jewish literary works he seeks to harmonize Jew-
ish literary traditions, both biblical and not, with Greek historical traditions
and conventions, placing each of his Jewish sources in a linear chronologi-
cal context, correlating this chronology with that of the Greeks, and incor-
porating additional material where appropriate. Thus Josephus’s account of
the Persian period in Book 11 of Jewish Antiquities for the most part sim-
ply paraphrases excerpts from Ezra, Nehemiah, and Esther, arranged within
a framework of Persian chronology familiar to the Greek world from
Herodotus and other Greek writers.

So long as we are discussing Josephus’s use of texts still surviving in our
time, as here, analyzing how he has adapted his sources to fit his chrono-
logical framework remains straightforward. Many of Josephus’s sources for
the Hellenistic period, however, are unfortunately now lost, and we can only
make inferences about their nature based on Josephus’s narrative, always a
dangerous procedure. Such is the case with Josephus’s accounts of Alexan-
der’s visit to Jerusalem (AJ 11.304–47) and of the adventures of the Tobiad
family (12.154–236).
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Before considering those accounts, it is worth first briefly comparing how
Josephus handles Daniel (AJ 10.186–281), Esther (11.184–296) and the Let-
ter of Aristeas (12.12–118), already discussed in Chapter 1. Jewish Antiq-
uities has preserved the Septuagint Esther narrative virtually intact, in a
close paraphrase retaining all the elements of the original.1 Chronologically,
Josephus places the events in the reign of Artaxerxes I (464–423 b.c.e.), the
son of Xerxes the Great.2 Likewise, Josephus’s account of the translation of
the Septuagint for the most part closely paraphrases the Letter of Aristeas,
although characteristically he never names his source. In this case, however,
he freely cut out large parts of the text that he deemed irrelevant, most no-
tably the lengthy symposium scene (LtAris 187–294); the parts of the text
that he has kept do preserve very closely the character of the original. He
correctly interprets the unambiguous chronological indications given by the
author of the Letter of Aristeas, placing the translation of the Torah in the
reign of Ptolemy II Philadelphus. With these two texts, then, Josephus has
done his best to interpret their chronological indications and has inserted
close paraphrases where appropriate in his chronological framework; he has
changed the originals minimally, merely cutting out what is not essential
to his own narrative. Inevitably, in the course of paraphrasing the original,
subtle differences of emphasis, literary style, and theme have crept in; but
the essential elements remain intact. If Esther or the Letter of Aristeas were
now lost, we could largely reconstruct either one from Josephus’s text with-
out losing the original author’s structure or intent.

We find an interesting contrast in Josephus’s handling of the Book of
Daniel. Josephus’s account of the Exile is dominated by a close paraphrase
of Daniel’s narrative portions (AJ 10.186–281; cf. Dan. 1–6), which under-
lie his account from Nebuchadnezzar’s conquest of Jerusalem (AJ 10.84–185;
cf. 2 Kings 24–25 and Jeremiah 37–43) to the return under Cyrus (AJ
11.1–158; cf. Ezra). The sequence of events in Daniel 1–6 is preserved in-
tact; beyond this, Josephus also attempts to correlate the chronological in-
dications in Daniel with the chronology of the Babylonian and Persian kings

Josephus / 57

1. For a detailed analysis that focuses on the slight but significant thematic dif-
ferences between Josephus’s paraphrase and his original, see Feldman 1998a and
1998b.

2. As we have seen, the Ahashwerosh (Ahasuerus) of the Hebrew text corre-
sponds not to the Greek Artaxerxes, as the Septuagint translator thought, but to the
Greek Xerxes, and it is certainly to Xerxes the Great that the Hebrew text refers.
Josephus, however, was using the Septuagint text, and accepted the translator’s ver-
sion of the king’s name, therefore placing the events in the reign of Xerxes’ son (AJ
11.184).



in his Greek sources (principally Herodotus and Berossus). Here he runs
into trouble, for as we have seen, the author of Daniel has created a largely
fictional chronology of the Exile to suit his own apocalyptic purpose. Jose-
phus’s attempts to reconcile fiction with fact are instructive. Nebuchadnez-
zar’s reign presents no difficulties (AJ 10.219–28), but the chronology of
the subsequent kings is another matter. Unlike the author of Daniel, Jose-
phus lists the kings who ruled between Nebuchadnezzar and “Belshazzar”
correctly, although assigning them exaggeratedly long reigns.3 He then
identifies Daniel’s Belshazzar with Nabonidus in the Greek sources, thus
neatly reconciling Daniel’s calling Belshazzar the last king of the Babylon-
ian line with the Greek sources’ unanimous (and correct) identification of
the last king as Nabonidus (r. 556–539 b.c.e.).4

Most characteristic of all is how Josephus handles Daniel’s fiction Dar-
ius the Mede. We have seen that the reign of this Darius, despite drawing
on elements of the historical Darius the Great (r. 522–486 b.c.e.), is purely
fictional, representing the silver world kingdom of the Medes. Josephus is
frankly baffled, since he cannot in good historical conscience identify Dar-
ius the Mede, who ruled before Cyrus, with Darius the Persian. His solu-
tion is characteristically ingenious: Darius the Mede was a son of Astyages
the Mede, Cyrus’s maternal grandfather, “but was called by another name
among the Greeks”;5 he assisted Cyrus in the overthrow of Babylon (AJ
10.247–48).6 As with the identification of Belshazzar and Nabonidus, there
is no support for this in our historical sources, but the explanation succeeds
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3. Abilmathadachus (Amel-Marduk or Evil-merodach), eighteen years (AJ
10.229–31); Eglisarus (Neriglissar), forty years (10.231); Labosordachus (Labashi-
Marduk), nine months (10.231). In actual fact Amel-Marduk ruled two years (562–
560 b.c.e.), Neriglissar four years (560–556 b.c.e.), and Labashi-Marduk probably
less than nine months (556 b.c.e.; Marcus 1937: 285–87).

4. As we have seen, Daniel is in error; Belshazzar was in fact the son and regent
of Nabonidus and never ruled Babylon in his own right. Josephus’s solution conve-
niently allows him to preserve both the flawed tradition of Daniel and the accurate
tradition of the Greeks, but at the expense of precise historical accuracy.

5. AJ 10.248: e{teron de; para; toi'" {Ellhsin ejkalei'to o[noma. This is of course
especially clever, as he does not give Darius’s alleged Greek name, leaving his Greek
reader to fill in the blank from the names of Cyrus’s known associates. There is an
entertaining tradition of modern scholarship that has actually sought to identify
which of Cyrus’s associates this Darius the Mede might have been. See Marcus
1937: 295.

6. This inventive solution is perhaps reflected, or simply paralleled, in the me-
dieval rabbinic tradition that likewise distinguished between Darius the Mede and
Darius the Persian but made Darius the Mede a father-in-law of Cyrus (Marcus
1937: 295).



in fitting the fictions of Daniel into a framework that readers educated in
the Greek historical tradition would accept.

Josephus’s method here is significant. The authors of such fictions, as I
have argued, intended them to be read not necessarily as literally historical
but rather as metaphorical, and therefore the appearance of historical er-
rors and absurdities did not disturb them. It is evident from what Josephus
has done with them, however, that such absurdities did disturb him, and pre-
sumably his audience as well. We see in this the beginning of a second stage
of audience reception: Josephus, writing late in the first century c.e., repre-
sents a generation that read these Hellenistic fictions as if they were liter-
ally historical. This was perhaps inevitable, given the contradiction inher-
ent in these texts from the first. Josephus stands at the head of a line leading
ultimately to modern scholarship’s vain attempts to make historical sense
of texts never written as pure history.

Accordingly it is difficult to be certain, when studying parts of the Jew-
ish Antiquities based on sources now lost, whether Josephus has faithfully
paraphrased the traditions available to him, as he has done with Esther
and the Letter of Aristeas, or whether he has corrected and in the process
substantially modified his source, as in the case of Daniel. Although our con-
clusions about Jewish historical traditions from the Hellenistic period pre-
served only by Josephus must therefore be tentative and somewhat uncer-
tain, nevertheless a close reading of his account of Alexander’s visit to
Jerusalem and of the so-called Tales of the Tobiads will reveal that these sto-
ries, even when viewed through the filter of Josephus’s narrative, have much
in common methodologically with the historical fictions preserved in the
Septuagint.

Josephus’s account of the transition of power from Darius III, last of the
Persians, to his conqueror, Alexander, immediately raises the problem of
Josephus’s relationship to his source. Josephus appears to have incorporated
two distinct traditions, one dealing with the origins of the Samaritan schism
under Sanballat, the last Persian governor of Samaria, and the other with
Alexander’s visit to Jerusalem and his meeting with the high priest Jaddus.
It was long since suggested that these two traditions, originally indepen-
dent, have been clumsily combined, whether by Josephus himself or by an
earlier redactor.7 Yet such a source-critical approach may be unwarranted.
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7. Büchler 1898: 1–26, followed by Abel 1935: 48; Marcus 1937: 530–32; Mo-
migliano 1979: 443; S. Cohen 1982–83: 42; Stoneman 1994: 39–41; Gruen 1998:
194. Büchler actually detects a total of three strands, a pro-Samaritan account of
Alexander’s approval for the Samaritan temple, a pro-Jewish tendentious revision 



These two strands are closely interrelated in the narrative of Josephus,
whose ideological thrust relies upon the carefully articulated contrast be-
tween the Jews and their neighbors the Samaritans.8 Josephus’s standard
procedure, as we have seen, is to follow his source faithfully except when
altering the original is necessary for it to fit into his chronology. We may
assume, then, that not Josephus but his source would have been the one to
organize what may once have been independent legends9 into a coherent
ideological narrative.10
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of this account in which Alexander accords much higher honors to the Jerusalem
Temple, and a further anti-Samaritan conclusion (Alexander’s final rebuff of the
Samaritans), but the tendency has been to simplify this division into two main tra-
ditions, often referred to as the (pro-Samaritan) Sanballat and (anti-Samaritan) Jad-
dus traditions. Büchler’s view has, however, been contested by Goldstein (1993:
80–90, on which see below). S. Cohen (1982–83: 44–55) suggests further subdivid-
ing the Jaddus story into two separate strands, which seems unnecessary. (Cf. Gold-
stein 1993: 88–90.) Gruen (1998: 194–95) endorses the traditional division of the
narrative into Sanballat and Jaddus traditions, although he (rightly, I think) views
both as anti-Samaritan. I will argue, with Goldstein, that the narrative is unified and
anti-Samaritan throughout.

8. Goldstein (1993: 80–90) seeks to demonstrate in detail the internal coherence
of Josephus’s account. In particular, he argues that the different parts of the story
are united by the common theme of loyalty: Sanballat goes over to the enemy
(Alexander), whereas Jaddus remains faithful to Darius. Gruen (1998: 194) objects
to Goldstein’s argument on the grounds that Jaddus also eventually goes over to
Alexander, “albeit with divine sanction.” Pace Gruen, divine sanction is precisely
the point of the story. Sanballat changes sides readily and treacherously in order to
promote his own advantage, whereas Jaddus remains loyal to the temporal power
set over him until God commands his shift of allegiance. Since Jaddus submits him-
self to God’s will, whereas Sanballat consults his own convenience, Jaddus can (and
does) legitimately represent himself to Alexander as more likely than Sanballat to
remain faithful to the king now that Alexander is God’s chosen representative. The
story has the double advantage of stressing the loyalty of the Jews to their Hellenistic
rulers, while at the same time stressing the fact that the legitimacy of those rulers
depends on God’s sanction. The narrative’s exaltation of Alexander the Great as a
ruler divinely sanctioned by God is a theme eloquently developed by Gruen 1998:
196–99. See further discussion below.

9. Note that Büchler’s source-critical argument deals with the joining of writ-
ten (as opposed to oral ) sources into one narrative. Few would deny that the narra-
tive in Josephus combines legends about Sanballat, Jaddus, and Alexander that prob-
ably arose independently of one another. The question rather is: Does the historical
fiction found in Josephus represent one unified narrative composed by a single au-
thor with a single purpose, or a clumsy pastiche of two or more narratives composed
by different authors with different purposes?

10. This organization of once independent legends or motifs into a coherent nar-
rative with a particular ideological purpose is entirely consistent with the proceed-
ing of some of the Hellenistic Jewish authors with whom I have dealt above. The
various legends surrounding the figure of Daniel, the legends surrounding the figure 



Like the texts already studied, Josephus’s account of Alexander and the
Jews and Samaritans consists of a tissue of legends intentionally tailored to
fit a concrete and detailed historical framework. To be sure, the assiduous
hand of Josephus almost certainly supplied at least some of the chronolog-
ical connections;11 but the story itself is dependent upon a particular chrono-
logical framework, that of the transition from Persian rule under Darius III
(r. 338–331 b.c.e.) to Hellenistic rule under Alexander the Great,12 when
(at least according to Josephus) Sanballat was governor of Samaria and Jad-
dus was the high priest at Jerusalem.13

According to the story in Josephus, Jaddus had a brother, Manasses. San-
ballat, sent by Darius, “the last king,” to govern Samaria, sought an alliance
with the family of the high priest of the Jews by offering Manasses the hand
of his daughter Nikaso in marriage (AJ 11.302–3).14 When Manasses’ mar-
riage to a foreigner gives rise to conflict at Jerusalem, Sanballat entices Man-
asses and his supporters to Samaria, promising him a temple and high priest-
hood of his own, contingent upon King Darius’s approval (11.306–12). Since
at this time Darius is preparing to do battle with Alexander at Issus, San-
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of Onias, and the two apparently disparate legends combined in the narrative of 3
Maccabees spring immediately to mind. Although it is impossible to be certain how
much Josephus may have modified his original, there is nothing in the account of
Sanballat, Jaddus, and Alexander, other than occasional chronological markers (see
below, n. 11), that we are compelled to attribute to Josephus’s own hand. (Contrast
the case of the Tobiads, below, where it is almost certain that Josephus has significantly
modified the already muddled chronology of his source.) I proceed on the assump-
tion that Josephus has taken over his source mostly unchanged, without absolutely
ruling out the possibility that Josephus was the unifying author. The date of Jose-
phus’s source or sources remains uncertain; for a wide range of guesses from the
third century b.c.e. to the first century c.e., see Büchler 1898: 16–20, 25–26; Abel
1935: 52–53; Marcus 1937; Momigliano 1979: 444–46; S. Cohen 1982–83: 65–68;
Goldstein 1993: 90–96; Stoneman 1994: 42–43; Gruen 1998: 193–94.

11. Cf. esp. AJ 11.304–5 and 313–14, whose intrusive character (kata; tou'ton
to;n kairovn, 304, 313) is typical of Josephus’s attempts to coordinate his Jewish sources
with the chronology given by his Greek historical sources.

12. Even if we accept Büchler’s postulate of two originally separate strands, a
story in which Alexander sanctioned the temple on Mount Gerizim and another in
which he honored the Temple at Jerusalem, Alexander is the chronological anchor
for both legends, and the chronology that ties the two strands together cannot now
be disentangled; it is integral to the narrative as a whole.

13. Whether Josephus is accurate in his chronology here is still disputed. See de-
tailed discussion on Sanballat and Jaddus, below.

14. The daughter’s name is suspiciously Greek, suggesting that this romantic
detail was added to the story at some point by a Greek-speaking author or story-
teller. Cf. Marcus (1937 ad loc.), who, however, considers the possibility that the name
might be a Hellenized form of some unknown Semitic name.



ballat promises to honor his offer as soon as Darius returns victorious
(11.315). Contrary to his expectation, however, Alexander wins the battle;
Darius retreats in disarray, and Alexander moves down the coast to invest
Tyre (11.316–17). During the siege, Alexander demands that the Jews of
Jerusalem transfer their loyalty to him, but Jaddus refuses, vowing that so
long as Darius is alive he will command their loyalty (11.317–19). Sanbal-
lat, by contrast, perceiving an opportunity for self-aggrandizement, offers
his submission to Alexander as he is beginning the siege of Tyre (11.321).15

Sanballat obtains Alexander’s consent to build a schismatic temple on
Mount Gerizim for Manasses and his people. He subsequently dies just as
Alexander is completing the siege of Gaza and preparing to move against
Jerusalem (11.325). When Alexander arrives at Jerusalem and meets Jad-
dus, his outlook is revolutionized: he comes to hold the Jews in the highest
regard and grants them extensive concessions. In a rapid about-face, the
Samaritans attempt to represent themselves as Jews in order to share in the
Jews’ good fortune but are politely snubbed. Alexander then departs for
Egypt (11.345).

The chronology of the story thus hinges closely upon the reign of the
high priest Jaddus at Jerusalem, the last years of the reign of Darius III,
and the timing of Alexander’s movements between his victory at Issus and
his departure into Egypt after the conquest of Tyre and Gaza, in the year
332 b.c.e. The whole focus of the story is upon the contrasting attitudes
of Jaddus and the Jews on the one hand, and Sanballat, Manasses, and the
Samaritans on the other, to their overlords, first Darius, then Alexander.
The chronological background of the story as we find it in Josephus is in-
ternally consistent; there is no suggestion that Josephus has had to labor
to smooth over chronological contradictions. (Compare the case of the To-
biads, below.)

Yet the appearance of historical accuracy given to the story by its seem-
ingly detailed and painstaking chronology is quite specious. In the first place,
Josephus evidently believed that the Sanballat and the Jaddus who quarreled
over the issue of intermarriage in the time of Alexander were identical with
the Sanballat who clashed with Nehemiah in the latter half of the fifth cen-
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15. There is a glitch in the chronology here, as Sanballat in AJ 11.321 is made
to offer loyalty to Alexander at the beginning of the siege of Tyre, although Alexan-
der’s approach to Jaddus, previously narrated in 11.317–19, was made toward the
end of the siege of Tyre. This was one of the discontinuities that led Büchler (1898:
1–26) to postulate two sources, but I argue below that this particular discontinuity
exists for another reason.



tury16 and the Yaddua whose high priesthood was recorded in the time of
Darius II (r. 423–404 b.c.e.).17 Sanballat the Horonite and Yaddua the con-
temporary of Darius II lived over a century before Alexander. It has been
argued that despite Josephus’s own confusion there was indeed another his-
torical Sanballat and another Jaddus in the time of Alexander: this may be
a reasonable hypothesis, but outside Josephus’s narrative we have no evi-
dence for it.18 Moreover, the account of the quarrel between Sanballat and

Josephus / 63

16. For Josephus’s identification of the Sanballat and Jaddus of the Alexander
narrative with the governor and high priest who lived in the late fifth century b.c.e.,
see Cross 1963: 121; Cross 1966: 204–5; Cross 1975: 6; Grabbe 1987: 237, 243; D.
Schwartz 1990: 176–85. According to the Book of Nehemiah, Sanballat the Horonite,
ruler of Samaria (Neh. 4.2), was prominent among the enemies of Nehemiah (Neh.
2.10, 19; 4.1–3, 7–8; 6.1–9, 12, 14; 13.28). Nehemiah came to Jerusalem in the twen-
tieth year of Artaxerxes, who is to be identified with Artaxerxes I (r. 464–424 b.c.e.),
that is to say in 445 b.c.e.; this places Sanballat the Horonite in the mid- to late fifth
century.The biblical evidence is corroborated by documentary evidence. A letter from
the Jews of Elephantine (no. 30 ed. Cowley; see now Modrzejewski [1995: 39–43]
for a fuller discussion of this letter and related correspondence) dated to 407 b.c.e.
mentions appeals previously directed to Johanan, high priest at Jerusalem, and to
the two sons of Sanballat, governor of Samaria. See Cross 1975: 7; D. Schwartz 1990:
176–79. There was, then, a Sanballat serving as governor of Samaria in the latter
half of the fifth century b.c.e. For the possibility that Samaria was ruled in Alexan-
der’s time by a descendant of Sanballat the Horonite, see below.

17. Nehemiah 12.10, 22, gives a list of high priests concluding with a Yaddua and
says that the list was recorded in the time of Darius the Persian (i.e., Darius II, r.
423–404 b.c.e.; cf. Cross 1975: 6, 17). Josephus gives an identical list (as Grabbe [1987:
243] emphasizes), but he identifies Jaddus/Yaddua as a contemporary of Alexander
and Darius III. See Grabbe 1987: 237–42. It might be noted, though, that Josephus
adds another name to his list, that of Onias the successor of Jaddus; thus he must
have had some additional source of information about the high priestly succession,
how reliable we cannot tell.

18. The discovery of another Sanballat (Sanballat II), apparently the famous San-
ballat’s grandson, in the Wadi Daliyeh papyri, led Cross (1963: 121; also Cross 1975:
17) to suggest that the Sanballat who appears in Josephus may be presumed to be a
Sanballat III, the grandson of Sanballat II (on the typical papponymic principle). As
tempting as this suggestion is, Grabbe (1987: 237) rightly points out that “Sanbal-
lat III is still only a postulate from Josephus’ story.” Both Cross and Grabbe (see
above, n. 17) agree that Josephus confuses the Sanballat and the Yaddua mentioned
in Nehemiah with the Sanballat and the Jaddus whom he records in the time of
Alexander, but Cross thinks that there actually were two Sanballats and two Yad-
duas (papponymically named), whereas Grabbe is more skeptical, arguing that Jose-
phus had no evidence to go on beyond Nehemiah and the Alexander story. Although
Josephus may have had independent evidence for a Sanballat III and a high priest
named Jaddus in the time of Alexander, it is equally possible that he found a story
in which a fictional Sanballat and a fictional Jaddus were tied to the reign of Alexan-
der and simply placed them at the appropriate point in his desperately source-poor
narrative of the period between Nehemiah and the Maccabees. (Grabbe 1987: 231–46 



Jaddus in Josephus over the issue of intermarriage suspiciously resembles
the dispute reported in Nehemiah 13 and may be a mere variant of the same
story.19 If these indications are correct, the quarrel between Sanballat and

64 / Historical Fictions and Jewish Identity

thoroughly demonstrates just how poor Josephus’s source material for this period
was.) D. Schwartz (1990) suggests that perhaps there were two Sanballats and two
Yadduas, and that this led Josephus to conflate events that belonged to the lives of the
first two with events that belonged to the lives of the second two; this, however, re-
quires him to posit an unconvincing tangle of source-critical layers to explain how
Josephus (who he believes is the primary editor) managed to bring together several
sources, some of which referred to the fifth-century-b.c.e. Sanballat, some to the
fourth-century Sanballat, and some to an unnamed high priest whom Josephus named
Jaddus. It is surely easier to suppose that if there were two Sanballats and two Yad-
duas, this at most supplied material for the author of the fiction, who combined a tra-
dition about a quarrel over intermarriage involving Sanballat (Neh. 13.28), a legend
(perhaps) in which Alexander authorized the building of the Samaritan temple, and
a tradition about an encounter between Alexander and the high priest of Jerusalem
and used conveniently plausible names for his main characters.Pace D.Schwartz (1990:
185–86), assuming that Josephus found the combination Sanballat-Jaddus-Alexan-
der in his source in no way compels us to assume that Josephus’s chronology is sound.

19. Whether Josephus’s Sanballat-Manasses-Jaddus story is a doublet of Ne-
hemiah 13.28 is a debate of long standing. It should be noted at once that Josephus
was using not the canonical Book of Nehemiah directly, but rather a Nehemiah tra-
dition substantially different from the one we now have (Grabbe 1987: 232–35, 237);
he probably did not know the version of the story known to us from Nehemiah 13.
(Cf. D. Schwartz 1990: 197–98.) He gives no account of a dispute over intermarriage
in the time of Nehemiah, and Grabbe (1987: 237) points out that he certainly would
not have missed the chance to mention two separate incidents supporting his anti-
Samaritan polemic had he known of them. We must then ask whether the inter-
marriage quarrel Josephus found in his Alexander-Sanballat-Jaddus source is sim-
ply a variant of the dispute known to us from Nehemiah 13.28. There are strong
similarities between the two accounts. Both involve a bitter dispute over intermar-
riage in which the offenders were driven out, and both involve a brother of the high
priest who married a daughter of Sanballat, governor of Samaria. In Nehemiah
13.23–27, Nehemiah rails against the widespread practice of intermarriage in his time.
Nehemiah 13.28 mentions in particular one whom he “chased away,” a son-in-law
of Sanballat the Horonite. This unnamed son-in-law (contrast the named Manasses
of Josephus’s version) was one of the sons of Jehoiada (Yoyada): that is to say, pre-
sumably a brother of the high priest Yohanan son of Yoyada who is mentioned in
the Elephantine papyri (Marcus 1937: 498–511; Cross 1975: 17). It is, then, possible
that that the son-in-law of Sanballat who was driven out of Jerusalem was an un-
named brother of Yohanan ( late fifth century b.c.e.), as Nehemiah 13.28 has it, and
not Manasses the brother of Jaddus ( late fourth century b.c.e.), as Josephus would
have it. Earlier scholars widely assumed that Josephus’s story is only a doublet of
Nehemiah 13.28 (cf. D. Schwartz 1990: 176–80), but Cross (1963: 121; 1975: 6) ad-
vocates regarding them as two separate incidents on the strength of the discovery
of a Sanballat II in the papyri. (See above, n. 18.) Grabbe (1987: 236–42), however,
makes a strong case for a single incident in the time of Nehemiah. Although one
could cite differences between the stories (the unnamed son of Jehoiada/Yoyada vs.



the high priest of Jerusalem, and the alleged separation of the Jews and the
Samaritans over the issue of mixed marriage, originally had nothing to do
with Alexander or with the transition from Persian to Macedonian rule.20

Alexander’s connection with building the Samaritan temple is questionable
in its own right. In its present context Alexander’s approval of the temple
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Manasses the brother of Jaddus, driven out by Nehemiah vs. driven out by the high
priest Jaddus himself ), these differences of detail could easily spring up through oral
transmission, and it is very hard to imagine two separate incidents a hundred years
apart in which the brother of a high priest marries the daughter of a Sanballat and
is driven out in consequence. Cf. Grabbe 1987: 238; D. Schwartz 1990: 195–96.

20. If the arguments in favor of a single incident in the time of Nehemiah are
sound, as I believe they are, the author has at the very least transplanted the ex-
pulsion of the high priest’s brother-in-law into the time frame of Alexander. It is
more difficult to decide whether the author has also transferred the two further
events he reports, the breaking away of a schismatic group of Jews to join the
Cuthaean (i.e., foreign) Samaritans and the building of a new temple on Gerizim,
out of historical sequence as well.

The issue is complicated by the question of the dating of the Samaritan schism
and the building of the temple on Mount Gerizim, which is itself a disputed issue.
The account in Josephus gives a clear sequence: a quarrel over intermarriage, exac-
erbated by the marriage of the high priest’s brother to Sanballat’s daughter, leads di-
rectly to a schism (several priests abandon the Jerusalem cult along with Manasses)
and to the building of a new temple on Gerizim, with Alexander’s permission. This
is a clearly anti-Samaritan account of the origins of the Samaritan cult (see Egger
1986: 66; Grabbe 1987: 238–42; D. Schwartz 1990: 190); Samaritan chronicles (them-
selves no doubt tendentious) insist on their independence from the Jerusalem cult,
as Grabbe loc. cit. points out. Nehemiah 13 is less clear; here too Nehemiah inveighs
against intermarriage, and a brother of the high priest marries the daughter of San-
ballat and is driven out, but Nehemiah says nothing in this particular context of the
establishment of a new cult in Samaria or of conflict with the Samaritans as schis-
matic Jews (Sanballat the Horonite, whatever his ethnicity may have been, is treated
by Nehemiah as a gentile). If we assume that Nehemiah 13.28 is historical (it is a
very brief mention and contains none of the colorful, romantic elaboration found in
Josephus), when did the actual schism (if there was a decisive break at all, which Cog-
gins [1975: 162–65] doubts) and the building of a new temple occur, and was the part-
ing of ways in fact connected in any way with the intermarriage dispute?

The question of Samaritan origins remains unsettled in the scholarship: see Gaster
1925: 1–39; Coggins 1975; Egger 1986: 65–82; Mor 1989: 1–18; Crown 1991: 17–50.
(Mor, one of the most recent treatments, unconvincingly resurrects the attempt to
defend the complete historicity of Josephus’s account.) Jewish tradition (based on
2 Kings 17) represents the Samaritans as descendants of a mixed race formed by
the settlement of foreigners after the destruction of Israel, and many scholars have
posited a modified version of this tradition in which the final break with the quasi-
foreign Samaritans came only at the time of Ezra-Nehemiah’s prohibitions on in-
termarriage. Samaritan tradition claims that the decisive break had already occurred
in the eleventh century b.c.e. and labels the Jerusalem cult as schismatic. Both
these traditions should be viewed with skepticism (Coggins 1975: 1–7). Almost all
modern scholars (except perhaps Crown 1991: 17, who does not see a final break 



is no credit to the venal Samaritans and merely sets the stage for their later
comeuppance. The Samaritans themselves, however, do preserve a pro-
Samaritan version of a meeting between a Sanballat and Alexander, so Jose-
phus (or his source) may be drawing on such a legend here. The date of the
building of the temple on Gerizim is still disputed,21 so we cannot be cer-
tain whether in this case the author has changed the date of a historical event
to fit his story. Whenever the temple at Gerizim was built, however, it is
very unlikely that it had anything to do with Alexander’s authorization.22

In any case, the author of this version of the story has deliberately trans-

66 / Historical Fictions and Jewish Identity

until after 135 c.e.) are agreed that the Samaritans existed in the second century
b.c.e. as a distinct group living at Shechem and worshiping at a temple on Mount
Gerizim, since both Shechem and Gerizim were attacked and destroyed by John Hyr-
canus at the end of that century, but at what point they became identifiable as a com-
pletely distinct group, whether that separation took place gradually or abruptly, and
when the temple on Gerizim was built are all still disputed questions. On the cur-
rent state of the evidence, we simply do not know if the connection made by Jose-
phus’s source between the intermarriage dispute, the Samaritan schism, and the
building of the temple has any historical validity. The connection the author makes
between the issue of intermarriage with foreigners and the break with the Samar-
itans is inherently anti-Samaritan, since the Samaritans themselves would have ve-
hemently denied that they were anything other than pure descendants of Ephraim
and Manasseh. Josephus’s account continues to be treated by many in the discus-
sion as sober historical evidence for the origin of the Samaritans (see, most recently,
Mor 1989: 4–11); if nothing else, an analysis of Josephus’s Alexander-Sanballat-
Jaddus narrative as self-conscious fiction should serve to caution against relying on
this narrative for historical purposes. Josephus’s account may be no more reliable
for the history of Judah and Samaria in the time of Alexander than 3 Maccabees is
for the reign of Ptolemy Philopator. (See below, Part 2.)

21. Archaeology at one time seemed to confirm the building of the Gerizim tem-
ple at the end of the fourth century b.c.e. (although that in itself does little to confirm
or deny Josephus’s account of the specific circumstances: Coggins 1975: 97; Egger
1986: 66–67; Grabbe 1987: 241), but even that has been recently called into ques-
tion (Goldstein 1993: 79).

22. The story of Alexander’s authorization of the Samaritan temple is afflicted
with the same kind of inherently improbable details that mar the account of Alexan-
der at Jerusalem; for instance, we are asked to believe that the temple was requested,
approved, and built within a matter of months(!). Moreover, it does not agree with
other historical information we have about Alexander and the Samaritans. Accord-
ing to Curtius 4.8.9–10, after Alexander departed Palestine for Egypt, the inhabi-
tants of Samaria rebelled and murdered their new governor. As Alexander marched
north from Egypt on his way to Gaugamela, Samaria was harshly punished for its
intransigence and resettled with a military colony (Cross 1963: 110–19; Coggins
1975: 106; Egger 1986: 74–77; Goldstein 1991: 75–76; Stoneman 1994: 40–41). Cur-
tius’s account seems to be partially confirmed by the Wadi Daliyeh finds, where the-
bodies of many victims were discovered in smoked-out caves ( likely, although not
certainly, refugees from the sack of Samaria; cf. Cross 1963: 110–19; Coggins 1975:



ferred at least one late-fifth-century tradition into a quite different chrono-
logical context, almost a century later than where it belongs, and has prob-
ably taken liberties with the building of the Gerizim temple as well, all with
the aim of blackening the Samaritans. (See further below.) Many problems
that vex the attempt to read Josephus’s account here as straightforward his-
tory would not arise if we accept the hypothesis that Josephus’s source de-
liberately fictionalized the historical details.

The story of Alexander’s visit to Jerusalem, too, although loaded with cir-
cumstantial historical details, is itself almost certainly pure legend, with no
basis in historical fact. According to Josephus, Alexander toured Jerusalem
and the surrounding cities after he completed the siege of Gaza but before
leaving for Egypt,a reasonable enough proceeding on the face of it (AJ 11.325).
It is clear from the sources for Alexander’s reign, however, that Alexander
delayed at Gaza only long enough to make essential arrangements before
proceeding to the next phase of the campaign (Arrian 3.1,Plut.Alex. 26,Diod.
17.49, Curtius 4.7). There was no time for any such detour as Josephus de-
scribes. Nor is Alexander likely to have wasted time on the punitive mission
that the author of this tale ascribes to him. Whereas Tyre and Gaza were
strategically important enough to warrant halting the campaign until they
were secured—the famous siege of Tyre took seven months—the task of se-
curing the loyalty of the lesser cities of the interior would have fallen to the
governor of Coele Syria whom Alexander left behind. There is no reason to
believe that the historical Alexander ever visited Jerusalem.23
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106–8; Egger 1986: 74–77), and by the appearance of a destruction layer at Samaria
at the end of the fourth century b.c.e. (Cross 1963: 119). Archaeology also shows
that around this time, and most likely in connection with this disaster, the popula-
tion of Samaria dwindled and Shechem was resettled after a gap of many years (Cross
1963: 118–19; Coggins 1975: 102–6; Goldstein 1993: 78). Even if Alexander had given
permission for a temple to be built less than a year earlier, it is highly unlikely that
he would have allowed its completion after the inhabitants of Samaria incurred his
wrath. (Cf. Egger 1986: 81; Grabbe 1987: 241; Stoneman 1994: 40–41.) If indeed the
temple at Gerizim can be dated archaeologically to the latter part of fourth century
b.c.e., it must have been complete before Alexander arrived, or begun in the age of
the Successors. The motivation for both the pro-Samaritan legend (preserved in
Samaritan tradition) and the anti-Samaritan tradition (preserved in Josephus) to as-
sociate the Gerizim temple with Alexander was polemical rather than historical.

23. The scholarship is virtually unanimous on this point; the very few defend-
ers (e.g., Kasher 1975: 187–208; Golan 1991: 19–30) of the tale’s historicity have not
found favor. See Büchler 1898: 1–2, 15; Momigliano 1979: 443; S. Cohen 1982–83:
68; Goldstein 1993: 70–71 (although Goldstein [1993: 76–79, 101] does accept the
historicity of many individual details, such as the submission of the Samaritans to
Alexander); Stoneman 1994: 40; Gruen 1998: 195.



Moreover, the description of Alexander’s visit to Jerusalem itself contains
several striking anachronisms. We are told that as Alexander approached
Jerusalem, he was accompanied by Phoenicians and Chaldeans (i.e., Baby-
lonians; AJ 11.330). That these are not merely mercenary soldiers or itin-
erants is made plain by the subsequent astonishment of the “kings of Syria”
(th'" Suriva" basilei'", 11.332) on witnessing the king’s change of heart.
Alexander, like Darius before him, is the king of kings, and these high-rank-
ing personages are on hand to marvel at the honor accorded to the Jews. But
at this time, Alexander had not yet conquered Babylon, which opened its
gates to the conqueror only after Gaugamela, some two years later.The dis-
tinguished Chaldeans are quite out of place in this account of Alexander’s
visit to Jerusalem in the fall of 332 b.c.e.24

There are more anachronisms in the debate with Parmenio, which fol-
lows. Parmenio is surprised that Alexander should prostrate himself (pros-
kunhvseie, AJ 11.333) before the high priest of the Jews, when it is more usual
for all men to prostrate themselves before him (proskunhsouvntwn aujto;n aJpavn-
twn, ibid.). Yet Alexander introduced the controversial practice of proskyné-
sis only after Darius’s death.25 The debate in itself, although not anachro-
nistic, is a historical truism.The sources for Alexander’s reign record several
debates between Alexander and Parmenio, each of them allowing Alexander
to score points off his more cautious, pragmatic general; the debate on the
eve of Gaugamela is the most famous.26

Finally, it may be noted that the reference to Alexander discovering him-
self in the prophecies of Daniel is of course anachronistic, since the present
version of the Book of Daniel—and certainly the apocalyptic second half,
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24. The same anachronistic idea is found when Alexander promises to extend
the concessions that he has offered to the Jews to cover the Jews of Babylon and Me-
dia (AJ 11.338)—inhabitants of a region that he does not yet at this time control
(Büchler 1898: 14–15; Gruen 1998: 198).

25. Büchler 1898: 14; Abel 1935: 51.
26. In a tradition apparently going back to the court historian Callisthenes, all

the sources for Alexander’s reign report that before the final battle between Alexan-
der and Darius at Gaugamela in 331, the Persian king offered very generous peace
terms, and the seasoned general Parmenio advised Alexander that he would accept
the terms, if he were Alexander; Alexander replied, “So would I, if I were Parme-
nio.” This was the most famous of a series of debates that “represented Parmenion
as prosaic and unimaginative, an obstruction to the heroic aspirations of the young
king” (Bosworth 1988: 76). For the ancient sources for the debate before Gaugamela,
see Plut. Alex. 29.7–8, Diod. 17.54.1–5, Curt. 4.11.1–22, and Arr. 2.25.1–3 (who mis-
takenly places the famous exchange in the context of the siege of Tyre); on the tra-
dition of Parmenio debates, see Bosworth 1988: 76; Bosworth 1980: 29–32.



in which Alexander finds his conquest foretold—was not written until the
time of the Maccabean Revolt.27 Likewise, the prophecies contained both
within Daniel and within Alexander’s dream vision of the high priest, pre-
dicting that Alexander will overthrow the empire of the Persians, point for-
ward to an event that has not yet occurred when Alexander supposedly vis-
its Jerusalem.28 In 332 b.c.e., Alexander’s greatest conquests still lay ahead
of him.

In Josephus’s account of Sanballat and the Samaritan schism, we have a
historical tradition (itself of somewhat dubious value, since it reduces a
significant social and religious schism to a simple conflict of personalities)
uprooted from its original context in the time of Nehemiah and relocated
to the time of Alexander. In his account of Jaddus and Alexander’s meeting,
we have a legend with no basis in historical fact, narrated within a detailed
and circumstantial historical context riddled with anachronisms. Similarly,
above we have seen historical traditions deliberately manipulated and dis-
torted in order to communicate a didactic point. What precisely was the
original author trying to communicate by his reworking of these Jewish his-
torical traditions?

Let us consider first the account of the Samaritan schism with which Jose-
phus begins. Clearly, this account was originally independent of the legend
of Alexander’s visit to Jerusalem, since a version of the story of Sanballat’s
son-in-law can be found in the Book of Nehemiah. By the same token, how-
ever, it is important to emphasize that this version of the schism was drawn
from Jewish, not Samaritan, tradition. The Samaritan chronicles make no
reference to any intermarriage between the family of the high priest of the
Jews and that of Sanballat or any other Samaritan ruler, and it is quite likely
that this story of the disastrous consequences of mixed marriage at the high-
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27. We need not regard this particular detail as establishing a terminus post quem
of ca. 164 b.c.e. for the composition of Josephus’s source, since the Daniel episode
could easily have been added after the narrative was first composed but before Jose-
phus found it. Whenever the episode entered the narrative, it is entirely consistent
with the nature of the anachronisms found throughout the account. Although the
detail could have been added by Josephus, it could as easily have been added at any
time after the apocalyptic parts of Daniel were written. Cf. Goldstein (1993: 96), who
thinks that Josephus’s source dates to 200 b.c.e.

28. Of course, the prophecies themselves are not strictly anachronistic, since they
are supposed to point forward to the future. Modrzejewski (1995: 54–55) draws an
interesting analogy with the more famous oracle at Siwah, which also was said (not
least by Alexander’s own court historians) to have prophesied Alexander’s world
dominion; the Jewish author may even have consciously been competing with the
Egyptian oracle.



est levels is itself an anti-Samaritan Jewish fiction.29 The Samaritans, we are
to understand, are a bastard breed whose ancestors intermarried in viola-
tion of strict Jewish law. It is, then, highly doubtful that the bulk of Jose-
phus’s Sanballat account was originally a pro-Samaritan tradition, as has
been argued, seeking legitimacy through Alexander’s endorsement of the
temple on Mount Gerizim and only subsequently revised by pro-Jewish
authors engaged in a polemic against the Samaritans.30 On the contrary, this
account of the Samaritan schism is specifically designed to delegitimize the
Samaritans and to justify the Jews, and the relocation of the story to the pe-
riod of Alexander, and its association with the Alexander-Jaddus story al-
lows the author to strengthen that rhetorical point.

If we examine the story of Alexander’s encounter with the Samaritans
closely, we will find several themes already familiar to us from the study of
other so-called Jewish romances. In the first place, picking up the emphasis
of Nehemiah, the account stresses the importance of strict adherence to Jew-
ish tradition and condemns those who would depart from it for the sake of
some personal or political advantage. Josephus, like Nehemiah, focuses on
the issue of mixed marriage, which was strictly forbidden under Jewish law.
Nehemiah claims to have chased out many Jews who had intermarried with
foreigners (Neh. 13.23–27), among them the unnamed son-in-law of San-
ballat the Horonite (13.28). In the account of Josephus, the marriage of Man-
asses and Nikaso, the daughter of Sanballat, takes center stage (AJ 11.302–3).
This marriage is the cause of the conflict: the elders of Jerusalem and Jad-
dus the high priest join together to bar Manasses from the altar, regarding
his marriage as a bad example capable of leading the Jews back into the trans-
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29. Gaster 1925: 30; Marcus 1937: 464–65; Grabbe 1997: 238–42.
30. See above, n. 22. Interestingly, although Goldstein (1993: 80–90) is virtually

the only scholar in recent years to systematically defend the thematic unity of the
Alexander-Sanballat-Jaddus narrative, and although skeptics (e.g., Gruen 1998: 194)
continue to regard Josephus’s narrative as a composite of several strands, the funda-
mentally anti-Samaritan character of the Sanballat narrative has been much more
widely recognized in recent years. It is not a matter, as Büchler (1898: 12–15) thought,
of a light pro-Jewish revision of an originally pro-Samaritan text; the entire narra-
tive is built on anti-Samaritan principles, with the possible exception of its incorpo-
ration (and distortion) of a Samaritan legend in which Alexander approved and blessed
their temple. See Kippenberg 1971: 52–53; Egger 1986: 66; and Mor 1989: 5, all cit-
ing what has become a broad consensus in the area of Samaritan studies; Gruen (1998:
194) also recognizes the anti-Samaritan character of the Sanballat strand. If the anti-
Samaritan character of the Sanballat narrative is fully recognized, much of the ra-
tionale behind Büchler’s original division of the narrative into distinct written sources,
with differing Sitz im Leben and differing polemical goals, is lost. One is left only
with the appearance of certain narrative lapses and discontinuities, at least some of
which (I argue below) are not discontinuities at all but part of the author’s plan.



gressions that had caused their exile (11.306–8).When Manasses goes over
to Sanballat, his actions are the direct cause of the schism, since all the Jews
who had made mixed marriages deserted to him and were resettled in
Samaria.The ancestors of the Samaritans are precisely those Jews who have
repudiated their ancestral law (11.312).

In this account, as throughout Nehemiah, Sanballat is the villain. He seeks
a marriage alliance with the house of the high priest for the sake of politi-
cal advantage,31 and when Manasses is rejected by his family and threatens
to divorce Nikaso if he cannot retain his status, Sanballat appeals to his am-
bitions and promises him a temple and priesthood of his own if he will come
to Samaria (AJ 11.309–11). Sanballat and Manasses alike are thus repre-
sented as cynical politicians, driven by venal motivations rather than any
genuine religious conviction.32 Those who follow are the victims of their
leaders’ cynical pursuit of power and of their own corrupt desire to preserve
their illegal mixed marriages. Not only do the Samaritans willfully reject
Jewish law, but there is nothing to approve or admire in their reasons for
doing so. Jaddus, by contrast, is depicted as a staunch defender of the faith,
willing to repudiate his own brother if necessary to protect the sanctity of
the Temple. As we shall see, the conduct of Sanballat on the one hand and
Jaddus on the other at the time of the schism prepares us for the role each
will play when Alexander appears on the scene.

Even as Manasses and his followers are settling into their new homes on
Mount Gerizim, Darius is moving to confront Alexander at Issus in Cilicia
(AJ 11.313–14).With Darius’s defeat, a second familiar theme is introduced
into the narrative: that loyalty to a foreign ruler is inseparable from the pi-
ous observance of Jewish law, that disloyalty, by contrast, goes hand in hand
with apostasy, and that a foreign ruler, although he may initially be deceived,
will inevitably recognize and reward the true loyalty of the pious and re-
ject the false loyalty of the wicked.33 Although the tale of Sanballat and the
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31. He thus, incidentally, fits (as does Alexander later in the story) the role of
the gentile ruler who is impressed with the Jews out of all proportion to their actual
importance: eijdw;" lampra;n ou\san povlin ta; ïIerosovluma kai; polla; toi'" jAssurivoi"
kai; toi'" ejn th'/ koivlh/ Suriva/ katoikou'sin tou;" ejn aujth'/ basilei'" pravgmata parascov-
nta" (AJ 11.303). Unlike Alexander, however, Sanballat seeks only to turn the pres-
tige of the Jews to his own advantage.

32. In the exquisite phrase of Reicke (cited by Coggins 1975: 108), Josephus thus
“present[s] the detested Samaritan community as the unripe fruit of Hellenistic
opportunism.”

33. See Goldstein 1993: 84–85. Büchler (1898: 12–15) notes this intentional con-
trast of the loyalty of Jaddus with that of Sanballat, though he views the contrast as
a product of the pro-Jewish revision of an earlier pro-Samaritan layer.



story of Alexander’s visit to Jerusalem may once have been independent of
one another, the two are closely interwoven by this thread in the narrative
as it is preserved by Josephus. The account as now preserved does not divide
easily into pro-Samaritan and anti-Samaritan strands but is anti-Samaritan
throughout.

On the one hand, the pious and upright Jaddus is willing to risk Alexan-
der’s wrath by standing firm in his loyalty to Darius, refusing a direct demand
for surrender:34 “But the high priest replied to the bearers of the letter
that he had given his oath to Darius not to take up arms against him, and
said that he would never violate this oath so long as Darius remained alive.”35

He defies Alexander even after Darius’s ignominious flight from Issus (AJ
11.316) and in spite of the fact that the end of the bitter seven-month siege
of Tyre is in sight.36 Although Jaddus is terrified by the king’s wrath,37 he
nevertheless does not knuckle under to Alexander’s temporal power but
places his trust in God to protect the nation (11.326). He welcomes Alexan-
der only after God orders him in a dream to do so (11.327). The implica-
tion is that he will be as staunchly loyal to Alexander as he once was to
Darius, so long as God continues to endorse the reign of Alexander and his
successors.

By contrast, Sanballat’s conduct after the defeat of Darius at Issus is as
cynical and self-serving as we have come to expect. He is loyal enough to
Darius before Issus, expecting that the king’s presence in the area will of-
fer him a happy opportunity to secure the concessions he wants (AJ 11.315).
As soon as Darius is defeated, however, Sanballat, perceiving an opportu-
nity for gain, hastens to present himself before Alexander at Tyre with eight
thousand followers in tow, apparently not even waiting to receive Alexan-
der’s request for surrender.38

It is worth pausing to note an apparent discontinuity at this point in the
narrative that has caused much scholarly discussion. The story of Jaddus’s
refusal (AJ 11.317–19) takes place during the seven-month siege of Tyre:
Alexander demands that Jaddus surrender during the siege (ejpoliovrkei
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34. AJ 11.317: hjxivou te ajposteivla" gravmmata pro;" to;n tw'n  [Ioudaivwn ajrciereva.
35. tou' d j ajrcierevw" ajpokrinamevnou toi'" grammatofovroi" wJ" o{rkou" ei[h Dareivw/

dedwkw;" mh; bastavzein o{pla katj aujtou', kai; touvtou" e{w" a]n h\/ Darei'o" ejn toi'" zw'sin
mh; parabhvsesqai fhvsanto" (AJ 11.318, trans. Marcus 1937).

36. AJ 11.319: th;n me;n Tuvron oujk e[krine katalipei'n o{son oujdevpw mevllousan aiJ
rei'sqai. On the significance of the timing, see below.

37. AJ 11.326: ejn ajgwniva/ kai; devei.
38. AJ 11.321: nomivsa" de; kairo;n ejpithvdeion e[cein oJ Sanaballevth" th'" ejpibolh'",

Dareivou me;n ajpevgnw, labw;n de; ojktakiscilivou" tw'n ajrcomevnwn uJp j aujtoù pro;" 
[Alevxandron h|ke.



Tuvron, 11.317) and seemingly receives his reply toward the end of it (o{son
oujdevpw mevllousan aiJrei̧sqai, 11.319). In AJ 11.320, Alexander completes
the siege of Tyre and proceeds to Gaza: either he has forgotten the angry
threat just made in AJ 11.319, to settle with Jaddus as soon as he finishes
with Tyre, or else, more likely, we are to assume that Jaddus’s situation will
become dire just as soon as Alexander is done with Gaza. (It is at precisely
this point that the narrative resumes in AJ 11.325, with Alexander eager to
get on to Jerusalem after Gaza and Jaddus nearly paralyzed with fear at the
prospect.) But in the very next sentence (11.321), after we have been
informed of the fall of Tyre and the investment of Gaza, Sanballat arrives
eager and unbidden at Alexander’s camp to surrender his forces—at the be-
ginning of the siege of Tyre, fully seven months earlier!39

At first sight this discrepancy seems to support the theory that the nar-
rative comprises two distinct written traditions, clumsily combined by
some editor (e.g., Büchler 1898: 4; Cohen 1982–83: 43): otherwise, why
would the narrator tell his story in this strange order? In fact, the narra-
tor’s choice here may be deliberate, designed to highlight Jaddus’s courage
in contrast to the craven opportunism of his rival. This peculiar narrative
order contrasts Sanballat’s self-serving political opportunism and Jaddus’s
steadfast loyalty much more strongly than a straightforward chronology
would, and so it is best explained in these terms.40 The fact that Alexander’s
famous siege of Tyre is nearly finished when Jaddus refuses to surrender
both emphasizes how great a risk Jaddus is taking and stresses the high
priest’s courage in the face of a very real cause for fear. The siege of Tyre
was famous in antiquity for demonstrating Alexander’s determination, his
insuperability in every military situation, and his total ruthlessness toward
those who resisted—after the siege two thousand survivors were crucified
along the coast as a gruesome example to others (Abel 1935: 42). The his-
torical Jaddus, of course, could not have known all this before the siege ended,
but we do. This use of the siege of Tyre, like the anachronistic references to
proskynésis and to victories not yet won in 332 b.c.e., is another good ex-
ample of how the author anticipates Alexander’s famous achievements to
build a vivid fictional narrative. Only after Jaddus’s courageous refusal at
the end of the siege, as he faces the prospect of immediate retaliation, does
the narrative backtrack to show how Sanballat surrendered at the begin-
ning of the siege, when the personal risk to himself was far smaller, and in-
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deed before Alexander had even had a chance to present his demands! Here
we have a clear example of how the author of a Jewish historical fiction will
subordinate chronology (which would demand that Sanballat’s surrender
be narrated first) to the dramatic requirements of his story—and that, too,
while chronicling matters of some precision and historical importance, in
this case the precise timing of Alexander’s Palestinian campaign and the de-
tails of his famous siege of Tyre.

To return to Sanballat’s meeting with Alexander (AJ 11.321–24): his first
act as Alexander’s subject is to ask for the concessions he had hoped to be
granted by Darius. It is worth examining Sanballat’s rhetoric here. He rep-
resents the foundation of a schismatic temple as politically advantageous to
Alexander, since the Jews are rebellious by nature and the king will be safer
if they are divided.41 Like the enemies of the Jews in 3 Maccabees and other
Jewish fictions, Sanballat tries to convince the king that the Jews are inher-
ently disloyal and that mistreating them will serve the interest of the state.
Although he is initially successful in this, Alexander, and by implication the
reader, will soon learn that precisely the opposite is the case: it is the Jews
who are truly loyal and deserving of special favor. It may seem for the mo-
ment that the apostate Samaritans have gained the upper hand, but their
triumph proves short-lived. In securing Alexander’s permission to build
their temple on Mount Gerizim, the Samaritans are simply being set up for
a fall.42

With Alexander’s visit to Jerusalem, we arrive at the inevitable dénoue-
ment.43 As we have seen, Jaddus is authorized by God in the nick of time to
welcome Alexander to the city. As soon as Alexander sees the high priest,
the king’s attitude completely reverses: he prostrates himself before the high
priest (AJ 11.331), and he recognizes Jaddus as the figure that had appeared
to him in a dream at Dium in Macedonia, promising him victory over the
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41. AJ 11.323: tou'to d j ei\nai kai; tw'/ basilei' sumfevron, eij" duvo dih/rh'sqai th;n
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42. The fact that Alexander gives his approval for the temple on Mount Ger-
izim does not, therefore, necessarily prove that the story must be pro-Samaritan in
origin, as many have argued (e.g., Büchler 1898: 3–11; see above, n. 7). Although
there may have once been a legend to this effect among the Samaritans, in its present
context Alexander’s approval of the Gerizim temple merely sets the stage for the
Samaritans to receive their eventual comeuppance.

43. Sanballat conveniently dies at just this point (AJ 11.325), allowing the au-
thor to smoothly make the transition to a legend that originally had nothing to do
with Sanballat or Manasses.



Persians (11.334). He subsequently treats the Jews with exaggerated respect,
offering sacrifice in the Temple (11.336), granting them the right to observe
their ancestral laws, and granting them further exemption from tribute in
every seventh year (11.338). He also agrees to respect the customs of any
Jewish soldiers who enroll in his army (11.339). When the Samaritans try
to cash in on the Jews’ good fortune by professing themselves Jews, how-
ever, they are politely snubbed. Alexander promises to visit their temple and
offer sacrifice “some other time” (au\qiˇ uJpostrevfwn, 11.343), and he flatly
refuses to extend them the sabbatical exemption he has granted the Jews
(11.340–45). Now the loyal and pious Jews enjoy special favor; the apostate
Samaritans are left out in the cold. Transferring the tale of Sanballat and
the Samaritan schism into this period of transition, the author is able to show
that the founder of the Hellenistic kingdoms himself was in a position to
compare the competing claims of the Jews and the Samaritans and that he
decided in favor of the Jews.

In addition to the anachronistic dating of the Sanballat story and the
Samaritan schism, we have seen that the story of Alexander’s visit to Jeru-
salem itself contains a number of curious anachronisms: the presence of
Chaldeans in Alexander’s train (and the subsequent reference to the Jews of
Babylon and Media), the conversation with Parmenio regarding proskyné-
sis, and the prophecies (both in Alexander’s dream and in the Book of Daniel )
of Alexander’s overthrow of the Persian empire. All these anachronisms have
but one purpose: to suggest that the Alexander who visited Jerusalem and
paid homage to the Jewish God was not the young upstart who had not yet
crossed the Euphrates but the World Conqueror, the King of Kings.44 All
Alexander’s campaigns have been collapsed into a single moment. The de-
tails are carefully calculated to evoke the reign of the historical Alexander,
but the figure who here emerges does not represent so much the historical
Alexander of 332 b.c.e. as he does the pure idea of Alexander, the quintes-
sence of the conqueror, so to speak, a much more powerful image. Thus the
story’s familiar motifs—the exaggerated respect of a foreign king for the God
of the Jews, the idea that the king’s authority depends on divine favor, the
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priest redounds to the credit of the Jews. See Gruen 1998: 196–99 for the develop-
ment of this theme.



king’s willingness to respect the unique customs of the Jews—are immea-
surably strengthened. The king who acts out the part designed for him by
the Jewish author is not merely the Alexander of history but, more impor-
tant, the Alexander of myth.

• • •

Let us now turn to a second so-called romance in the Jewish Antiquities:
Josephus’s Tales of the Tobiads (AJ 12.154–236). This account of the years
between the Seleucid conquest of Palestine at the end of the third century
b.c.e. and the crises during the reign of Antiochus IV is dominated by the
adventures of one particular family: Joseph, the tax farmer, son of Tobias,
and Joseph’s youngest son, Hyrcanus, a robber baron who ended his days
ruling over a fortress in the Transjordan. Josephus’s account as it stands is
vexed by chronological contradictions and logical impossibilities too nu-
merous to count.45 Scholars have reckoned it as everything from sober his-
tory46 to novelistic fiction,47 with most settling for some combination of the
two. What can we make of this narrative?

As we have seen, interpreting the historical fictions that Josephus has in-
corporated into his Jewish Antiquities is particularly difficult since we can-
not be certain to what extent, and in what manner, he may have “corrected”
his quasi-historical sources where their cavalier treatment of fact offended
his sensibilities as a Greek historian. I have argued that Josephus’s account
of Sanballat, Jaddus, and Alexander was most likely adapted by him directly
from his source with minimal changes; the distortions and manipulations
of historical fact apparent throughout the narrative can most likely be as-
cribed to the original. Since those historical errors caused Josephus no
difficulty when coordinating Jewish and Greek chronology, he felt no great
need to correct them. In the Tales of the Tobiads, however, the narrative is
so severely garbled as to make it almost certain, as we shall see, that Jose-
phus has made significant efforts to correct his source, thereby not only
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45. For detailed analysis of the narrative’s many chronological and logical prob-
lems, see Willrich 1895: 91–95;Wellhausen 1921: 229–32;Tcherikover 1959: 127–38.
For more general discussion of the Tobiads, see Goldstein 1975: 85–123; Gera 1990:
21–38;Wills 1995: 187–93; Barclay 1996: 30, 107; Gruen 1998: 99–106; Collins 2000:
74–77.

46. Goldstein 1975: 123 is the strongest statement of this position, but many
authors have tried to mine the text for historical evidence of political maneuver-
ing in the third and second centuries b.c.e. (e.g.,Tcherikover 1959: 127–38; cf. Gera
1990: 23).

47. Gera 1990: 21–38; Wills 1995: 187–93.



worsening the confusion but making it extremely difficult to recover an ac-
curate picture of the original narrative. The prospect is the more daunting
in that we can assume that the original source was in some way problem-
atic. Had it been straightforward, Josephus would not have felt the need to
correct it. The parallel case of Daniel gives one serious pause. Could we re-
cover any accurate sense of Daniel’s highly eccentric chronology in the Per-
sian period if all that survived were Josephus’s attempts to rationalize it?

If we are to attempt any understanding of the nature, provenance, and
purpose of the Tales of the Tobiads, which have much in common with the
historical fictions we have already considered, a source-critical approach can-
not be avoided. Although any conclusions that we may draw from a hypo-
thetically reconstructed narrative can be only tentative, still Josephus’s ac-
count of the Tobiads does appear more intelligible when examined in the
light of other Hellenistic Jewish fictions.

Hitherto I have generally begun my discussion of each “romance” by
identifying the discontinuities between its fiction and what we know of the
relevant facts, such as anachronisms and other apparent chronological and
historical howlers. With Josephus’s account of the Tobiads, however, a sim-
ple list of the historical and logical problems in the text would quickly over-
whelm the discussion and involve us in a premature attempt to distinguish
problems introduced by Josephus from the problems posed by the original.
Instead, I will begin with a review of what little independent evidence we
do have for the historical activities of the Tobiad family.

Almost all the evidence for the activities of the Tobiads comes from Jose-
phus. There is, however, independent evidence to suggest that at least some
of the persons and activities he describes are historical. Joseph is described
as the son of Tobias (AJ 12.160): by chance, the Zenon archives preserve the
correspondence of one Tubias, commander of a fortress in the Transjordan,
with Ptolemy II Philadelphus and his finance minister Apollonius in the mid-
third century b.c.e.48 The birta (Aram. “fort”) mentioned in the Zenon
archive is almost certainly to be identified with the ruins of a fortress ex-
cavated at Araq el Emir in the Transjordan, which is also believed to be the
fortress in which Hyrcanus spent his last years, described by Josephus as a
baris (Aram. “fort”) named Tyre (12.230–33).49 The name Tobiyah (Tobias),
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inscribed in Aramaic characters of the fourth century b.c.e., was discovered
on the wall of a cave near Araq el Emir, suggesting that Tobiad activity in
the Transjordan extended over a period of centuries.50

Moreover, a Hyrcanus is mentioned in 2 Maccabees 3.11, where we learn
that part of the Temple deposits to which Heliodorus laid claim were the
property of a prominent person named Hyrcanus the Tobiad, who is ap-
parently not on the scene to defend himself and his property.51 Although,
as we have seen, the story of Heliodorus’s attempt to enter the Temple at
Jerusalem is itself partly fictional, there is independent evidence for a dis-
pute of some sort over Temple finances in the reign of Seleucus IV.52 The
name Hyrcanus the Tobiad is purely incidental to the narrative of 2 Mac-
cabees 3; there seems to be no reason why the author of 2 Maccabees would
have invented a fictional character for this purpose or introduced one from
another story. Rather, the name Hyrcanus seems to belong to the category
of genuine historical details introduced for the sake of verisimilitude. It fol-
lows that there was a genuine Hyrcanus, a prominent Jew apparently liv-
ing in exile during the reign of Seleucus IV, possessed of a fortune that was
stored, or could reasonably be alleged to be stored, in the Temple treasury.
The verisimilitude of the debate between Heliodorus and Onias III depends
upon this fact.

We can conlcude, then, that there was a historical Hyrcanus, of the To-
biad family, a prominent and wealthy Jew who lived during the reign of
Seleucus IV (187–175 b.c.e.). We have the ruins of a fortress in the Trans-
jordan associated with name Tobias as early as the fourth century b.c.e.,
probably identical with the fortress in which, according to Josephus, Hyr-
canus lived out his exile. Moreover, we know that a certain Tubias was ac-
tive in Ptolemaic service in the reign of Ptolemy II Philadelphus (283–245
b.c.e.) in precisely the same part of the Transjordan (the Ammanitis), most
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by Josephus, AJ 12.230–33, to the fortress of Hyrcanus, although Josephus says Hyr-
canus built it, which cannot be right if Araq el Emir is the site of Hyrcanus’s fortress
and both are identical with the site of the birta mentioned in the third-century-b.c.e.
Zenon archive. Gera (1990: 26–27) reasonably suggests that the author of the fiction
wrongly gave Hyrcanus the credit for building an already existing fortress in order
to enhance his reputation.

50. Marcus 1937: 117; Mazar 1957: 141–42; Goldstein 1975: 91–92; Gera 1990:
24–26.

51. Or possibly “Hyrcanus the son of Tobias,” which would imply a rather dif-
ferent genealogy than that given by Josephus; 2 Macc. 3.11: tina; de; kai; ï JUrkanou'
tou' Twbivou sfovdra ajndro;" ejn uJperoch'/ keimevnou. See Gera 1990: 24.

52. See above, Chap. 1, n. 29.



likely operating out of the same fortress. We have no independent evidence
for the figure whom Josephus identifies as Joseph, the tax farmer in the ser-
vice of the Ptolemies, the son of Tobias and the father of Hyrcanus. How-
ever, given the accumulation of evidence for the activities of the Tobiad fam-
ily in Transjordan extending over several generations, it seems reasonable
to assume that Joseph, like Hyrcanus, was a historical personage, and that
his floruit fell between that of the Tubias of the Zenon archive and that of
Hyrcanus in the reign of Seleucus IV. This would place Joseph in the latter
half of the third century b.c.e.

Let us consider briefly also the chronological evidence for the high priests
who are important in the Tales of the Tobiads: Onias II and Simon II. Jose-
phus explains the chronology of the high priests in two asides (AJ 12.157–59,
224–25), in which he is probably drawing on some source other than his
source for the Tales of the Tobiads. It is clear, however, from the important
role played in the Tales of the Tobiads by the two high priests, especially
Onias, that their characters were an integral part of the narrative of Jose-
phus’s source. We should therefore consider the independent evidence for
the activities of not only the Tobiads but also the high priests with whom
Joseph and Hyrcanus are associated.

Unfortunately we are almost totally dependent on Josephus for the
chronology of the high priests between Jaddus, the contemporary of Alexan-
der the Great, and Onias III (2 Macc. 3–4), the contemporary of Seleucus
IV and Antiochus IV. Josephus is certainly our only source for a full chrono-
logical list of the pre-Maccabean priests. What little external evidence we
do have, however, allows us to make some corrections to Josephus’s list that
are significant for the chronology of the Tobiads.

Josephus lists the following: Onias I, son of Jaddus (AJ 11.347); Simon I,
called “the Just, “ son of Onias I (12.43); Eleazar, brother of Simon I (12.44);
Manasses, uncle of Eleazar; Onias II, son of Simon I (12.157); Simon II, son
of Onias II; and Onias III, son of Simon II (12.224–25). Without getting into
all the details, the most significant problems are that Josephus identifies Si-
mon I as Simon the Just (12.43), placing him in the early third century b.c.e.,
and that he claims that the Seleucid conquest of Coele Syria and the subse-
quent arrangements took place in the time of Onias II.53 He also dates the
beginning of Simon II’s high priesthood after the accession of Seleucus IV
in 187 b.c.e. (12.224). Yet the external evidence suggests overwhelmingly
that the high priest known as Simon the Just was Simon II, not Simon I, and
moreover that Simon II the Just was in office when Antiochus III conquered
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Palestine, around 200 b.c.e.54 If Josephus’s list is retained, then,we must place
the high priesthood of Onias II in the latter part of the third century b.c.e.,
in the last years of Ptolemaic rule over Palestine, and the high priesthoods
of Simon II and Onias III must span the years between the Seleucid conquest
of Palestine around 200 b.c.e. and the accession of Antiochus IV in 175.
Significantly, this agrees with what we have already concluded from the in-
dependent evidence for the activities of the Tobiads.The name Onias is closely
associated in Josephus’s text with Joseph—indeed, Josephus reports both their
deaths in the same passage (12.224)—and we have seen that the evidence
points toward a late third-century date for Joseph. Likewise, Josephus asso-
ciates the activities of Hyrcanus with the high priesthoods of Simon II and
Onias III, and we have seen that indeed the external evidence for Hyrcanus’s
activities places him in the period leading up to the Maccabean Revolt.

There is, then, some slender historical basis for Josephus’s Tales of the
Tobiads. Before we tackle the problems of Josephus’s precise chronology,
however, we must recognize that the narrative as it stands in Josephus is
unmistakably composed largely from a cycle of legends that were originally
independent of one another. The combination of independent legends has
resulted in an internal chronology that is fundamentally contradictory, il-
logical, and impossible, no matter what external chronology we adopt for
the events Josephus reports. The narrative emphasizes repeatedly that
Joseph served the Ptolemies as a tax farmer for twenty-two years (AJ 12.186,
224). When he first acquired the contract, he was a clever young man.55 Yet
a few years later, not only is Joseph the father of seven elder, grown sons
and an eighth by his second marriage, Hyrcanus (12.186), now a teenager,
but he himself is too old to travel abroad and must send one of his sons to
pay compliments to Ptolemy on his behalf (12.196)! No external chronol-
ogy in the world can turn a youth, a neanivsko", into a doddering old patri-
arch within less than twenty-two years. If the figure of twenty-two years
for Joseph’s Ptolemaic service is accepted from the text, the stories of the
young Joseph and the tales of the young Hyrcanus are fundamentally in-
compatible with one another.

The prominence of certain motifs, moreover, supports the theory that the
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54. The evidence is summarized by Marcus 1943: 732–36, app. B, “The Date of
the High Priest Simon the Just.” See more recently Olyan (1987: 261–86), who ar-
gues that Ben Sira (ca. 200 b.c.e.) appears to be reacting to Simon the Just as a con-
temporary; and Parente (1994: 69), who also endorses the identification of Simon
the Just with Simon II and associates him with Ben Sira and Antiochus III.
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Tales of the Tobiads originated as a collection of legends that gathered around
the Tobiad family, just as a multitude of legends gathered around the prophet
Daniel. The echoes of the biblical Joseph cycle are very strong.56 We have,
for instance, not once but twice, the motif of the clever young man who wins
the favor of the king (AJ 12.172–79 of the young Joseph, 12.190–220 of the
young Hyrcanus).57 We have the motif of the jealousy of the worthless elder
brothers (12.190, 195, 197, 221).58 The romantic deception that brought about
Joseph’s marriage to his own niece, who became the mother of the beloved
youngest son, Hyrcanus, is also reminiscent of biblical motifs (12.186–89).59

Thus far it seems clear, as virtually all scholars have agreed, that the Tales
of the Tobiads contain both genuine historical material and legendary and
fictional elements. So much can scarcely be disputed. I am arguing, how-
ever, that the essence of didactic historical fiction lies in deliberate manip-
ulation of historical elements in the service of a particular didactic point.
How, precisely, did Josephus’s source seek to manipulate his account of the
historical activities of the Tobiad family, and what was his purpose?

In order to answer these questions, we must confront another problem:
What was the chronology of Josephus’s original source?

The difficulties that Josephus’s chronology raises for the Tobiads are ex-
tensive. The most basic are difficulties integral to the story itself. For ex-
ample, it is impossible for Joseph to be transformed from a clever youth to
a venerable patriarch in less than twenty-two years. Josephus’s attempts to
locate the story within an absolute chronological framework only compound
the problem. According to Josephus, Joseph first acquired the contract to farm
the taxes of Palestine in the reign of Ptolemy V, after the conquest of Pales-
tine by Antiochus III, around 200 b.c.e., and more precisely after the mar-
riage of Ptolemy V to Antiochus’s daughter Cleopatra about 193.60 The
already impossibly short twenty-two years thus becomes ridiculously com-
pressed. We are told that Joseph, having grown from the prime of youth to
a venerable old age, died around the time of the accession of Seleucus IV (r.
187–175 b.c.e.)—a mere six years after he first acquired the contract!
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Something is very wrong with Josephus’s chronology. His account of the
high priests Onias II and Simon II is also flawed, dating the death of Onias
II at the same time as Joseph’s—that is (according to him), toward the be-
ginning of the reign of Seleucus IV—although independent historical evi-
dence suggests that Onias’s successor, Simon, had already taken office be-
fore 200 b.c.e. Moreover, the assumption of Ptolemaic control over Palestine,
which is basic to the story of Joseph, does not fit the period after 200. Jose-
phus attempts to explain away this obvious contradiction by explaining that
Antiochus III deeded Coele Syria to Ptolemy V as Cleopatra’s dowry (AJ
12.154).This supposed dowry is mentioned by several ancient sources,61 but
Polybius makes it quite clear that the story is based on Ptolemaic propa-
ganda from the time of the Sixth Syrian War (170–168 b.c.e.), not fact.The
Ptolemies never ruled over Palestine or collected revenues there after 200.62

This tale of a dowry, which Josephus espouses although he must have known
it to be false,63 is no more than a feeble plot device designed to cover up the
patent impossibility of Josephus’s own chronology.

The independent historical evidence for the activities of the Tobiads, the
independent evidence for the chronology of the high priests with whom they
are associated, and the assumed background of Joseph’s story all combine
to suggest that Joseph the tax farmer, if indeed he did exist (as seems likely),
served the whole of his twenty-two years before the Seleucid conquest of
Palestine around 200 b.c.e. How, then, did Joseph’s story come to be pushed
down and compressed, in so improbable a manner, into the period after the
Seleucid conquest?

It has long since been suggested that this impossible chronology results
from Josephus’s attempt to correct his source, and there are in fact strong
indications in favor of this theory.64 The evidence points to a Ptolemaic date
both for the historical Joseph’s activities and for the oral traditions of the
clever young man at court that grew up around him. Beyond that, however,
the evidence suggests that the written text Josephus used dated Joseph’s ac-
tivities to the latter part of the third century b.c.e. Although Josephus
identifies the Ptolemy of his story as the Ptolemy who married the daugh-
ter of Antiochus III after the Fifth Syrian War—that is, Ptolemy V Epiphanes
(r. 204–180 b.c.e.)—the Ptolemy who receives the young Joseph is twice
identified (in a variant preserved in several manuscripts) as Ptolemy Euer-
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getes: that is, Ptolemy III (AJ 12.158, 163). In the first of these passages, he
is even more explicitly identified as “the father of [Ptolemy IV] Philopa-
tor.”65 This identification has been dismissed by some scholars as a gloss or
interpolation,66 but such is improbable. No gloss is needed to explain how
the Ptolemies came to be in control of the revenues of Palestine in the story,
since Josephus has already explained that anomaly, however feebly.67 Nor
does it help to clear up the chronological inconsistencies of Josephus’s nar-
rative;68 on the contrary, it makes an impossible narrative worse by inex-
plicably introducing a king of the third century b.c.e. into a sequence of
events that Josephus has clearly marked as taking place after 200. It is much
more likely that Euergetes represents the original reading, suppressed in
some manuscripts by scribes who were alert to the obvious absurdity of iden-
tifying Ptolemy V Epiphanes as Euergetes, the father of Philopator.69 This
likelihood is confirmed by the fact that the text contains an apparent pun
upon Ptolemy’s cult title: Hyrcanus calls Ptolemy his father’s benefactor
(eujergevth/, 12.206).70 The presence of a literary pun contained in the story
itself, combined with not one but two errors that can only have been intro-
duced into the text through Josephus’s careless copying of his written source,
makes it virtually certain that Josephus’s source identified the Ptolemy who
was Joseph’s benefactor as Ptolemy III Euergetes and thus located both
Joseph and Onias II, correctly, in the latter half of the third century b.c.e.

We are therefore in a position to recover a tentative chronological and
historical structure for Josephus’s source, which will allow us to address two
questions: What was the original author’s purpose in composing a narra-
tive of the Tobiad family, compounded of historical and legendary elements?
And what compelled Josephus to correct a chronologically straightforward
narrative into a chronologically impossible one?

To be sure, the original narrative is not entirely unproblematic.The Ptole-
maic queen is more than once identified as Cleopatra (AJ 12.154, 167, 185,
204, 218), although the wife of Ptolemy V was the first so named. It would
appear that the author was himself or expected his audience to be under the
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impression that all Ptolemaic queens were named Cleopatra in the early
Ptolemaic period, as they were later.71 This is consistent with the common
tendency in such historical-fictional texts to prefer verisimilitude over pre-
cise accuracy. The characterization of the king and queen, too, is more char-
acteristic of the royal court in the second century b.c.e. than in the third:
Ptolemy and his queen appear as joint rulers of virtually equal power, and
indeed their status as co-owners of the Syrian tax revenues is the pivot on
which Joseph’s witty coup turns.72 This may have been one of the factors
that led Josephus to correct his source.

Second-century anachronisms aside, there are other indications that the
chronology of the original narrative was not entirely straightforward. We
have seen, for instance, that a span of twenty-two years, twice given for
Joseph’s career, is too short to contain all the adventures reported within it.
Josephus cannot have invented this figure, since it is wholly incompatible
with his chronology. That the original source gave twenty-two years or less
as the time between Joseph’s acquiring the tax contract and the coming of
age of his precocious son Hyrcanus is, as we have see, an indication that the
original author combined formerly independent, not entirely compatible
legends into a single narrative. It is also a symptom of the deeper chrono-
logical problems afflicting Josephus’s source.

The nature of these problems will become evident if we consider the career
of Hyrcanus in the light of the conclusions we have already drawn regard-
ing the chronology of Joseph’s career. It is virtually certain, as we have seen,
that the original source placed the beginning of Joseph’s career at some point
in the reign of Euergetes (245–221 b.c.e.). That career lasted twenty-two
years, during which time Joseph fathered eight sons by two wives (AJ
12.186). When we come to the third episode of the story—the first two be-
ing Joseph’s acquisition of the tax contract and his romantic marriage to Hyr-
canus’s mother—the youngest of Joseph’s sons, Hyrcanus, has reached age
thirteen (12.190).The precise timing of this story is not altogether clear, but
there are several chronological indications.

1. Joseph is still counted among the leading men of the province 
(AJ 12.196: oiJ prw'toi th'" Suriva" kai; th'" uJphkovou cwvra"), and
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71. Goldstein 1975: 99, 109; Gera 1990: 35–36.
72. On the point of Joseph’s witty remark, cf. Holleaux 1899; Marcus 1937: 81;

Gera 1990: 36. Goldstein (1975: 98) gives evidence for the Ptolemaic practice of asso-
ciating wives in transactions and decrees, which became particularly common under
Ptolemy VI and later Ptolemy VIII.



thus this event falls within, and probably toward the end of, his
twenty-two-year career.

2. Palestine is clearly still under Ptolemaic rule (AJ 12.196). There-
fore, Hyrcanus’s trip to court took place before the Seleucid
conquest.

3. It is twice implied that the king whom Hyrcanus visits is the 
same one whom the young Joseph captivated: we are told that 
the occasion was the birth of a son to King Ptolemy, without any
suggestion that a change of ruler has taken place (AJ 12.196);
the queen, like the wife of Joseph’s Ptolemy, is named Cleopatra
(12.204, 218); and in one passage Hyrcanus seems to be suggesting
a pun on the cult title Euergetes (12.206).

4. Hyrcanus is still very young, apparently not much more than
thirteen. We are told at AJ 12.190 that Hyrcanus showed excep-
tional promise when he was but thirteen (e[ti de; w]n triskaivdeka
ejtw'n); this statement is immediately followed by an anecdote
illustrating Hyrcanus’s youthful precocity (12.191–95), and 
we are then told that it was at “about this time” (kata; tou'ton 
to;n kairovn, 12.196) that news arrived of the birth of a son to
Ptolemy.

All these indications are completely consistent in suggesting that Hyr-
canus made his youthful visit to the Ptolemaic court in the reign of Euer-
getes.This date, however, raises a whole host of problems. Although Joseph’s
twenty-two years might conceivably fit entirely within the Euergetes’ long
reign (245–221 b.c.e.), we have already seen that the cocky young Joseph
could hardly have been displaced by his precocious youngest son in so short
a time. We run into even more serious problems when trying to relate this
incident with what we know of Hyrcanus’s later career. We are told that the
success of Hyrcanus at the Ptolemaic court so exasperated his father and
brothers that he was forced on his return to meet his brothers in battle and,
having killed two of them, to flee into the Transjordan, where he, like his
father, became a collector of tribute (AJ 12.221–22). Now, however difficult
it may be to credit the tale of teenaged Hyrcanus’s success at the Ptolemaic
court,73 we cannot possibly believe that Hyrcanus fought a battle with his
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73. Pace Goldstein (1975: 102), who remarks: “Youthful wit at royal courts and
teenagers undertaking military enterprises were commonplace phenomena in the
Hellenistic age.”



brothers, fled to the Transjordan to become a tax collector, and built a mas-
sive fortress there all at age thirteen.

Moreover, placing Hyrcanus’s youthful visit in the reign of Euergetes
creates a significant chronological gap. As we saw, such independent evidence
as exists for Hyrcanus places him in the reign of Seleucus IV, and Josephus’s
account is consistent with this: he tells us that Hyrcanus ruled from his
fortress in the Transjordan “for seven years, through all the time that Se-
leucus ruled as king over Syria,”74 and that he committed suicide shortly
after the accession of Antiochus IV (AJ 12.236). There is no reason to sus-
pect that the chronology of Hyrcanus’s final years was different in Josephus’s
source. The account seems therefore to leap inexplicably from the reign of
Euergetes (245–221 b.c.e.) to that of Seleucus IV (187–175 b.c.e.).

Another oddity: Josephus’s account of Hyrcanus’s later activities tacitly
assumes a Seleucid background,75 but no transition from Ptolemaic to Se-
leucid power or its implications for Hyrcanus is mentioned.76 Indeed, Hyr-
canus seems to have waged his private war with his brothers and Simon II—
not to mention the neighboring Arab tribes—entirely without regard for
the Seleucids, until Antiochus’s growing power belatedly alarms him.77 The
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74. AJ 12.234: h\rxe d j ejkeivnwn tw'n merw'n ejpi; e[th eJptav, pavnta to;n crovnon o}n
Sevleuko" th'" Suriva" ejbasivleusen. The figure of seven years is incorrect; Seleucus
IV ruled for twelve.

75. AJ 12.223 reports the accession of Seleucus IV, tying it to the deaths of Joseph
and Onias. AJ 12.234–36 makes reference to the “seven years”(?) of the reign of Se-
leucus IV, the death of Seleucus IV, and the accession of Antiochus IV Epiphanes
(175 b.c.e.). As an afterthought, it also reports the death of Ptolemy V Epiphanes
(which actually took place in 181 b.c.e.). At least some of this information was prob-
ably added by Josephus, since it is characteristic of his periodic attempts to tie the
narrative of the Jewish Antiquities to a recognized historical chronology (the first
notice, as we have seen, was almost certainly added by him, since it conflicts with
the chronology of the original version). If these references are removed, we have a
story that fails to make any direct reference whatsoever to Seleucid rule. However,
the original must have contained at least one oblique reference tying the story of
Hyrcanus’s later years to the period of Seleucid rule, since there is no reason to be-
lieve that Josephus added the passage attributing Hyrcanus’s suicide to the acces-
sion of Antiochus IV (AJ 12.236).

76. One might argue that Josephus suppressed any reference to the conquest,
but one would still expect to see some reflection of the changed situation beyond a
few brief chronological references.

77. Gera (1990: 27–31) shows that the common assumption that Hyrcanus was
actually in rebellion against Seleucus IV cannot be right: 2 Maccabees 3.11 would
not be able to defend the alleged Temple deposits of Hyrcanus if the historical Hyr-
canus was a known rebel, and later references in 1 and 2 Maccabees indicate that the
Tobiad fortress remained in operation until at least 163 b.c.e. (Gera 1990: 30). In-
deed, Josephus never claims that Hyrcanus revolted against Seleucus IV; he simply
depicts Hyrcanus behaving as if the Seleucids did not exist, until Antiochus IV came 



text’s reluctance even to mention the fact of Seleucid rule, in contrast to
its enthusiastically pro-Ptolemaic bias in the account of Joseph’s career, is
really quite striking. Yet, although scholars have tried to deduce from the
text a political map of pro-Ptolemaic and pro-Seleucid factions at Jerusalem,
the conflict is never cast in such terms.78 The author seems eager simply
to ignore the Seleucids, as if the very fact of their existence were an
embarrassment.

We have, then, a text whose original chronology seems to have been de-
cidedly eccentric, if not so bizarre as it became when Josephus tried to fix it.
It reported a series of episodes—the adventures of the young Joseph,
Joseph’s marriage, the adventures of the young Hyrcanus, Hyrcanus’s flight
into the Transjordan, and his incessant wars with his brothers in Jerusalem—
without regard for the chronological consistency of one episode with another.
It located those adventures, on the one hand, in the reign of Ptolemy III Euer-
getes and, on the other, in the reigns of Seleucus IV and Antiochus IV with-
out making any serious effort to bridge the gaps between them. It identified
the wife of Ptolemy Euergetes as Cleopatra, a name no Ptolemaic queen bore
before the wife of Ptolemy V. And it seems to have done everything possi-
ble to focus upon the benefits of Ptolemaic rule while all but ignoring the
Seleucids, even after their conquest of Palestine. If this summary accurately
reflects Josephus’s source, no wonder Josephus became bewildered and tried
to correct the narrative.

How, then, does the eccentric chronology of the source for the Tales of
the Tobiads relate to the original author’s purpose? The Tales of the Tobi-
ads, like many such texts as we have been discussing, is marked by a strong
thematic dichotomy: loyalty toward a foreign ruler is identified with piety
and loyalty to one’s fellow Jews; disloyalty, by contrast, is identified with
the basest motives. This particular text stresses the benefits of Ptolemaic
patronage and praises those, like the Tobiads, who cooperated with the
Ptolemies for the greater good of their fellow Jews. At the same time, it black-
ens those, like Onias II and Simon II, who resisted Ptolemaic rule and ob-
structed the efforts of those like the Tobiads for petty, selfish motives.

Joseph is a good and just man (AJ 12.160,dikaiosuvnh" dovxan e[cwn; 12.224,
ajnh;r ajgaqo;" genovmeno" kai; megalovfrwn) who shows great concern for the
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along. The depiction of Hyrcanus as a rebel stems from an overly political reading
of the text, which seeks to find pro-Seleucid loyalists and pro-Ptolemaic fifth colum-
nists among the cast of characters.

78. See Tcherikover 1959: 127–42 and esp. 152–74.



well-being of his fellow Jews (12.161, 164–65, 167). His activities in Ptole-
maic service “brought the Jewish people from poverty and a state of weak-
ness to more splendid opportunities of life.”79 Evidently the author held a
trickle-down theory of foreign relations: if a few prominent and wealthy
Jews prospered in the service of the Ptolemies, all would benefit. By con-
trast, under Joseph’s enemy Onias II the Jews had nothing but trouble. We
are told at the very beginning of the narrative that in the time of Onias II
the Jews suffered much harassment from the Samaritans (12.156). D. Gera
rightly connects the problems with the Samaritans with the “state of weak-
ness” mentioned in Joseph’s eulogy (12.224)—under Joseph, the Jews no
longer had to worry about such things.80 Onias most seriously risked dan-
ger to his people when he refused tribute to Ptolemy, regardless of the con-
sequences, because he was “small-minded and passionately fond of money”
(12.158: bracu;" th;n diavnoian kai; crhmavtwn h{ttwn).81 Attempts to discover
Onias’s true political motives miss the point of the story,82 which is
precisely that Onias’s behavior is petty, selfish, and without redeeming
value.

Onias cares nothing for the dignity of his office. He obtained it through
promises of money (AJ 12. 161), which he is now unwilling to pay, and to
Joseph’s reproaches he replies that he would just as soon be rid of the high
priesthood (12.163). Joseph, by contrast, although he engages in some sharp
practices in his pursuit of Ptolemaic favor, does so out of concern for his fel-
low Jews. In the one scene in which serious religious scruples arise, he is
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79. AJ 12.224: kai; to;n tw'n jIoudaivwn lao;n ejk ptwceiva" kai; pragmavtwn ajsqe-
nw'n eij" lamprotevra" ajforma;" tou' bivou katasthvsa". This clearly reflects the opin-
ion of the author, who regards Joseph with nothing but admiration; never mind that,
as Collins (2000: 75) cynically observes, “it is quite obvious that Joseph and his son
Hyrcanus were motivated by self-interest with little concern for the Jewish people.”
As far as the author of this story was concerned, whatever was good for the Tobi-
ads was good for the Jewish people.

80. This is surely the right interpretation of this otherwise apparently pointless
remark about the prosperity of the Samaritans in the time of Onias II (Gera 1990:
33–34). It is hardly evidence of a Samaritan source, as Büchler (1899: 86–88) and
Willrich (1895: 99–100) suggest, since the main point is that the prosperity of the
Samaritans enabled them to make trouble for the Jews!

81. Gera (1990: 35) is most likely correct in arguing that not only the descrip-
tion of Onias II but the whole incident in which Onias II refused to pay tribute, al-
lowing Joseph to snatch the contract from him, is a fiction designed to glorify Joseph
and belittle Onias. If Joseph indeed existed and held the tax contract in his day, which
seems not unreasonable to suppose, he did not obtain the contract in the manner
described in the story.

82. See above, n. 78.



represented as trying to keep the Law as he understands it (12.187–89).83

Likewise, Hyrcanus is represented as following in his father’s footsteps, only
to be frustrated by the small-minded jealousy of his elder brothers, allied
with the high priest Simon II (12.195).

The author of the tales is particularly interested in promoting beneficial
relations with the Ptolemies; it is never suggested that loyalty to the Se-
leucids brought the Jews any benefit.84 Rather, it is implied that Hyrcanus
continued to remain loyal to the Ptolemies while in exile in the Transjor-
dan and prospered as a result, whereas the small-minded jealousy of his
brothers, backed by Onias’s successor, Simon II, cut the Jews of Jerusalem
off from the benefits they might have enjoyed. The suicide of Hyrcanus on
Antiochus IV’s accession is surely an acid hint at the miseries of persecu-
tion that the future was to bring at Seleucid hands.85

The effect of the peculiar chronology of the Tales of the Tobiads, as we
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83. Collins (2000: 75) notes that this is the only point at which an explicit con-
cern for Jewish law is expressed, though “it relates to the ethnic purity of the Jew-
ish people rather than to any moral concern.” Barclay (1996: 107) cites Joseph the
Tobiad as an example of a social climber under the heading of “high assimilation”:
i.e., Joseph commits what some Hellenistic Jews would have viewed as violations of
Jewish law and tradition (table fellowship with gentiles, for instance) in order to get
ahead. Although some of Joseph’s contemporaries might have seen him in this light,
however, it is worth noting that the original author of the Tobiad narrative views
Joseph’s social climbing with apparently unmixed approval. (So, rightly, Collins 2000:
75.) Barclay (1996: 84–86) himself rightly emphasizes that it is unwise to refer to
any Hellenistic Jewish behavior as deviant if nothing critical is said about that par-
ticular behavior in our sources. To be sure, it cannot be denied that strictly religious
scruples are rather low on the Tobiad author’s list of priorities; he does not dismiss
the importance of observance of the Law, but does not emphasize it either. His in-
terests seem rather more focused on the promotion of Jews’ position in the secular
world. In this respect (if not in other respects) the author is rather reminiscent of
the author of Hebrew Esther. Collins (2000: 75) regards both the Tales of the Tobi-
ads and the competitive historiography of Artapanus as examples of literature in
which the emphasis on ethnic pride prevails over concern for “religious or moral
principle”; Hebrew (not Greek) Esther could also be regarded in this light.

84. On the pro-Ptolemaic (but not pro-Oniad) bias of the story, see Collins 2000:
75–76.

85. Gera (1990: 30–31) makes the intriguing suggestion that the whole story of
Hyrcanus’s suicide is a fiction akin to the likewise fictional story of the murder of
Onias III (on which see above, Chap. 1, pp. 15–16, 38–41). If we accept that Hyrcanus
was a historical figure from the time of the Maccabean Revolt, as 2 Maccabees 3.11
seems to confirm, then we do not know how he died; the suicide story is not im-
possible. However, a dramatic suicide when faced with the prospect of rule by one
of the great tyrants of Jewish tradition—the very worst of the Seleucids—certainly
fits the author’s purpose extremely well. The comparison with the murder of Onias
III is highly apt.



have seen, is to place great weight on the years of prosperity under Ptolemaic
rule and to deemphasize the period of Seleucid rule, almost to the point of
implying that the Seleucids never effectively displaced the Ptolemies from
their control over the region. Certainly they are not represented as having
had any control over Hyrcanus in the Transjordan. By contrasting the activ-
ities of the Tobiads, who sought to promote Jewish prosperity, with the small-
minded opposition of Onias II and Simon II, the author also succeeds in thor-
oughly blackening the last ruling members of the Oniad line. It is Joseph and
Hyrcanus who are the Jews’ true “spokesmen” (prostavthn, AJ 12.167) and
who take up the responsibilities abdicated by the last high priests of the Oniad
line.86 With Hyrcanus’s death, this position is left, so to speak, vacant.

We have, then, an author who thoroughly identifies with Ptolemaic rule,
to the extent of consistently using Ptolemaic rather than Seleucid termi-
nology to describe the provincial organization of Palestine.87 He promotes
the benefits of Ptolemaic rule for the Jews of Palestine and twists history in
order to minimize any record of the brief period of Seleucid rule in that re-
gion. He systematically denigrates the last high priests of the Oniad line.
He most likely wrote in the latter half of the second century b.c.e.88 It is
clear that the author is himself a Jew intensely loyal to the Ptolemies and
probably living under Ptolemaic rule; yet he is completely preoccupied with
the relationship of the Ptolemies to the Jews of Palestine, which would be
more likely to appeal to a Palestinian rather than an Egyptian audience.89
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86. Who, interestingly, are related to the Oniad line through Joseph’s mother, a
sister of Onias II (AJ 12.160).

87. The official Ptolemaic term for the region was “Syria and Phoenicia”: Gold-
stein 1975: 107–8; Gera 1990: 35; Collins 2000: 76. Gera (1990: 34–35) shows that
the author had considerable knowledge of Ptolemaic tax-farming methods, al-
though he argues (rightly, I believe) that the author intentionally distorted the de-
scription of the tax-farming process in order to enhance Joseph’s image—for instance,
the author has Joseph command an army in order to collect the taxes, although the
job of actually collecting the taxes, in Palestine and elsewhere in the Ptolemaic em-
pire, was normally left to the oikonomoi rather than the dioiketés. The job of the
dioiketés was to set the rate of tax to be collected by the oikonomoi. Further evi-
dence of the author’s intimate knowledge of the Ptolemaic system and his Egyptian
sympathies is cited by Gera 1990: 35.

88. Goldstein (1975: 106) astutely points out that the formulation “Euergetes
the father of Philopator,” makes most sense after Ptolemy VIII had adopted the cult
title Euergetes, at which point it became necessary to distinguish the first Euergetes
from the second. The first inscriptions that attest to Ptolemy VIII’s adoption of the
cult title Euergetes date to shortly after 145 b.c.e. (See detailed evidence cited by
Goldstein ad loc., with n. 75.)

89. Tcherikover (1959: 141–42) suggests an origin in the Transjordan, which re-
mained under Ptolemaic rule. Goldstein (1975: 107–8) proposed an author from the 



It is hard to escape the conclusion that the unknown author was writing
for the Jews who lived in Palestine in the latter half of the second century
b.c.e., and specifically for the Hasmoneans. As the Hasmoneans gradually
moved out of the Seleucid orbit and began to assume a position (at least in
their own eyes) of parity with the other Hellenistic powers of the day, it was
reasonable to suggest that they might benefit from Ptolemaic backing and
support. We have seen that for the author of 2 Maccabees, Onias III, who
sought to establish a working relationship with the Seleucids, was a hero
and a potential model for Hasmonean-Seleucid interaction. I suggest that
the author of the Tales of the Tobiads similarly sought to construct a model
of political interaction for the Hasmoneans, but one with a slightly differ-
ent ideological orientation. This pro-Ptolemaic author may have been liv-
ing in Palestine in a community of Jews with deep Ptolemaic sympathies,
or, more likely, in light of his using Ptolemaic administrative terminology,
in a Jewish community under Ptolemaic rule (in Egypt? the Transjordan?)
acutely concerned with developments in Hasmonean Palestine.90 In this
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pro-Ptolemaic circle around Onias IV, but as Collins (2000: 76) observes, this seems
unlikely given the story’s distinctly anti-Oniad slant. Gera (1990: 31, 35) argues
strongly for a Jewish author resident in Ptolemaic Egypt. An author belonging to a
community of Palestinian Jews with strong Egyptian sympathies is also possible, al-
though somewhat less likely. By contrast with texts of clearly Egyptian provenance
that also make reference to the Jews of Palestine, such as 3 Maccabees and the Let-
ter of Aristeas, the Jews of Egypt are not once mentioned. Yet it might have been
natural to introduce them in the context of Joseph’s and Hyrcanus’s visits to the
Egyptian court. This suggests that the Jews of Egypt are not intended to be the pri-
mary audience. (Pace Gera [1990: 38], who argues that the story’s purpose was “to
stimulate the self-confidence of the Jews in Ptolemaic Egypt and to demonstrate to
all that Jews did—and therefore should again—play an important role in the ser-
vice of the Ptolemaic kings.”) An audience among Ptolemaic Jews is not impossible,
but the absence of the Jews of Egypt from the text is hard to explain in this case.
Still less likely is it that the text was flattering propaganda intended primarily for
the eyes of the Ptolemies themselves, as Goldstein (1975: 108–16) suggests. Although
the pro-Ptolemaic sympathies of the text are clear, its actual provenance remains a
mystery.

90. Continuing interaction between communities of Jews in Egypt and in Pales-
tine in this period ( leaving aside the whole Leontopolis problem) is illustrated,
among other things, by the coda to the Greek translation of Esther (Greek Esther
F11) and by 2 Maccabees 1.1–9, both dating to the late second century b.c.e. Both
are concerned with documents carried or sent from Palestine to Egypt; presum-
ably the correspondence went both ways. In Esther F11, the carrier of the letter is
a priest and Levite named Dositheus son of Ptolemy, and the translator was al-
leged to be one Lysimachus son of Ptolemy, a resident of Jerusalem. The
patronymics are suggestive, especially since both fathers must have been born in
the years surrounding the Maccabean Revolt. Here we see a community of Jews
living in Jerusalem, apparently with strong Egyptian sympathies, that is concerned 



light, it is perhaps significant that Joseph is represented as subduing the in-
habitants of Ashkelon and Scythopolis (AJ 12.180–85) and that Hyrcanus
ruled over the barbarians of the Transjordan (12.222).The Hasmoneans, too,
were in the process of expanding their authority over Jews and gentiles alike
in the latter half of the second century b.c.e.

I have argued that much of the didactic force of these Jewish fictions is
drawn from the manipulation of history, transmuting historical fact into his-
toricized myth. These texts are often characterized by outrageous histori-
cal anachronisms and distortions, which, when closely analyzed, can serve
as keys to understanding their works’ purposes. Such anachronisms, I ar-
gue, did not disturb original readers of the text, whether sophisticated or
naive.They did, however, disturb Josephus, who was attempting to construct
a historical narrative consistent with other historical sources, both biblical
and Greek. It is therefore exceedingly difficult to separate the original Hel-
lenistic fictions from Josephus’s handling of them with any confidence. How-
ever, insofar as we can recover them, the Hellenistic fictions embedded in
Josephus’s text, like those surviving intact in the Septuagint, attempt to cre-
ate a fictional account of past events, combining historical verisimilitude with
a cavalier attitude toward precise historical accuracy, for the purpose of ar-
guing some didactic point. In the interwoven stories of Sanballat, Alexan-
der, and Jaddus, I argue that Josephus adopted the chronology of his source
more or less intact; as in the case of the Letter of Aristeas, the original con-
tained a number of historical problems and anachronisms, but none too glar-
ing for Josephus to ignore. In the Tales of the Tobiads, however, as in the
Book of Daniel, the historical distortions were so evident when compared
with his other sources that Josephus was left with little choice but to fix the
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to promote the observance of Purim in Egypt. In the cover letter that is attached
to 2 Maccabees (1.1–9), we likewise see a Jewish community in Jerusalem attempt-
ing to encourage the celebration of a festival (in this case, Succoth) in Egypt. We
might also note that the original five-volume history of the Maccabean Revolt epit-
omized in 2 Maccabees was written by one Jason of Cyrene (note the geographic
identifier, although we do not know where he was living when he wrote it) and that
the epitome, most likely made in late second-century-b.c.e. Hasmonean Palestine,
now appears attached to a cover letter directed by the Jerusalem community to the
Egyptian community and was presumably preserved by the latter community. I fur-
ther argue below, in Part 2, that the Egyptian author of 3 Maccabees was influenced
by knowledge of events during the Maccabean Revolt when he wrote his fictional
account of a persecution under Ptolemy Philopator. Evidently at least some of the
Jews of Egypt and the Jews of Palestine were acutely interested in following each
other’s fortunes and influencing each other’s behavior. See above, Chap. 1, pp. 13–20,
38–44, for bibliography and discussion of these two passages.



problem. His efforts at correcting the chronology of the original resulted in
chronological confusion far more extreme than what he started with. My
conclusions, drawn via reconstructing original fictions embedded in Jose-
phus’s narrative, are of course provisional. Nevertheless, a better under-
standing of the paradoxical and fundamentally fictional character of Jose-
phus’s original source here is vital if we are to avoid the pitfall of attempting
to reconstruct a reliable historical narrative on the basis of such tales. Jose-
phus’s account of Alexander’s visit to Jerusalem and of the adventures of
the Tobiads can no more be used to reconstruct the history of Palestine in
the early Hellenistic period than 3 Maccabees can be used to provide a his-
torical account of the reign of Ptolemy IV Philopator.91 They are much bet-
ter read as examples of how the Jews of the late Hellenistic period attempted
to shape their identity by creating historical fictions about imagined events
in the past.
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91. Pace, e.g., Goldstein (1975: 123), who concludes his detailed analysis of the
Tales of the Tobiads with the following statement: “Except for the exaggerated figure
for the Ptolemaic revenues, the stories of Joseph and Hyrcanus are entirely true.”



3 Patriarchal Fictions

Thus far we have surveyed a wide variety of Jewish fictions about the past,
ranging from self-contained fictional narratives like Esther and Judith to
fictions embedded in larger works, such as those found in Daniel, 2 Mac-
cabees, and Josephus’s Jewish Antiquities. While the fictions found in Jose-
phus in particular required special handling because of the problems of
transmission involved, all the fictions treated so far have in common a set-
ting in the relatively recent past, either in the Hellenistic period, with a
primarily Greek cultural context ( 3 Maccabees, the Letter of Aristeas, 2
Maccabees, Alexander, the Tobiads), or in an Assyrian (Tobit), Babylon-
ian (Daniel ), or Persian (Esther, Judith) exilic setting. We have seen that
while fictions with a Hellenistic setting tended to draw upon Greek mod-
els, the exilic fictions were more likely to base themselves upon the his-
torical books of the Hebrew Bible, such as Kings and Chronicles, or the ap-
parently fictional Book of the Chronicles of the Kings of Media and Persia
(Esther 10.2). Curiously, no fictions survive that were set in the period of
the monarchy. However, there are some fictions set in a yet earlier period,
stretching back to the age of the patriarchs. In this chapter, I will briefly
consider two Jewish fictions that take their inspiration, in greater or lesser
degree, from the narratives of Genesis and Exodus: the fragments of Ar-
tapanus, and Joseph and Aseneth. As in the case of the earlier fictions, we
will see that in terms of genre and purpose these two are more different
than alike; both, however, again combine the manipulation of details from
historical tradition (in this case, Genesis and Exodus) with an innovative
use of contemporary Hellenistic literary genres to support their diverse
purposes.
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artapanus

Of Artapanus’s work, entitled On the Jews (Peri;  jIoudaivwn),1 we have only
three fragments quoted in the work of Alexander Polyhistor. The title sug-
gests that Artapanus classified his work (misleadingly) as a straightforward
historical and ethnographic narrative,2 akin to that of his contemporary(?)
Eupolemus.3 The fragments span the period of the patriarchs: fragment 1
deals with Abraham; fragment 2, Joseph; and fragment 3, by far the longest,
most vivid, and most detailed of the three, Moses. Although it is difficult to
be certain about fragments, Artapanus seems to have treated the patriar-
chal narrative rather selectively, focusing closely on the adventures of each
figure in Egypt. Whether Artapanus’s history continued beyond the Exo-
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1. Polyhistor actually gives two titles, both of which would be appropriate for a
general history of the Jewish people: Judaica (F 1 = Euseb. PE 9.18.1, ejn toi'"
jIoudai>koi'") and On the Jews (F 2 = Euseb. PE 9.23.1; F 3 = Euseb. PE 9.27.1–37). As-
suming that both titles refer to the same work, the second title is certainly the cor-
rect one, as it is attested independently by Clement (F 3b = Strom. 1.23.154.2), who
gives an abbreviated account of one portion of the third fragment. Cf. Holladay 1983:
189. Fragments of Artapanus are cited in this volume by fragment and section num-
ber, as given in Holladay: thus F 3.5 = fragment 3, section 5 = Euseb. PE 9.27.5.

2. Alexander Polyhistor’s own work was itself titled Peri; jIoudaivwn (Holladay
1983: 8). Aristeas and Hecataeus (or rather pseudo-Hecataeus) were also credited
with historical and ethnographic accounts entitled On the Jews (Holladay 1983: 261,
278). Eupolemus’s work, which focused largely on the period of monarchy and ex-
ile, was apparently called Concerning the Kings in Judaea (Peri; tẁn ejn th'/ jIoudaiva/
basilevwn; Holladay 1983: 93). Holladay (1977: 215–16) rightly points out that the
title of the work implies a claim to compete with elite historians, although he him-
self regards Artapanus’s literary pretensions as “comical.” Because scholars have
traditionally seen historical and other inaccuracies as a sign of ignorance, Artapanus’s
creativity has been widely underestimated (so, rightly, Gruen 1998: 156). Whether
Artapanus is pulling our leg throughout (as Gruen [1998: 155–60] is inclined to be-
lieve) or whether he is engaged in a sincere polemic with a light touch (as I see it),
it is high time to reconsider the traditional view of Artapanus as an incompetent
hack from the sticks of Memphis. (See discussion in Braun 1938: 4–5; Fraser 1972:
1.704–6; Holladay 1977: 212–14; Barclay 1996: 127; Collins 2000: 39).

3. The date of Artapanus has not been definitively fixed, but must fall between
ca. 250 and ca. 50 b.c.e. The earlier limit is fixed by the translation of the Septu-
agint in the mid-third century b.c.e., since Artapanus consistently betrays knowl-
edge of the Greek rather than the Hebrew Bible (Holladay 1983: 192).The later limit
is fixed by the date of Polyhistor (mid-first century b.c.e.), our source for the frag-
ments. Suggested dates have varied from the late third century to the late second
century b.c.e. (Cf. Holladay 1983: 189–90; Collins 1985: 890–91; Schürer 1986: 523–
24; Doran 1987: 263; Collins 2000: 38–39.) I will argue below that Artapanus’s work
is most likely post-Maccabean, which would make him a rough contemporary of
Eupolemus (ca. 160 b.c.e.).



dus is impossible to say; it probably did not, since Polyhistor does not quote
Artapanus in his account of later Jewish history. Still, Artapanus’s narra-
tive clearly sought to cover a broad span of Jewish history, based upon (but
often departing from) the accounts of Genesis and Exodus.The common des-
ignation of Artapanus’s work as a Moses Romance is thus inaccurate.4 Moses
is only the last and the greatest of a series of Jewish heroes whom Arta-
panus celebrated.

Although Artapanus’s work is structurally modeled on Hellenistic ac-
counts that sought to present ancient traditions, whether Jewish, Babylon-
ian or Egyptian, in a respectable historical guise, nevertheless Artapanus as
historian differs significantly from a contemporary like Eupolemus. Eu-
polemus is certainly not above embroidering his account; very much like 3
Maccabees, he even cites putatively genuine documents, such as the lengthy
correspondence between Solomon and the kings of Egypt and Tyre, which
are patently Hellenistic fictions.5 On the whole, however, Eupolemus at-
tempts to stick close to biblical traditions and to present Jewish history in a
relatively sober, respectable manner, much like Berossus and Manetho be-
fore him and Josephus after him. Artapanus, on the other hand, seeks to
shape Jewish identity by constructing a heavily fictionalized narrative only
loosely and occasionally in contact with the historical tradition of the
Torah.6 M. Braun, perhaps rightly, likened Artapanus’s work not to those
of Berossus and Manetho but to the Alexander Romance, which maintains
only a tenuous connection with historical reality.7 Through his largely
fictional account of the patriarchs in Egypt, and especially of the Exodus nar-
rative, Artapanus seeks not merely like Eupolemus to validate a long-stand-
ing Jewish historical tradition in the eyes of educated Hellenized Jews but
rather to create a new and paradoxical Exodus narrative to suit the partic-
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4. E.g., Braun 1938: 26;Wills 1995: 28.Tiede (1972: 146–47) and Holladay (1977:
215) rightly protest the inaccuracy of the designation.

5. Euseb. PE 9.31–34; cf. Holladay 1983: 118–23 (Eupolemus F 2).
6. Gruen (1998: 87) rightly characterizes Artapanus as a “creative retelling” of

biblical traditions. See also Collins 2000: 39–40.
7. Braun (1938: 4–5) classifies the works of Berossus, Manetho, and Josephus as

competitive historiography of a “high literary class,” contrasting this class of liter-
ature with “popular anonymous literature” such as the Alexander Romance and
the work of Artapanus. The distinction phrased in terms of social class may not be
very useful, but the distinction between the two types of work is a valid one. Cf.
Tiede 1972: 149–51. Note, however, that since Artapanus’s work is not anonymous
and the title suggests literary ambitions (see above, n. 2), while the nature of the
work may more closely resemble popular romance than history, Artapanus as an
author aimed to compete at a higher literary level. Then again, the same claim is
made by “Callisthenes,” the pseudonymous author of the Alexander Romance.



ular needs of his Egyptian Jewish audience. Though Artapanus’s liberal—
to say the least!—treatment of biblical traditions has been much discussed,
and the creativity of his approach is now drawing more sympathetic atten-
tion than before, the self-conscious nature of the balancing act that Arta-
panus performs between history and fiction has not, I believe, always been
fully appreciated.

Artapanus consciously suggests that his work is a sober piece of Hel-
lenistic historiography relying upon the ancient traditions preserved in Gen-
esis and Exodus.8 It contains many detailed allusions both to its ultimate
source, the Septuagint text, and to the Greek historical tradition within which
Artapanus was ostensibly working. Each of the fragments of Artapanus takes
its starting point from the biblical narrative. His brief account of Abraham’s
visit to Egypt is based on Genesis 12.10–20; that of Joseph’s adventures at
the court of Pharaoh, on Genesis 37–50; and his version of Moses’ up-
bringing and the Exodus, on Exodus 1–16.9 Moreover, close verbal echoes
of the Septuagint text make it apparent that Artapanus not only used the
Greek text of the Bible as his primary source but sought to evoke that text
in the mind of his audience.10 Furthermore, Artapanus is careful to invoke
elements of the Greek historiographical tradition whenever possible. His ti-
tle and scope are characteristic of Hellenistic scholarly works seeking to
frame a non-Greek historical tradition in terms familiar to an educated
Greek-speaking audience. Artapanus also speculates on the etymology of
jIoudai'o", deriving it from the curious word Hermiouth ( JErmiouvq, F 1); such
etymologies were characteristic of Hellenistic scholarship.11 Likewise, in a
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8. Gruen (1998: 155–60) calls for a more whimsical appraisal of Artapanus; he
argues that Artapanus’s playfulness has been underestimated. It may well be that
Artapanus is occasionally engaged in a sort of proto-Lucianic enterprise (compara-
ble to Lucian’s True Histories), faking ponderous scholarship for the entertainment
of his readers. (His bizarre etymologies such as “Hermiouth,” noted below, come to
mind.) This, however, need not be incompatible with the view of Artapanus’s work
as competitive historiography or romantic national history, which Gruen (1998: 156)
feels has been overemphasized. Entertainment and didactic purposes need not be mu-
tually exclusive, as I show throughout this study.

9. Artapanus of course handles the original narrative very freely and introduces
many quite unbiblical details, to which we will return below.

10. A detailed analysis of Artapanus’s use of the Septuagint text may be found in
Freudenthal 1875: 152, 215–16. Cf. Holladay 1983: 192 with n. 19; Collins 1985: 894.

11. Artapanus’s point here remains obscure, but the best suggestion is still that
of Freudenthal (1875: 153), who suggested that the name is derived from a combi-
nation of Hermés and Ioudaioi, “Hermes-Jews,” a name that would link the Jews
both to the distinguished cultural figure Hermes and, more important, to Moses,
who according to Artapanus was called Hermes by the Egyptian priests (F 3.6). Cf.
Holladay 1983: 226 n. 4; Collins 1985: 897 n. a; Gruen 1998: 151.



manner reminiscent of Herodotus, he more than once cites the native in-
habitants of a place as his source,12 and once even weighs rival traditions
about the parting of the Red Sea. Finally, Artapanus repeatedly tries silently
to correct the rival account of the Exodus preserved under the name of
Manetho in Josephus’s Against Apion, although he never explicitly cites
what he sees as the false account.13 He thus places himself in the long tra-
dition of historians, from Herodotus through Thucydides to Polybius, who
corrected the accounts of their rivals and predecessors. In all these subtle
ways, Artapanus sought to root his work both in the ancient biblical tradi-
tions and in the Greek historical tradition including Herodotus, Hecataeus,
Manetho, Eupolemus, and ultimately Josephus.

This point deserves some emphasis, because Artapanus’s frequently ec-
centric content has caused modern scholars to underestimate the creativity
of his pretension to scholarship. Artapanus’s treatment of the parting of the
Red Sea provides a good example. The account attributed to the inhabitants
of Memphis is decidedly rationalistic, claiming that Moses was able to guide
the Jews across because he waited for the ebb tide,14 whereas the miracu-
lous version, identical to that in Exodus, is attributed to the Heliopolitans
(F 3.35–37). In this passage Artapanus manages to buttress his scholarly
pose in several ways: he exhibits his own ability and willingness to consult
rival traditions (which may have been entirely his own invention); he gives
the impression of considering, in a balanced fashion, both scientific and
miraculous explanations of a popular legend, and he neatly attributes the
miraculous version not to the Jewish sacred Scriptures but to an impartial
independent source, which appears to confirm the Exodus account.15 (The
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12. Artapanus F 3.8, where the Heliopolitans are cited as the source for the state-
ment that Moses’ campaign in Ethiopia lasted ten years, and F 3.35–37, where the
inhabitants of Memphis and the inhabitants of Heliopolis are made to give conflict-
ing accounts of the crossing of the Red Sea.

13. See discussion below. Although Josephus, C.Ap. 1.229–51, cites Manetho as
his source, it has been argued that the hostile account may not have been originally
Manetho’s but may have been added to Manetho’s work by a later hand (Braun 1938:
26; Gager 1972: 113–18; Collins 2000: 9–10, 31). Fortunately, the question of pseudo-
Manetho lies outside the scope of this study. If the anti-Jewish polemic preserved un-
der the name of Manetho is a later addition, either Artapanus might be responding
to pseudo-Manetho, or he might be responding to some earlier tradition that would
eventually serve as one of pseudo-Manetho’s sources. A reconsideration of pseudo-
Manetho has been proposed by Gruen 1998: 55–65; see below.

14. Artapanus F 3.35: Memfivta" me;n ou\n levgein e[mpeiron o[nta to;n Mwvuson th'"
cwvra" th;n a[mpwtin thrhvsanta dia; xhra'" th'" qalavssh" to; plh'qo" peraiw'sai.

15. Modrzejewski (1995: 139) notes Artapanus’s presentation of both rationaliz-
ing and magical explanations in this passage and acutely observes that both sources 



second, miraculous explanation is given the privileged position and is no
doubt the preferred account, but it is worth noticing that the first, ration-
alized explanation is also highly complimentary toward Moses.) As so often
with Artapanus, we are uncertain how far to take him seriously; the cita-
tion of apparently fictitious authorities to resolve a mock-serious dispute is
rather like Lucian’s much later satire of Herodotus in True Histories. Taken
seriously, however, Artapanus, no less than Josephus after him, aims to use
non-Jewish traditions to confirm and exalt Jewish traditions in a manner
Greek (and Greco-Egyptian) intellectuals would understand and respect.

Although Artapanus’s work may superficially resemble serious histori-
ography, in its content it quickly diverges from the biblical tradition to which
Eupolemus adheres so closely. As fantastic, entertaining, and eccentric
(some would say syncretistic)16 as Artapanus’s account is, all his alterations
and additions to the biblical story are not pure whimsy but support a vari-
ety of didactic points that combine to serve a single purpose: to provide a
historical context for the life of the Jews in Egypt, reinforcing their position
and status there.

It has long been observed that Artapanus, like many other Jewish au-
thors, goes to considerable trouble to show that the heroes of his Jewish
history are not merely equal but superior to all others. Braun identified the
work of Artapanus, together with the Alexander Romance and the less well-
preserved stories of Ninus, Semiramis, and Sesostris, as “hero romance,” a
form of popular historiography in which a particular national hero is shown
to have exceeded the achievements of every conceivable rival.17 Arta-
panus’s heroes are Abraham, Joseph, and especially Moses: Abraham taught
astrology to the king of Egypt (F 1.1); Joseph carried out much-needed land
reforms (F 2.2), discovered weights and measures (F 2.3), founded com-
munities, and built temples (F 2.4), achievements attributed also to Isis,
Osiris, and Sesostris.18 The culture hero par excellence in Artapanus, how-
ever, is Moses: virtually equated with Hermes and his Egyptian counter-
part, Thoth,19 Moses is also credited with surpassing the achievements of

Patriarchal Fictions / 99

are presented as native Egyptian accounts, thus supporting Artapanus’s generally
pro-Egyptian stance and his claim to expertise in this area.

16. E.g., Hengel 1974: 1.91; Holladay 1983: 189; Collins 1985: 893.
17. Braun 1938: 4–5, 26–31; Tiede 1972: 149–60; Holladay 1977: 202–2, 215–29;

Doran 1987: 258–63; Barclay 1996: 129; Gruen 1998: 155–60; Collins 2000: 39–46.
18. Holladay 1983: 228 n. 18; Doran 1987: 257–58.
19. According to Artapanus, the priests of Egypt actually called him Hermes 

(F 3.6), and the city that Moses founded at the conclusion of his war with the Ethiopi-
ans was named Hermopolis, apparently in his honor (F 3.9; cf. Collins 1985: 899;



Isis and Osiris.20 Above all, Moses usurped the achievements of Egypt’s
greatest hero, Sesostris, who was said to have campaigned more widely and
successfully than Alexander the Great himself (Diod. 1.55.3). Like Sesostris,
he invented ships,21 divided the state into thirty-six nomes,22 organized
Egyptian animal worship,23 assigned land to the temples,24 conquered the
Ethiopians,25 and was wildly popular.26 Moses’ adventures in Arabia are also
paralleled in the campaigns of Sesostris.27 By besting at every step such dis-
tinguished Egyptian cultural icons as Hermes-Thoth, Isis, Osiris and, most
important, the Egyptian national hero, Sesostris, Moses demonstrates clear
superiority in a specifically Egyptian context.28 The fact that Moses in usurp-
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Doran 1987: 259–60). Like Hermes-Thoth, Moses was the founder of Egyptian wor-
ship and the discoverer of the sacred books (F 3.4; cf. Holladay 1983: 232 n. 46).

20. The long list of useful inventions credited to Moses (F 3.4) is similar to the
many useful contributions credited to Isis and Osiris by Diodorus; likewise also the
assignment of local deities to the districts of Egypt and the decision to set aside land
for the exclusive use of the priests (F 3.4), the founding of cities (F 3.9, 16), and the
conquest of Ethiopia (F 3.7–10). Detailed references are given in Tiede 1972: 149–60;
Holladay 1983: 232–33 n. 46, 235 n. 56; Doran 1987: 259–61. Also, Moses is said to
have founded Meroe (F 3.16), where Isis was worshiped and where, according to one
tradition, she was said to have been buried (Holladay 1983: 238 n. 74; Collins 1985:
900 n. y; Doran 1987: 261). Artapanus also asserts Moses’ supremacy over Isis, since
the earth is Isis and produced marvels when Moses struck it with his rod (F 3.32; cf.
Collins 1985: 902 n. q2; Doran 1987: 262). Collins (2000: 41) pertinently notes that
Moses outshines not only the heroes of the Egyptians but also their gods!

21. Artapanus F 3.4; cf. Diod. 1.55.2. On parallels with Sesostris in general, see
Tiede 1972: 149–60; Doran 1987: 259–61.

22. Artapanus F 3.4; cf. Diod. 1.54.3.
23. Artapanus F 3.4; cf. Diod. 1.56.2.
24. Artapanus F 3.4; cf. Hdt. 2.107.
25. Artapanus F 3.8; cf. Diod. 1.55.1. According to Artapanus, the Heliopolitans

said that Moses’ war with the Ethiopians lasted ten years, an epic length.
26. Artapanus F 3.6, 10; cf. Diod. 1.54.2.
27. Artapanus F 3.17; cf. Diod. 1.53.5.
28. It is only in a rather incidental aside that we learn that Moses was also iden-

tical with Musaeus, who is identified by Artapanus as the teacher of Orpheus, thus
making Moses indirectly a cultural hero for the Greeks as well as the Jews and the
Egyptians (F 3.3–4). (In Greek literature, Musaeus is usually the son or the disciple
of Orpheus, not his mentor: Holladay 1983: 232 n. 45). However, Moses’ broader
spectrum of achievements clearly locates him first and foremost within an Egyptian
context. It has been observed that according to Hecataeus, Orpheus acquired his wis-
dom from Egyptian priests; according to Artapanus, Moses thus usurps the superior
cultural role attributed to the Egyptians by the Greeks in this connection (Holladay
loc. cit.). Thus, even the significance of Moses’ identification with Musaeus is to be
understood primarily in the light of his Egyptian context. See also Tiede 1972: 152;
Holladay 1977: 224; Doran 1987: 259; Barclay 1996: 128–29; Collins 2000: 41.



ing the role of his rivals becomes incidentally responsible for establishing
the entire Egyptian ritual system, so often ridiculed by Hellenistic Jews for
its polytheistic animal worship, does not disturb Artapanus in the least. In-
deed, on the contrary, it supports his larger purpose, allowing him to en-
courage his audience to tolerate Egyptian polytheism while yet distancing
themselves from its practices.

Artapanus’s seeming willingness to embrace Egyptian polytheism raises
an issue that has often troubled modern studies of his work and that can be
better understood when we view him as consciously creating a fictionalized
version of the first Jewish Egyptian diaspora with a didactic purpose. Just
how far was Artapanus willing to depart from biblical tradition? And how
representative was he of his peers? That Artapanus represents a rather un-
usual strain of Hellenistic Judaism, one among many possible variants, seems
reasonable to assume. It is hard to imagine even Josephus, let alone any mod-
ern Jewish confessional group, enthusiastically endorsing the view of Moses
as Hermes-Thoth, the founder of Egyptian animal cult. Other Jewish au-
thors of the Hellenistic and Roman periods more often speak of animal wor-
ship with extreme contempt.29 But are we to assume that Artapanus’s Ju-
daism was so syncretistic that he honestly did not distinguish between
Egyptian and Jewish ritual practices and would have been as comfortable
before the altar of Isis or Serapis as he was worshiping with fellow Jews?
Would he have prayed equally to Hermes or Moses—supposing a Hellenistic
Jew would ever pray directly to Moses? Some scholars writing on Artapanus
seem to accept this as a possibility,30 but Artapanus’s own text does not war-
rant so strong a conclusion. It is important to remember that Artapanus
speaks here of Moses’ life before the Exodus and the giving of the Torah.
Jewish tradition itself, as represented by Exodus, held that Moses was raised
in Pharaoh’s house and was unaware of his Jewish identity until he reached
adulthood; though Artapanus does not signal a clear break between these
stages in Moses’ life, it follows that Moses must have been involved in non-
Jewish worship in the Egyptian period of his life. It does not follow that Ar-
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29. Barclay (1996: 46) and Collins (2000: 42) give some examples of Hellenistic
Jewish authors who spoke of Egyptian and other forms of animal cult with contempt.

30. See, for instance, Barclay 1996: 124, where Artapanus is cited as an admirer
of Egyptian animal cult; he describes Artapanus as “both a proud Egyptian and a
self-conscious Jew” (ibid.) and regards him as both a monotheist and a polytheist
(p. 132)! I would not question the description of Artapanus as a proud Egyptian, but
I would question the image of Artapanus proudly sacrificing in Egyptian temples
alongside his non-Jewish peers. Collins (2000: 42) provides a useful corrective, though
he too, with some justice, regards Artapanus’s Judaism as “sharply at variance with
Deuteronomic tradition.”



tapanus or his readers would have felt entitled to enter the temples Arta-
panus claims Moses helped to found, or that they worshiped the animal pan-
theon Moses helped to create. Indeed, Artapanus never speaks of Moses him-
self or Jews in Moses’ own time doing such things; the implication, rather,
seems to be that Moses contributed to the establishment of Egyptian wor-
ship as a civic benefaction but himself remained aloof from its practice. Ar-
tapanus’s syncretism could be construed as paternalistic toward the Egyp-
tians: for Artapanus, polytheism is not a dangerous rival but is to be viewed
with patronizing indulgence.31 The Egyptians lacked temples and a system
of worship, but not being children of Abraham, they were ineligible to wor-
ship the God of Abraham (and were perhaps too theologically immature for
such a concept); therefore, Moses in the kindness of his heart gave them a
form of worship that they could participate in, inferior though it might be.
(Really, one would have thought that the Egyptians would be more grate-
ful.) Such an attitude would have been unlikely to endear him to a non-
Jewish Egyptian audience, if there was one, but it would have encouraged
Artapanus’s readers to treat their neighbors’ temples with a certain amused,
detached respect rather than with idol-smashing fervor.32 In other words,
this eccentric view of Moses as an Egyptian quasi-divine hero fits very well
into Artapanus’s overall program of encouraging harmonious relations be-
tween the Jews of Egypt and their Egyptian neighbors. The didactic goal
overrides the extreme unlikelihood that Moses ever played such a role in
actual fact.

As has likewise long been observed, Artapanus seeks throughout his
work, but especially in his account of the Exodus, to counter the hostile ac-
count of Manetho.33 According to that account, the Jews were lower-class
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31. So, rightly (I think), Collins 2000: 42 nn. 67, 68. Against this view Barclay
(1996: 131) argues that Artapanus’s description of Egyptian animal cult cannot be
seen in any way as a “demotion” of Egyptian religion. Since the inference of tone
from any ancient text is perilous, particularly where sarcasm or humor is involved,
this is a question that cannot be definitively settled but remains open to the reader’s
interpretation.

32. For the tragic and bloody results of such idol-smashing fervor in the Roman
period, see Barclay 1996: 48–81.

33. Artapanus’s refutation of this hostile account has been explored by a long
line of scholars: cf. Freudenthal 1875: 161–62; Braun 1938: 26–31; Fraser 1972:
1.704–6; Tiede 1972: 148–50; Holladay 1977: 213–14, 216–20; Holladay 1983:
189–90 with n. 10; Collins 1985: 891–92; Doran 1987: 263; Modrzejewski 1995:
135–41; Barclay 1996: 33–34, 129–30; Collins 2000: 40. The view that the hostile ac-
count now found in Manetho is purely a pagan invention designed to discredit the
Jews has, however, recently been challenged by Gruen (1998: 41–72), who argues
that what we find in Manetho and other anti-Jewish authors is actually a distorted 



Egyptians, enslaved because they were crippled or leprous, and Moses was
a renegade Egyptian priest who rebelled against Pharaoh and led hostile in-
cursions against Egypt before being expelled together with the rest.34 Ar-
tapanus in his account not only seeks to refute these charges but departs
from biblical tradition to construct a positive alternate model for the Jew-
ish sojourn in Egypt.35

Artapanus begins by reasserting the antiquity of Jewish settlement in
Egypt. He appeals to biblical tradition to show that the Jews came to Egypt
from Syria, both in Abraham’s time and in Joseph’s. Artapanus, however,
goes well beyond the biblical account in representing the Jewish sojourn in
Egypt as a positive, consistent pattern of voluntary settlement. According
to Genesis 12.10–20, Abraham’s visit in Egypt was brief and troubled, dom-
inated by conflict with Pharaoh over Sarah, and he ultimately departed “with
all that he had” (Gen. 12.20). Artapanus breathes no hint of trouble between
Abraham and Pharaoh; on the contrary, Abraham did the king a favor by
teaching him astrology.36 Moreover, Abraham remained in Egypt twenty
years—a figure not attested in Genesis and considerably longer than the
time assigned to this sojourn by any other source37—and when he left, many
of his companions remained behind, seduced by the country’s prosperity.38

Thus Artapanus pushes long-term Jewish settlement in Egypt all the way
back to the time of Abraham.39
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form of a now lost alternative Jewish Exodus tradition, one in which some Egyptian
Jews took pride in accounts of their ancestors’ fighting Egyptian armies, attacking
Egyptian temples, and so on. If Gruen is right, Artapanus may be engaged in a dia-
logue not with some form of anti-Jewish polemic, but with one or more competing
Hellenistic Jewish traditions. Such an intracommunity debate would be entirely plau-
sible, if alternative Jewish Exodus traditions did exist (although the tradition as we
have it is so hostile to the Jews that it is a little difficult to imagine an earlier pro-
Jewish form). Although much of my discussion here assumes the traditional view
that Artapanus was refuting the hostile account of non-Jews (for the benefit of his
Jewish readers, not for the benefit of the non-Jews), my observations would apply
equally well if we are in fact dealing with a debate between competing Jewish views.

34. Josephus, C.Ap. 1.228–51.
35. The pro-Egyptian Tendenz of Artapanus is rightly stressed by Holladay 1977:

216–20.
36. Artapanus F 1.1: tou'ton dev fhsi panoikiva / ejlqei'n eij" Ai[gupton pro;" to;n tw'n

Aijguptivwn basileva Fareqwvqhn kai; th;n ajstrologivan aujto;n didavxai.
37. Cf. the discussion in Holladay 1983: 227 n. 8, where the longest time given

by any source is five years;other suggestions are two years,or as little as three months.
38. Artapanus F 1.1: tw'n de; touvtw/ sunelqovntwn povllou" ejn Aijguvptw/ katamei'-

nai dia; th;n eujdaimonivan th'" cwvra".
39. This point was noticed by Doran 1987: 257.



Similarly, Artapanus’s account of Joseph’s migration to Egypt contains
a number of unbiblical details that subtly alter the biblical presentation of
the Jewish experience in Egypt. For instance, Joseph was not kidnapped and
sold into slavery but hired the Arabs to spirit him into Egypt when he learned
that his brothers were plotting against him (F 2.1). This version is of course
apologetic in a general sense, in that it exalts Joseph’s cleverness and partly
exonerates his brothers,40 but more important, it places a positive spin on
Joseph’s arrival in Egypt: he came not as a slave but by his own choice, flee-
ing persecution at home and seeking a better fortune abroad. The story also
entirely omits Joseph’s years of slavery and imprisonment, jumping im-
mediately to his years of prosperity and success: immediately upon arrival,
he makes the acquaintance of the king and assumes the office of dioiketés,
chief finance minister, an exalted position in the Ptolemaic Egyptian bu-
reaucracy of Artapanus’s time (F 2.2).41

Thus, in contrast to the derogatory anti-Jewish account denying the for-
eign origin of the Jews, and in contrast even to the biblical account repre-
senting Jewish settlement in Egypt in the age of the patriarchs as a matter
of necessity mingled with chance, fraught with problems, Artapanus presents
the explosion of Jewish settlement in Egypt in Joseph’s time as the culmi-
nation of a pattern of voluntary emigration, mutually beneficial to both sides.

Having given what he claims is the true account of the origin of Jewish
settlement in Egypt, Artapanus proceeds to refute in detail the anti-Jewish
account of the Exodus itself. Again, as we shall see, he does not simply up-
hold biblical tradition against those who would attack it. Rather, he constructs
a significantly different version of the Exodus story, which paradoxically
serves as a positive model for Jewish life not in the Land but in the Diaspora.

According to the account preserved under the name of Manetho in Jose-
phus’s Against Apion, Moses was not a Jew but a degenerate Egyptian priest
of Heliopolis who gathered a cult following among a group of Egyptian lep-
ers condemned to forced labor on account of their disfiguring disease. Un-
der Moses’ leadership, the lepers rebelled, desecrated temples, and sacked
cities with the help of foreign invaders (descended from the Hyksos) whom
Moses invited into the country. Finally Moses and his followers were ex-
pelled from Egypt for their crimes.42

In refuting this account, Artapanus begins by appealing to the biblical
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40. E.g., Holladay 1983: 228 n. 15.
41. As Doran (1987: 258) observes, Joseph’s life is “moulded by Artapanus to

follow that of the rise to power of a hero.”
42. See above, nn. 33, 34.



tradition. As we have seen, he establishes that the Jews were indeed immi-
grants from Palestine, not native Egyptians. In fragment 3 of On the Jews
he reiterates the biblical account of Moses’ adoption into the family of
Pharaoh, making him a Jew who was nevertheless able to rise high in royal
service in a time of persecution (F 3.3). He likewise implicitly confirms the
biblical account, as we have seen, when he cites two variants (attributed to
putatively objective sources) for the crossing of the Red Sea, of which the
second and clearly preferred version is identical with the biblical account (F
3.35–37).

Artapanus goes well beyond the biblical account, however, in construct-
ing a positive model for Moses’ activities in Egypt in order to refute the
hostile tradition of Manetho. The portrait of Moses as a cultural hero, be-
sides soothing Jewish ethnic pride and creating a positive place for Moses
and the Jews within Egyptian society, also refutes the hostile portrait in every
detail: Moses was not a destroyer but a founder of cities; he did not destroy
temples or kill sacred animals but on the contrary founded animal worship;
he did not dispossess the priests but endowed them with land; he did not
oppress the people but was loved by them.43

Moreover, Artapanus goes out of his way to stress Moses’ loyalty to the
crown, and his popularity with the Egyptians—two themes with which we
are thoroughly familiar.We are told that the primary motive for Moses’ re-
forms and benefactions was “to keep the monarchy stable for Chenephres,”44

in contrast to the previous state of affairs: “For prior to this time the mob
was disorderly, and they would sometimes expel, sometimes install kings,
often the same persons, but sometimes others.”45 The behavior of the mob
here strikingly recalls the tumultuous years of civil war between Ptolemy
VI and Ptolemy VIII in the mid-second century b.c.e., in which the whims
of the Alexandrian mob played a significant role46—and in which, inciden-
tally, according to Josephus (C.Ap. 2.50–55), the Jewish general Onias sup-
ported Ptolemy VI Philometor and his wife Cleopatra.47 Artapanus is thus
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43. Braun 1938: 26–29; Holladay 1977: 228–29 (“the Jews, viewed properly, have
been a boon, not a bane, to Egypt”).

44. Artapanus F 3.5: cavrin tou' th;n monarcivan bebaivan tw'/ Cenevfrh/ diafulavxai.
45. Artapanus F 3.5: provteron ga;r ajdiatavktou" o[nta" tou;" o[clou" pote; me;n ejk-

bavllein, pote; de; kaqistavnein basilei'", kai; pollavki" me;n tou;" aujtouv", ejniavki" de;
a[llou" (trans. Holladay 1983).

46. For the role of the mob and the intervention of the Jews, see Barclay 1996:
37–38.

47. The apparent reference to the political conditions of the second century b.c.e.
is one of a number of references that seem to point toward a second-century date.
Some scholars have detected in the text what seems to be a reference to the temple 



simultaneously stressing the loyalty of Moses to Chenephres (in contrast
to the hostile portrait of Moses as a rebel leader) and at the same time mak-
ing a point about the loyalty of Jewish elite in contemporary second-century-
b.c.e. Hellenistic Egypt. Moses’ loyalty is continuously reiterated: the bib-
lical story of Moses’ slaying the Egyptian (Ex. 2.12) is altered so that he kills
the Egyptian not in a rage but purely in self-defense (F 3.18); and far from
inciting foreign powers to invade as the hostile account alleges, he restrains
his ally Raguel from invading Egypt (F 3.19).48 Finally, Artapanus, again
like many Hellenistic Jewish authors, also stresses Moses’ popularity among
the Gentiles: he was greatly loved by the masses and regarded as worthy of
divine honor by the priests, who called him Hermes (F 3.6); the Ethiopians,
whom he conquered, so admired him that they adopted the practice of cir-
cumcision (F 3.10); and even some of those hired to conspire against his life
were sympathetic to him and informed him secretly of the plot (F 3.16).

These two themes—the loyalty of the Jews to the crown and the popu-
larity of the Jews among the Gentiles, even in times of crisis and persecution—
are so well worn in the texts that we have been examining as scarcely to re-
quire comment.What does require comment here is the significance of their
being stressed in this particular context.The central point of the Exodus story
may be seen precisely in the meaning of the biblical book’s Greek name: it
is about the Jews’ forging of Jewish identity through their departure from
Egypt.The Jews acquired their identity as a nation through renouncing their
status as slaves in an alien land and thus enabling themselves to take up their
inheritance in a land of their own. For the Jewish inhabitants of Egypt, how-
ever, most of whom had no desire to leave their adopted country and return
to the Land, the annual celebration of the Exodus at Passover must have had
a curious ambivalence, all the more in light of the contemporary drama of
persecution, revolt, and eventual independence being played out in Palestine
in the mid-second century b.c.e. They could scarcely repudiate the tradi-
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at Leontopolis (F 2.4: Holladay 1983: 230 n. 28). There are also several references
that are most easily understood in the aftermath of the persecution of the Jews of
Palestine by Antiochus IV.We have, for instance, the reference to the regulation forc-
ing Jews to wear identifying clothing (F 3.20), which cannot be explained by refer-
ence to any known incident in Egypt. It is, however, reminiscent of the branding of
the Jews in 3 Macc. 2.29 with the ivy leaf of Dionysus, which in turn was most likely
inspired by the forcing of Dionysiac worship on the Jews of Jerusalem as reported
in 2 Macc. 6.7. Moreover, Chenephres, much like Antiochus IV (2 Macc. 9), dies of
a horrible lingering disease (F 3.20) of a peculiar (and therefore divinely inflicted)
type, elephantiasis, as punishment for his persecution of the Jews.

48. Braun 1938: 29.



tion, however, and indeed Artapanus does not: he follows biblical tradition
in reporting the plagues (F 3.27–33), the flight of the Jews from Egypt (F
3.34), the crossing of the Red Sea (F 3.35–37), and the forty years in the desert
(F 3.37).49 However, as we have seen, in his fictional elaboration of the bib-
lical narrative, Artapanus repeatedly stresses not the enmity between the Jews
and the Egyptians but the positive aspects of that first diaspora.The Jews, ac-
cording to him, entered Egypt voluntarily; they prospered under Egyptian
rule and served at the highest levels, both initially (in the case of Joseph) and
even in times of persecution (in the case of Moses); their leaders bestowed
many benefits on the Egyptians and indeed adopted the role of Egyptian cul-
tural heroes; the Jews were loyal to their Egyptian rulers and popular among
their Egyptian neighbors. Whereas the author of the Letter of Aristeas,
writing for a cultivated Alexandrian audience, consistently tries to strike
a balance between Jewish tradition and classical Greek culture, Artapanus
consistently seeks to strike a balance between Jewish tradition and the
Greco-Egyptian culture of his audience. In effect, Artapanus undertook to
produce a pro-Egyptian Jewish account of the Exodus in order to counter
the anti-Jewish Egyptian account. This conciliatory retelling of the Exodus
story may account for one of the most bizarre features of Artapanus’s ac-
count, his total omission of the final plague, which passed over the Jews
and fell upon the first-born of the Egyptians. That story could scarcely be
made in any way to promote good will between the Jews of Egypt and their
Egyptian neighbors.

The omission of the Passover, like the attribution of Egyptian animal wor-
ship to none other than the founder of Jewish monotheism, illustrates the
fine line that Artapanus walked in his fundamentally paradoxical account
of the history of Jews in Egypt. Yet even if Artapanus’s work does reveal
what freedom the Jews of the Hellenistic period enjoyed in interpreting bib-
lical tradition, it does not deserve to be called syncretistic. Artapanus did
not reject biblical tradition, nor did he embrace Egyptian culture indis-
criminately. Rather, through creatively reworking biblical accounts, he
sought to balance the Jewish tradition of the Exodus and the contemporary
reality of life in the Egyptian diaspora. His audience was encouraged to ad-
here to Jewish tradition by revering Moses and celebrating the Exodus, while
at the same time regarding the culture of their Egyptian neighbors with a
benevolent tolerance.The relationship of the Jews and the Egyptians in Egypt
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49. He does not, at least in the fragments preserved by Polyhistor, report the ar-
rival of the Jews in the land, but in this his account parallels the conclusion of the
Torah narrative.



was overshadowed and soured by centuries—not to say millennia—of
conflict between the lands of Syria and Egypt, stretching all the way back
to the days of the Hyksos. Artapanus’s efforts to balance Jewish and Egyp-
tian traditions may not, in the long run, have been very successful, but the
aim of his highly imaginative and amusing fictions about early Egyptian
Jewish history was laudable.

joseph and aseneth

Our final example in this brief survey of texts commonly classed as Jewish
romances or Jewish novels is the story Joseph and Aseneth.50 I have objected
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50. Joseph and Aseneth (henceforth JosAs) has enjoyed a surge of scholarly at-
tention in recent years. After decades of controversy, it appeared that work of Bur-
chard in particular (see extensive citations in following notes) had resulted in a grow-
ing scholarly consensus on several long-debated issues. This consensus is reflected
in the excellent full-length study by Chesnutt (1995), which includes a very help-
ful and thorough summary of the history of research up to that time (1995: 20–64).
As of 1995, the consensus broadly held that Burchard’s 1979 provisional Greek text
(the “long version”) is to be favored over Philonenko’s 1968 Greek text (the “short
version”; Chesnutt 1995: 65–69); that the original language of JosAs is Greek (1995:
69–71); that JosAs is Jewish, not Christian (1995: 71–76); that the provenance is al-
most certainly Egypt (1995: 76–80); that the date of composition must lie some-
where between 100 b.c.e. and 115–35 c.e., when the Egyptian Jewish community
was virtually annihilated by Rome (1995: 80–85); and that JosAs has strong affini-
ties with the genre of the ancient novel, but also significant differences (1995: 85–92).
Since 1995, when the first draft of this chapter was written, various parts of this con-
sensus have been challenged (but not yet overturned) by several major studies. Bo-
hak (1996) links the composition of JosAs with the events of the mid-second cen-
tury b.c.e., especially the construction of the Jewish temple at Leontopolis, a view
that has not so far met with wide acceptance. Standhartinger (1995: 219–25) accepts
the consensus view of the text as Jewish, Egyptian, and pre-115 c.e. (with mild reser-
vations) but reconstructs a dialogue between the author(s) of the short version, which
she dates to the late Hellenistic period, and the author(s) of the long version, which
she regards as a revision of the shorter version, dating to the first century c.e. Work-
ing along independent lines, Kraemer (1998) has issued a much more dramatic chal-
lenge to the whole consensus. Like Standhartinger, Kraemer (1998: 6–9 and passim)
views the long version as a revision of the short version (pace Burchard, who sees
the short version as an abbreviated form of the long version; see more detailed dis-
cussion of the textual problem below). Unlike Standhartinger, Kraemer challenges
almost every other aspect of the consensus as well. Kraemer (1998: 225–44) pro-
poses a date in the late third century c.e. for the short version and a date in the mid-
fourth century c.e. for the long version. Kraemer (1998: 245–85) builds a case for
agnosticism about the cultural and religious background about the text, suggesting
that Christian authorship is at least as likely as Jewish authorship. Kraemer (1998:
286–93) likewise takes an agnostic stance on the provenance of the text, suggesting
that nothing compels us to place the composition in Egypt and that Syria is some



to using the term “novel” indiscriminately to cover the wide variety of
Jewish fictions that we have been examining; as noted above: “Whereas all
novels are fiction, not all fictions are novels.”51 Although most of the texts
that we have discussed do exhibit what L. M. Wills has called “novelistic
elements”52—that is, certain traits commonly found later in the canonical
ancient novels—they are fundamentally different in form and purpose from
the ancient sentimental novels with which they have been compared. We
do not find, in 3 Maccabees or in Esther, for example, a chaste, beautiful cou-
ple united by passion, separated by cruel fate, subjected to fantastic adven-
tures. In Joseph and Aseneth, however, we meet a wealthy Egyptian’s beau-
tiful, proud, chaste daughter, Aseneth, who is utterly overwhelmed at first
sight by love for the equally beautiful, chaste, pious Joseph. They are sep-
arated by her paganism, united by her spontaneous conversion, and then
subjected to wholly improbable adventures when the son of Pharaoh, with
the aid and encouragement of Joseph’s evil brothers, attempts to take the
beautiful Aseneth for himself. Is this, then, a true Jewish novel?

At first glance, the answer appears to be yes. The generic similarities be-
tween Joseph and Aseneth and the Greek novels, both in overall narrative
structure and in individual details, have been extensively catalogued.53 Par-
ticularly significant is the often-noted similarity between the opening of this
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what more likely. This reconsideration of authorship, date, and provenance allows
Kraemer to make possible comparisons with Jewish and Christian traditions dating
well into the third and fourth centuries c.e., comparisons hitherto ruled out by the
view of JosAs as Jewish, Egyptian and early (pre-115 c.e.). Kraemer’s analysis is
salutary and provocative, but not ultimately convincing. Kraemer does, in each case,
succeed in showing that a challenge to the consensus view is possible (remotely, in
my view) but does not convince me that a reading of the text as (to cite one possi-
bility) fourth-century, Syrian, and Christian is more persuasive than the traditional
view of the text as Hellenistic, Egyptian, and Jewish. It is too soon to tell whether
recent challenges to the consensus view will significantly change the direction of
scholarship on JosAs. Among the most recent treatments, Gruen 1998 and Collins
2000 are still inclined to prefer a late Hellenistic or early Roman date. In this chap-
ter, I will continue to base my arguments on Burchard’s long version and to regard
the text as Jewish, Egyptian, and early. A late Hellenistic date seems slightly prefer-
able to a Roman date, given the generally positive view of relations between Jews
and gentiles seen in the story (cf. Gruen 1998: 93), but any date before 115–35 c.e.
is possible.

51. J. R. Morgan, in Lies and Fiction in the Ancient World, ed. C. Gill and T. P.
Wiseman (1993), p. 176; quoted by Bowersock 1994: 10 n. 17.

52. Wills 1995: 1–39.
53. E.g., Philonenko 1968: 43–48; West 1974: 70–81; Pervo 1976: 171–81; Bur-

chard 1985: 183–87; Chesnutt 1995: 85–92; Standhartinger 1995: 20–26; Gruen 1998:
93–94; Kraemer 1998: 9–11.



work and the opening lines of several canonical romances.54 A citation will
best illustrate the point. Compare the opening of Joseph and Aseneth with
that of perhaps the earliest surviving canonical ancient novel, Chariton’s
Chaereas and Callirhoe:55

The Syracusan general Hermocrates, the man who defeated the Athe-
nians, had a daughter called Callirhoe. She was a wonderful girl, the
pride of all Sicily; her beauty was more than human, it was divine, and
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54. Suggested comparisons have included not only the opening of Chariton, cited
below, but also Xenophon of Ephesus 1.1.1–3 and the introduction to the story of
Cupid and Psyche in Apuleius 4.22.1–24.4; see references in previous note.

55. Chariton trans. Reardon 1989: 22. All citations of Joseph and Aseneth are
taken from Burchard’s English translation (1985: 202–47), based on his provisional
Greek text published in 1979.The text of Joseph and Aseneth presents serious prob-
lems; as Schürer remarks (1986: 550), with considerable understatement: “The
present editions are not satisfactory.” The problems are summarized by Burchard
in several recent articles, especially 1965: 4–17; 1985: 178–81; 1987a; 1987b: 32–35.
Briefly, there are four manuscript families, a, b, c, and d.The first critical edition (Bat-
iffol 1889–90: 21–55) is based on a manuscript of the a family, which is now gen-
erally agreed to be a Middle Byzantine revision aimed at improving the biblicized
Greek of the text.The a family is therefore not the most reliable witness to the orig-
inal text. Burchard, in any case, dismisses Batiffol’s work as “no more than a mediocre
transcription of Vatican Greek 803 with a faulty apparatus from some other wit-
nesses” (Burchard 1987b: 32), and the edition is today not readily available.The edi-
tion of Philonenko (1968), on the other hand, is based on the d family, which is about
a third shorter than the text preserved by the other three families (there are omis-
sions throughout the text, and 11.1x, most of chapters 18 and 19, 21.10–21 and
22.6b–9a are missing altogether, cf. Burchard 1987b: 33). Philonenko believed that
this d family represented the oldest recension, and that the b family represents the
first long recension, made in an attempt to expand the older text (Philonenko 1968:
16–26). Burchard, however, argues that d is in fact an abbreviation of the original
text and that the best witness to the original text is to be found in the b family. Bur-
chard (1979) has therefore produced an eclectic preliminary text relying primarily
on b but drawing on the other three manuscript families when they have a fuller
text than b. This text is now widely (though not universally) accepted as the best
available edition, being both the most thoroughly researched and the most modern,
and is the basis for some of the most recent studies (e.g., Wills 1995, Chesnutt 1995,
Bohak 1996, Gruen 1998). Unfortunately, Burchard’s preliminary Greek text is ex-
tremely difficult to obtain. In the meantime, since I first wrote this chapter, there
have been two book-length challenges to the general acceptance of Burchard’s text.
Standhartinger 1995 attempts to analyze the dialogue between the communities that
authored Burchard’s long version and Philonenko’s short version and is inclined as
a result of her study to regard the shorter version as the earlier one (1995: 219–25).
Kraemer (esp. 1998: 6–9, 19–88) also argues at length (relying primarily on liter-
ary rather than strictly text-critical arguments) that the longer version can be un-
derstood only as a revision of the shorter version. These recent challenges do not
yet seem to have seriously shaken Burchard’s dominance, but the question remains
open. In any case, my discussion will here be based on the long version.



it was not the beauty of a Nereid or mountain nymph at that, but of
the maiden Aphrodite herself. Report of the astonishing vision spread
everywhere, and suitors flocked to Syracuse, rulers and tyrant’s sons,
not just from Sicily but from southern Italy too and farther north,
and from foreigners in those parts. (Chariton, Chaereas and Callirhoe
1.1–2)

And there was a man in that city, a satrap of Pharaoh, and this man 
was a chief of all the satraps and the noblemen of Pharaoh. And this
man was exceedingly rich and prudent and gentle, and he was a coun-
selor of Pharaoh, because he was understanding beyond all the noble-
men of Pharaoh. And the name of that man was Pentephres, priest of
Heliopolis. And he had a daughter, a virgin of eighteen years, very tall
and handsome and beautiful to look at beyond all virgins on the earth.
And this girl had nothing similar to the virgins of the Egyptians, but
she was in every respect similar to the daughters of the Hebrews; and
she was tall as Sarah and handsome as Rebecca and beautiful as Rachel.
And the name of that virgin was Aseneth. And the fame of her beauty
spread all over that land and to the ends of the inhabited world. And all
the sons of the noblemen and the sons of the satraps and the sons of all
kings, all of them young and powerful, asked for her hand in marriage,
and there was much wrangling among them over Aseneth, and they
made attempts to fight against each other because of her. (Joseph and
Aseneth 1.3–6)

The similarity between these two opening passages is significant, because
these establish readers’ expectations of what sort of book they are about to
read. Just as the unusually historiographic opening of 3 Maccabees signals
the audience to expect a work of Hellenistic historiography,56 so Joseph and
Aseneth is never more reminiscent of an ancient novel than in its opening
lines. Whereas we have no evidence that the author of (say) 3 Maccabees or
the Letter of Aristeas knew that sentimental novels even existed, it is hard
to avoid the conclusion that the author of Joseph and Aseneth was very much
aware of the emerging genre and deliberately adopted its outward conven-
tions for his own purposes.57
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56. See below, Chap. 5.
57. The relative dates of JosAs and the earliest Greek novels are still open to de-

bate. Traditionally, the emergence of the Greek novel has been dated to the first cen-
tury c.e. Chariton, generally thought to be the earliest of the extant sentimental
novels, is usually dated on stylistic grounds toward the middle or end of the first
century c.e. (Bowie 1989: 4.123–28). The papyrus fragments of the earliest text
identifiable as a Greek sentimental novel, the Ninus Romance, date to the begin-
ning of the Common Era (Stephens 1995: 23). If JosAs is a late Hellenistic text (on
dating JosAs, see above, n. 50), it might seem to predate the novels that it appears 



Compare Joseph and Aseneth with the earliest known Greek sentimen-
tal novel, the Ninus Romance. The Ninus Romance survives only in frag-
ments, but these suffice to reveal the characteristics of the genre. The hero
and heroine are young, nobly born, beautiful, and chaste. In one fragment
(A), they are pleading for permission to marry; others envision a dramatic
military campaign in the mountains of Armenia (B) and at least one ship-
wreck (C). As in all the sentimental novels, there is a strong focus on the
intense emotions of the characters.58 The generic similarities with Joseph
and Aseneth are evident.

The particular interest of the Ninus Romance, however, is that it belongs
to a subcategory of the sentimental romance, sometimes called “national-
istic drama,” focusing on the sentimentalized adventures of a quasi-histor-
ical figure of non-Greek origin.59 Like the so-called hero romances (e.g., Ar-
tapanus or the Alexander Romance), such novels weave their fictions
around a legendary hero whose life and deeds are already known from his-
tory.The Ninus Romance is quite distinct from a fiction such as the Alexan-
der Romance, however, in that it portrays not Ninus’s achievements as a
national hero (which have become almost irrelevant except as excuses for
colorful narration)60 but the emotional lives of the hero and heroine.61
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to be imitating by at least a century. It is, however, very likely that the composition
of the Ninus Romance significantly predates the papyri (the earliest known papyri
of Chariton date to the third century c.e.: Stephens 1995: 4), which would push the
date of the Ninus Romance back into the late Hellenistic period. Perry suggests a
date for the Ninus Romance of ca. 100 b.c.e. on stylistic grounds (Perry 1967: 153;
so also Bowie 1989: 4.123). Indeed, some scholars are inclined to push even Chari-
ton back into the late Hellenistic period (e.g., Papanikolaou 1973: 162). It is not, there-
fore, unreasonable to suppose that the author of JosAs was familiar with the emerg-
ing genre of the ancient novel, even if JosAs is to be dated to the late Ptolemaic period.
Of course, if Kraemer (1998) is right in pushing the date of JosAs down into the
third or fourth century c.e., the problem disappears; but this does not seem to me
to be a strong reason for favoring a late date.

58. See Stephens (1995: 23–24) for a more detailed analysis of the Ninus Ro-
mance as a typical novel. The Ninus fragments may conveniently be found in the
colorful translation of Reardon (1989), or in a more literal translation with full Greek
text, line numbers, and textual notes in Stephens 1995.

59. One might also include in this category Sesonchosis, which centers around
the legendary Egyptian conqueror Sesonchosis or, as he is better known, Sesostris;
the Babyloniaca, whose hero becomes the king of Babylon; and perhaps also Cal-
ligone (Stephens 1995:8).

60. Cf., for instance, the dramatic winter crossing of the snow-covered moun-
tains of Armenia (B).

61. Consider the eloquent and emotional (and wholly Greek in its rhetoric) plea
of the seventeen-year-old Ninus to be allowed to marry the thirteen-year-old Semi-



This Ninus Romance is especially interesting, because it can be com-
pared with an earlier, more historical phase of its tradition. Diodorus, draw-
ing on the fourth-century-b.c.e. Greek historian Ctesias, reports several
legends concerning Ninus, the founder of Nineveh, and his consort, Semi-
ramis (Diod. 2.1–20). There are distinct similarities between the Alexan-
der Romance and Ctesias’s narrative of the Assyrian campaigns of Ninus
and Semiramis: both are primarily concerned with the achievements of a
national hero, and both, although ostensibly historical in form, consist
largely of a series of fantastic stories.62 The Semiramis whom we meet in
Ctesias (via Diodorus) is a powerful figure, the daughter of a goddess, ca-
pable of leading armies and disposing of lovers at whim.63 The Semiramis
of the Ninus Romance, by contrast, is a bashful teenager.64 One can
scarcely imagine this shy maiden scaling a Bactrian citadel, wearing the Per-
sian trousers that she invented to conceal her gender (Diod. 2.6.6–8). The
Semiramis of the novel does, however, resemble our Aseneth, who on
Joseph’s departure rushes to her room, throws herself on her bed, and bursts
into tears like any adolescent (JosAs 9.1). Thus, where Artapanus’s fiction-
alized treatment of the Exodus is akin to the Alexander Romance or to Cte-
sias’s highly embroidered account of Ninus and Semiramis,65 Joseph and
Aseneth is much more like the highly sentimental Ninus Romance, with
its attention to the interior lives of the protagonists rather than their his-
torical roles. As we shall see, the author in fact deliberately chose this model
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ramis, and the blushes and tears of the heroine as she attempts to make the same
plea (A); or Ninus’s distress at the reversal of his fortunes after narrowly escaping
shipwreck (C).

62. Stephens (1995: 25) has an amusing list of the more romantic features of
Ctesias’s narrative, including Semiramis’s campaign against the Indians with “a large
force of life-size elephant puppets.”

63. E.g. Diodorus 2.5.2, 7.1, 13.4 (Semiramis’s ill-fated husbands and lovers, in-
cluding Ninus, who in this version does not long survive his marriage).

64. The plot of the Ninus Romance, and the way in which it differs from the
historical legend, is memorably described by Perry (1967: 16) thus: “Ninus, who
seems to be on vacation for a few days from his duties as royal field marshal of the
Assyrians, is pleading earnestly and piously with his Aunt Dercy (elsewhere the god-
dess Derceto of Ascalon) for permission to marry her daughter Semiramis, although
he has already conquered a large part of Asia and has had the opportunity, as he
himself points out, of behaving otherwise, had he so desired, than as the model young
man that he is, so careful of his morals and above all of his chastity. As for our dear
little heroine, Semiramis, her bashfulness is such that she is unable to tell her aunt,
the mother of Ninus, that she is in love, but is overcome by embarrassment in her
efforts to do so.”

65. See discussion of Artapanus and hero romance above.



from the literary precursors available to him, as being best suited to his
particular purpose.

Although Joseph and Aseneth strongly recalls the formal conventions of
an ancient sentimental novel, in several respects it is significantly differ-
ent.66 Though the couple’s intense emotions are central, especially Aseneth’s,
ultimately the story is not about their romantic union but about the ob-
stacles to it: first the necessity of conversion, then conflict within the com-
munity. In the first episode, recounting their meeting and marriage, Joseph
appears only twice, once to stun Aseneth with his glory only to reject her
(JosAs 1–9) and again to marry her after her conversion (18–21). We hear
a great deal about Aseneth’s character (2.1, 4.9–12, e.g.) and feelings (6.1,
e.g., and of course the long conversion scene, 10–17) but almost nothing of
what Joseph thinks or feels, except that he dreads the love-crazed women of
Egypt (7.2–5) and will not suffer himself to be kissed by any worshiper
of idols (8.5–7). Aseneth’s fully developed character dominates this first part
of the story, and we must understand the biblical patriarch largely from the
Genesis story and from the meager indications of his great beauty and strict
piety (JosAs 4.7–8, 5.5, 7.1–6, 8.5–8).67

In the second episode, which describes the attempt of Pharaoh’s son to
kidnap Aseneth, Joseph scarcely appears ( JosAs 26.1–4), and Aseneth, the
ostensible victim, is featured only in chapters 26 through 28.68 Hero and
heroine both are pushed into the background by Pharaoh’s wicked son and
Joseph’s own brothers. The romantic attachment between the two, over-
shadowed in the first part by Aseneth’s conversion, is almost missing from
the second part, wherein Joseph and Aseneth are now a staid married cou-
ple with two children.69 The text is also, incidentally, much shorter than any
surviving sentimental novel.70
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66. For an astute analysis of some of the ways in which Aseneth differs from
the heroine of the typical Greek romance, see Pervo 1991: 148–55; for several re-
cent discussions that type JosAs as a “novel/romance, with deviations,” see Ches-
nutt 1995: 85–92; Standhartinger 1995: 20–26; Kraemer 1998: 9–11; Gruen 1998:
92–94.

67. Burchard (1985: 182) calls Joseph “a passive figure who has his marriage more
or less wished upon him.” Heroes are often more passive than heroines in the canon-
ical novels, but Joseph is an extreme case. While Joseph is something of a cipher in
terms of character and plot development, however, he is a star in the eyes of other
characters, from Pharaoh to Pentephres to Aseneth; see Gruen (1998: 95–99), who
sees this aspect of Joseph’s characterization as a reflection of Jewish self-confidence
in a Hellenistic Egyptian setting.

68. Burchard 1985: 182.
69. Ibid. 186; so, rightly, Gruen 1998: 93.
70. Burchard 1985: 186.



Joseph and Aseneth may have the form of a novel, but it cannot be classed
as one without serious qualification.71 This statement has an important corol-
lary. Since in the programmatic opening lines the author has deliberately
invited the audience to receive his work as a novel, the deviations from the
traditional form of the sentimental novel must be regarded as significant:
the audience must have recognized certain elements of the story as depar-
tures from the norm that the opening led them to expect.72

If the author was not aiming at a straightforward novel of love and ad-
venture centered around a quasi-legendary historical figure, then what was
his purpose? I believe that the author of Joseph and Aseneth, like many au-
thors discussed above, was retailing a story about the past in order to ex-
plore pressing questions in the contemporary Diaspora. We have come full
circle, in a sense: whereas texts like the Letter of Aristeas and 2 Maccabees
manipulate the conventions of Hellenistic historiography to produce a con-
vincing fiction and, thus, a model for Hellenistic Jewish identity, and in the
process create something that shares many features with the later ancient
novel, the author of Joseph and Aseneth draws on the conventions of the
ancient novel itself for the same purpose.

So-called Jewish novels, as I have argued, in fact draw upon a variety of
genres—historiography, autobiography, apocalypse, to cite only a few—to
create more or less convincing fictions about the past and to develop dif-
ferent models for Hellenistic Jewish identity. Joseph and Aseneth, though
drawn from the ancient genre of the novel, is not quite a novel itself. It is,
rather, a Jewish fiction of identity based on the genre of the ancient novel,
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71. Attempts to qualify the exact genre of Joseph and Aseneth have not been
entirely successful (see above, n. 66, for some recent summaries). Some have at-
tempted to interpret it as a novel centered around a mystic initiation ritual, akin to
Apuleius (Philonenko 1968; Kee 1976: 183–92); Pervo (1976: 171–81) calls it a “Sapi-
ental novel,” classifying it with Ahiqar, Tobit, and Daniel 1–6. The mystic inter-
pretation, however, demands that one focus on the conversion sequence to the ex-
clusion of the rest of the text, and I have already shown that any classification that
attempts to explain texts as various as Tobit, Daniel, and Joseph and Aseneth with
reference to a single generic model is unhelpfully vague. Pervo’s remark that “the
novel is probably the most formless of all ancient genres” is more helpful. Joseph
and Aseneth adopts the outward features of a recognizable species of literature, but
( like, indeed, many works of ancient fiction) it is sui generis in its particular com-
bination of form and content.

72. Although it has been almost universally recognized that JosAs is generically
similar to the ancient novel, but with many departures from the norm, only Stand-
hartinger (1995: 26) seems to have considered the possibility that the audience would
have recognized these deviations and taken them into account when responding to
the text.



just as 3 Maccabees is a Jewish fiction of identity based on the genre of
historiography.

In Joseph and Aseneth, the author’s obvious ideological focus is on con-
version and the role of the proselyte in the Hellenistic Jewish community.73

Only with the author’s ideological purpose in view, however, do his reasons
both for using and departing from novelistic conventions become clear.

To begin with, the ancient novel as a form is peculiarly well suited to this
author’s purpose. Other Jewish historical fictions manipulate historical tra-
ditions in various ways in order to shape diverse models of Hellenistic Jew-
ish identity, each for its own community. A particular community’s shared
version or reinterpretation of its past will shape its identity in a particular
way. The other fictions that we have read, however, center very much on
the community; the interests of individuals, where they do appear, are en-
tirely subordinated to community needs.74 By contrast, Joseph and Aseneth
has a historical referent,75 as do most ancient novels, but here that referent
is so slight, and the midrashic elaboration upon it is so great, that just as in
the ancient novels the author of Joseph and Aseneth is practically engag-
ing in free invention.

Although a historical basis lends an ancient novel an aura of re-
spectability, the use of relatively little-known historical characters allows
the author to invent more freely and to focus on their interior lives and
personal relationships in a way that would not be possible if more famous
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73. E.g., Burchard 1985: 194–95; Schürer 1986: 548. Gruen (1998: 94–95) sug-
gests that the issue of conversion may be overemphasized in the literature, but his
objections center rightly on the improbability of JosAs’s being used as missionary
propaganda to convert outsiders. Chesnutt’s view (1988: 21–48; 1995: 96–117) that
the text chiefly addresses the concerns of insiders—those who have converted or
are thinking of converting, those who have intermarried, and those who are unsure
how to deal with converts in their midst—remains in my view the most probable
understanding of the text, as I argue below.

74. Some historical fictions, like 3 Maccabees, have no single individual hero; in
others the hero exists in relation to his or her ability to benefit the group (e.g., Daniel,
the Tobiads). Esther may have private moments of doubt and anguish, but on Morde-
cai’s command she puts those feelings aside for the sake of the group (4.10–17, and
cf. Esther’s prayer [Addition C], which follows her conversation with Mordecai in
the Greek).

75. The first episode is framed by two references: 1.1 alludes to Gen. 41.46, where
Pharaoh sends Joseph out to collect corn during the years of plenty, whereas 21.1–9
alludes to Gen. 41.45 (Pharaoh gives Aseneth to Joseph in marriage) and 41.50–52
(birth of Manasseh and Ephraim).The second episode refers only briefly to the com-
ing of the years of famine and the migration of Jacob and his family to Goshen
(22.1–2; cf. Gen. 41.53–54, 46.5–6, 28).



historical figures were used.76 Thus, in Chariton’s Chaereas and Callirhoe,
the more famous father, Hermocrates, plays a small role, while the role of
heroine is given to his lesser-known daughter. According to Plutarch
(Dion. 3.2), Hermocrates did have a daughter who married Dionysius I, the
tyrant of Syracuse, and later died tragically, but her name is not recorded.
Chariton is thus free to embroider the details of the fictional Callirhoe’s
life at will. Similarly, the author of Joseph and Aseneth chooses as his hero-
ine Aseneth—a character only twice mentioned in Genesis—and a large
part of the story is occupied with the intensely personal and individual ex-
perience of her conversion. Joseph and Aseneth, alone among Jewish
fictions, is primarily concerned with the experience of the individual, and
thus more than any other Jewish fiction it benefits from the use of novel-
istic conventions.

Furthermore, the author’s ideological purpose also explains why, hav-
ing chosen the form, he departed from it. The two episodes of the story
take up two different but related issues regarding proselytes and the Jew-
ish community.

The first episode, presenting the intensely personal experience of con-
version,of course focuses primarily on Aseneth. Joseph’s appearance prompts
her conversion, and his return rewards it, but in other respects he is essen-
tially irrelevant: hence his relegation to a marginal, bloodless role. Aseneth’s
character, in contrast, is fully developed, so that we may understand and em-
pathize with her transformation from proud virgin (JosAs 2.1, 4.9–12, e.g.)
to humble and penitent convert.77 The story’s details betray the concerns of
its audience.78 Joseph and Aseneth is not missionary literature, strictly
speaking, since it assumes that the reader has considerable experience of and
commitment to Jewish tradition and practices.79 Rather, it is written for a com-
munity genuinely concerned about the assimilation of proselytes, and more
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76. Perry 1967: 35–36.
77. Aseneth is willing to go to Joseph as a slave: 6.8, 13.15. “Aseneth desires al-

most as little as the prodigal son (Lk. 15:19), and like him she will get more” (Bur-
chard 1985: 210 n. t).

78. Indeed, even the fact that the author chooses to explain Joseph’s marriage to
an Egyptian woman by focusing on her conversion is symptomatic of his cultural
environment. Later Hebrew midrashic tradition went to great lengths to explain that
Aseneth was not actually an Egyptian at all, but a daughter of Dinah resulting from
her rape; Aseneth did not need to convert, as she was actually Jewish by birth. Ap-
towitzer (1924: 243–56) regards the Hebrew (midrashic) version of the Aseneth leg-
end as the original, but Burchard (1985: 183) points out that it is surely a revision
of the Greek (novelistic) version.

79. Burchard 1985: 195, e.g.



important, the detailed narration of Aseneth’s conversion speaks to the ex-
perience of the proselytes themselves.80

The aspects of Jewish life emphasized in the first part of Joseph and
Aseneth are dietary laws and intermarriage—precisely those that mattered
to Jews of the Diaspora who mixed with gentiles, and likewise to gentiles
who would alter their lives in order to join them. Joseph, entertained as a
guest in Potiphar’s home, cannot eat with him (JosAs 7.1), and he strictly
obeys his father’s injunction not to associate intimately with any foreign
woman (7.5), refusing even to kiss Aseneth (8.5–7). Accordingly, Aseneth
alters precisely these aspects of her life: she repudiates her idols (9.1, 10.12)
and refuses to eat unclean food (10.1, 13, 17: “the bread of strangulation”
and “the cup of insidiousness,” as Joseph calls it, 8.5). Apart from these fun-
damental changes in her way of life, only an emotional conversion of the
heart is required of her: no known ancient ritual of conversion to Judaism,
such as proselyte baptism, is mentioned.81

In the second episode, the focus shifts from Aseneth to Joseph’s brothers—
that is, from the individual to the community. In this case the individual is
neither defined in relation to the community nor subordinated to the com-
mon good; rather, the community must respond to stresses arising from the
proselyte’s introduction into its midst. Aseneth’s role as Joseph’s wife, and
her right to remain a part of the family and community, are never ques-
tioned; thus she recedes into the background, and Joseph all but disappears.
Instead, Joseph’s brothers dominate the second episode: representing the
Jewish community at large, they must decide where they stand when
Pharaoh’s son, representing the gentile population, attempts to separate
Aseneth from Joseph—that is, from the Jewish community.82
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80. Nonproselytes could scarcely be expected to identify with this long and emo-
tional sequence, although they might take an interest in this part of the narrative
for the sake of their fellows who had converted.

81. The mysterious cultic meal, which has excited much discussion but has never
been satisfactorily explained, should probably be interpreted as wholly symbolic of
Aseneth’s interior transformation rather than as a recollection of some unknown
ritual of initiation. The emphasis is not on ritual but on the conversion of the heart,
which brings with it a fundamental change in certain aspects of one’s way of life.
See now Chesnutt’s extensive discussion, stressing how the text both speaks to the
concerns of a broad Diaspora Jewish community (1988: 21–48; 1995: 96–117) and
reflects a normative conception of Jewish proselytism (1995: 153–84). He explores,
but ultimately sensibly deemphasizes, the possibility that the text encodes some par-
ticular ritual form or sectarian belief system (1995: 118–52; 185–216).

82. The possibility that the various characters are representative of different so-
cial groups in Hellenistic Egypt was first explored by D. Sänger (cf. Burchard 1987b:
40), although Sänger pushes the historical symbolism of the text too far in making 



The tone is set at the very beginning of the episode, when Joseph and
Aseneth visit the aged Jacob in Goshen, and Jacob blesses his daughter-in-
law ( JosAs 22.8–9). Simeon and Levi, the sons of Leah, escort them home,
but the sons of Zilpah and Bilhah are jealous and hostile, refusing to have
anything to do with them (22.11). This division between the sons of Ja-
cob’s legitimate wives (Simeon and Levi, the sons of Leah, and of course
Joseph himself and Benjamin, the sons of Rachel ) and the sons of his wives’
maidservants Zilpah and Bilhah (Dan, Gad, Naphtali, and Asser) was tra-
ditional,83 but here the category “good sons” applies especially to those
who embrace the proselyte; and that of “bad sons,” to those who reject her
out of hand. The division within the family, and by extension the Jewish
community, is basic; it requires only the activity of Pharaoh’s son to bring
it out into the open. Pharaoh’s son represents the exceptional non-Jewish
persecutor, familiar to us from many a Jewish fiction, whereas Pharaoh him-
self and Potiphar represent the more normative, benevolent non-Jewish
authorities. Familiar themes play out in this conflict: Simeon and Levi 
reject the tyrannical and unjust demand of Pharaoh’s son that they attack
their brother’s wife, but as loyal subjects they refrain from harming their
persecutor in any way (23); Levi even tries to save Pharaoh’s son after he
has been injured in battle, much as Onias helps the stricken Heliodorus in
2 Maccabees ( 3.31–34), although in Joseph and Aseneth the villain even-
tually dies of his injuries (29.1–7). Pharaoh’s son thus receives the just
penalty for his actions; the wicked brothers are defeated in battle but rec-
onciled with the community (significantly, through the intercession of the
proselyte Aseneth: 29.9–17), and the Jews are restored to favor, Joseph even
ruling over Egypt for forty-six years in place of Pharaoh’s fallen heir (29.8–
9). Within this traditional framework, the actions of Simeon, Levi, and
Benjamin, the brothers who embrace the proselyte Aseneth, are decisively
vindicated over against Dan, Gad, Naphtali, and Asser, who would have
rejected her.

The second episode of Joseph and Aseneth is perhaps the only Jewish
fiction to envision a conflict, eventually harmoniously resolved, emerging
from within the Jewish community and being merely exacerbated rather
than caused by outside pressures. In this composition, the author of Joseph
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JosAs a cryptic account of the persecution of 38 c.e. under Caligula. See now the
more balanced analysis of Chesnutt (1995 passim). Gruen (1998: 95–99) also ex-
plores how JosAs reflects relations between Jews and gentiles in the Hellenistic world,
including the existence of frictions within the Jewish community.

83. Burchard 1985: 239 n. m.



and Aseneth makes good use of the episodic nature of novelistic fiction,84

though he departs from the form of the novel in virtually abandoning the
hero and heroine in order to focus on Joseph’s brothers, the symbolic rep-
resentatives of the community.

Thus, the author of Joseph and Aseneth drew deliberately on the conven-
tions of the ancient novel in order to explore proselytism in the Diaspora,
both from the perspective of the individual convert and from the perspec-
tive of the Jewish community. In pursuing this purpose, he freely departed
from his model, creating no typical sentimental novel but a work of fiction
sui generis. Joseph and Aseneth stands between the other Jewish historical
fictions that we have examined and the broader spectrum of all ancient
fiction. Like other Jewish fictions, it reshapes traditions about the Jewish past
in order to redefine the identity of one segment of the changing Diaspora
community. Unlike other Jewish fictions, however, it focuses upon the ex-
perience of the individual first and the community second, and the free play
of imagination regarding the personal feelings and motivations of the char-
acters correspondingly replaces a painstaking evocation of the fictionalized
historical past such as we find in most other Jewish fictions. Of all Jewish
fictions, Joseph and Aseneth is closest to the ancient novel proper, but it oc-
cupies nevertheless its own unique place among all ancient fictions.
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84. The conventional form of the ancient novel allowed an author to string
together an infinite series of adventures, loosely if at all related, expanding the nar-
rative more or less at will (Bakhtin 1981: 86–110). So also the meeting and mar-
riage of Joseph and Aseneth is only loosely connected with the later kidnaping
episode, allowing the author to explore the issue of conversion in the Jewish com-
munity from two different angles while providing his audience with exactly the
sort of episodic narrative they would have expected. Thus, although the transition
from conversion story to adventure story is abrupt, the two halves are by no means
unrelated.



part i i

Third Maccabees
A Case Study



In Part 1, we explored a wide variety of Jewish fictions: 3 Maccabees (in pass-
ing), the Letter of Aristeas, 2 Maccabees, Esther, Daniel, Judith, Tobit, the
tales of Alexander and the Tobiads embedded in the narrative of Josephus,
the fragments of Artapanus, and Joseph and Aseneth. Those texts signifi-
cantly differ one from another in many respects. Indeed, it is hard to imag-
ine a more mixed assortment. Some were composed originally in Greek—
3 Maccabees, the Letter of Aristeas, 2 Maccabees, Artapanus, Joseph and
Aseneth, and, most likely, the sources of the tales taken over by Josephus.
Others—Esther, Daniel, Judith, and Tobit—were most likely composed orig-
inally in Hebrew or Aramaic and only later translated into Greek. Some were
clearly written in Egypt: 3 Maccabees, the Letter of Aristeas, Artapanus,
Joseph and Aseneth. Others’ provenance is less clear; they may have orig-
inated in the eastern Diaspora (Esther, Daniel 1–6, Tobit) or in Palestine it-
self (2 Maccabees, Daniel 7–12, Judith).The potential audience for these texts
thus comprises every Hellenistic Jewish community imaginable: those who
spoke Greek and those who spoke Aramaic; those who read the Bible in the
Greek translation and those who read it in the original language; those who
lived in the Diaspora, whether in Egypt or in Babylon, and those who lived
in Hasmonean Palestine.

These Jewish fictions, moreover, draw upon a wide variety of genres, al-
though ultimately they are themselves largely unclassifiable. Third Mac-
cabees imitates the conventions of pathetic Hellenistic historiography, but
its subject matter is almost wholly invented.The Letter of Aristeas borrows
the form of the autobiographical memoir, but like 3 Maccabees and unlike
the typical memoir, it is an elaborate fiction from beginning to end. Second
Maccabees, though an epitome of a historiographical work concerning ac-
tual events, incorporates significant fictional episodes. Esther and Judith draw
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upon the conventions of the historical books of the Bible, as do the narra-
tive portions of Daniel. Daniel itself in its present form is an apocalypse,
perhaps the first of its kind, whereas most other Jewish fictions bear no trace
of apocalyptic influence (references to the end-time, to the coming of a heav-
enly kingdom, etc.). Tobit draws for some details upon the historical books
of the Bible but is like nothing so much as a folktale. Artapanus combines
midrashic elaboration upon the Genesis and Exodus narratives with the con-
ventions of Hellenistic historiography, although his work is most reminis-
cent of the Alexander Romance in its exaltation of Moses as a Jewish cul-
ture hero. Joseph and Aseneth, like Artapanus a midrashic elaboration upon
the Joseph tradition of Genesis, seems to reflect an active knowledge of the
conventions of the sentimental ancient novel. In short, each of these texts
has a foot in one or more conventional genres, but none is identical to an-
other or to the conventional representatives of the genres on which they
draw; ultimately each is best regarded as sui generis.There is no one genre—
call it romance, novel, or what you will—that can explain them all.

Yet however varied these texts are, they do have one thing in common:
regardless of the language or the genre in which each author happens to be
writing, they all employ fictions about the past in order to make a particu-
lar didactic point. The point being made is not always the same, for Jewish
identity in the late Hellenistic period was far from monolithic. There were
Jews who spoke Greek and Jews who spoke Aramaic, Jews living in Pales-
tine and Jews living in the Diaspora, those who lived under or looked to Has-
monean rule and those who thrived under foreign rule, those who sought
a niche in the wider Hellenistic world and those who looked to the coming
of God’s Kingdom to sweep that world away and replace it with a better one.
Thus it should not surprise us that these so-called Jewish romances reflect
a variety of ideas about Jewish identity in the Hellenistic era. What is most
interesting is that they all employ self-conscious historical fictions to make
their point: the technique was infinitely adaptable.

These fictions encompass almost every imaginable contradiction to be
found amid the diversity of Hellenistic Jewish communities. Not to grossly
oversimplify the complex messages communicated by these diverse fictions,
we have texts which sought to promote cooperation between Greeks and
Jews in the Diaspora (e.g., 3 Maccabees, the Letter of Aristeas, Greek Es-
ther); texts which sought in some part to create a cooperative model for the
Jews of Hasmonean Palestine (2 Maccabees); texts whose only interest seems
to have been in protecting the Jewish community against harmful outside
influences, whether in Palestine (Judith) or in the Diaspora (Tobit); texts
contrasting the cooperative mode of existence possible in the past with the
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inevitable coming of God’s Kingdom to sweep away the hopelessly corrupt
reality of the present (Daniel ). It is worth noting that there is no simplis-
tic division in these texts between those written in Palestine and those writ-
ten in the Diaspora, those written in Hebrew or Aramaic and those written
in Greek, or those written to incite separatism or revolution and those writ-
ten with an eye to harmonious coexistence. Rather, we find a multiplicity
of different communities, each of which sought to articulate its own unique
model of identity in a rapidly changing world where languages, nations, po-
litical views and ethical systems jostled side by side, competed, coalesced,
influenced each other, and emerged transformed. Every story was an op-
portunity for the author and his audience to imagine the community anew.

Part 2 will examine 3 Maccabees in detail, demonstrating how the ap-
proach I have suggested can be employed in an in-depth historical and lit-
erary analysis to illuminate a particular Jewish fiction about the past. I will
begin, in this introduction, with a brief survey of 3 Maccabees, highlight-
ing some problems that its paradoxical nature has caused for modern read-
ers, particularly historians, who have been sadly puzzled whether to take
the text as covert history or purest fiction. After stating the general prob-
lems that the text presents, I will study in depth several issues relevant to
solving them and finish with a close reading of the use and misuse of his-
torical material in the construction of a didactic fiction.

I will first look briefly at a scholarly debate of long standing, the reso-
lution of which is critical to a proper understanding of 3 Maccabees’ social
context: When was the work actually composed? I will argue that there is
no basis for a date in the Roman period. Rather, the text belongs, like 2 Mac-
cabees, the Letter of Aristeas, and Esther (texts that it much resembles), to
the late Hellenistic period and should be understood in that social context.
Second, I will examine thematic similarities between 3 Maccabees and other
texts such as the Letter of Aristeas. In so doing, I will show that 3 Mac-
cabees is not, as has often been argued, fundamentally a confrontational
text, emphasizing the inevitability of conflict between Greeks and Jews, but
on the contrary, it seeks, very much like the Letter of Aristeas, to construct
a model of cooperation between Jews and Greeks—albeit in a world rather
less perfect than that of the Letter of Aristeas. Third, I will examine the
question of the authorship and audience of the text; this, too, bears closely
on the issue of the author’s purpose, and thus the particular model of Jew-
ish identity that the author seeks to promote. Finally, having thoroughly
explored the social, historical, and literary context within which the text
was composed, I will turn to the most pressing problem, the author’s ap-
parently bizarre use of historical material. I will demonstrate in detail for
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3 Maccabees what I have argued in outline for the texts in Part 1: that the
misuse of historical material is not careless or random, nor is it intended
to deceive; rather, it has been deliberately shaped to meet the author’s ide-
ological purpose.

Before analyzing the text in depth, let us briefly consider its apparently
paradoxical nature. For this is what my study ultimately seeks most to
explain.

In the year 217 b.c.e., as every student of Hellenistic history knows, the
armies of Ptolemy IV Philopator, king of Egypt, and of Antiochus III the
Great, king of Syria, met near the town of Raphia, in southern Palestine. At
the battle of Raphia, Philopator secured a decisive victory over Antiochus,
and after a short tour of the surrounding countryside, he returned to Egypt
in triumph. Thus ended the fourth in a long series of wars between the
Ptolemies and the Seleucids over the disputed territory of Coele Syria: Pales-
tine remained, for the moment, securely under Egyptian control.

For most historians, Raphia is best remembered as the battle in which,
according to Polybius (5.107), native Egyptians were first recruited in large
numbers to fight alongside Greco-Macedonian soldiers and foreign merce-
naries in the Ptolemaic army. If we are to believe Polybius, it was as a re-
sult of this battle that the natives began to acquire ideas above their station,
thus spelling the beginning of the end for the Ptolemaic dynasty. However,
it is not the purpose of this study to ponder whether a dynasty that was to
last another two centuries was already moribund in the year 217 b.c.e. For
an anonymous Jewish author, writing over a century after the battle, the
implications of the battle of Raphia for Egyptian history were of no con-
cern. The significance of the battle of Raphia, for the author of 3 Maccabees,
was that it set the stage for a series of dramatic events seldom included in
the history books.

Third Maccabees begins with a detailed account of the battle of Raphia,
which harmonizes in its main outlines with that given by Polybius (5.58–72,
79–86). Philopator learns of the capture of certain fortified towns in Pales-
tine (Seleucia and Ptolemais: Polyb. 5.58–62), immediately musters an army,
and sets out to confront Antiochus III at Raphia (3 Macc. 1.1; cf. Polyb.
5.79–80). On the eve of battle a treacherous courtier, Theodotus, attempts
to assassinate Philopator, but the plot is foiled by a quick-thinking, loyal
apostate Jewish courtier, Dositheus (3 Macc. 1.2–3, cf. Polyb. 5.81). During
the battle that follows, Antiochus’s forces are initially successful, until
Philopator’s sister (and future wife) Arsinoe makes an emotional appeal to
the soldiers and the tide of battle turns in Philopator’s favor (3 Macc. 1.4–5,
cf. Polyb. 5.83–85). This detailed and largely accurate historical narrative
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establishes the chronological time frame of the story, but in other respects
it seems strangely irrelevant to the narrative.

After the battle, according to the author of 3 Maccabees, Philopator cele-
brated his victory by touring the surrounding cities and offering sacrifice in
their temples, a fact also reported by Polybius (5.86). What Polybius does
not tell us, however, is that on this tour Philopator came to the city of
Jerusalem. Here the loyal Jews welcomed him with rejoicing (3 Macc. 1.8–9).
Upon visiting the Temple, the king was so struck with awe and admiration
that nothing would satisfy him but that he should be allowed to enter the
Holy of Holies (1.9–10). The Jews attempted to explain to him that this was
forbidden by Jewish law. They wept and pleaded, but, as all the historical
sources tell us,1 Philopator was headstrong and tyrannical, and he forced his
way into the Temple (1.11–21).The hotheaded young men of Jerusalem called
upon the people to take up arms (1.23), but the high priest insisted upon calm
and offered up a lengthy prayer to God (2.1–20). His faith was rewarded: as
Philopator entered the Temple, he was struck down senseless (2.21–22). Un-
like the Seleucid minister Heliodorus, who had a remarkably similar expe-
rience in 2 Maccabees (2 Macc. 3.27), Philopator did not awake humble and
repentant, but withdrew to Egypt vowing vengeance (3 Macc. 2.24).

Back in Alexandria, Philopator lapsed into his accustomed life of idleness
and debauchery (3 Macc. 2.25–26). Again, the historical sources confirm this,
in some lurid detail.2 He did not forget his anger against the Jews, however,
and at the instigation of his wicked companions he was soon persuaded to
launch a persecution against the innocent Jews of Alexandria. The persecu-
tion was at first covert: the Jews were to be registered by name, reduced in
status to the level of the native Egyptians, and branded with the mark of
Dionysus. Only those who opted to enroll in the Mysteries of Dionysus,
thus repudiating their faith, would be spared this humiliation and accorded
special favor (2.27–30).The vast majority of the Jews refused to violate their
faith, and those few who did become apostates were shunned (2.31–33). At
this, Philopator became enraged and issued a formal decree condemning all
the Jews of Egypt to imprisonment and death (3.1). Like all good Hellenis-
tic historians, the author includes a copy of the decree as evidence (3.12–29).
The decree is highly authentic in tone, perfectly preserving the distinctive
style of the Ptolemaic chancery, although, to be sure, the style that it pre-
serves belongs to the author’s own time, not Philopator’s.
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1. See below, Chap. 5, for a detailed discussion of the historical evidence for
Philopator’s character and reign.

2. See below, Chap. 5, esp. nn. 50–60.



There follows a series of pitiable scenes, as all the Jews of Egypt are gath-
ered together in the great hippodrome at Alexandria to await their miser-
able end (3 Macc. 4.1–10). The Greek neighbors and friends of the Jews are
indignant and sympathetic, but they can do nothing to help (3.8–10). Al-
though the Jews are now slated for death, for some reason the king’s scribes
continue to register their names (4.14). The Jews are so numerous that the
registration continues for forty days, until the king’s scribes report that the
kingdom has entirely exhausted its supply of papyrus and ink (4.20;
strangely, this innumerable horde nevertheless still fits into one admittedly
large hippodrome). The king gives orders for the Jews to be executed pub-
licly in the hippodrome in a particularly horrible manner: they are to be
trampled under the feet of five hundred drunken elephants (5.2).Three times
their executioner prepares to carry out the king’s orders.Three times the Jews
pray for deliverance, and three times they are miraculously spared.The first
time the king oversleeps (5.12). The second time he is overwhelmed with
divine forgetfulness and furiously berates the executioner for abusing his
loyal subjects (5.27–32). The third time, when the crowds are assembled in
the hippodrome, the Jews are offering up their last prayers, and the intox-
icated elephants are being driven through the gate, two angels appear (6.18).
The elephants turn upon their masters and trample them (6.20). The Jews
are spared. Philopator undergoes a complete change of heart and celebrates
the deliverance of the Jews with a great feast (6.30). He not only forgives
the Jews but becomes a model of justice and benevolence ever thereafter.
He issues a second decree—again cited verbatim by the author (7.1–9)—
restoring the Jews to favor, praising their loyalty and the greatness of their
God.The Jews request Philopator’s permission to punish the apostates, which
he grants (7.10–12). The apostates are slaughtered by the hundreds, and the
Jews return in triumph to their homes (7.15–22). Everyone is happy—except,
of course, the apostates and the enemies of the Jews.

Not surprisingly, none of this is to be found in the usual textbook ac-
counts of Philopator’s reign. Few historians have been willing to accept this
edifying and highly entertaining tale as a straightforward historical account.
The story is, in fact, more or less a fiction from beginning to end.3 Beyond
this point of general agreement, however, there has been little consensus
on how to read 3 Maccabees and other Jewish texts that combine history
and fiction in surprising and puzzling ways. Did the author of 3 Maccabees
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3. There is, to be sure, still considerable controversy over whether the story, al-
though itself largely fictional, reflects some particular historical event or situation.
See below, Chaps. 4 and 5, for further discussion of this problem.



intend that his work should be read as sober history? If so, why does his
work abound in anachronisms, fantastic exaggerations, and historical im-
possibilities? Did he intend that it should be read purely as an entertaining
fiction? Why, then, take care to forge royal decrees and provide a detailed
and circumstantial historical background for this improbable fantasy? What
was the author’s purpose in writing, and for what sort of audience was the
work intended? And why, finally, does the author of 3 Maccabees confound
history and fiction in such a paradoxical manner? These are the questions
that Part 2 will answer.

128 / Third Maccabees: A Case Study



4 Date, Literary Context,
Authorship, and Audience

The curious historical distortions that abound in Jewish fictions are in no
way random but are deliberately employed for rhetorical purposes. In 3 Mac-
cabees we will explore in depth the setting, author, audience, and intent of
the text before turning to examine how the author has manipulated history
to support his purpose.Third Maccabees has often been misunderstood. Be-
cause it recounts a persecution (albeit one miraculously averted at the last
moment), it has been seen primarily as a confrontational text rejecting as-
similation and interaction with gentiles. I believe, on the contrary, that the
author aims to define to what extent cooperation and friendly association
between Jews and outsiders are permissible and desirable.To understand the
purpose of this text, however, we must first decide when and in what cir-
cumstances it was written.

date of composition

Like most pseudepigrapha, 3 Maccabees is anonymous, and as usual in
anonymous works, the text offers us no direct evidence of its date, prove-
nance, historical context, or purpose. Let us begin our inquiry with the date
of composition.1

The principal subject of 3 Maccabees is a persecution of the Jews of
Alexandria that allegedly took place under Ptolemy IV Philopator (r. 221–
204 b.c.e.) not long after the battle of Raphia in 217 b.c.e. It has long been
recognized, however, that the text as it stands cannot possibly have been
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1. Provenance, historical context, and purpose will be discussed below under
Authorship and Audience, pp. 169–81.



composed before the end of the second century b.c.e., nearly a century af-
ter the events it purports to describe.2 The terminus post quem is fixed by
a clear allusion in 3 Maccabees 6.6 to the Greek translation of Daniel to-
gether with the additions now considered apocryphal, specifically to the prose
narrative bridge between the Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three
Young Men.3

Third Maccabees 6.6, which is part of the prayer of the aged Eleazar, reads:
“You, Lord, saved those three companions in Babylonia, who gave their lives
voluntarily to the fire rather than serve empty idols; sprinkling the fiery fur-
nace with dew [drosivsa" kavminon], you saved them without a hair on their
heads being harmed, and you sent the fire upon all their enemies.”4 Shadrach,
Meshach, and Abednego, the companions of Daniel, were cast into the fiery
furnace by Nebuchadnezzar when they refused to bow down to a golden idol,
but they were miraculously preserved by an angel of God, whereupon Neb-
uchadnezzar repented and issued a decree honoring and protecting the God
of the three young men.This familiar tale is found in Daniel 3, but the specific
reference is to verses 26–27 [49–50]:5 “And an angel of the Lord came down
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2. The last scholar to suggest in print that 3 Maccabees was indeed composed in
the reign of Philopator was one Petrus Allix, a theologian and writer of polemical
treatises who died in 1717. Grimm (1857: 220), who cites Petrus, remarks dryly that
this interpretation “geschieht schon durch ihre blosse Erwähnung zu viel Ehre.” This
is of course separate from the question of when (if ever) the persecution recorded
in the text occurred, whether under Philopator or at some later time; we will return
to this question below, particularly in Chap. 5.

3. Grimm 1857: 220.There are three additions to the Book of Daniel which were
included in the Septuagint translation of Daniel but omitted from the Jewish canon,
and thus declared apocryphal by the Protestants in the sixteenth century. We are
here concerned with the first of these additions, which consists of sixty-eight verses
appearing in the Septuagint text between vv. 23 and 24 of chapter 3 of the canoni-
cal Book of Daniel. These sixty-eight verses are known collectively today as The
Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Young Men, and may be found in the
standard collections of Apocrypha under that name. Cf. Moore 1977: 5. The Prayer
of Azariah and the Song of the Three Young Men actually consists of at least two
separate texts connected by a prose narrative bridge. The account of how the prayer,
the prose narrative, and the song came to be combined is exceedingly messy. Suffice
it to say that one may be confident that this addition came to occupy its present po-
sition between vv. 23 and 24 of chapter 3 of the canonical Daniel before the Book of
Daniel was translated into Greek by the author of the Septuagint text, and it is with
the Septuagint text that we have here to deal (Moore 1977: 39–53, 63–65; see fur-
ther below).

4. 3 Macc. 6.6: su; tou;" kata; th;n Babulwnivan trei'" eJtaivrou" puri; th;n yuch;n auj-
qairevtw" dedwkovta" eij" to; mh; latreu'sai toi'" kenoi'" diavpuron drosivsa" kavminon ejr-
ruvsw mevcri trico;" ajphmavntou" flovga pa'sin ejpipevmyaˇ toi'" uJpenantivoi".

5. The Prayer of Azariah (etc.) will be cited henceforth as vv. 1–68 [24–90], where
the numbers outside brackets refer to the numbering of the Prayer of Azariah as 



into the furnace and joined Azariah and his companions, and he drove the
flame of the fire out of the furnace, and he made the heart of the furnace like
a wind of dew [pneu'ma drovsou] whistling through.”6 The verbal parallel and
the unusual image make it highly probable that 3 Maccabees 6.6 is directly
referring to the Greek translation of Daniel, which dates to approximately
100 b.c.e.7 In addition, formulas in the spurious royal letters of 3 Maccabees
have also been dated to roughly the same period. (See below.)

It is, then, universally agreed that 3 Maccabees cannot have been com-
posed before the end of the second century b.c.e.8 At the other extreme, it
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found in the standard collections of Apocrypha and the numbers inside brackets re-
fer to the numbering of the Septuagint text of Daniel.Thus v. 27 [50] refers to Prayer
of Azariah 27 in the RSV, which is equivalent to Daniel 3.50 in the Septuagint text.
As a general rule, when citing the Greek text of Daniel, I follow the Theodotionic
version (q'), which early supplanted the original Septuagint version (o'). However,
since I am here dealing with a question of ancient citation, I quote from o', which
was the version used by the translator of 1 Maccabees (Ziegler 1954: 22). The cru-
cial words referred to below (pneu'ma drovsou) are found in both o' and q'.

6. Prayer 26–27 [49–50]:a[ggelo" de; kurivou sugkatevbh a{ma toi'" peri; to;n Azariv-
an eij" th;n kavminon kai; ejxetivnaxe th;n flovga tou' puro;" ejk th'" kamivnou kai; ejpoivhse
to; mevson th'" kamivnou wJsei; pneu'ma drovsou diasurivzon.

7. For the date of the Greek translation of Daniel together with its additions, see
Moore 1977: 29, 33. The verbal echo (drosivsa", echoing pneu'ma drovsou) makes it
virtually certain that the author of 3 Maccabees is alluding to the Greek version of
Daniel. Schürer (1986: 539) remarks that the Greek additions to Daniel “may have
circulated separately earlier.” More accurately, Semitic versions of both the Prayer
of Azariah and the Song of the Three Young Men appear to have circulated inde-
pendently before they were added to the Semitic text of Daniel, after the Book of
Daniel was written ca. 167–163 b.c.e. but before Daniel was translated into Greek
ca. 100 b.c.e. (Moore 1977: 28–29). There is no reason to suppose that the author
of 3 Maccabees was familiar either with the independently circulating Semitic ad-
ditions or with the Semitic Book of Daniel before it was translated into Greek at
Alexandria. Thus, the date of the Septuagint translation of Daniel stands as the ter-
minus post quem for the date of composition of 3 Maccabees. The date 100 b.c.e. is
an approximation, not a strict cutoff; it denotes a time period around the end of the
second century b.c.e. The claim of Modrzejewski (1995: 141) that the text is to be
dated “at the end of the Ptolemaic epoch, or the beginning of the Roman domina-
tion,” based on the Greek version of Daniel (“dating from the first century bce”),
is a little misleading if he intends to suggest that Daniel forces us to place the ter-
minus post quem no earlier than the end of the first century. I argue below for a date
early in the window opened by Daniel, probably in the decades immediately before
or after 100 b.c.e. but certainly not post-Ptolemaic.

8. E.g. Grimm 1857: 220; Emmet 1913: 158; Bickermann 1928: 798; Hadas 1953:
18–19; Anderson 1985: 512; Schürer 1986: 539; Delcor 1989: 495–96; Barclay 1996:
448; Modrzejewski 1995: 142. Other scholars cite a similar terminus post quem on
the basis of similarities with 2 Maccabees and the Letter of Aristeas, or on the ba-
sis of papyrological evidence; see below.



is likewise universally agreed that 3 Maccabees cannot be later than the de-
struction of the Temple at Jerusalem in 70 c.e., since the author’s descrip-
tion leaves no doubt that he views the Temple as still standing.9 Within that
modest range of some two centuries, however, there simmers a heated, seem-
ingly endless debate over the exact dating, and hence the exact circumstances,
of the composition of 3 Maccabees. The majority of scholars are inclined to
place the composition of 3 Maccabees in the later Ptolemaic period, in the
first half of the first century b.c.e., but a significant and vocal minority would
insist upon a Roman date, which would imply a very different social and
political context for the work.10

Are there indications in 3 Maccabees to compel a date in the Roman
period?11 In that text, the persecution of the Jews of Alexandria shortly fol-
lows an attempted attack upon the Temple at Jerusalem. Alert readers are
of course at once reminded of a similar combination of events in the reign
of Gaius Caligula.12 According to the accounts of Josephus and Philo, the
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9. So Emmet 1913: 156;Weiser 1961: 397; Anderson 1985: 510–11; Schürer 1986:
539; Williams 1995: 24; Modrzejewski 1995: 141.

10. Arguing for a Ptolemaic date are Emmet 1913: 155; Motzo 1924: 274; J. Co-
hen 1941: 23–25; Bickermann 1928: 798; Moreau 1941: 111; Anderson 1985: 512;
Delcor 1989: 495; Williams 1995: 24. The Roman camp is divided into two equally
strong factions. A date in the reign of Caligula, an early favorite that has recently
been championed anew, was argued by Ewald 1852: 4.535–38; Grimm 1857: 215–19,
221; Grätz 1888: 3.613; Willrich 1904: 256; and most recently by Collins 2000: 125.
Another school, most strongly represented by Hadas (1953: 17–21) and Tcherikover
(1961: 12–18), argues that 3 Maccabees must be dated around the time of the first
census under Augustus in 24 b.c.e., on the basis of the word laografiva, on which
see below; Barclay (1996: 448) is inclined to share this view (Collins [2000: 124–25]
also accepts 24 b.c.e. as a terminus post quem). Two relatively recent and important
works, Nickelsburg 1981 (171–72) and Schürer 1986 (540), seem curiously inclined
to waver between the first and third schools, showing that the minority view may
be down but is certainly not out.

11. I pass over the argument that the image of the Jews threatened with death
in the hippodrome must refer to the historical events following the death of Herod
in 4 b.c.e. (Jos. AJ 17.6.5, BJ 1.33.6) or to the affair of the standards under Pontius
Pilate in 26 c.e. (Jos. AJ 18.3.1, BJ 2.9.3; Ewald 1852: 4.535–38; Grimm 1857: 221).
Not only is the resemblance too general on which to hang a certain indication of
date, but these incidents may well have been themselves legendary. Indeed, if 3 Mac-
cabees is to be dated to the late Hellenistic period, Josephus’s account (or his sources)
may have been influenced by 3 Maccabees rather than vice versa.

12. This was the earliest interpretation of the text, proposed by Ewald (1852:
4.535–38) and embraced by a series of scholars in the late nineteenth and early twen-
tieth centuries, including Grimm 1857: 215–19, 221; Grätz 1888: 3.613; and Will-
rich 1904: 256. The theory was generally discarded after Emmet (1913: 158) pointed
out its essential flaws, but Collins (2000: 125–30) has championed the idea anew, al-
beit unconvincingly. For recent discussions rejecting the Caligula hypothesis, see Bar-
clay 1996: 203; Gruen 1998: 225.



famous persecution of the Jews of Alexandria was loosely linked with
Caligula’s attempt to introduce his image into the Temple at Jerusalem.13

Was this the combination of circumstances that inspired the composition of
3 Maccabees?

A closer look, however, shows that the resemblance of the events nar-
rated in 3 Maccabees to the sufferings of the Jews under Caligula is largely
superficial.14 Both Josephus and Philo place the attempt of Gaius to profane
the Temple after the riots at Alexandria, not before; this reverses the order
of events found in 3 Maccabees, trouble in Jerusalem followed by trouble
in Alexandria.15 To the extent that these two events are logically connected
at all, it is by the common thread of Gaius’s campaign to deify himself and
to enforce his worship upon all Roman subjects. The troubles at Alexandria
and at Jerusalem arose independently, according to Josephus, from Jewish
resistance to an empirewide policy.16 Third Maccabees has Philopator return
from his rebuff at Jerusalem to visit an irrational vengeance upon the hap-
less Jews of Alexandria, a logical connection of quite a different kind.17 The
theme of self-deification, so central to Josephus’s and Philo’s account of
events at Jerusalem under Caligula, is wholly missing from 3 Maccabees.18

According to Josephus and Philo, the persecutions at Alexandria were
launched on the initiative of the Alexandrian populace; in 3 Maccabees, the
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13. Jos. AJ 18.257–60 (Alexandria), 18.261–88 (Jerusalem); Philo, Leg. 120–83
(Alexandria), 184–333 (Jerusalem).

14. The case is cogently argued by Emmet 1913: 158–59. See also Anderson 1985:
511; Williams 1995: 20; Barclay 1996: 203.

15. Collins (2000: 125) argues that the “dramatic conception” of 3 Maccabees
necessitated this change. This does not, however, explain why the logical connection
between events is so drastically different in the two accounts; see below.

16. Indeed, even this tenuous connection exists only in Josephus; according to
Philo, the earlier source, the riots at Alexandria had nothing to do with any cam-
paign of Gaius to have himself deified. Rather, the troubles at Alexandria and the
later troubles at Jerusalem were completely unconnected.

17. If any historical precedent for this is to be sought at all (which is doubtful ),
the appropriate reference is Hellenistic, not Roman. According to Daniel 11.30, An-
tiochus IV did in fact profane the Temple at Jerusalem as an act of vengeance after
he was humiliated by the Romans at Alexandria in 168 b.c.e.: “For ships of Kittim
shall come against him, and he shall be afraid and withdraw, and shall turn back and
be enraged and take action against the holy covenant” (RSV).

18. So, rightly, Barclay 1996: 203. The argument of Collins (2000: 128), that the
absence of the theme of self-deification can be explained by the fact that the author
of 3 Maccabees simply adopted the focus of religious conflict (the cult of Dionysus)
from his “traditional source,” is weak. On the contrary, there is every indication that
the author of 3 Maccabees may have been the first to draw a connection between
the elephant persecution and the Dionysus cult; the cult of Dionysus is not involved
in Josephus’s two versions of the legend.



initiative comes from corrupt courtiers who play upon the king’s injured
feelings. All in all, the differences are more striking than the similarities.
Nothing in the narrative of 3 Maccabees compels us to date its composition
after the reign of Caligula.

Another indication of a Roman date has been seen in the word laografiva
at 3 Maccabees 2.28. At one time, it was thought that this word occurred
only in the Roman period, when it was used as a technical term to refer to
the poll tax introduced by Augustus in 24 b.c.e.19 We now know that the
word appears at least three times in the Ptolemaic papyri, where it refers
more generally to a population census for taxation purposes. Some schol-
ars, however, continue to insist that laografiva in 3 Maccabees can refer only
to the Roman poll tax.The Ptolemaic laografiva (so the argument goes) was
an ordinary census implying no degradation of status. The Roman poll tax,
by contrast, was imposed on all alike, save those who were privileged to pos-
sess Greek citizenship, and it reduced all who were not Greek citizens to sec-
ond-class status. According to 3 Maccabees 2.28, Philopator condemned the
Jews eij" laografivan kai; oijketikh;n diavqesin (“to the laographia and to servile
status”). This link between the laografiva and a reduction in status, they
argue, makes sense only in a Roman context, specifically in the context of
Augustus’s imposition of the poll tax, and the composition of 3 Maccabees
should be dated to that period.20

This view is oversimplified and misleading.21 In fact, there are several
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19. For the use of the word laografiva to refer to the census under Augustus,
see J. Cohen 1941: 13–14, citing Wilcken, Ostr. 1 p. 245, P.Oxy. 2 pp. 210–11; Will-
rich 1904: 244. The word laografiva is the linchpin of the argument advanced by
Hadas (1953: 17–21) and Tcherikover (1961: 12–18).

20. Hadas 1953: 19–21; Tcherikover 1961: 12–18.
21. In particular, the way in which Hadas and Tcherikover link the phrase eij"

laografivan kai; oijketikh;n diavqesin with the controversial issue of Alexandrian citi-
zenship and the Jews is seriously misleading. By reading laografiva as “poll tax,”
Hadas and Tcherikover import the assumption (correct for the Roman period, but
not necessarily for 3 Maccabees) that the laografiva was imposed on the Jews be-
cause they were not Alexandrian citizens and that oijketikh;n diavqesin therefore refers
to their noncitizen status. They thus read into the text a strong contrast between a
desirable, privileged state (exemption from the laografiva: i.e., Alexandrian citizen-
ship) and a despised, servile state (i.e., the lack of citizenship). Cf. Hadas 1953: 511;
Tcherikover 1961: 15. It is by no means so clear from the text that citizenship was an
issue for the Jews of 3 Maccabees. (Indeed, it is not even clear that citizenship, as op-
posed to the retention of a privileged noncitizen status, was a serious issue for the
Jews in the time of Caligula; but that is another matter, and not relevant to our dis-
cussion here.) The Jews of 3 Maccabees are clearly anxious not to be reduced to the
despised status of the native Egyptian population (see below on 3 Macc. 4.14), but
that need not imply that they coveted Alexandrian citizenship. Significantly, what 



reasons why liability to a census might have been considered degrading in
the Ptolemaic period. In the first place, it is entirely possible that Augustus
was not the first to impose a poll tax that excepted certain privileged classes.
The first incontrovertible evidence for a poll tax comes from a document of
22 b.c.e.,22 but there is indirect evidence that Philopator himself may have
introduced some kind of poll tax that fell unequally upon the population.23

Even if there was no Roman-style poll tax in the Hellenistic period, how-
ever, that does not rule out the possibility that the Hellenistic census itself
was considered degrading. The precise meaning of laografiva in the Ptole-
maic period was “a taxing-list of persons, most if not all of whom were na-
tive Egyptians.”24 It appears that the laografiva in the late Ptolemaic period
was a census conducted for the purpose of collecting suvntaxi", an occasional
tax imposed only upon the rural population of Egypt.25 The extension of
such a census to include the Jews of Alexandria would certainly have been
viewed as degrading, and there is some evidence that this is exactly what
the author of 3 Maccabees had in mind.26 Finally, there is no need to seek
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Philopator offered to those Jews who were willing to be initiated into the rites of
Dionysus was not citizenship per se but ijsopoliteiva, an equality (not identity) of sta-
tus with the citizens of Alexandria (3 Macc. 2.30).

22. Hadas 1953: 20.
23. Wallace 1938: 418–42; Hadas 1953: 17–18; Anderson 1985: 511; Modrze-

jewski 1995: 150–51. He was certainly the first to conduct a nationwide census at
regular fourteen-year intervals (Wallace 1938: 442; Hadas 1953: 17), which can have
had little purpose except as an aid to tax reform. Against this possibility, one must
admit the absence of any documentary record of such a poll tax (Hadas 1953: 20;
Anderson 1985: 511). Modrzejewski (1995: 150) links the increased focus on tax col-
lection under Philopator with the Fourth Syrian War, the levying of Egyptian troops
before Raphia, and the outbreak of native resistance some ten years later, all of which
might have provided a context for widening the laografiva. In addition to the dis-
taste for being classed with the laov" that is so evident in 3 Maccabees, Modrzejew-
ski (loc. cit.) notes that census taking had traditionally been associated with disas-
ter in biblical tradition, so the Jews of Egypt may have had more than one reason to
object to the idea of being counted and registered.

24. Grenfell and Hunt 1902: 447.Laov" is the technical term for Egyptians as con-
trasted with Greeks (Grenfell and Hunt 1902: 552; Emmet 1913: 165).

25. Tcherikover 1950: 179–207.
26. At 3 Macc. 4.14, Philopator commands that all the Jews of Egypt be registered

“not for the service of hard labor, mentioned briefly above” (oujk eij" th;n e[mprosqen
bracei' prodedhlwmevnhn tw'n e[rgwn katavponon latreivan) but to be tortured and ex-
ecuted. Registration in the laografiva (2.29) is here equated with hard labor, which
was only imposed on the Egyptian peasantry (Tcherikover 1961:13).Third Maccabees
is, then, concerned with the extension of a census previously imposed only on the
rural population of Egypt, which accords well with what is known of the Hellenis-
tic laografiva.



an exact parallel with the situation in 3 Maccabees. In a world where the
privileged classes, most commonly the citizens of the Greek poleis, were
often excepted from the more burdensome taxes by royal decree, the bur-
den of any tax reform at any time was certain to fall disproportionately upon
the less privileged, among whom the Jews were eager not to be counted.27

The term laografiva simply cannot bear the burden that has been placed
upon it.28

In preference to any Roman date for the text, the evidence strongly fa-
vors one not much later than about 100 b.c.e. There are significant simi-
larities, both stylistic and thematic, between 3 Maccabees and two other texts
dated by majority opinion to around 100 b.c.e., 2 Maccabees and the Let-
ter of Aristeas.29 No one is likely ever to prove the absolute priority of any
one of these texts over the others;30 rather, it is best to assume that the au-
thors belonged to the same “literary school” or “school of thought.”31 One
assumes that authors of the same school, however defined, would most likely
be writing at the same time. However, those who argue for a later date have
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27. So, rightly, Anderson (1985: 511), who argues that there existed “a caste sys-
tem of taxation under which the Jews could have suffered at any time during the
Ptolemaic period.” Modrzejewski (1995: 81–83) suggests that Jews throughout the
Hellenistic period were anxious to be classed (socially at least) as Hellenes rather
than as Egyptians; Jews typically seem to have appeared in Greek rather than Egyp-
tian law courts, for example (Modrzejewski 1995: 107–12).

28. Williams (1995: 20) rightly remarks that the word laografiva is at the very
least “ambiguous” and therefore inconclusive.

29. The similarities are most exhaustively catalogued by Emmet 1913: 155–57.
For further discussion see Bickermann 1928: 798; Tracy 1928; J. Cohen 1941: 50;
Hadas 1953: 8–12; Tcherikover 1961: 6, 17; Nickelsburg 1981: 172; Anderson 1985:
511–12, 515–16; Delcor 1989: 495; Williams 1995: 20. See below, “Third Maccabees
in Its Literary Context,” pp. 141–69, for a more detailed discussion.

30. As for 2 Maccabees, most of those who have expressed a definite opinion on
the subject assume that the author of 3 Maccabees was using 2 Maccabees, usually
on the strength of the assumed priority of the Heliodorus episode (2 Macc. 3.22–31):
Bickermann 1928: 798;Tcherikover 1961: 6; Collins 2000: 123. In the case of the Let-
ter of Aristeas, those who have tried to establish relative priority have assumed a
sharp contrast of ideology between the two and have tried to show that one is a re-
ply to the other (Tracy [1928] that the Letter of Aristeas is a reply to 3 Maccabees;
Hadas [1953: 9–10] that 3 Maccabees is a reply to the Letter of Aristeas). The latter
debate is based on a dubious assumption (see below, “Third Maccabees in Its Literary
Context” and “Authorship and Audience”) and is highly circular; it seems unlikely
to bear fruit.

31. Emmet 1913: 156–57, “same school of thought”; Hadas 1953: 12, “same reser-
voir of ideas, incidents, and linguistic expression”; Tcherikover 1961: 17, “same lit-
erary school”; Anderson 1985: 516, “same milieu.” It may be noted that these schol-
ars, although seemingly in perfect harmony, disagree strongly on the implications
of this conclusion for the dating of 3 Maccabees.



insisted, with perfect justice, that authors who share the same “thought
world” need not necessarily have belonged to the same generation.32 The
evidence of a shared milieu is thus suggestive rather than conclusive.

Can a more decisive relationship be established between 3 Maccabees and
the Greek version of Esther? The similarities in this case are too strong to
be explained as the product of a similar “thought world”; there are verba-
tim parallels virtually guaranteeing that one of these two was directly us-
ing the other.33 If it could be definitively established that the Greek Esther
was using 3 Maccabees, we would have a strong indication that 3 Maccabees
was composed in the Ptolemaic period, because the colophon to the Greek
Esther states that this translation was brought to Egypt “in the fourth year
of Ptolemy and Cleopatra.”34 Unfortunately, although compelling argu-
ments have been advanced for the priority of 3 Maccabees,35 the point can-
not be regarded as proved. That the translator of the Greek Esther used 3
Maccabees is likely but not sufficiently certain to prove that 3 Maccabees
was composed in the Hellenistic period.36
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32. So Hadas 1953: 10; Tcherikover 1961: 17.
33. The parallels are most striking in the royal decrees cited by both authors and

in the prayers of Mordecai and Esther, which strongly resemble the prayers of Si-
mon and Eleazar.The most detailed analysis may be found in Motzo (1924: 274–82),
who argues that the translator of Esther held 3 Maccabees “before his eyes” as he
worked.

34. Esther, Addition F11: e[tou" tetavrtou basileuvonto" Ptolemaivou kai; Kleo-
pavtra". For the full Greek text of the colophon, see Hanhart’s Septuagint text of
Esther; for translation and commentary, see Moore 1977: 250–52. Exactly what is
meant by “the fourth year of Ptolemy and Cleopatra” is disputed; the most com-
monly accepted date is 77 b.c.e., but it could also refer to 114 b.c.e. or 48 b.c.e. In
any case, the reference is clearly Ptolemaic. See Bickermann 1944: 339–62; Collins
2000: 110–12.

35. One common argument is that had the author of 3 Maccabees been ac-
quainted with the story of Esther he would surely have included it in Eleazar’s cat-
alogue of miraculous deliverances (3 Macc. 6.2–15): e.g., J. Cohen 1941: 29; Hadas
1953: 8, who cites the argument in order to deny it. Another, stronger argument is
advanced by Motzo 1924: 272–90. His argument for the originality of 3 Maccabees
is based on the fact that the verbatim parallels are overwhelmingly concentrated in
the Greek additions to Esther, whereas the similarities between the main narratives
of 3 Maccabees and the Hebrew Esther are of a much more generic type and do lit-
tle to demonstrate influence in either direction. This is what we should expect if the
Greek translator of Esther used 3 Maccabees. Had the author of 3 Maccabees been
using the Greek Esther, we should expect the parallels to be more evenly distrib-
uted. The bald assertion of Collins (2000: 123 n. 57) that “it is significant that the
parallels are not confined to the Greek additions to Esther” is unsupported by evi-
dence and does not take account of the difference between verbatim parallels and
vague generic similarities.

36. Barclay 1996: 448.



It is, then, impossible to establish a Ptolemaic date for 3 Maccabees solely
by comparing it with other literary texts, although the literary evidence
points in that direction. But even if literary resemblances as such are not
decisive, in another sense, the common thought-world shared by 3 Mac-
cabees, 2 Maccabees, and the Letter of Aristeas militates strongly against a
Roman date for 3 Maccabees. All three texts share a common command of
Ptolemaic court procedure and the technical language of the Ptolemaic
chancery, suggesting that the author of 3 Maccabees, like the others, had di-
rect experience with a functioning Ptolemaic administration. Moreover, all
three share a worldview that is more Ptolemaic than Roman in its optimism.

The Roman conquest of 30 b.c.e. brought about significant changes for
the people of Alexandria, Jews and gentiles alike.The Ptolemaic court, which
had been deeply involved in local Alexandrian politics and in which many
upper-class Jews had held a high position, was replaced by the transient
and aloof representatives of a remote Roman emperor. For reasons that are
not entirely clear, relations alike between the Jews and the Roman gov-
ernment and the Jews and their fellow Alexandrians steadily worsened un-
til tensions exploded in the riots under Caligula. Those who view 3 Mac-
cabees as confrontational and antiassimilationist generally date the work
to the Roman period precisely because this context of tension and conflict
seems more suitable for an author whose attitude is uncompromising and
hostile to outsiders.37

Yet strangely, 3 Maccabees betrays no awareness of this changed world.
Its focus is entirely on the relationship of the Jews of Alexandria with the
Ptolemaic court.The text lingers lovingly over the ceremonial of the court,
its intrigues, the language of its letters and decrees. There is no trace of the
rituals of Roman imperial administration. The author anxiously reiterates
the loyalty of the Jews to their monarch. The Roman emperors and their
representatives were unlikely to have been touched by fervid assurances
of loyalty to the ancestors of Cleopatra VII. Third Maccabees stresses the
importance of God’s favor and protection to the well-being of the king and
his realm—a typically Hellenistic theme.38 The enemies of the Jews are a
minority, masterminded by evil courtiers; relations between the Jews and
the majority of their Alexandrian neighbors are by contrast cordial, as the
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37. A serious misapprehension; see below, “Third Maccabees in Its Literary Con-
text” and “Authorship and Audience.”

38. Cf. the Letter of Aristeas, which is indeed so preoccupied with these themes
that it has been analyzed, rightly or wrongly, as a treatise on Hellenistic kingship.
Cf. Murray 1967: 337–71.



author of 3 Maccabees is at pains to emphasize (e.g., 3 Macc. 3.8).39 The
thought-world of 3 Maccabees, like that of 2 Maccabees, the Letter of Aris-
teas, and the Greek Esther, is so thoroughly Ptolemaic that no trace of Ro-
man influence can be seen.40

This argument is strongly buttressed by the evidence of the papyri.Third
Maccabees, like 2 Maccabees, the Letter of Aristeas, and the Greek Esther,
seeks to enhance its air of authenticity by including a number of putatively
genuine documents, as was the custom in Hellenistic historiography. In par-
ticular, the author includes two royal letters, at 3.12–29 and 7.1–9, both with
the same formula of greeting: “King Ptolemy Philopator [to his subjects] . . .
greetings and good health” (basileu;" Ptolemai'o" Filopavtwr . . . caivrein
kai; ejrrw'sqai). Because greeting formulas in official correspondence were
highly regular and stylized, changes in them over time can be used in dat-
ing particular documents.

Two indications in 3 Maccabees’ greeting formula point to a date between
160 and 30 b.c.e. One indication of late Ptolemaic date lies in the epithet
Philopator. Such divine epithets were never used in greeting formulas un-
til sometime in the first century b.c.e.41 Furthermore, the formula “greet-
ings and good health” did not come into use until the end of the second cen-
tury b.c.e., and it was displaced a century later. Letters of an earlier period
normally open with the simple formula caivrein, never with the double infini-
tive found in 3 Maccabees; letters of a later period use the formula “many
greetings” (plei'sta caivrein).42 This point is worth stressing, for those who
favor a Roman date acknowledge freely that the appearance of the formula
“greetings and good health” provides us with a terminus post quem of about
100 b.c.e. but are inclined to ignore the corollary: that the disappearance of
the same formula toward the end of the first century b.c.e. gives us a ter-
minus ante quem as well.43
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39. There are, to be sure, some among the Alexandrians who bear ill will toward
the Jews (3 Macc. 4.1), but the author is at pains to suggest that they were in the
minority and that the Greeks of Alexandria at least were universally sympathetic.
See below, “Third Maccabees in Its Literary Context,” for further discussion.

40. This point was well made by Motzo (1924: 274) and endorsed by Bickermann
(1928: 798, 799). Both argued, correctly, that the Roman conquest of 30 b.c.e. should
therefore be treated as a terminus ante quem for the composition of 3 Maccabees.
The point has, unfortunately, been too little stressed by later scholars.

41. Bickermann 1928: 798. The first instance comes from a decree in the reign
of Cleopatra VII in 41 b.c.e. (Lefebvre 1913: 103–13).

42. Emmet 1913: 157–58. This point is endorsed by Williams 1995: 20.
43. Tcherikover (1961: 11) acknowledges the force of the papyrological argu-

ments put forth by Emmet and Bickermann but asserts that they only fix the ter-
minus post quem. Collins (2000: 124) actually seems to imply that Bickermann’s 



It is highly unlikely that the author of 3 Maccabees would have used an
archaic greeting formula that was no longer in current use when the text was
written.The author’s aim in citing purportedly official documents was to lend
his work an air of historical verisimilitude, even if only for artistic effect and
the reader’s enjoyment.This he could have achieved either by imitating gen-
uine correspondence of Philopator’s own period (which he did not)44 or as
he in fact did,by imitating the correspondence of his own period,which would
have used the officialese most familiar to his audience.45 Indeed, by imitat-
ing the correspondence of his own day,he was likely to have achieved a greater
effect of verisimilitude than he would have with the unfamiliar style of a by-
gone era.46 It is important to realize that although opening formulas are most
easily dated within a narrow range, the letters and decrees in 3 Maccabees
are as a whole remarkably sophisticated and clever imitations of late Hel-
lenistic documents.Like the documents in 2 Maccabees, the Letter of Aristeas,
and the Greek Esther, those in 3 Maccabees display a fluent command both
of the technical vocabulary and of the contorted style of the late Ptolemaic
bureaucracy; were it not for some of the sentiments expressed in them, they
could easily be genuine products of the royal chancery.The author of 3 Mac-
cabees had nothing to gain by elaborately forging documents in a style nearly
a century old. The documentary style of 3 Maccabees, like its worldview, is
purely Ptolemaic and should be dated to that period.
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arguments support a Roman dating for the text (“Despite these positions [support-
ing a date of ca. 100 b.c.e.], the arguments of Bickermann and Tcherikover . . . seem
decisive”). In fact, both Bickermann (1928: 798) and Emmet (1913: 157) positively
rule out the possibility of any date in the Roman period.

44. Correspondence from the period of Philopator (and from the end of the third
century b.c.e. in general ) invariably opened with the simplest possible greeting for-
mula: A to B, caivrein. Cf., e.g., Welles 1934: 33 ( letter of Ptolemy IV or V to the
Magnesians).

45. For an example of this methodology in Hellenistic Jewish historiography, see
the fictitious correspondence between Solomon and the kings of Egypt and Tyre in-
cluded by Eupolemus in his account of the building of the Temple (F 2 Holladay).
The language of these letters is so typically Hellenistic as to be positively comical
in its effect. Incidentally, the use of epistolary formulas in these letters also hints at
a political point by casting Solomon as the dominant figure and the kings of Egypt
and Tyre as his subordinates. This is a nice example of the potential advantages of
the approach, favored by Hellenistic Jewish authors, of using contemporary touches
to add verisimilitude. Our culture tends rather to favor the use of archaizing details
to add authenticity to historical fictions. We are inclined to view anachronisms as
absurd and as spoiling the effectiveness of a work, but there is little evidence of this
prejudice in Hellenistic Jewish writings.

46. See, in more detail, below, Chap. 5.



The evidence, then, overwhelmingly points to a date of composition in
the later Ptolemaic period, probably not long after roughly 100 b.c.e. but
certainly before the Roman conquest in 30 b.c.e.

third maccabees in its literary context

Scholars have frequently recognized close links between 3 Maccabees and
certain other texts, notably the Letter of Aristeas, 2 Maccabees, Esther, and
(to a lesser extent) Daniel. Indeed, the similarities in language, style, im-
agery, and subject matter are sufficiently great to fill exhaustive and
painstakingly compiled catalogues in the secondary literature.47 Direct con-
tact between 3 Maccabees and these texts is certain. Unfortunately, there is
simply not enough evidence to demonstrate in which direction influence oc-
curred, save in the case of Daniel, to which 3 Maccabees explicitly alludes,
not only to the story but to the text of the Greek translation.48 Moreover,
although the quest to establish a clear chain of influence is tempting, it is
not merely doomed to failure; it is essentially fruitless, for the connections
among these texts are of a nature that transcends chronology. This section
will explore how important themes in 3 Maccabees are echoed in contem-
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47. 2 Macc.: Emmet 1913: 156–57; Hadas 1953: 11–12; Anderson 1985: 515–16;
Delcor 1989: 495. LtAris: Emmet 1913: 157; Hadas 1953: 9; Anderson 1985: 515–16;
Delcor 1989: 495. Esther: Motzo 1924 passim.

48. The case for seeing in 3 Maccabees a reaction to the Letter of Aristeas has
been argued at length (Hadas 1953: 9–10), as has the reverse (Tracy 1928). Neither
side has decisively proved its case. Indeed, I hope to show that any view that places
3 Maccabees and the Letter of Aristeas at opposite ends of the ideological spectrum
fundamentally misconstrues the text. We simply do not know, and cannot know,
which came first; both are too deeply imbued with the same dye. On the grounds
of general probability, one might argue that 3 Maccabees follows 2 Maccabees but
precedes Esther. The Heliodorus episode in 2 Maccabees, in which a minister of Se-
leucus IV is struck down for his presumption in attempting to enter the Temple,
forms a natural prelude to a narrative that deals with a series of assaults upon
Jerusalem, while the very similar episode in which Philopator is struck down upon
attempting to violate the sanctuary is in 3 Maccabees linked in a noticeably awk-
ward manner with a narrative dealing primarily with the Jews of Egypt. Conversely,
the closest similarities between Esther and 3 Maccabees are confined, as Motzo
(1924: 274–82) has demonstrated, to the additions that were integrated into the
now canonical text at the time at which it was translated into Greek. This is much
more likely to have occurred if the Greek translator of Esther was using 3 Mac-
cabees rather than the other way around. However, probability does not constitute
proof. In the discussion that follows, I will attempt to avoid any argument that rests
upon proving a direct linear connection running in any particular direction; that
way circularity lies.



porary literature in such a way as to create an ongoing dialogue rooted in
common ideological ground.

All these texts, save one, are preserved in the manuscripts of the Septu-
agint. The exception is of course the Letter of Aristeas, which is not part of
the Septuagint but purports to give an authoritative account of the trans-
lation of the Torah. It is thus intimately connected with the Greek Bible, al-
though it is preserved via a separate manuscript tradition. As we examine
3 Maccabees in its literary context, then, we may pause momentarily to con-
sider how these texts are related to the canon developing when they were
composed or translated into Greek (or both), in the century roughly between
150 and 50 b.c.e.49

During those years, and indeed at any time up to the establishment of a
canonical Hebrew text at some point after the destruction of the Temple in
70 c.e., the Jewish canon was far from fixed or universally agreed upon.50
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49. The case for a late Ptolemaic date for 3 Maccabees I have argued at length
above in “Date of Composition”; the other texts with which I am here dealing are
all generally agreed to fall roughly within the same window of time. The precise
date of the Letter of Aristeas is uncertain, but virtually all scholars place it in the
second century b.c.e., with the majority favoring a date between 150 and 100 b.c.e.
(Schürer 1986: 679–84 gives a useful survey of arguments to date, while cautiously
refraining from espousing any date more precise than “some time in the second cen-
tury”; see on the Letter of Aristeas in Chap. 1, pp. 11–13.) Second Maccabees, which
itself purports to be an epitome of an earlier work by Jason of Cyrene, must (it has
been argued) have been completed at some time after the Maccabean Revolt but be-
fore or in 124 b.c.e., when two letters, the first of which can be precisely dated to
124/3 b.c.e., were prefixed to the text (Schürer 1986: 532–34; for a more detailed dis-
cussion of the date of 2 Macc., see Chap.1,pp.13–16).Esther was translated into Greek
together with its additions sometime in the late Ptolemaic period, as the colophon
(Addition F11) attests: “the fourth year of Ptolemy and Cleopatra” probably refers
to 77 b.c.e., although it could also refer to 114 b.c.e. or 48 b.c.e. (See n. 34 above.)
Last but not least, Daniel was composed in its current form in Aramaic and Hebrew
during the reign of Antiochus IV (167–164 b.c.e.) but was translated into Greek to-
gether with its additions no later than 100 b.c.e., as is evidenced by the fact that the
Septuagint text of Daniel was used by the translator of 1 Maccabees (Moore 1977:
29, 33). In this section I consider only the Greek versions of Daniel and Esther.

50. The once widely accepted consensus that the Jewish canon was established
at Iamnia (Yavneh) ca. 90 c.e. is now widely doubted. Exactly when the Jewish canon
was formed has therefore been reopened for debate. For a recent discussion of the
evidence for the formation of the Jewish canon, see Beckwith 1990: 37–86. On the
one hand, Beckwith convincingly argues that not only were the main three divi-
sions (Torah, Prophets, and Writings) widely recognized by the second century b.c.e.
(though see further discussion on these three divisions below) but all the books to-
day regarded by Jews as canonical were variously and individually already viewed
as holy scriptures (in the sense that they were clearly sacred writings, set apart from
others) by that time. He is much less convincing, however, when he goes on to ar-
gue that the canon must therefore have been essentially closed as early as the time 



Contemporary allusions make it plain that at least three basic groups of sa-
cred texts were recognized,51 corresponding very roughly to the modern tri-
partite division of the Hebrew Bible into the Law (Torah), the Prophets
(Nevi’im), and the Writings (Ketuvim). Only the Torah (i.e., the Pentateuch)
was really fixed in the Hellenistic period. It appears from numerous sources
that the categories of the Prophets and the Writings were regarded as con-
siderably more fluid in the first centuries b.c.e. and c.e.52

Let us, then, proceed: first identifying key themes in 3 Maccabees that
are vital to our understanding of the nature and purpose of that text, and
thereafter determining to what extent these themes are also to be found in
the Letter of Aristeas, 2 Maccabees, Esther, and Daniel. This is not to imply
that every thematic detail in 3 Maccabees is echoed, parrotlike, identically
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of the Maccabean Revolt. The fact that writings later accepted as canonical were al-
ready regarded as sacred by this time period in no way rules out the possibility that
other writings, particularly some now included in the Christian Apocrypha or
Pseudepigrapha (or both), might still have been regarded as equally sacred by some
groups of Jews in certain places or at certain times. It also does not establish that all
Jews throughout Palestine and the Diaspora before 70 c.e. fully agreed on which
books were sacred and to what degree, although there must have been considerable
overlap even beyond the Torah. On the fluidity of the canon and the possibility for
diverse interpretations even of those texts early agreed to be scripture, see also Collins
2000: 19–20.

51. For instance, the author of the prologue to Sirach refers in the second cen-
tury b.c.e. to the Law, the Prophets, and “the rest” (ta; a[lla, ta; loipav: Sirach prol.
1–2, 8–10, 24–25).

52. The third category was in fact exceedingly ill defined. In addition to the vague
wording of Sirach (above, n. 51), one may consider the New Testament, which has
no single name for the Writings, alluding often to “the Law and the Prophets” but
collectively only once to the Law, the Prophets, and the Psalms; and the testimony
of Josephus (C.Ap. 1.8), who seems to restrict the third group to a total of four po-
etical books (Psalms, Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes?), counting the rest of the Writ-
ings among the Prophets. Philo (De Vita Contemplativa) knew of the Law, the
Prophets, and u{mnoi kai; ta; a[lla; it is not clear whether the latter should be counted
as one group or two (Swete 1900: 216–17). In short, it seems that Greek writings
prior to 70 c.e. recognized the Law, the Prophets, and “everything else,” and that
the criteria for inclusion in the third, catchall category (and to some extent even in
the category of Prophets) were highly variable. See now, however, Beckwith (1990:
39–86), who argues against the traditional view that the Torah was canonized first,
the Prophets second, and the Writings a distant last. He argues that while the Torah
was clearly preeminent, the Prophets and the Writings were not far behind in terms
of their definition and sacred weight by the second century b.c.e. His argument is
salutary, as it reminds us that not only the Prophets but many of the individual Writ-
ings had already acquired significant scriptural status at an early stage, but he does
not, in my opinion, take adequate account of the fuzzy boundaries that seem to have
categorized the Writings in particular.



in each of our comparanda. One would not expect or even wish for lockstep
similarity in such diverse texts. I will show, however, that every important
theme in 3 Maccabees recurs in these works and that, taken together, these
thematic details inform a coherent interpretative model for understanding
all these texts.

In the first place, all these texts, like 3 Maccabees, focus on the Jews’ re-
lationships with foreign rulers.53 This is hardly surprising: because of their
religious position as a “peculiar people,” and particularly because of their
delicate geopolitical situation as a shrimp between two whales (as the Ko-
rean proverb has it), the Jews throughout their history were much concerned
with the problems of their relations with the great powers of Egypt and Asia.
In 3 Maccabees that potentate is obviously Ptolemy IV Philopator of
Egypt.54 Likewise, in the Letter of Aristeas it is through Ptolemy II Philadel-
phus (r. 283–246 b.c.e.) that the Jews of Palestine and of Egypt are united
in the project to produce an authoritative Greek version of the Law. With-
out Philadelphus, according to Aristeas, the Septuagint would never have
existed.

The Jews’ interest in their relations with foreign rulers was scarcely
confined to the borders of Hellenistic Egypt. The author of 2 Maccabees
shows great interest in the complex relationship of the Jews of Palestine with
their Seleucid overlords, first Seleucus IV and then Antiochus IV and his
successors. Whereas the author of 1 Maccabees dismisses Antiochus IV as
a “sinful root” (1.10), a wicked descendant of the arrogant Alexander’s per-
nicious successors (1.3, 9) who persecuted the Jews without conscience or
explanation, the author of 2 Maccabees regards the Seleucids in a far from
unambiguously negative light, and the Jews’ diplomatic relations with the
Seleucid kings is a recurrent theme in his narrative.55

The Books of Esther and Daniel explore another dimension of the long
history of the Jewish experience of foreign rule, ostensibly being concerned
with the place of the exiled Jews at a succession of Near Eastern courts un-
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53. This focus is, of course, hardly confined to the texts here under discussion;
as I have argued above in Part 1, virtually all the so-called Jewish romances are pre-
occupied with this theme in one form or another.

54. In the version of the story given by Josephus, who omits the Jerusalem in-
cident and recounts only a slightly different version of the persecution at Alexan-
dria, the place of Philopator is occupied by Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II Physcon (r.
145–116 b.c.e.). The problems raised by the existence of the variant will be dealt
with below in Chap. 5; for now we need merely observe that Josephus’s version, like
the version in 3 Maccabees, revolves about the relationship of the Jews with a
Ptolemy.

55. See the discussion of 2 Macc. in Chap. 1, pp. 38–41.



der Babylonian and Persian administration.56 The narrative time frame of
the Book of Daniel is the earlier. The prophet Daniel is said to have been
captured by Nebuchadnezzar as a young boy in 586 b.c.e. and to have sur-
vived into the early years of Cyrus the Great (king of Persia 559–530 b.c.e.;
conquered Babylon 539). The story places Daniel successively at the courts
of Nebuchadnezzar, the conqueror of Judah; Belshazzar, the son and regent
of Nabonidus, the last of the Neo-Babylonian line; Darius the Mede;57 and
Cyrus of Persia. His career thus spans the reigns of representatives of three
of the successive kingdoms (Babylonian, Median, Persian) that appear in
Daniel’s visions.58 The Ahasuerus whom Esther marries is Xerxes the Great
(r. 486–465 b.c.e.), the adversary of the Greeks in 480.59 Thus, the stories
contained within the frame of Daniel and Esther are played out at the courts
of, and in close interaction with, some of the most famous kings to rule over
Judah in the two and a half centuries between Nebuchadnezzar’s conquest
in 586 and Alexander’s arrival in 332.60
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56. In fact, of course, although many of the stories contained in Esther and Daniel
may have originated in the Persian period, the final Semitic versions and especially
the Greek versions are deeply influenced by their Hellenistic context. Esther’s Xerxes,
in the Greek version, behaves at times so like a Ptolemy that it is difficult to remember
that one is not in the palace at Alexandria. The canonical Daniel took shape in the
reign of Antiochus IV as an apocalyptic commentary on that reign even before the
text was translated into Greek. However, regardless of later Hellenistic influences,
my point here is that the narrative is centered around a series of Babylonian, Me-
dian, and Persian potentates.

57. According to the author of Daniel, it was Darius the Mede, not Cyrus, who
conquered Babylon and put an end to the Neo-Babylonian empire; in his narrative,
the reign of Cyrus follows that of Darius. This Darius is persistently described as a
Mede.However, the Medians,who had helped the Babylonians to overthrow the Assyr-
ians in 612 b.c.e., and who ruled over an empire to the north of the Neo-Babylonian
kingdom until they were overthrown by Cyrus in 550 b.c.e., never ruled Babylon. It
is apparent from several details in the narrative (e.g.,Dan.6.1) that the author is think-
ing of Darius I of Persia (r. 521–486 b.c.e.), who succeeded Cyrus’s heir, Cambyses.
This remarkable historical muddle is explored further in Chap. 1, pp. 20–24, 44–45.

58. Daniel 2.31–35, e.g., describes a vision of the idol with feet of clay, a statue
with a head of gold, breast of silver, thighs of bronze, legs of iron, and feet of iron
mixed with clay. Daniel interprets this (2.36–45) as representing a kingdom of gold
(Babylonian), a kingdom of silver (Median), a kingdom of bronze (Persian), and a
kingdom of iron (Greek), which would ultimately be destroyed and replaced by the
Kingdom of God.

59. Evidence for this identification is considered above in Chap. 1, pp. 16–20.
60. Interestingly, all these stories are told exclusively from the point of view of

the eastern Diaspora. It does not appear that Daniel, by then an old man, ever thought
of returning to Judah when Cyrus sent the exiles home—indeed, there is no men-
tion of this event in the text—and Esther’s family had evidently elected to stay in
Susa, where they are still living some sixty years later.



In each of these texts the relationship between the Jews and the king, the
representative of centralized secular authority, is either harmonious through-
out or is resolved harmoniously after a period of conflict. Although the cen-
tral subject in all these texts, save the Letter of Aristeas, is conflict and per-
secution, harmonious coexistence is represented as the norm. The conflicts
on which the texts center deviate from the norm; persecution is the abnor-
mal exception that provides their plots and drives their narratives.This point
deserves emphasis, for such narratives as 3 Maccabees and Esther have often
been characterized as unambiguously confrontational, assuming a state of
opposition and hostility as the norm.61 This view fundamentally miscon-
strues a text such as 3 Maccabees.

Third Maccabees and the Letter of Aristeas alike presuppose a world
wherein Jews are highly placed at court.The author of the Letter of Aristeas
displays an extensive, detailed knowledge of court protocol, appropriate for
the persona that he adopts: Aristeas, the narrator, presents himself as a high-
ranking gentile courtier in the reign of Philadelphus, and the pseudonymous
author, although evidently a Jew of the second century rather than a gen-
tile of the third, may himself have held high rank at the Ptolemaic court.62

He cites a sheaf of official rescripts and royal letters (LtAris 22–25, 29–32,
35–40), composed in a bureaucratic idiom that is uncannily accurate when
compared with late second-century papyri.63 He adduces official court
records, the hypomnémata,64 as a source for the detailed account of the ban-
quet that Philadelphus holds for the Jewish sages (298–300). He comments
upon how Philadelphus hastened to receive the Jewish embassy as soon as
it arrived, ignoring the established order of precedence in violation of all
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61. So, e.g., Collins 2000: 112 (Esther), 126 (3 Macc.); Barclay 1996: 192–203. It
is precisely this view of 3 Maccabees that has led scholars to assign 3 Maccabees to
the Roman period, which is often (rightly or wrongly) characterized as a period of
turbulence and oppression for the Jews. Again, it is this interpretation of the text
that has led some to contrast the “confrontational, provocative” tone of 3 Maccabees
with the “cooperative” or “conciliatory” tone of the Letter of Aristeas and thus to
assume that the authors of these texts were engaged in some kind of hostile, polemi-
cal dialogue with one another.

62. E.g., Fraser 1972: 1.698–99.
63. Emmet 1913: 1957 gives a detailed list.
64. LtAris 300. Literally “memoranda,” often in the Hellenistic context refer-

ring to a series of journals or daily records kept for the court archives (although that
is not the only possible meaning of the word). One is reminded of the hypomné-
mata, or “royal journals,” that Plutarch claimed to have consulted as a source for
the last days of Alexander the Great. (These hypomnémata, not inappositely, are
thought by many modern scholars to have been forged in antiquity, on the analogy
of later Hellenistic court practice.)



court etiquette (174–75). He explains that the king’s concern for his guests’
dietary requirements was standard, a procedure established at court for han-
dling the special needs of foreign dignitaries, “which you may observe in
use even now.”65

Although 3 Maccabees is sometimes rashly characterized as a product of
low culture, penned by an author accustomed to the hurly-burly of Alexan-
dria’s streets, it exhibits a similar familiarity with court protocol. Like the
author of the Letter of Aristeas, the author of 3 Maccabees cites numerous
royal documents and letters versed in meticulously correct language (for
the late second century). Indeed, the similarity of the language of the official
documents given by the two authors is one of the most frequently cited
points of contact between them. Evidently the author of 3 Maccabees, like
the author of the Letter of Aristeas, expected his audience to appreciate the
apparent authenticity of his documentation.

Furthermore, the author of 3 Maccabees not only assumes a world in
which Jews are familiar with and take an interest in minute details of court
protocol. He also hints, in a way that the Letter of Aristeas does not, at the
actual presence of high-ranking Jews at court within the narrative time frame
of his story, in the time of Philopator. The story opens with a tale of court
intrigue, in which Philopator is rescued by Dositheus, a thoroughly Hell-
enized Jew in his entourage, from a plot against his life. This brief anecdote,
related almost incidentally (3 Macc. 1.2–3), reveals the normal presence of
high-ranking Jews at Philopator’s court.66

We will turn to the question of Dositheus’s historicity later, but it is
worth pausing here to consider his role at this point in the story. Is his pres-
ence at court a positive indicator, or a negative? As a character, Dositheus
presents intriguing problems: he typifies high-ranking Jews at court, but
he is an apostate—he has “rejected his ancestral customs” (3 Macc. 1.3), a
choice the author disapproves of, as his denunciation of apostates through-
out the text clearly shows. Although the theme of apostasy comes up often,
Dositheus himself is never mentioned again, not even in the obvious con-
text of the universal persecution of all the king’s Egyptian Jewish subjects;
nor is anything said of his dealings, if any, with the king’s evil companions.
The ultimate fate of this apostate Mordecai is left quite unresolved. As has
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65. LtAris 182: a} me;n e[ti kai; nu'n oJra'/".
66. For the identification of this Dositheus with a Dositheus son of Drimylus at-

tested in the papyri, see Chap. 5, pp. 195–98; Chap. 5 will also deal with the histo-
ricity of the plot against Philopator, reported in a somewhat different form by Poly-
bius. For further discussion of Dositheus the apostate in 3 Maccabees, see Paul 1987:
299–303; Gruen 1998: 227.



also been pointed out, Dositheus is loyal to an unreformed tyrant; he saves
Philopator, only to have the king turn upon the Jews. Dositheus should per-
haps be seen as inverting the paradigm that the author promotes through-
out: his high position at court, though desirable, has come at too high a price;
the proper paradigm will be supplied by Jews who are both loyal (as
Dositheus is) and pious (as Dositheus is not). Dositheus himself is rightly
consigned to moral and historical oblivion.67

Though Dositheus disappears from the story, the interest in court poli-
tics remains. The author alludes to Philopator’s notorious debauchery as if
the reader must already be well aware of it, even referring to the king’s “afore-
mentioned drinking buddies.”68 As the story builds to its denouement, we
witness a number of his debauched parties, featuring as guests “those of his
Friends and of the army who were most hostile toward the Jews”;69 it is these
Friends whom Philopator officially blames for leading him astray in the let-
ter reversing the persecution (3 Macc. 7.1–9).70 Thus the author, through the
king himself, represents the persecution as arising in no small part from the
agitation of a small, malicious clique of courtiers. Given that the author has
provided us with alleged evidence for the presence of high-ranking Jews at
Philopator’s court, it requires no great leap to infer that Philopator’s evil
courtiers share precisely the same motivation as the courtiers who conspire
against the Jews in Daniel and in Esther—namely professional jealousy of
highly favored Jewish rivals.The Jews of 3 Maccabees are no strangers to the
dangerous world of court intrigue and dynastic politics.71

In 2 Maccabees, Jews do not appear in permanent positions at the Seleu-
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67. On the thematic importance of the apostate Dositheus, see Paul 1987:
299–303; Gruen 1998: 227.

68. Philopator’s character is maligned at length in Polyb. 5.35. The puzzling ref-
erence to proapodedeigmevnwn sumpotw'n, together with the fact that the story be-
gins with the backward-looking words oJ de; Filopavtwr, has led most scholars to as-
sume that as much as a chapter has been lost at the beginning. It seems to me more
likely that the striking word proapodedeigmevnwn is an appeal to the readers’ inside
knowledge, initiating them into a sort of elite society within which familiarity with
court gossip can be taken for granted. It is also highly reminiscent of the style of
Polybius, who never misses an opportunity to refer to the “aforementioned.” See
further below, Chap. 5, pp. 192–93.

69. 3 Macc. 5.3: tou;" mavlista tw'n fivlwn kai; th'" stratia'" ajpecqw'" e[conta"
pro;" tou;" jIoudaivou".

70. 3 Macc. 7.3: tw'n fivlwn tine;" kakohqeiva/ puknovteron hJmi'n parakeivmenoi
sunevpeisan hJma'".

71. There are numerous examples from the second century b.c.e. of Jews who
not only served at the Egyptian court but were involved in dynastic politics at the
highest level. Cf. Jos. BJ 1.33, 2.49–52, 7.421–432; AJ 12.387–88, 13.62–71, 13.284–87.



cid court, but there can be no question that a number of prominent Jews are
highly adept at playing Seleucid politics, whether for good or for evil. On
the one hand, the villains of the story on the Jewish side frequently turn
political intrigue to their own advantage. First Jason and subsequently
Menelaus are able illegitimately to buy their way into the high priesthood
and to secure royal approval for their schemes by bribing Antiochus IV.72

So also Simon, the brother of Menelaus, who is represented as a constant
thorn in Onias’s side in the later years of the reign of Seleucus IV, is ac-
tively aided and abetted by the wicked governor Apollonius (2 Macc. 3.5–6,
4.4). Even more than Simon, Menelaus is represented as a master of bribery.
He bribes Antiochus IV to grant him the priesthood (4.24), Andronicus to
lure Onias out of sanctuary and murder him (4.34), and Ptolemy son of Do-
rymenes to intercede with Antiochus IV to drop the charges brought against
him in the aftermath of riots at Jerusalem (4.45–47).

On the other hand, Onias III is no less adept than his enemies at court
politics, although he uses his knowledge of diplomacy for the good of his
fellows rather than for his personal advantage. Not only is he able—with
divine help—to prevail with Heliodorus and win him over as a result of the
Temple incident (2 Macc. 3.35),73 but he repeatedly appeals directly to the
king (first Seleucus IV, then Antiochus IV) against the machinations of Si-
mon (4.5–6) and later against the depredations of Menelaus (4.33). It is pre-
sumably because Menelaus fears that Onias will successfully accuse him be-
fore the king that he takes the extreme step of having the former high priest
assassinated.74 The martyred Onias is the real hero of the early chapters of
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72. Jason: 2 Macc. 4.7–9. Menelaus: 2 Macc. 4.24.
73. Interestingly, we are told that Simon, having been frustrated in his plot to

make trouble for Onias with the help of the governor Apollonius, slandered Onias
on the grounds that he had acquired undue influence over Heliodorus by foul means
(2 Macc. 4.1: wJ" aujtov" te ei[h to;nï  JHliovdwron ejpiseseikw;" kai; tw'n kakw'n dhmiourgo;"
kaqesthkwv"). In other words, Onias’s enemies did in fact regard Onias as having
scored a political success in this round when he secured the support and protection
of Heliodorus.

74. It cannot be a coincidence that Onias is said to have withdrawn into sanctu-
ary (2 Macc. 4.33: eij" a[sulon tovpon) at Daphne. This must surely refer to the Sanc-
tuary of Apollo at Daphne, the patron deity of the Seleucid house, whose temple at
Daphne was internationally famous and was extensively refurbished by Antiochus
IV as part of a wide program of benefactions. This explains what one might other-
wise regard as a rather peculiar (although not strictly forbidden) act on the part of
a pious Jew. By taking shelter in this particular pagan sanctuary, Onias not only (tem-
porarily) secured his physical safety but also implicitly appealed to the protection
of Antiochus’s divine patron. Regardless of the precise historicity of this tale, Onias
is here represented as being capable of considerable political savvy.



2 Maccabees, and the author places a high value on his ability to intercede
with the Seleucids in the interest of the Jews.75 It is apparent from 2 Mac-
cabees that the Jewish ambassadors who later journeyed to Sparta and Rome
were no novices at international Hellenistic politics.76

Finally the entire plot of the Book of Esther and the stories in the first
six chapters of Daniel revolve entirely around the plight of Jews at the royal
court (in these cases, Babylonian and Persian). Daniel was among a num-
ber of well-born Jews recruited to serve at court from a very young age (Dan.
1.3–5). Nebuchadnezzar promotes him to the position of chief satrap of
Babylon,77 and in the reign of Darius the Mede he becomes one of three
governors (taktikouv") in charge of the 120 satraps who administered the
empire in accordance with Darius’s reorganization (6.1–2).78 His position
at court, despite numerous crises and episodes of persecution narrowly
averted, could scarcely have been higher.

Esther likewise comes to occupy the highest conceivable position—for a
woman—when she is chosen to marry Ahasuerus. To be sure, she conceals
her ethnic identity on her uncle’s orders, and so she is perhaps not the best
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75. The author explicitly contrasts Onias’s decision to appeal to the king with
the nefarious activities of the likes of Simon (2 Macc. 4.5: ouj ginovmeno" tw'n politw'n
kathvgoro", to; de; suvmforon koinh'/ kai; katj ijdivan panti; tw'/ plhvqei skopw'n). This pas-
sage has been called defensive, indicating that the author was uneasy about any in-
volvement of a pious Jew in Hellenistic politics and felt a need to defend Onias’s ac-
tions here. On the contrary, the author here compares Onias favorably with Simon’s
ilk as a positive example of how a pious Jew should work within the system wher-
ever possible for the good of his or her people. Onias symbolizes the norm, the sys-
tem as it ought to work, and his murder is a symptom of the breakdown of that sys-
tem and the onset of crisis.

76. Cf. 2 Macc. 4.11, where Jason is accused of casting aside the royal privileges
(presumably something like the privileges that, according to Josephus, Antiochus
III granted to the Jews after the conquest of Coele Syria in 200 b.c.e., which guar-
anteed the Jews the right to practice their religion and govern themselves in their
traditional manner without interference) that had been obtained for the Jews by John,
the father of the Eupolemus who went as an ambassador to Rome. This unknown
John, Onias, and Eupolemus are represented in 2 Maccabees as occupying a contin-
uum of constructive diplomatic activity, which was recklessly interrupted by Jason
and his followers.

77. Dan. 2.48:a[rconta satrapw'n. Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, at Daniel’s
request, are assigned the vaguely titled position ejpi; ta; e[rga th'" cwvra" Babulw'no"
(2.49), which in Seleucid parlance commonly denotes general authority over a par-
ticular region at the highest level. These three men are after the fiery furnace inci-
dent further promoted in some unspecified manner and given charge of all the Jews
in the kingdom (3.30). The mention of satraps is of course an anachronism belong-
ing to the Persian period.

78. Another anachronism; this is obviously an allusion to the reforms of Dar-
ius I of Persia.



example of the high status of Jews at court; her position is nevertheless anal-
ogous to that of other high-ranking Jews. Mordecai’s position in the story
is interesting. According to the Hebrew version, Mordecai sat “at the
gate”79 until he was finally promoted, late in the story, to serve at court (Es-
ther 6.3; 8.1–2, 15). However, his position at the gate seems to have been
uniquely privileged. He is in a position, for instance, to discover the plot of
the eunuchs to kill the king (2.22), and he is in constant contact with Es-
ther—a curious circumstance, which the author only occasionally remem-
bers to explain.80 The Greek version carries the implication of Mordecai’s
privileged status to its logical extreme by simply promoting him to the court
at a much earlier stage.81 The Mordecai of the Greek Esther is assumed
throughout to be a “great man” (A2: a[nqrwpo" mevga"), a high-level courtier
like Daniel, the object of his rivals’ professional jealousy.82

Thus all these texts assume or expressly state that Jews occupy high places
at court and are as capable as their gentile contemporaries of taking an ac-
tive role in high-level politics and intrigue. Despite the occasional persecu-
tion, the Jews in these texts have in no way been ghettoized or excluded
from the public stage.

Another sign in all these texts of normally harmonious relations between
royal authority and the Jews is their typically being represented as highly
regarded by both king and courtiers.

Examples abound in the Letter of Aristeas. Both Philadelphus and his
leading courtiers are fulsome in their admiration for the Jews. The Jewish
Law is so famous that it has come to the attention of the distinguished
Demetrius of Phalerum (LtAris 10); he cites as his authority the well-known
historian Hecataeus of Abdera (31). Aristeas, the narrator and putatively a
high-level gentile courtier, seizes his opportunity to forward a cause he has
long supported, the liberation of the Jews enslaved in the reign of Ptolemy
I Soter (12). Philadelphus insists upon paying full price for the liberation of
every Jewish slave, down to the infant in arms and even including “any who
were in the country previously or introduced subsequently,” a clause added
on the king’s own initiative (26).To his subordinate Eleazar, the high priest,
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79. Esther 2.19, 21; 3.2; 5.13. Cf. Moore 1971: 32.
80. Such as, e.g., Esther 2.11, 4.2; but cf. 2.22.
81. Addition A 2, qerapeuvwn ejn th̀/ aujlh'/; Addition A16, qerapeuvein ejn th'/ aujlh'/.
82. The words o{ti prohvcqh Mardocai'o", “because Mordecai had been promoted,”

are added only in the Greek (Esther 2.21) as an explanation for the disaffection of the
eunuchs who plotted to kill the king. Addition A17 also implies that Haman initially
turned against Mordecai because of palace rivalry uJpe;r tw'n duvo eujnouvcwn rather than,
as the Hebrew version has it, because Mordecai refused to bow down to him.



the king writes a letter that would be more appropriate addressed to an equal
(35–40).83 The gifts accompanying Philadelphus’s embassy to Jerusalem, de-
scribed at length, are staggeringly extravagant (50–82). When the Jewish
elders arrive at the Alexandrian court, Philadelphus bumps them straight
to the top of the audience roster, which Aristeas explicitly tells us was un-
usual (174–75). Philadelphus then bows seven times before the scrolls and
bursts into tears (177–78). A feast is celebrated for the Jews with every at-
tention (182–86). Philadelphus probes the wisdom of the elders in mind-
numbing detail and listens with reverential admiration; other philosophers
at the court, like Menedemus of Eretria, are impressed (201). Aristeas him-
self says of this account that he fears his readers will not believe him (300).
Judging from the subsequent popularity of the text, he apparently under-
estimated the capacity of people to hear themselves praised.

In the Letter of Aristeas, the Jews are regarded by king and court alike
with the highest admiration. Third Maccabees makes essentially the same
point. According to the author, trouble begins when Philopator visits
Jerusalem, offers sacrifice and thank offerings to “God the Greatest” (tw'/
megivstw/ qew'/), and, stunned (kataplageiv") by the beauty of the Temple, is
eager to enter the Holy of Holies (3 Macc. 1.9). Philopator, like Philadel-
phus, admires the Temple and wishes to honor it; unfortunately, he lacks
Philadelphus’s courtesy and tact. For much of the subsequent narrative, the
king’s initial admiration is overlaid by his rage at being repulsed and his de-
sire for revenge, but there is one passage that deserves closer attention.When
the king temporarily suffers a divinely induced forgetfulness, he bitterly
berates Hermon, the master of the elephants, and his Friends, and he threat-
ens them with death when they remind him of his plan to execute the Jews
(3 Macc. 5.31–33). The Jews, he says, are blameless in his eyes and have
shown outstanding and unwavering loyalty to him and to his ancestors.84

In the end, of course, the veil is lifted from the king’s eyes, and perfect har-
mony is restored (6.22–29).Thereafter Philopator shows the most complete
indulgence and favor to the Jews. He repeats his extravagant praise of their
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83. The form of the address and the language of the letter are both those of some-
one making a polite request of an equal or a superior rather than that of a superior
giving commands to an underling. Cf. the letters cited in fragment 2 of Eupolemus,
in which Solomon addresses the kings of Egypt and Tyre in language reminiscent
of the powerful Apollonius writing to his secretary and manager Zenon!

84. 3 Macc. 5.31: tw'n ajnegklhvtwn ejmoi; kai; progovnoi" ejmoi'" ajpodedeigmevnwn
oJloscerh' bebaivan pivstin ejxovcw" jIoudaivwn.While the king may appear in this scene
to be not quite himself, it is in fact the king’s rage against the Jews that is abnormal.
Philopator’s words here are precisely consonant with his enlightened attitude at the
end of the story and thus represent paradoxically a brief moment of sanity.



loyalty and good will (6.25–26), hosts a seven-day feast of deliverance at
royal expense (6.30), and writes a letter to the generals of Egypt canceling
the persecution and making arrangements for the Jews’ safe return home
(7.1–9)—a letter that goes so far as to acknowledge the power of the God
of the Jews. Finally, and remarkably, he grants the Jews full immunity to
avenge themselves upon the apostates who submitted to persecution and
transgressed the Law (7.12).The reformed Philopator much resembles Aris-
teas’s Philadelphus, almost a type of the ideal foreign ruler. Thus, the au-
thor of 3 Maccabees, like the author of the Letter of Aristeas, represents the
normative state of affairs as harmonious. Although the persecution occu-
pies the bulk of the book, it is exceptional and highly abnormal, being as-
cribed to the king’s temporary madness.85

It is perhaps more surprising that in 2 Maccabees the Seleucid kings and
their leading ministers and generals often express a like admiration for the
Jews.We are told, for example, that so long as Onias ruled, the Seleucid kings
were accustomed to honor the Temple, particularly Seleucus IV (2 Macc.
3.23). Once again the tenure of Onias as high priest is represented as a norm
from which the Jews have unfortunately departed. Heliodorus, following
the Temple incident, embraces Onias and returns to the capital, where he
bears witness before Seleucus IV to the great power of the Jewish God to
protect his own (3.35–40). After the murder of Onias, Antiochus IV weeps
over him and executes his murderer Andronicus forthwith (4.37–38). Even
after the outbreak of the revolt, there are isolated examples of Seleucid ad-
miration for the Jews: Nicanor, having barely escaped with his life from bat-
tle, is said to have publicly acknowledged the power of God to defend the
Jews (8.36); Antiochus IV, most improbably, repents on his deathbed, even
offering to become a proselyte (9.11–17); and Lysias undertakes to negoti-
ate peace with the Jews, because he acknowledges that they are unbeatable
so long as they have the help of God (9.13). These instances of rapproche-
ment are sporadic in the later part of the book, and there is no climactic rec-
onciliation, but the author holds out some hope that the Jews may be able
in the future to achieve some patched-up return to the happy state of af-
fairs that existed under Onias.

The ability of the Jews to excite admiration and royal favor is a very
marked theme in the Book of Daniel. The story begins when Daniel and his
companions are selected, as young men of unusual promise, to participate
in a program designed to integrate well-born young Jews (and presumably
the youth of other nations as well ) into the court culture (Dan. 1.3–5). Daniel
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85. So, e.g., 3 Macc. 5.42, ajlogistiva".



is able to secure the privilege of a kosher diet when he proves to the chief
eunuch that he and his companions are healthier on a diet of lentils and water
than are their fellows who dine at the king’s table (1.16). Nebuchadnezzar
is forced to confess the power of Daniel’s God when Daniel is able to solve
a riddle that has baffled the king’s wisest men (2.46–49); he subsequently
passes a decree protecting the worship of the Jewish God after he witnesses
an angel protecting the three young men in the fiery furnace (3.28–30).
Later, the queen mother has heard of the fame of Daniel’s wisdom; it is she
who recommends that Belshazzar consult Daniel in the mysterious matter
of the handwriting on the wall (5.11–12). The attitude of Darius is partic-
ularly remarkable: he does everything he can to protect Daniel from the con-
sequences of violating the king’s decree (6.14), and finally he must fall back
on trusting Daniel’s God to protect him (6.16). He fasts during Daniel’s or-
deal (6.18), and he rejoices over his salvation (6.23).The tale concludes with
a decree in which Darius praises God (6.25–27), very like the decrees that
conclude 3 Maccabees and Esther. Despite the apocalyptic tenor of Daniel
in its present form, and its patently anti-Seleucid stance, the effect of the
stories of Daniel 1–6 is to communicate the message that at least under Per-
sian rule, persecution was ephemeral, and royal favor was the norm.86

Furthermore, the relationship between the Jews and the royal court is
strongly reciprocal. Third Maccabees and other texts repeatedly emphasize
the loyalty of the Jews to the empire under which they happen to be living—
so long as that loyalty does not conflict with the demands of Jewish law.
This theme is strongly foregrounded in 3 Maccabees, in which the loyalty
of the Jews undergoes the ultimate test. In the very first chapter (3 Macc.
1.2–3), on the eve of the battle of Raphia, Philopator is saved from the plot
of Theodotus, a Greek, by Dositheus, an apostate Jew: here already the
themes of political fidelity and apostasy are brought before us. A crisis is
touched off when the Jews of Palestine, living at this time under Ptolemaic
rule, loyally congratulate Philopator on his victory and welcome him to
Jerusalem (1.8–9) but refuse to allow him to violate Jewish law by enter-
ing the Holy of Holies (1.11–12). Likewise, the loyalty of the Jews of Egypt
is steadfastly asserted in the face of persecution (3.13), but the majority of
the Jews nevertheless decline to escape persecution by apostatizing. Yet al-
though apostasy is wholly unacceptable, neither is armed insurrection a valid
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86. It is generally argued, on precisely these grounds, that Daniel 1–6 was orig-
inally composed before the rest and only later incorporated into the longer apoca-
lyptic version we now have. For more discussion of the complex redaction history
of Daniel, see Chap. 1, nn.50–52.



alternative, as is specifically evinced amid the crisis at Jerusalem, when hot-
headed young men bent on taking up arms to protect the sanctity of the
Temple are persuaded by the elders to trust in prayer and supplication in-
stead (1.23). Both at Jerusalem and at Alexandria, the Jews are saved from
pollution and martyrdom not by taking up arms in their own defense but
by the intervention of God. The contrast with the Maccabean Revolt is
pointed. At the end of the story, the Jews in a notable gesture of submission
to royal authority request permission to punish the apostates, pointing out
that those who disobey God’s commands to save their skins will never be
loyal to the king either87—and the king, in a startling reversal, agrees with
them. The wheel has come full circle: only the Jews who unlike Dositheus
do not apostatize are truly loyal subjects of the king.

The theme of Jewish loyalty to the state is likewise strongly emphasized
in the Letter of Aristeas. In the Letter of Aristeas, as in 3 Maccabees, the
Jews of Egypt and the Jews of Palestine are subject to a single ruler of Egypt,
in this case Philadelphus. The Jews of Egypt appear briefly only at the be-
ginning and end of the story. In the context of the liberation of a hundred
thousand Jewish slaves, it is mentioned that Ptolemy I Soter stationed thirty
thousand Jews under arms in garrisons throughout Egypt (LtAris 1)—
because of their proven loyalty, according to Philadelphus’s letter to Eleazar
(36)—and at the very end of the story “the multitude of the Jews” (to;
plh'qo" tw'n jIoudaivwn), assembled by Demetrius to hear the new transla-
tion, obediently acclaims the work and decrees that it must in no way be
changed (308–11).

The loyalty of the Jews of Egypt, then, frames the narrative, and its cen-
terpiece is the relationship of Philadelphus with the high priest and elders
of Palestine. So elaborate are the diplomatic courtesies Philadelphus observes
that they tend to obscure the plain fact that in his time Jerusalem was un-
der Ptolemaic rule and obligated to honor the king’s slightest request.Thus,
strictly speaking, when Eleazar declares, “Whatever is to [the king’s] ad-
vantage, even if it be contrary to nature, we will carry out,”88 he does no
more than acknowledge the reality of conquest; but he immediately adds,
“for to do so is a mark of friendship and affection.”89 Furthermore, upon
acknowledging Philadelphus’s innumerable benefactions toward the Jews,
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87. 3 Macc. 7.11: proferovmenoi tou;" gastro;" e{neken ta; qei'a parabebhkovta"
prostavgmata mhdevpote eujnohvsein mhde; toi'" tou' basilevw" pravgmasin.

88. LtAris 44: pavnta ga;r o{sa soi sumfevrei, kai; eij para; fuvsin ejstivn, uJpa-
kousovmeqa.

89. Ibid.: tou'to ga;r filiva" kai; ajgaphvsew" shmei'ovn ejsti.



Eleazar goes on to say that the Jews have offered sacrifices to God on behalf
of Philadelphus and his family, and have prayed as a body for his safety and
prosperity. The relationship of patron and client is thus turned on its head,
so that the benefactions conferred and the obligations imposed cancel each
other out, and a mutually beneficial friendship of equals is established.

Though one would not expect the Jews’ loyalty to a foreign ruler to be
emphasized in a text primarily interested in the early years of the Maccabean
Revolt, there are intriguing points of overlap between 3 Maccabees and 2
Maccabees. In particular, there is the remarkable similarity between the story
of Heliodorus and Philopator’s visit to Jerusalem. Seleucus IV sends He-
liodorus to collect the equivalent of taxes on unreported income after Simon,
a disaffected Jewish official, reports to the governor Apollonius that the Tem-
ple treasury is storing up money that has nothing to do with the sacrifices
(2 Macc. 3.6). Onias, striking a balance between his duty to the king and his
duty to the Temple, receives Heliodorus courteously and tries to explain that
part of the money is intended for charity and part is being held in trust for
Hyrcanus the Tobiad, that it does not belong to the Temple or to the king (3.
9–12). When Heliodorus nevertheless insists, the priests, in acute distress,
call upon God, who then strikes Heliodorus down like Philopator, as he at-
tempts to enter the Temple (3.24–29). Unlike Philopator, Heliodorus does
not become vengeful and enraged: restored to life by the prayers of Onias
(3.31–34), he is immediately reconciled with the Jews, and he returns to Se-
leucus to make his report (3.35–36). The tag is especially noteworthy: He-
liodorus advises Seleucus IV that if he has any enemies or traitors he wants
to be rid of, he should send them to Jerusalem to violate the Temple, and God
will take care of them (3.37–39). In a curious way, the equation of loyalty to
the state and piety toward God so strongly made in 3 Maccabees (7.11–12)
is here found also at the end of the Heliodorus incident.

In a sense, this insistence that loyalty to the state and piety toward God
are of a piece, that any violation of the one inevitably compromises the other,
perfectly counters one of the accusations most commonly leveled against
the Jews. In Esther (3.8), Haman argues before the king that because the
customs (nomoi) of the Jews are different from those of all other people,
they do not and cannot obey the laws (nomoi) of the king. This allegation
is a commonplace of anti-Jewish rhetoric in the Hellenistic period and later;
it is used also by the enemies of the Jews in 3 Maccabees.90 Just as in 3 Mac-
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90. 3 Macc. 3.7: th;n de; peri; tw'n proskunhvsewn ka;i trofw'n diavstasin ejqruvloun
favskonte" mhvte tw'/ basilei' mhvte tai'" dunavmesin oJmospovndou" tou;" ajnqrwvpou" giv-
nesqai, dusmenei'" de; ei\nai kai; mevga ti toi'" pravgmasin ejnantioumevnou".



cabees the Jews are ultimately able to convince the king that only the pious
are truly loyal, so in Esther the king’s savior and most loyal servant is shown
to be Mordecai (6.2), whereas Haman proves to be a traitor, covertly work-
ing against the king’s interests (7.6). So also Daniel claims to be protected
by an angel in the lion’s den not only because of his piety (ejuquvth") but also
because he had done the king no wrong.91 The moral of these stories is clear
and consistent: faithful observance of the Jewish Law and loyal observance
of the law of the land are two sides of the same coin, and no violation of the
one can be justified by appeal to the other. It is perhaps in this sense that we
must understand the advice of the Jewish elder in the Letter of Aristeas who
is asked how to be a lover of one’s country (filovpatri") and answers: “By
keeping in mind that it is good to live and die in one’s country.”92 The Jews
of these texts are deeply committed to living and dying, as Jews, in the non-
Jewish lands of their birth.

Third Maccabees and related texts, then, strongly emphasize the funda-
mentally harmonious relationship of the Jews with secular authority. Like-
wise, in 3 Maccabees and many related texts, the Jews are shown to enjoy
good relations with their gentile neighbors—for the most part. Again, this
is apparent in the sunny world of the Letter of Aristeas, but it has not al-
ways been recognized how strongly the same point is made in supposedly
confrontational stories of persecution, like 3 Maccabees.

In such accounts, Jews regularly interact with gentiles without violating
Jewish law. This is apparent in the Letter of Aristeas, which narrates the ul-
timate example of a cooperative Jewish-gentile enterprise: on the initiative
of the king of Egypt and one of his most distinguished courtiers, and with
the full cooperation and approval of the high priest, Jewish elders from Pales-
tine work in an environment constructed by the king and court of Alexan-
dria to translate the Jewish Law for the benefit of Greek-speaking Jews and

Date, Context, Authorship, Audience / 157

91. Dan. 6.(23)22: oJ qeov" mou ajpevsteile to;n a[ggelon aujtou', kai; ejnevfraxe ta;
stovmata tw'n leovntwn, kai; oujk ejlumhvnantov me, o{ti katevnanti aujtou' eujquvth" euJrevqh
moi: kai; ejnwvpion de; sou', basileu', paravptwma oujk ejpoivhsa.

92. LtAris 249: protiqevmeno", ei\pen, o{ti kalo;n ejn ijdiva/ kai; zh'/n kai; teleuta'/n. This
passage has traditionally puzzled commentators, as it seems to imply a veiled con-
demnation of the Diaspora. This is, however, surely a misreading. We are inclined
to view the Jews of the Diaspora as exiles, strangers in a strange land whose true
loyalty was owed to Jerusalem. Close study of these texts suggests that this is not
how the Jews of the Diaspora saw themselves. Strong as the links to Jerusalem are
acknowledged to be (see below), such passages as we have been examining suggest
that many Jews clearly perceived themselves as loyal subjects of their foreign rulers
and as natives of the lands in which they were born. For them, perhaps the xeniva
that is said at LtAris 249 to bring contempt and disgrace would paradoxically have
been to return permanently to the land of Judah.



for the edification of gentiles. The long symposium, at which Jew and gen-
tile sit down together to eat a kosher meal and share in a philosophical de-
bate in the best Greek tradition (LtAris 181–294), is symbolic of the entire
enterprise. As has rightly been observed,93 the author’s enlightened atti-
tude toward cooperation between Jews and gentiles is placed in the mouth
of the high priest himself for good reason: it thus receives the highest pos-
sible sanction.

Whereas the Letter of Aristeas shows Jews and gentiles cooperating for
mutual benefit at the highest levels of international diplomacy, in 3 Mac-
cabees we find even the humbler Jews accustomed under normal circum-
stances to live on good terms with their gentile neighbors. The Jews of 3
Maccabees have enemies, of course, at both the highest and the lowest lev-
els of society.When persecution is decreed, some gentiles (e[qnesin) celebrate
in the streets (3 Macc. 4.1), just as the enemies of the Jews at court are said
to have feasted with the king to celebrate the Jews’ imminent demise (5.3).
Whoever these e[qnh were, however, they were not the Greeks of Alexan-
dria, who according to the author of 3 Maccabees were appalled and did their
best to help the Jews (3.8). Moreover, the Greeks seem not to have been
alone in sympathizing with the Jews: according to the author, the Jews made
some (ejnivoi") enemies because of their separatism, but in general they en-
joyed a high reputation among all men (a{pasin ajnqrwvpoi") for their orderly
way of life (3.5). In the midst of persecution, the plight of the Jews moved
even their enemies to tears (4.4). It is thus repeatedly emphasized that the
enemies of the Jews were a minority, and that most of the Jews’ neighbors
supported and sympathized with them.

Again, although one would not expect 2 Maccabees to emphasize how
harmoniously and even profitably the Jews can cooperate with gentiles, the
early sections of the book contain surprising examples of exactly that. For
example, the treacherous murder of Onias angers not only the Jews but many
gentiles besides,94 and when Antiochus IV returns to Antioch the Greeks
of the city officially support the Jews in appealing to him for justice (4.35–
36).95 Thus, in 2 Maccabees as in 3 Maccabees, gentiles and especially the
Greeks sympathize with the Jews and speak up for them when they are
wronged.

Similarly in 2 Maccabees the Tyrians, full of sympathetic indignation,96
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93. Howard 1971: 345.
94. 2 Macc. 4.35: polloi; de; kai; tw'n a[llwn ejqnw'n.
95. Ibid. 4.36: summisoponhrouvntwn kai; tw'n  JEllhvnwn.
96. Note that the verb is virtually the same as at 2 Macc. 4.36: misoponhrou'nte".



“provide handsomely” for the burial of Jews unjustly blamed and executed
after a riot in Jerusalem (2 Macc. 4.49).97 This incident invites comparison
with Jason’s embassy to Tyre earlier in the same chapter (4.18–20). On that
occasion, Jason sends money for sacrifices to Heracles during an annual fes-
tival, but the bearers scrupulously divert it toward building triremes instead.
This passage is usually cited as an example of the pitfalls of Hellenism for
the Jews: Jason’s behavior was so repugnant that even his own envoys could
not stomach it! As the passage stands, however, it does not demonstrate the
inherent evils of interaction with neighboring Greeks. Rather, it cites an in-
stance of sensible diplomacy that shuns participating in a rite offensive to
Jewish sensibilities while yet finding a way to honor Jason’s desire to grat-
ify the Greeks of Tyre on their festival day. The Tyrians’ burial of the Jews
later in the same chapter, as described above, illustrates the success of this
compromise. Before the Maccabean Revolt, it was indeed possible, under the
right circumstances, for the Jews of Palestine to interact with the inhabi-
tants of Greek cities without offending the customs of either people.
Whereas 1 Maccabees sees conflict between Jews and gentiles as natural and
inevitable, 2 Maccabees tells the story of the ultimate failure of a compro-
mise strategy that might have worked.

Where conflict does occur, it is inevitably blamed not upon the king him-
self but upon somebody else, usually his evil henchmen. In 3 Maccabees,
Philopator represents himself as misled by his Friends and Companions. So
also in the Letter of Aristeas, Philadelphus in his rescript freeing the Jews
from slavery blames their original enslavement on the greed of Soter’s sol-
diers, “contrary to the will of our father” (LtAris 23). In 2 Maccabees, Se-
leucus IV and Antiochus IV are repeatedly misled, either by renegade Jews
like Simon and Menelaus or by the corruption of their own ministers.98 It
is assumed at least throughout the early chapters that redress can be had
by appealing directly to the king, and in more than one case this strategy
pays off.99 In Esther (3.8), Ahasuerus is completely bamboozled by Haman,
and he is outraged when Esther reveals to him the extent of Haman’s treach-
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97. 2 Macc. 4.49: ta; pro;" th;n khdeivan aujtw'n megalomerw'" ejcorhvghsan. This
seems to imply, incidentally, that the Tyrians did not personally bury the Jews us-
ing Greek rites but paid for their burial, which was presumably carried out accord-
ing to the proper Jewish rites.

98. E.g., 2 Macc. 3.5–7 (Simon, aided and abetted by Apollonius); 4.45–47
(Menelaus bribes Ptolemy son of Dorymenes to use his influence with Antiochus
IV on his behalf ).

99. 2 Macc. 4.4 (Onias appeals to Seleucus IV over the head of Apollonius);
4.36–38 (the Jews appeal to Antiochus IV for, and obtain, the punishment of the mur-
derer of Onias).



ery (7.5–10). Likewise in Daniel, Darius (to take but one example) is dis-
mayed to realize that his courtiers have misled him into convicting Daniel,
although in this case he is unable to contravene “the law of the Medes and
Persians” and can only pray for his friend (Dan. 6.14–23).This thematic in-
sistence that the king is not to blame and that recourse is always available
shrewdly defends the ultimate legitimacy of secular authority even in times
of trouble. Fundamentally, it affirms the faith of the Jews that the system
can and does work for them.

Although these texts stress the value of good relations between the Jews
and secular authority and gentile neighbors alike, they in no way neglect
the paramount importance of adhering to the tenets of Jewish law. This is
manifest in 3 Maccabees. The whole text revolves around the Jews’ refusal
to do anything in violation of the Law.100 Death is infinitely preferable to
the violation of any particular of the Law—a point explicitly made during
the initial incident at Jerusalem.101 Any method of avoiding apostasy is ac-
ceptable (cf. 3 Macc. 2.31–33, where the Jews of Alexandria try to escape the
consequences of Philopator’s decree by bribing the officials in charge of the
registration), but the attitude toward those who choose to violate the Law
is utterly uncompromising. The apostates are shunned by their neighbors
(2.33), and when Philopator is brought to realize the error of his ways, the
apostates are ruthlessly slaughtered (7.10, 7.14–16). Where the author of 3
Maccabees stands on this issue is clear beyond question.

It is less often recognized that in the Letter of Aristeas the author’s com-
mitment to this same principle is no less uncompromising. Although the
Letter of Aristeas goes to great lengths to celebrate cooperation between Jews
and Greeks, there is no evidence anywhere in the text that the author would
have tolerated assimilation to the point of abandoning Jewish traditions. On
the contrary: he returns again and again to the point that even the deepest
involvement in the non-Jewish world is compatible with the maintenance
of Jewish identity. Eleazar’s elaborate, highly allegorical defense of Jewish
dietary regulations is but one example of the author’s commitment to such
separatism as is required under Jewish law (LtAris 128–71), and we see when
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100. Indeed, the puzzling series of decrees issued by Philopator at Alexandria
(2.28–30; 3.1, 12–29; 4.13) seems to have no intelligible purpose other than to present
the Jews with a choice between apostasy and death. They are purely a plot device,
which perhaps explains why scholars have never been able to reconstruct from these
decrees some coherent royal policy that lay behind the supposed real persecution or
persecutions.

101. 3 Macc. 1.29: pavntwn tovte qavnaton ajllassomevnwn ajnti; th'" tou' tovpou
bebhlwvsew".



the elders arrive at Alexandria and are invited to a kosher feast that Philadel-
phus is more than willing to respect Jewish scruples on just this point (181).
Moreover, the author insists repeatedly upon the perfection of the Greek
translation of the Torah. Its infallibility is guaranteed on the one hand by
the fact that the translators are hand-picked by the high priest himself and
base their translation upon a manuscript brought straight from the Tem-
ple; on the other, by the fact that the elders prove themselves to be perfectly
at home amid the well-known intellectual rigors of the Ptolemaic court. De-
spite its rather brief account of the translation itself, the translation is in a
very real sense the centerpiece of the Letter of Aristeas. Greek language is
no barrier to keeping the Jewish law.

Second Maccabees not surprisingly emphasizes the importance of ad-
hering to traditional Jewish Law. Especially in its earlier chapters, 2 Mac-
cabees does not exhibit so uncompromising a hostility toward the interac-
tion of Greeks and Jews as has sometimes been thought;102 but where the
reforms of Jason are roundly condemned, it is not because the new fashions
are Greek but precisely because they are paravnomoi—contrary to Jewish law
(2 Macc. 4.12)—and because, in effect, they encourage the Jews to neglect
and flout the Law (4.13–15). As noted above, the high priesthood of Onias
is represented as a golden age when Onias not only cooperated with the Se-
leucids but, unlike Jason and Menelaus, vigorously upheld the Law and the
sanctity of the Temple.103

In the Book of Daniel, the first six chapters present several examples of
how willingly Daniel and his companions adhere to Jewish law even when
they are isolated from their fellow Jews or when refusal to assimilate be-
comes awkward and even dangerous. In an interesting sequence toward the
beginning of the book (Dan. 1.8, 10–16), Daniel and his companions are able
to convince the chief eunuch to allow them to keep a kosher diet, although
the official is at first afraid that their refusal to eat from the king’s table will
reflect badly upon them and upon himself. Likewise, two of the persecu-
tions that Daniel and his companions miraculously survive are touched off
by their refusal to abandon the core principles of Jewish tradition: Shadrach,
Meshach, and Abednego are cast into the fiery furnace because they refuse
to bow down to a golden idol (3.18), and Daniel, conversely, is cast into the

Date, Context, Authorship, Audience / 161

102. See above, Chap. 1, n. 102.
103. Cf. 2 Macc. 3.12, where Onias attempts to protect the sanctity of the Tem-

ple against Heliodorus, and 4.33–34, where he vigorously denounces Menelaus’s de-
spoliation of the Temple, bringing about his own murder. For contrast, one need only
consider 2 Macc. 5.15–16, where Menelaus not only fails to protect the Temple from
Antiochus IV but actually acts as his guide and helps him to strip the place bare.



lion’s den because he perseveres in offering prayers to God after a decree
forbids praying to anyone but Darius.

The Book of Esther offers an interesting contrast, for the original He-
brew text betrays little concern for Jewish adherence to the Law; rather, it
emphasizes national solidarity, the loyalty that one owes to family and kin
group independently of religious obligations (e.g., Esther 4.13–14, 10.3).The
Greek versions of Esther, by contrast, are profoundly concerned with reli-
gion. Most commentators have observed that the Greek translation corrects
the secular tone of the original, incorporating several instances of Esther’s
showing concern for her obligations under Jewish law. For instance, where
the Hebrew version has Esther conceal her ethnic origins on Mordecai’s or-
ders (2.20), the Greek adds that Mordecai further commanded her “to fear
God, and perform his commandments, just as when she was with him; and
Esther did not change her way of life.”104 Again, when Esther prays to God
before her ordeal (in Addition C, a passage not in the Hebrew), she pro-
fesses her hatred of her mixed marriage in the strongest terms and swears
that she has not eaten from the royal table or drunk the wine of libations
(i.e., participated, even passively, in any pagan ritual ).105 The concerns that
Esther here expresses appear nowhere in the original Hebrew version, but
by the time of Esther’s translation into Greek such concerns had become
acute for the translator and his audience.

In 3 Maccabees and elsewhere, not only is the highest importance placed
on the correct observance of Jewish law, but traditional piety is regarded as
virtually inseparable from the loyalty that one owes to the state. An inter-
esting corollary to this attitude is the belief, repeatedly stressed in 3 Mac-
cabees and elsewhere, that the prosperity of the non-Jewish state depends
on the favor of God. In 3 Maccabees, the reformed Philopator himself es-
pouses this belief upon waking from his madness, ordering his Friends to
release the children of “the all-powerful living God in heaven, who from
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104. Esther 2.20: ou{tw" ga;r ejneteivlato aujth'/ Mardocai'o", fobei'sqai to;n qeo;n
kai; poiei'n ta; prostavgmata aujtou', kaqw;" h\n met’ aujtou': kai; Esqhr ouj methvllaxen
th;n ajgwgh;n aujth'".

105. Addition C 25–29, a remarkable speech that is worth quoting at length:
pavntwn gnw'sin e[cei" kai; oi\da" o{ti ejmivshsa dovxan ajnovmwn kai; bdeluvssomai koivthn
ajperitmhvtwn kai; panto;" ajllotrivou. su; oi\da" th;n ajnavgkhn mou, o{ti bdeluvssomai to;
shmei'on th'" uJperhfaniva" mou, o{ ejstin ejpi; th'" kefalh'" mou ejn hJmevrai" ojptasiva"
mou: bdeluvssomai aujto; wJ" rJavko" katamhnivwn kai; ouj forw' aujto; ejn hJmevrai" hJsuciva"
mou. kai; oujk e[fagen hJ douvlh sou travpezan Aman, kai; oujk edovxhsa sumpovsion
basilevw" oujde; e[pion oi\non spondw'n.



the time of our ancestors until the present has provided our affairs with un-
interrupted prosperity and glory.”106

This same theme pervades the Letter of Aristeas. The belief that the God
of the Jews, “God the Greatest” (tw'/ megivstw/ qew'/; cf. 3 Macc. 1.9), actively
guides, protects, and honors the kingdom of Philadelphus is expressed not
only by the king himself in his letter to the high priest Eleazar (LtAris 37)
but by leading courtiers such as Aristeas (15) and Sosibius (19). In this con-
text, the prayers offered by the Jews of Jerusalem (45) and later by the eld-
est of the priests sent by Eleazar (185) for the prosperity of Philadelphus’s
kingdom and family acquire more than symbolic significance. The link be-
tween divine favor and the well-being of the kingdom is so pervasive in
the extended symposium (LtAris 187–294) that this scene has been ana-
lyzed as a secular treatise on kingship, imported wholesale into an other-
wise Jewish text.107 Though it is a mistake thus to detach the symposium
from the rest of the text, the underlying intuition is nevertheless correct:
this theme, as it is explored in Jewish texts, is adapted from a common tenet
of Hellenistic kingship theory.That theory conventionally stresses the im-
portance of divine favor for the legitimacy and hence the prosperity of the
royal lines established by the Successors of Alexander. In Jewish texts, the
role of Zeus, or Apollo, or Dionysus is simply taken over by the Jewish
God, whose stamp of approval legitimates the royal house in the eyes of
Jews and gentiles alike.

The same theme recurs briefly in the Book of Daniel when the prophet
tells Nebuchadnezzar that he is the “head of gold” in his vision of the idol
with feet of clay, “to whom the God of heaven has given a powerful and
strong and honorable kingdom” (Dan. 2.37–39).108 Given the tenor of the
rest of Daniel’s vision, in which the feet of iron mixed with clay represent
the weakness and ultimate collapse of the Greek (i.e., Seleucid) kingdom,
one infers that the divine favor granted to the Babylonians has been with-
drawn from the Seleucids. The same theory that is invoked in 3 Maccabees
and the Letter of Aristeas to legitimize Ptolemaic rule is thus here invoked
to strip the Seleucid empire of its legitimacy—an intriguing testimony to
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106. 3 Macc, 6.28: ajpoluvsate tou;" uiJou;" tou' pantokravtoro" ejpouranivou qeou'
zw'nto", o{" ajf’ hJmetevrwn mevcri tou' nu'n progovnwn ajparapovdiston meta; dovxh" eujs-
tavqeian parevcei toi'" hJmetevroi" pravgmasin.

107. Murray 1967: 337–71.
108. Dan. 2.37: w|/ oJ qeo;" tou' oujranou' basileivan ijscura;n kai; krataia;n kai; e[nti-

mon e[dwken.



the influence of an essentially Hellenistic ideology upon the thought of
Greek-speaking and Aramaic-speaking Jews alike.

One last theme linking these texts is particularly prominent in 3 Mac-
cabees: the stress placed upon the close interdependence of the Jews of the
homeland and the Jews of the Diaspora. In 3 Maccabees, the persecution in
Egypt is directly touched off by a contretemps in Ptolemaic-ruled Palestine.
Evidently the author of 3 Maccabees deliberately introduced this causal con-
nection, as the legend of an attack upon the Temple miraculously thwarted
and the legend of a persecution involving elephants at Alexandria are else-
where attested independently of one another.109 The implication is clear:
events in Palestine could have direct repercussions upon Jews living in the
Diaspora. This is logical enough in a story in which Egypt and Palestine
both belong to the same Ptolemaic empire. When 3 Maccabees was writ-
ten, however, Palestine was no longer under Egyptian control. (Indeed, it
was probably no longer even nominally under Seleucid control.) The more
pressing concern in the late second century b.c.e. was not shared Ptole-
maic rule but rather the implications that the Maccabean Revolt and the
subsequent rise of the Hasmonean dynasty might have for Jews living out-
side Hasmonean territory—in the case of 3 Maccabees, particularly for Jews
living in Egypt.

Third Maccabees successfully addresses these concerns and finds one sort
of resolution for the anxieties of the Jews in the late second and early first
centuries b.c.e. The Letter of Aristeas offers a still more optimistic scenario:
whereas 3 Maccabees envisions relations with the Jews of Palestine as a po-
tential source of conflict that may nevertheless be resolved, the author of
the Letter of Aristeas represents the relationship between the Jews of Pales-
tine and the Jews of Egypt as essential to the well-being of both, though re-
quiring extremely careful negotiations. In the Letter of Aristeas, Philadel-
phus negotiates with Eleazar as if with an independent ruler of equal
status—that is, Eleazar occupies in the narrative the place that from the mid-
second century onward was occupied in Palestine by the increasingly pow-
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109. A modern student of urban legends would certainly say that the Heliodorus
incident in 2 Maccabees and the attack of Philopator on the Temple in 3 Maccabees
are variants of the same tale; likewise, the tale of Philopator’s persecution of the Jews
of Alexandria and the very similar persecution attributed by Josephus to the reign
of Physcon. I do not mean here to beg the question of whether the author of 3 Mac-
cabees knew 2 Maccabees or whether Josephus in turn knew 3 Maccabees. Regard-
less of which text influenced which, the stories that 2 Maccabees and Josephus con-
tain are evidence for the independent attestation of legends that are combined, to
our knowledge, only by the author of 3 Maccabees. These problems will be exam-
ined further below, in Chap. 5.



erful and quasi-independent Hasmonean dynasty. Despite Aristeas’s glow-
ing vision of the relationship between Philadelphus and Eleazar, the elabo-
rate courtesy that each shows toward the other is a strong indication of gen-
uine anxiety underlying the political ambiguities of the late second century
b.c.e. This anxiety is no less acute in the Letter of Aristeas than in 3 Mac-
cabees; it is simply expressed in a different manner. Likewise, the repeated
emphasis in the Letter of Aristeas upon the central importance of Jerusalem
and the Temple as the ultimate center of the Jewish Law and Jewish wor-
ship serves as a constant reminder to the Jews in Egypt that they cannot
disregard any connection with their homeland, regardless of how fraught
with difficulty such connections may have become.

The stories preserved in the original versions of Daniel and Esther are
remarkable for their utter lack of concern for the Jewish homeland, which
is literally never mentioned.When these stories originated, perhaps as early
as the Persian period, relations with Palestine were apparently of no inter-
est. Yet although relations with the Jews of Palestine may not have mat-
tered much, if at all, to the Jews of Babylon and Media in (say) the fourth
century b.c.e., there are indications that by the time of the mid-second cen-
tury b.c.e. such relations were beginning to mean a great deal to the Jews
of Egypt and Palestine at the very least. The prophecies of the more apoca-
lyptic chapters of Daniel contain a clear allusion linking the first assault of
Antiochus IV upon Jerusalem directly with his humiliation at the hands of
Rome in Egypt. In Daniel’s view, rightly or wrongly, international affairs
could have very direct repercussions upon the Jews of the homeland.

Conversely, late additions to the texts of 2 Maccabees and Esther indi-
cate that the Jews of Palestine were beginning to take a very strong inter-
est in the religious observances of their coreligionists in Egypt—and no
doubt in other parts of the Diaspora, although we lack direct evidence for
this.The famous letters appended to the opening of 2 Maccabees (1–2), what-
ever their exact nature and origin, represent the Jews of Jerusalem in the
late second century as being acutely concerned with the correct celebration
of Hanukkah (or, more precisely, the purification of the Temple) in Egypt.110

In view of the fact that a festival commemorating a historical event in Pales-
tine can have been of interest to the Jews of Egypt only inasmuch as they
might consider the fortunes of the Temple at Jerusalem as their own, it be-
comes apparent from the letter-writing campaign of the Jews of Jerusalem
found in 2 Maccabees 1–2 that the rhetoric in the Letter of Aristeas was not
entirely home-grown in Alexandria. Rather, it was actively fostered and
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propagated by Jews living under the Hasmonean regime. From this point of
view, the acute anxiety expressed in 3 Maccabees appears well founded: the
consequences of events in Palestine might be forced, willy-nilly, upon the
Jews of Egypt.

This trend of growing interest at Jerusalem in religious observances in
the Diaspora is carried further in the colophon to the translation of Esther
(Addition F), according to which this Greek Esther was translated at Jeru-
salem and brought to Egypt by a self-proclaimed priest and Levite, appar-
ently with no other purpose than to propagate the celebration of Purim
throughout the Diaspora.111 The deliberate and ultimately successful prop-
agation of a festival of purely local Persian origin throughout the Diaspora
is truly remarkable. In the last centuries of the Hellenistic period, appar-
ently, the Jews of Jerusalem were subtly but systematically manipulating
the entire festal calendar of the Jews of Egypt—a process that would even-
tually culminate in the formation of a Jewish canon adopted by Jews
throughout the Diaspora.

• • •

To sum up: themes in 3 Maccabees are paralleled in closely related Septu-
agintal texts, namely the Letter of Aristeas, 2 Maccabees, Esther, and Daniel.
All these texts envision the relations of the Jews with foreign rulers,
whether Ptolemaic, Seleucid, Babylonian, or Persian, and all represent these
relations as fundamentally harmonious. Although their narratives often cen-
ter around a persecution, that persecution is always represented as a devi-
ation from the norm, and in most cases the story ends happily with har-
mony restored. Positive relationships between the Jews and their foreign
rulers are explored on many levels. The stories generally assume or explic-
itly describe a world in which the Jews occupy high places at court and en-
gage regularly in dynastic politics at the highest level. The Jews, like their
gentile contemporaries, function as upper-class insiders and are counted
among the elite. Furthermore, individual Jews and Jewish culture typically
are highly regarded by the king and others at court. Such enemies as they
have are few, and these are generally motivated by jealousy. Moreover, the
relationship is reciprocal: the Jews’ loyalty to their king is unfailing. If the
king misguidedly demands something of the Jews that conflicts with their
Law, they can only refuse and submit to persecution; active resistance is
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111. Collins (2000: 112) characterizes the Greek translation of Esther as “Has-
monean propaganda.”



never sanctioned, and in the end the king always realizes that the Jews’ loy-
alty to himself is inseparable from their piety toward God.

Not only do the Jews enjoy good relations with their rulers; for the most
part, they also enjoy good relations with their gentile neighbors and are
able to interact with gentiles without being forced into any violation of the
Law. This is true not only internationally (Philadelphus and Eleazar) but
at the level of neighboring communities as well (Antioch, Tyre), and even at
the level of neighboring shops in the streets of Alexandria and farms in the
Egyptian chóra. Moreover, where the Jews do have enemies, these enemies
are in the minority, and it is frequently emphasized that that minority
specifically excludes the Jews’ Greek neighbors.112 When the king persecutes
the Jews, it is always because he has been misled by certain malicious per-
sons, and recourse can regularly be had by appealing directly to the top. As
the papyri indicate, the Jews were not the only inhabitants of Egypt (or, for
that matter, of any other bureaucratic empire) who occasionally felt perse-
cuted and trusted in the probity of the highest officials to protect them from
their enemies.

In these texts, however good the relations may be between the Jews and
their rulers on the one hand, and the Jews and their neighbors on the other,
obedience to the tenets of Jewish law is nevertheless generally represented
as paramount.There can be no excuse for apostasy.Where actual conflict oc-
curs, the Jews have no choice but to put up with inconvenience and even, if
necessary, submit to persecution sooner than violate the Law. On the posi-
tive side, however, these texts stress that even in the most difficult circum-
stances compromise within the limits of Jewish law remains possible. In fact,
not only is traditional piety virtually inseparable from the loyalty that one
owes to the state, but the very prosperity of the state itself depends upon the
favor of God. And finally, all these texts acknowledge a close interdepend-
ence between the Jews of Jerusalem and the Jews of the Diaspora.

Such themes, taken together, form a pattern within which 3 Maccabees
and these related texts may be understood. To say this is not to deny the
many differences among them. But 3 Maccabees and the Letter of Aristeas,
so often represented as polar opposites—the one encouraging Helleniza-
tion and cooperation between Jews and gentiles; the other negative, con-
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112. We may here have a relatively early development of the rhetoric that is
heavily employed by Josephus and Philo when discussing conflict between the Jews
of Egypt and their gentile neighbors. Both have a tendency to exculpate the “Greeks”
of Alexandria and to identify their enemies as “Egyptian,” whatever that may have
meant after several centuries of intermarriage and cultural assimilation.



frontational, and separatist—are in fact in perfect agreement on all essen-
tial points. The differences between these two texts are purely a function of
the imaginative point of view: one author has chosen for his subject a co-
operative enterprise and the other a persecution happily averted, but each
in his own way addresses the same concerns and makes the same point.

Daniel and 2 Maccabees, by contrast, are distinct from 3 Maccabees in
many important ways. Daniel as we now have it was conceived as an apoc-
alypse; 3 Maccabees betrays no apocalyptic influence. Whereas in the sto-
ries and prophecies of the Book of Daniel the Kingdom of God is foreseen
sweeping aside the Greek (Seleucid) empire and establishing a kinder, gen-
tler one in its place, the hopes of 3 Maccabees’ author are fully realized in
the reformed Philopator’s kingdom. Likewise 2 Maccabees, despite sharing
more than one might expect with 3 Maccabees, is conceived along very dif-
ferent lines. Whereas 3 Maccabees may be best characterized as a folktale
or urban legend in literary form, inspired by a need to explain the long-
forgotten origin a local Egyptian festival,113 2 Maccabees epitomizes a work
of Hellenistic historiography recounting a more recent, well-documented
historical event. Moreover, since 2 Maccabees principally regards the early
years of the Maccabean Revolt, its overall attitude toward secular author-
ity cannot help but be far more ambivalent than that found in 3 Maccabees.

Given the more confrontational outlook of Daniel and 2 Maccabees in
their final form, it is perhaps not surprising that the thematic similarities
I have identified with 3 Maccabees and the Letter of Aristeas in general
occur in passages based on material that predates the contexts in which
they now appear. The stories in Daniel’s first six chapters are patently tra-
ditional, many of them originating as early as the Persian period, and the
stories surrounding the life of Onias may likewise have been taken from
oral tradition.114

Esther occupies a middle position between the more conciliatory stance
of the Letter of Aristeas and 3 Maccabees on the one hand and the more con-
frontational attitude of Daniel and 2 Maccabees on the other. Like Daniel it
has a long history, dating back as early as the Persian period. In this case,
the thematic similarities with 3 Maccabees are noticeably stronger in the
Septuagint translation of Esther than in the Hebrew version, where the like
are weak or absent.

Even so, the similarities remain compelling among these diverse texts,
which have as their common ground a close relationship with 3 Maccabees.
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The next section will examine central themes of 3 Maccabees to discover
the interests of its author and his audience, and what those interests can tell
us about Hellenistic Jewish identity at a particular place and time. Although
none of our authors would have approved of the extreme assimilation at-
tributed to Jason and later Menelaus, each would have understood the plaint
attributed to the “lawless men” (uiJoi; paravnomoi) of 1 Maccabees: “Come,
let us make a covenant with the gentiles who live around us, for ever since
we separated ourselves from them, we have had nothing but trouble.”115

Each of their texts is concerned to address the problem of relations with gen-
tile neighbors without forsaking the Jews’ covenant with God.

authorship and audience

Who wrote 3 Maccabees, for what audience, and for what purpose? Given
the author’s evident familiarity with the Ptolemaic court and chancery, the
setting of the story, reaching its climax at the hippodrome in Alexandria,
and the elaborate—some would say precious116—literary style of the text,
there has never been any doubt but that 3 Maccabees was composed in
Egypt, almost certainly at Alexandria. Again, for obvious reasons, there can
be no doubt that the anonymous author was Jewish. These facts have never
been questioned. There do, however, remain many questions. Who was the
intended audience? What was the author’s purpose in writing 3 Maccabees?
And, given that interpretation becomes an open field the moment a text
leaves its author’s hands, what if anything can be inferred from the text
about the beliefs and attitudes of the author and his intended (and actual )
audience? In short, what can we learn from 3 Maccabees about the milieu
(or milieux) at Alexandria within which the text was composed, circulated,
and read?

In order to say anything at all about the milieu in which a text has been
written and circulated, one must first establish not only where it was com-
posed, but also when, and the historical circumstances of its composition.117
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115. 1 Macc. 1.11: poreuqw'men, kai; diaqwvmeqa diaqhvkhn meta; tw'n ejqnw'n tw'n
kuvklw/ hJmw'n, o{ti ajf’ h|" ejcwrivsqhmen ajp’ aujtw'n, eu|ren hJma'" kaka; pollav.

116. Denigration of the affected style of 3 Maccabees is widespread: cf. among
others, e.g., Grimm 1857: 214–15; Hadas 1953: 22 (“verbose . . . florid . . . bombas-
tic”); Tcherikover 1961: 1, 18 (“pompous”).

117. A principle rightly laid down by Tcherikover 1956 (cf. pp. 186–89), a sem-
inal article.Tcherikover’s approach to the analysis of so-called Jewish apologetic writ-
ings in their historical context is exemplary. I have in many ways tried to apply his
methods here, although I would argue that in the particular case of 3 Maccabees 



I have argued that the text was composed in the later Ptolemaic period (ca.
150–30 b.c.e.), not in the Roman period (ca. 30 b.c.e.–70 c.e.).118 This date
establishes very general parameters for understanding the text. The Ptole-
maic era was a time of relative prosperity for Jews, whereas the Roman period
was one of greater conflict.119 Although the precise extent of conflict in the
Roman period is debatable,120 Roman rule did bring the imposition of a hated
poll tax, the first documented riots and massacres at Alexandria, and writ-
ings by Philo and Josephus that are apologetic in the true sense—that is, as
aggressive defenses of Judaism directed explicitly against its enemies. By
contrast, in the more prosperous Ptolemaic period leading Jews exercised
considerable influence at court and participated actively in the vicissitudes
of dynastic politics.121 Onias IV founded a temple at Leontopolis, built a
fortress there, and surrounded it with Jewish military settlers who farmed
the area (which came to be known as “Onias’s territory”) and served as a
unit in the Egyptian army down to Roman times.122 No doubt there were
other Jewish military settlers who had farmed the Egyptian chóra since the
time of Ptolemy I Soter.Thus in the later Hellenistic period the Jews of Egypt,
both in Alexandria and in the chóra, served alongside their neighbors as
courtiers, generals, shopkeepers, farmers, and soldiers. Close interaction with
non-Jews was inevitable, and assimilation vied with traditional ties even as
a new experiment in Hellenistic self-government was being undertaken by
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Tcherikover’s dating of the text to the Roman period, and consequently his inter-
pretation of the text, is misguided.

118. See above, “Date of Composition.”
119. So, most succinctly, Tcherikover (1956: 188–90), who gives a summary ac-

count of the historical circumstances of what he calls the periods of “full flourish”
(180–30 b.c.e.) and “crisis” (30 b.c.e.–66 c.e.). His characterizations are essentially
still those widely accepted in the literature today, with but minor variations.

120. For instance, it is by no means clear that Jews, individually or collectively,
acquired Alexandrian citizenship in the Hellenistic period but then were systemat-
ically deprived of it in the Roman period, whether as a result of the Augustan poll
tax or by the edict of Claudius (pace Tcherikover 1956: 189–90; for a recent overview
of this perennially controversial issue, see Barclay 1996: 60–71). The extent of fully
developed anti-Semitism in the Roman period before 70 c.e., too, has been some-
what overstated (Collins 2000: 6–13), although the increasing frequency of violent
clashes between Jews and their neighbors in the first century c.e. (particularly in
Egypt) can hardly be denied (Barclay 1996: 48–81).

121. E.g., Onias IV, who served as a stratégos under Cleopatra II in 145 b.c.e.,
remaining loyal to her in the conflict with Physcon (Jos. C.Ap. 2.49–50), and Ana-
nias and Chelkias, who served as generals under Cleopatra III in 104–102 b.c.e., at
the head of a section of the Egyptian army made up entirely of Jewish military set-
tlers from Leontopolis. (Jos. AJ 13.349). Cf. Tcherikover 1959: 281–84.

122. Cf. Tcherikover 1959: 278–89.



the Hasmoneans in neighboring Palestine.123 It is against this general back-
ground that 3 Maccabees must be understood.

For whom was the author writing? It was long thought that so-called
apologetic Jewish writings, mainly from Alexandria, were written primar-
ily for a gentile audience, namely the Hellenized elite. Hence the very term
“apologetic,” which implies a need felt by the Jews to defend their culture
and religion in the skeptical eyes of an elite educated in, and respecting, only
classical Greek culture.124 The broad category “apologetic” has been taken
to include not only true self-defense against perceived anti-Semitism, such
in the tracts of Josephus and Philo, but also highly idealized representations
of Judaism (panegyric), attacks on polytheistic religions (polemic), and ac-
tive proselytism of gentile converts (propaganda).125 V. A. Tcherikover,
however, has thoroughly demonstrated how improbable it is that the entire
corpus of Hellenistic Jewish literature was addressed primarily to Greek-
speaking gentiles.126

Tcherikover reminds us, tellingly, that ancient conditions of publication
were in no way conducive to bombarding an indifferent population with un-
wanted information; rather, the circulation of manuscripts in antiquity de-
pended almost entirely upon the initiative of the reader in seeking out copies
and passing them on to friends, and hence depended upon a strong preex-
isting interest on the part of the intended audience.127 Moreover, Greeks in
the Hellenistic period had no interest in or knowledge of the literature of
the Bible, as is evident from the complete absence in non-Jewish literature
of any citations from the Greek Bible before the Christian era; yet much
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123. Tcherikover 1956: 189.
124. Recently, however, Collins (2000: 261) has observed that a distinction can

be made between apologetic literature (which could, in theory, be aimed at per-
suading a primarily Jewish audience) and proselytizing (which by definition would
be aimed at converting gentiles). If “apologetic” is used in this sense, then certainly
much Hellenistic Jewish literature is apologetic or didactic in nature, though it re-
mained primarily a mode of Jewish self-expression in a Jewish context (so, rightly,
Collins 2000: 271).

125. Tcherikover 1956: 169.
126. Tcherikover 1956. Feldman (1996: 216–29) has attempted to critique

Tcherikover’s article, but his objections are largely limited to the period of Josephus
and Philo (citing passages from these authors in which it can clearly be seen that
gentiles were among the intended audience);Tcherikover’s observations remain valid
for the Hellenistic period. Collins (2000: 14–16) offers a well-balanced view of this
issue, commenting that “there can be little doubt that the primary readership was
Jewish” but adding that “this in no way precludes the possibility that the Jewish au-
thors also aspired to address their pagan neighbors, however unrealistic their aspi-
ration may have been” (Collins 2000: 16). See also Collins 2000: 261–72.

127. Tcherikover 1956: 171–74.



Jewish literature is heavily invested in interpreting and commenting upon
the biblical tradition for an audience that was already familiar with the
texts.128 Finally, high praise of Judaism has often been viewed as an effort
on the Jews’ part to impress their Greek contemporaries and to convince
them of the equal, not to say superior, merit of Jewish culture and tradition.
Yet the very passages cited as exemplifying this tendency are hardly likely
to have had the desired effect. For instance, the passage of the Letter of Aris-
teas in which Philadelphus hastens to pay all honor to the Jewish envoys
and finishes by bowing seven times before the scrolls and bursting into
tears:129 this scene can scarcely have inspired anything but incredulity and
outright mirth in any gentile who was not already strongly prejudiced in
favor of Judaism, to say the least. It is much more likely that those in need
of reassurance were the Hellenized Jews themselves, who were deeply im-
bued with Hellenic culture and may have been led by their classical educa-
tion to doubt the value of their own ancestral traditions.130 Hence also the
attacks upon pagan worship and especially upon Jewish lapses into apos-
tasy:131 the problem with polytheism was not that many non-Jews practiced
it but that, as in the days of old, it held a considerable attraction for Jews
who were tempted to leave the faith in order to assimilate to the ways of
their neighbors.132

Thus one is entitled to doubt, a priori, whether 3 Maccabees is likely to
have been addressed to the gentile readers of the elite literary circles of non-
Jewish Alexandria or to the reigning Ptolemy himself. Examination of the
text bears this out, for it is most unlikely to have been addressed to the pow-
ers that be. Philopator is represented (until his reformation) as a self-in-
dulgent, sensual, vicious, irrational tyrant; such a portrait was not calculated
to appeal to the Ptolemy of the moment. To be sure, the historical Philopa-
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128. Ibid. 176–79.
129. LtAris 177–78.
130. One is reminded of Augustine, who confesses that as a youth, when he tried

to reexamine the Latin Scriptures of the religion of his childhood in the light of his
classical education, he was revolted by what at first seemed to him their embarrass-
ing illiteracy: “to me they seemed quite unworthy of comparison with the stately
prose of Cicero” (Confessions, trans. R. S. Pine-Coffin [London 1961] 60). The re-
action of a highly educated and Hellenized Jew to some passages of the Septuagint
may well have been not dissimilar; Barclay (1996: 108–9) speculates that one pas-
sage in Philo referring to Jewish critics of the Scriptures may reflect this social phe-
nomenon. See also Tcherikover 1956: 180–81.

131. For Jewish attacks on pagan worship, see, e.g., Barclay 1996: 429–34.
132. Tcherikover 1956: 181.



tor was notorious, and indeed the happy ending of 3 Maccabees leaves the
Philopator of the legend looking much more attractive than Polybius ever
allowed the historical Philopator to be.133 We need not, therefore, suppose
that a ruler whose eye fell upon 3 Maccabees would have found the tale un-
duly offensive or seditious, but the text does not read like one calculated
primarily to court a king’s favor.

Nor can the text have intrinsically appealed to the Greco-Macedonian
elite of Alexandria. The stress it lays upon the inviolability of the Law and
the sanctity of the Temple; the prayers of Simon and of Eleazar, versed in
the liturgical Greek of the Alexandrian synagogues;134 the pitiable distress
of the Jews when forced to contemplate the pollution of the Temple, or when
compelled to choose between apostasy and death; the miraculous interven-
tions of the all-powerful God on behalf of his people in answer to their
prayers—none of these details seems likely to have aroused sympathy and
interest, or even comprehension, in an audience not already sympathetic to
the Jewish cause. Indeed, a non-Jewish reader is more likely to have been
bemused by what would have seemed to him, as to Philopator, much ado
about nothing. The story is calculated rather to appeal to cultural taboos
deeply rooted in a traditional Jewish upbringing and to confirm preexisting
beliefs about (for instance) God’s concern for his chosen people. In short,
there should be no doubt that the author not only was Jewish himself but
was writing for a Jewish audience, as most scholars who have worked closely
with 3 Maccabees have in fact assumed.135

But precisely what Jewish audience did the author intend to address, and
(a closely related question) with what purpose? Tcherikover rightly stresses
that the Hellenistic Jews of Alexandria, as represented by their literary pro-
duction, were not culturally monolithic. Like any community, theirs was di-
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133. See below,Chap.5,pp.202–9 for a detailed comparison of Philopator’s charac-
ter as it is described by the historical sources with Philopator’s character in 3 Maccabees.

134. It should be noted that here and elsewhere I use the term “synagogue”
somewhat loosely, since the institution was not yet fully defined in the Hellenistic
period and varied from place to place (L. Levine 2000: 118–23). I use the term to re-
fer to any “house of prayer” (proseuchv, the most popular term in Hellenistic Egypt)
or building that would have been used for a variety of functions, possibly including
community meetings, communal worship and/or prayer, study of the Torah, and pub-
lic reading of the Torah. For the evidence for synagogues in Egypt in the Hellenis-
tic period, see Barclay 1996: 26; Modrzejewski 1995: 87–98; L. Levine 2000: 75–82.
For a more detailed discussion of the various functions of synagogues in the Second
Temple period, see L. Levine 2000: 124–59.

135. E.g., Grimm 1857: 217–18; Emmet 1913: 157–58; Hadas 1953: 3; Anderson
1985: 515 (to cite only a few).



vided by ideological strains.136 To whom, then, was the author speaking, and
what was his message? Opinion on this question has been considerably di-
vided in the scholarship on 3 Maccabees. Some have argued that the author
sought to encourage his fellow Jews to resist persecution in the face of a
specific crisis;137 others, that the author sought in more general terms to ex-
hort Jews to reject and separate themselves both from Greek culture and from
fellow Jews who had compromised their religious purity by Hellenizing.138

Some have located the popularity of the text narrowly among the disaffected,
anti-Hellenizing lower classes—the Jewish segment of the notorious Alexan-
drian mob.139 Some, more plausibly, have viewed the text quite differently,
seeing it mainly as a generalized attempt to preserve Jewish orthodoxy while
at the same time accounting for the long-forgotten origin of a popular Egyp-
tian Jewish festival.140 I for my part believe that to seek out and emphasize
supposedly antigentile elements of 3 Maccabees is quite mistaken: the text
aims not to promote hostility between Jews and their non-Jewish neighbors
but to assist pious Jews strongly invested in Greek culture to steer a middle
ground between the evils of separatism and the perils of assimilation.

The commitment of 3 Maccabees to the traditional Jewish way of life is
too profound to be denied by anyone who works with that text; nor has it

174 / Third Maccabees: A Case Study

136. Tcherikover (1956:190–91),who cites (by way of example) conflicts between
faithful Jews and apostates, between those who embraced Greek culture and those
who shunned it, between advocates and opponents of the Septuagint, and between
those who practiced more or less allegorical interpretations of the Bible. Unfortu-
nately, Tcherikover goes on to make the unwarranted leap of assuming that the di-
visions and disagreements that are evident in Alexandrian Jewish literature are rep-
resentative of some single deep social chasm, between rich and poor, traditional and
Hellenizing (ibid. 191–93). This very modern view is not borne out by close exami-
nation of the texts available to us. There may well have been conflicts between the
rich and poor in the Jewish community at Alexandria, but if there were, Alexandrian
Jewish literature has not preserved the views of the disenfranchised.

137. So, e.g., Grimm 1857: 217; Hadas 1953: 3. Anderson 1985: 511–12 rightly
questions this theory on the ground that “the book itself does not really read like
a ‘crisis document.’” I have already (above, “Date of Composition”) advanced ar-
guments against viewing 3 Maccabees as a response to a crisis in the Roman period
(such as the introduction of the poll tax under Augustus or the troubles at Alexan-
dria in the time of Caligula), but I postpone until Chap. 5, below, pp. 183–90, the
discussion of theories that envision a crisis situation that lay behind the origin of
the legend in the Hellenistic period, in 145 or 88 b.c.e.

138. E.g., Tcherikover 1956: 191–93; Nickelsburg 1981: 169.
139. Tcherikover 1956: 192.
140. Anderson 1985: 515. I use the term “orthodox” loosely; Barclay (1996) has

clearly shown that while particular authors, groups, or communities individually
had standards to define offending behavior, there was no fully agreed-upon stan-
dard for orthodoxy shared by all Jewish groups in the prerabbinic period.



ever been. This commitment brooks no compromise. The deep reverence of
the Jews of Jerusalem for the sanctity of the Temple lies at the heart of the
opening chapters. Not merely the priests but the entire population—women
and children, hotheaded young firebrands and sober graybeards—are over-
whelmed with anguish and dismay at the prospect of the pollution of the
Holy of Holies (3 Macc. 2.16–23). This entire opening sequence depends
for its emotional effect upon the assumption that the largely Egyptian Jew-
ish audience shared this reverence toward the Temple, which most of them
had probably never seen.141

Then again, just as the Jews of Jerusalem read the Law out to Philopator
in an effort to dissuade him from his purpose, so also the Egyptian Jews’
devotion to the Law is unshaken alike in the face of persecution and of ma-
terial inducements.The first decree of Philopator mingles the carrot and the
stick (3 Macc. 2.28–30). He decrees that all Jews are to be reduced to a de-
graded status (oijketikh;n diavqesin, 2.28; aujqentivan, 2.29); they are to be reg-
istered and branded with an ivy leaf, the symbol of Dionysus. Those un-
willing to sacrifice (i.e., to participate in civic cult?) are further to be banned
from entering their own shrines and hence from practicing their own reli-
gion. Besides these threats, however, Philopator offers an incentive to any-
one willing to be initiated into the Mysteries: the chance to escape the fate
of their fellows and to enjoy isopoliteia with Alexandrian citizens. Only af-
ter the vast majority of the Jews decline to apostasize by bowing down be-
fore the Ptolemaic equivalent of the golden calf is a death sentence passed
upon all the Jews in Philopator’s realm (3.1; 12–30). We incidentally learn
also that the Jews of Alexandria, although highly regarded by most of their
neighbors, made some enemies by holding themselves apart not only in wor-
ship but also in diet (3.4, 7). It thus appears that the Jews of Egypt in 3 Mac-
cabees adhere not only to the first commandment but to the dietary regu-
lations as well. These are, of course, among the most difficult laws for Jews
living in a non-Jewish society to keep.

Moreover, not only do the Jews of Egypt, like the Jews of Jerusalem, ad-
here to the Law regardless of the consequences, but they have only con-
tempt for apostasy. Death is preferable (3 Macc. 1.29); those who aposta-
size are shunned by their neighbors (2.31–33, 3.23), and when the crisis is
past the survivors obtain Philopator’s permission to slaughter the renegades,
whom they successfully represent as traitors alike to God and to the state
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141. The same reverence for the Temple is expressed at length in the Letter of
Aristeas, most notably in an extended ecphrasis devoted to describing Jerusalem and
the Temple through the eyes of Aristeas and his fellow ambassadors (LtAris 83–120).



(7.10–15). Over three hundred apostates are killed. The only casualties of
Philopator’s abortive persecution are the faithless, and one could say that
in a way the Jews not only survived the persecution, as represented by 3
Maccabees, but were even strengthened and purified by it. Indeed, the faith-
ful treat the day of the slaughter as an occasion for celebration and joy (7.15).
The message is clear, not to say chilling, for any Jew who had ever consid-
ered lapsing for any reason whatsoever, and those who have remained faith-
ful in the face of inconvenience, difficulty, even prejudice, are heartily
confirmed in their perseverance.

The text’s preoccupation with the specter of apostasy is an important clue
for our understanding of the everyday concerns of its intended audience.
Even if like many a work of fiction 3 Maccabees makes its point by envi-
sioning the most extreme situation imaginable—worship an alien god or
else be slaughtered—the Egyptian Jews will daily have faced the dilemma
in less dire form: the challenge of living in accordance with Jewish law far
from the biblical homeland in a gentile society at best indifferent and at worst
hostile to the concerns of observant Jews. This challenge will have been the
greater insofar as during this period, before the full development of rab-
binic Judaism after the destruction of the Temple, there may not have been
perfect agreement at the level of the synagogue as to the exact requirements
of Jewish law, especially outside the land of Israel. For instance, it is not clear
whether all Jews in this period believed that the dietary laws were to be
obeyed outside Israel.142 Artapanus’s sometimes wildly eccentric account of
the life of Moses sufficiently demonstrates how diverse beliefs were within
the Egyptian Jewish community in this period.143 In addition, all the evi-
dence indicates that this was a time of rapid Hellenization, that apostasy
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142. Goldstein, in an article dealing with the tales of the Tobiad family preserved
in Josephus’s Antiquities, has a most enlightening note on a passage (AJ 12.213) that
suggests that Hyrcanus ate meat that may not have been kosher. It reads, in part:
“Alternatively, the original author may have held the view that the dietary laws were
to be observed only in the Land of Israel (Deut. 12:1 with 12:20–25 and 14:3–21) or
at any rate that they were not binding in Egypt (see Leviticus 11:45).” Whether or
not this possibility throws any light on the particular passage, it is very salutary to
realize that before the full development of rabbinic Judaism, such a doubt concern-
ing a basic point of Jewish law could have existed (Goldstein 1975: 88 n. 11). It is
worth noting that in the one passage of the Tales of the Tobiads in which religious
scruples are mentioned (in connection with Joseph’s near miss with a gentile danc-
ing girl, AJ 12.187–89), the Tobiads are represented as trying to keep Jewish law as
they understand it.

143. See Holladay (1983: 189–243) for a good edition and discussion of the frag-
ments. Artapanus is normally dated to the period of Ptolemy VI Philometor (r. 180–
145 b.c.e.; op. cit. 190).



was not uncommon—the apostate Dositheus is mentioned quite matter-of-
factly at 3 Macc. 1.3—and that intermarriage was probably increasing. (Such
a marriage is at the heart of Joseph and Aseneth, for instance.) In an atmos-
phere of such uncertainty, there will have been enormous anxiety attaching
to the effort to remain faithful to the traditions of Jewish law.144 Though it
would hardly have been useful as a primer of practical advice, 3 Maccabees
could offer reassurance and reaffirmation: not only is the effort to keep Jew-
ish tradition worth making, but it will be rewarded in the end by divine sanc-
tion, royal favor, and material prosperity, whereas the apostate will be duly
punished.

Yet 3 Maccabees does not affirm its loyalty to Jewish tradition at the ex-
pense of wholly rejecting Greek culture and gentile society. It advocates tra-
dition, not separatism. In fact, the text betrays a considerable emotional in-
vestment in the ability to participate in non-Jewish elite circles. This is
obvious already from the language of its composition. Even if by this time
Greek had become the lingua franca of Egyptian Jews, the author’s idiom is
not simple, semiliterate, the Greek of the poor and downtrodden. On the
contrary, it adopts a highly artificial style, typical of the Alexandrian rhet-
oric of the day.145 By his style alone, the author bids to have his work ac-
cepted as sophisticated literature; in this sense, he himself is posturing as a
member of the literary elite.

Not only does the author have literary pretensions, but he is deeply in-
terested in the royal court as a center of high social status. He introduces
us, at the very beginning of the story, to a Jew (albeit an apostate) so inti-
mately employed in the king’s service that he is in a position to save his life
(3 Macc. 1.2–3). By using official documents phrased in a self-consciously
correct idiom (2.28–30, 3.12–29, 7.1–9), the author advertises his own famil-
iarity with court protocols, and he invites his audience to join him in that
familiarity. Accordingly his audience, if not made up of political insiders,
must at least have been made up of those who fancied themselves so. The
author’s offhand allusions to familiar details of the reign of the historical
Philopator are likewise calculated to have the effect of appealing to the pu-
tative insider, while at once adding an air of authenticity.The battle of Raphia,
Philopator’s sister-wife Arsinoe, his debauchery, his evil companions, the
conspiracy of Theodotus—all found in Polybius—are introduced as if they
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144. For an excellent general discussion of the issues and concerns that Jews in
Hellenistic Egypt would have likely dealt with on a daily basis, see Barclay 1996
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145. Anderson 1985: 510, e.g.



are quite familiar to the reader and need neither introduction nor expla-
nation.146 Evidently the author expected his audience to be familiar not only
with official court protocol but with court history and gossip as well. Such
an expectation in turn must imply an audience predominantly either itself
upper-class or else upward-identified. Such an audience is also implied in
the dilemma posited by the author for his tale. Philopator’s initial decree
offers the Jews the choice between degraded status, which would presum-
ably identify them with the native Egyptians (2.29, oijketikh;n diavqesin), and
highly preferential treatment, which would place them on a par with the
Hellenized citizens of Alexandria. Clearly, it was the upper-class Hellenized
Jews, not the urban poor, who would have found such a choice most
wrenching.

Although the portrait of Philopator before he is reformed is less than
flattering, and although the Jews do unquestionably have enemies among
the gentiles, there is no suggestion that Jews should separate themselves
from court life or from their gentile neighbors. Certainly separation in wor-
ship and diet is advocated (3 Macc. 3.4–5). Yet precisely where this issue is
raised we are explicitly told that although separatism in these matters did
bring the Jews enemies, it won them respect and admiration in the eyes of
most gentiles.147 The separatism required by Jewish law must be observed
even when the consequences are inconvenient, but at least in the author’s
view the good opinion of all right-thinking gentiles is likewise to be val-
ued. Jews need not sacrifice good relations with their neighbors in order to
keep God’s law; indeed, keeping the Law will only enhance their reputa-
tion among many gentiles. Furthermore, although the Jews may have en-
emies among the gentiles, most of their Greek neighbors can be expected
to sympathize with them, even to support them in times of trouble, as do
the Greeks in 3 Maccabees (3.8). Without positive evidence, it is impossi-
ble to say how much Egyptian Jews interacted with their gentile neighbors
in the Hellenistic period or how good relations between them were.We can,
however, be certain at least of what the author of 3 Maccabees wished to
believe about relations between Jews and gentiles, and what he encouraged
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146. See below, Chap. 5, for the parallels with Polybius and other historical
sources.The problems of the author’s use of historical details and purportedly official
documents will there be taken up in much greater detail.

147. 3 Macc. 3.4–5: sebovmenoi de; to;n qeo;n kai; tw'/ touvtou novmw/ politeuovmenoi
cwrismo;n ejpoivoun ejpi; tw'/ kata; ta;" trofav", di’ h}n aijtivan ejnivoi" ajpecqei'" ejfaivnonto.
th'/ de; tw'n dikaivwn eujpraxiva/ kosmou'nte" th;n sunanastrofh;n a{pasin ajnqrwvpoi" euj-
dovkimoi kaqeisthvkeisan.



his audience in turn to believe. Far from being a polemic against non-Jews,
as is often supposed,148 3 Maccabees in fact does all it can to promote pos-
itive relations between Jews and gentiles.

The author likewise has very strong views about the loyalty that Egyp-
tian Jews owe to the crown. Their loyalty even under persecution and their
services to the state are repeatedly highlighted (3 Macc. 1.2–3, 1.8–9, 3.13,
to cite only a few examples). The Jews have a long history of loyalty to the
state, as Philopator himself acknowledges, at first only under the influence
of divinely inflicted amnesia (5.31) but later freely and openly, in his letter
to the generals of Egypt rescinding the persecution (7.1–9). Loyalty to the
crown cannot justify pollution of the Temple or apostasy; in these cases, the
righteous Jews’ only choice is to disobey the king.Yet armed resistance is ex-
plicitly ruled out (1.23), and the Jews, constrained to what we today call “civil
disobedience,” must rely on God for their preservation (1.16, 27; 2.1–20;
5.6–8, 25, 51; 6.1–15). God inevitably provides (2.21–24, 5.11–13, 28, 6.18–
21). In fact, as the Jews argue in appealing to Philopator for permission to
punish the apostates, loyalty to the state is bound fast with piety toward God:
those who disobey the commands of God cannot be trusted to obey the king
(7.11–12). Loyalty to the state, even amid persecution, thus becomes a point
of honor for the Jews, a further proof of their righteousness.

• • •

Let us summarize our inferences about the author and intended audience
of 3 Maccabees. They placed the highest priority upon remaining faithful
to their ancestral tradition. The importance of keeping Jewish law is para-
mount for them, from its first, most important commandment—You shall
have no other gods before me—to the seemingly trifling details of the
dietary regulations. The Temple, although distant, is deeply revered. The
liturgical Greek of the prayers of Simon and Eleazar suggests an intimate
familiarity with regular worship in the largely Greek-speaking synagogues
of Egypt. The special relationship of God with his chosen people, and his
ability to hear their prayers in times of trouble and to intervene miracu-
lously on their behalf, is affirmed throughout. In keeping with this com-
mitment to a traditional Jewish way of life, the audience seems to have re-
garded apostasy as a threat even more serious than persecution. Those who
forsake the faith “for the sake of their bellies” (3 Macc. 7.12) deserve only
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death; the purge of the faithless from the community is hailed as joyfully
as is the deliverance of the survivors (7.15–16).

Yet even though keeping the Jewish Law is paramount and wholesale as-
similation is regarded as the most serious threat to the community, the au-
dience is not one inclined to embrace rigid separatism. On the contrary, the
text encourages its reader to embrace and participate in the wider culture
of the Hellenistic world—within the limits prescribed by the Law. The au-
thor has literary pretensions, and he expects his audience to have a taste for
high rhetorical style. He is deeply interested in court life, from the language
of official protocols to the gossipy detail surrounding the reigns of past
kings, and he assumes a like interest on the part of his audience. The loy-
alty of the Jews to their sovereign, even under the severest strain, is much
advertised, and the reader is encouraged to believe that that loyalty will in
the end lead even the most irrational king to recognize the superior merit
of his Jewish subjects. Cooperation with one’s non-Jewish neighbors is like-
wise encouraged, and the good opinion of the gentiles is highly valued.
Though the Jews have enemies, the author suggests that these are a mis-
guided minority. Apart from a perverse few, all men respect the Jews for
their virtuous way of life, and the Greeks of Alexandria in particular feel
a strong sympathy for their Jewish neighbors in times of trouble. These
are pleasant fictions, to be sure, but highly revealing of the readers’ and
author’s concerns and desires.

The author and audience of 3 Maccabees were deeply committed to Jew-
ish religious traditions, but at the same time they hoped to reap the benefits
of participation in the cosmopolitan world of Hellenistic Alexandria.To cul-
tivate a Greek education while remaining steeped in the culture of the syn-
agogue and the Septuagint, to rise to lofty rank in the service of the court
or the army and wield power at the highest levels without abandoning one’s
peculiar customs, can have been no easy task. The sheer existence of 3 Mac-
cabees, however, suggests that there was a considerable audience in Alexan-
dria toward the end of the second century b.c.e. who sought to do just that.
The task of 3 Maccabees is not merely to preserve the traditions of the Jew-
ish faith or to explain the origin of a particular Egyptian Jewish festival, al-
though to be sure it does both. Rather, at its most ambitious, it seeks to help
create a new Hellenistic Jewish identity embracing both the values of Jew-
ish tradition and the benefits of a cosmopolitan education. Like the Greek
Esther, 3 Maccabees through its account of a persecution celebrates the pos-
sibility of beneficial coexistence and even cooperation between Jews and gen-
tiles in the Diaspora.

Recreating the identity of a people often involves reinventing their past.
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The author of 3 Maccabees recounts a persecution of the Egyptian Jews in
the reign of Philopator that ends not in another Exodus but with a joyful
reconciliation between the Jewish people and Pharaoh’s current incarnation.
In this attempt to reshape Jewish identity by reinventing the Jewish past,
the author of 3 Maccabees was by no means alone.

We turn now to the question of how 3 Maccabees handles the stuff of
history.
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5 Historicity 
and Historical Ambivalence

Perhaps the most vexed questions surrounding 3 Maccabees regard the re-
lationship of the text to the factual events of the Hellenistic period.The story
takes place under the reign of a known historical figure, Ptolemy IV Philopa-
tor (r. 221–204 b.c.e.), and the author has gone to some trouble to supply
historical details and official documents to add to the verisimilitude of his
setting. We have, however, no independent evidence of a persecution such
as he reports taking place in the reign of Philopator; indeed, we do not even
have independent evidence suggesting that Philopator was in any way hos-
tile to the Jews, or that the Jews underwent any kind of crisis in the latter
part of the third century b.c.e. Moreover, Josephus reports a virtually iden-
tical persecution at Alexandria (C.Ap. 2.53–55), complete with drunken ele-
phants, which he places under the reign of Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II
Physcon (r. 145–116 b.c.e.); and 2 Maccabees (3.9–40) reports an incident
very similar to Philopator’s experience at the Temple in Jerusalem but sub-
stitutes Heliodorus, a minister of Seleucus IV, in Philopator’s place. Virtu-
ally all scholars, with a few notable exceptions,1 have rejected 3 Maccabees
as a legitimate, reliable historical source for an otherwise unknown perse-
cution in the reign of Philopator.

If it is easy to discredit 3 Maccabees as a straightforward historical source,
however, many questions remain unanswered. There is no justification for
regarding 3 Maccabees as a covert commentary,2 cast in Hellenistic guise,
upon a contemporary crisis in the Roman period such as the introduction
of the poll tax under Augustus or the riots at Alexandria in the time of
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Caligula.3 The hypothesis of a Roman referent must be regarded as a quite
separate issue. If the tale told in 3 Maccabees does not describe a historical
event of the reign of Philopator, however, whence was it inspired? Granted
that the story as we now have it bears all the hallmarks of a heavily em-
broidered legend, where and how did the legend arise? Is it based on some
forgotten incident in Philopator’s reign? Is it a distorted version of a gen-
uine persecution at some point in the Hellenistic period, and if so, when?
Does Josephus’s version give the true account of a persecution in 145 b.c.e.?
Or alternatively, might both the account of 3 Maccabees and that of Jose-
phus be traced back to a single persecution in some other year? Or finally,
are the legends reported in 3 Maccabees, 2 Maccabees, and Josephus’s
Against Apion just that—pure fiction, the stuff of oral tradition and pop-
ular gossip?

Yet another question concerns the relationship of this particular author
with his chosen material. Why did he choose to unite two disparate legends
into one narrative under the reign of Philopator? He is at pains to cast his
story as a straightforward historical narrative, particularly in its opening
chapters: Can we identify his sources? How does his account of Philopator’s
reign compare with what the surviving ancient sources preserve? Finally,
why has the author combined historical and legendary material in a single
narrative? Did he hope to fool his audience into accepting it as true history?
Or was he, on the contrary, quite unconcerned with such matters? This chap-
ter will address these questions and, more important, will explore reasons
why such problems so frequently arise in regard to Hellenistic Jewish texts
concerned with past events.

historicity

To be sure, some scholars—a very few—have done their best to swallow
the fantastic tale of 3 Maccabees whole. C. L. W. Grimm cites a number of
scholars who before his time regarded both the confrontation in the Tem-
ple and the persecution of the Jews of Egypt as historical events in Philopa-
tor’s reign, although they did attempt to edit out the more miraculous el-
ements.4 I. Abrahams and A. Büchler argued that a persecution did take
place in Egypt in the reign of Philopator but that it applied only to the Jews
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of the Fayum.5 P. Perdrizet traced the story back to an attempt by Philopa-
tor to incorporate the Jews as citizens of Alexandria.6 Similarly, M. Hadas
argues that in covertly representing a crisis during the reign of Augustus
(31 b.c.e.–14 c.e.), the author of 3 Maccabees drew upon the memory of
a similar crisis involving a poll tax and the civic status of the Jews in 206/5
b.c.e.7 More recently, A. Kasher has claimed that 3 Maccabees entire can
be credited as “genuinely historical.”8 None of these theories has met with
much favor.

By contrast, historians have taken Josephus’s variant report of the tale
much more seriously (C.Ap. 2.53–55). According to Josephus, when Ptolemy
VIII Physcon attacked Alexandria, in 145 b.c.e., after the death of his brother
Ptolemy VI Philometor, and attempted to wrest the throne from his wid-
owed sister-in-law Cleopatra II, Onias and his army came to the aid of
Cleopatra and her young son Ptolemy VII Neos Philopator. Physcon re-
taliated by binding the Jews of Alexandria and casting them under the feet
of a herd of drunken elephants. The elephants, however, turned on Phys-
con’s friends and trampled them instead. Confronted by a divine appari-
tion, which warned Physcon not to harm the Jews, and importuned by the
pleas of his favorite concubine, Physcon repented. This, claims Josephus,
was the origin of a festival that the Jews of Alexandria continued to cele-
brate in his own time.

Although many details present in the much longer account of 3 Mac-
cabees are missing from Against Apion—the Jerusalem Temple incident, the
issue of the laographia, the Dionysiac Mysteries, the involvement of the
Jews of the chóra, to name only a few—Josephus and 3 Maccabees evidently
allude to the same incident (or, more accurately, the same legend). Josephus’s
version, however, seems to be quite independent of 3 Maccabees. Not only
does he place the events under a different Ptolemy, but some details are dif-
ferent, notably the role of the king’s concubine. Moreover, he gives two vari-
ants for the concubine’s name (Irene and Ithaca), which indicates that he
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5. Abrahams 1897: 39–58; Büchler 1899: 172–212. On this theory, Arsinoe, not
Alexandria, was the center of the persecution.

6. Perdrizet 1910: 235 n. 1.
7. According to Hadas (1953: 17–18), Philopator introduced in 220/19 b.c.e. a

laografiva (census), a registration that brought with it liability to a poll tax. He
argues that the Jews were not initially subject to the laografiva but were threat-
ened with reduction to this status in the subsequent census of 206/5 (assuming a
fourteen-year interval similar to that attested in the Roman period). The king ul-
timately relented, and the story was subsequently enriched by the embroidery of
legend.

8. Kasher 1985: 211–32.



knew at least two different versions of the legend.9 It is significant, then,
that both Josephus and 3 Maccabees associate the deliverance of the Jews
with a particular festival at Alexandria. There can be no doubt that the fes-
tival itself existed and that it was associated with the Jews’ being saved from
elephantine extinction by the intervention of God, just as the festival of
Purim is associated with the story of Esther.10 But although the existence
of at least three independent versions of the legend tends to corroborate the
existence of a genuine festival, it does much to discredit the historicity of 3
Maccabees as a source for the reign of Philopator. Is the claim of Josephus’s
version to historical credibility any greater?

Many scholars have assumed that Josephus’s allegedly more sober ver-
sion of the legend is the more ancient and that it does in fact reflect the
historical situation of the Jews in the dynastic struggles of 145 b.c.e. On
this argument, a persecution of the Jews, as supporters of the losing side
in a civil war, fits sensibly into the context of known historical events,
whereas the motives ascribed to Philopator are thin at best and at worst
incomprehensible. Therefore 3 Maccabees, by contrast with Josephus, has
willfully altered the legend and transplanted it into the time of Philopator
to suit his own polemical purpose. Josephus’s version, not 3 Maccabees, is
the “historical kernel” to which the origin of the festival and the legend
should be traced.11

The sobriety of any tale about the threat of death at the feet of a pack of
drunken elephants is questionable. Still, some facts that Josephus reports in
connection with the legend are historical. We have no reason to doubt that
Onias and his army did in fact support Cleopatra in the civil war against
Physcon; this is the very fact that Apion attacked in his speech and that Jose-
phus is trying to defend (C.Ap 2.50, 56). The Jews of Alexandria very likely
feared retaliation and were mightily relieved by the proclamation of amnesty
after Cleopatra and Physcon reached their seemingly amicable settlement,
which was to cost the young Neos Philopator his life. It should be empha-
sized, however, that not only was there no retaliation under the terms of
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the amnesty but the settlement itself was reached without bloodshed. The
armies of Onias and Physcon never came to blows. On any theory, any per-
secution of the Jews in connection with these events must be accounted pure
fantasy.12

Moreover, though the context in which Josephus places the legend may
be historical and may make sense of the persecution, we are not on that ac-
count required to accept his version as the more authentic. To be sure, we
cannot accuse Josephus of placing the story in the reign of Physcon entirely
on his own initiative. The fact that he knew of at least two versions of the
story, both of them presumably naming a concubine of Physcon’s rather
than some other king’s, suggests that the legend dating the persecution to
the time of Physcon was a widespread popular variant. That it was the sole
and original version, however, does not follow. Josephus had good reason to
choose this particular version of the story: his purpose in this section of
Against Apion is to discredit Apion’s charge that the Jews have tradition-
ally been faithless and disloyal subjects of the sovereign of Egypt. To this
end he lists the many rulers of Egypt who have recognized and rewarded
the loyalty of the Jews. In answer to Apion’s accusation that Onias took up
arms against his rightful sovereign, Physcon, Josephus counters that not only
was Onias defending his true masters, Cleopatra and her son, but that this
loyal service was divinely endorsed by the miraculous intervention of God
on behalf of the Jews whom Physcon persecuted. The version of the story
ascribing the persecution of the Jews to the political activities of Onias and
his army thus suits Josephus’s purpose very well. By contrast, the story of
a king who persecuted the Jewish people simply for their loyalty to their
faith would not have suited his purpose at all. Moreover, as a historian work-
ing in the Greek tradition, Josephus has reason to prefer a historically plau-
sible version of a legend over one less plausible, as do we ourselves.

In short, Josephus’s variant of the story has no more intrinsic claim to
historical veracity than does the variant represented by 3 Maccabees.13 Nor
need we assume that his version is the original and that 3 Maccabees de-
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12. It is also worth noting that, far from being a persecutor of the Jews, Physcon
is attested in the documentary evidence for the period as a benefactor to them (Ma-
haffy 1899: 192–216; Moreau 1941: 115; Anderson 1985: 510–11).

13. A conclusion rightly reached, though along somewhat different lines, by
Modrzejewski 1995: 148; Modrzejewski is inclined rather to favor the idea that the
story can be traced back to a now forgotten incident under Philopator, given the many
accurate historical details included in 3 Maccabees. I argue below that these accu-
rate details are more likely the fruit of our author’s research, the mark of a clever
fiction, than reminiscences of a genuine historical event.



liberately alters it. Rather, both Josephus and 3 Maccabees independently
report (and shape for their own purposes) popular variants of a legend whose
origin must for the time being remain uncertain.14

There is, then, no clear evidence outside 3 Maccabees for a genuine per-
secution either in the reign of Philopator or in the reign of Euergetes II
Physcon. Might both Josephus’s account and 3 Maccabees have been dis-
tantly inspired by yet another persecution, which took place under some
other Ptolemy? H. Willrich argued with characteristic ingenuity that Jose-
phus’s account should be connected with a brief notice in Jordanes allegedly
recording a persecution of the Alexandrian Jews in the reign of Ptolemy
Alexander I.15 Ptolemy X Alexander I (r. 107–88) was ousted in a civil war
in 88 b.c.e. by Ptolemy IX Soter II, commonly called Lathyrus (r. 116–107,
88–81 bis). Willrich points out that Soter II was also nicknamed Physcon,
and Alexander’s dynastic epithet was Philometor. (It might be noted that
Ptolemy IX’s full title was Ptolemy IX Philometor Soter II, so technically
both Ptolemy IX and Ptolemy X were Philometors.) Moreover, Willrich ar-
gues, Josephus’s Onias should be identified as the grandson of Onias IV, and
the Thermus whom Josephus mentions might be identified as the one who
accompanied L.Valerius Flaccus (cos. 86) to the East in 86 b.c.e. (App. Mithr.
52). All the circumstances of Josephus’s account (C.Ap. 2.53–55) are thus
recreated in the civil war of Alexander I and Soter II.The story told by Jose-
phus originally related, then, not to the events of 145 b.c.e. but to the events
of 88.

The fantastic improbability of thus completely reuniting the cast of char-
acters from the civil war of Physcon and Cleopatra II has convinced no one;16

invariably it is cited only to be thrown out of court. But although Willrich
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14. So, rightly, Bickermann 1928: 799–800; J. Cohen 1941: 50–51; Moreau 1941:
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torical source.

16. Willrich 1904: 250–53. More or less detailed critiques may be found in Bick-
ermann 1928: 799; J. Cohen 1941: 36–42; Moreau 1941: 116; Lévy 1950–51: 127–36.



has failed in trying to connect Josephus’s account to the events of 88 b.c.e.,
he has succeeded in introducing permanently into the debate the persecu-
tion that Jordanes allegedly reports. This specious persecution of 88 b.c.e.
has taken on a life of its own in the literature on 3 Maccabees and beyond.
Yet it has long since been demonstrated that Jordanes reports nothing of the
kind.17 In the first place, he does not give an exact year for the troubles en-
dured by the Jews during the reign of Alexander; the events that he reports
could have taken place at any time during Alexander’s reign.18 More seri-
ous, Jordanes has not furnished us independent evidence, taken from a re-
liable Alexandrian source, of an otherwise unknown persecution of the
Alexandrian Jews in the first century b.c.e.19 Rather, he has confusingly
abbreviated a sequence of events that Josephus recounts in much greater
detail (AJ 13.324–47). From Josephus, we learn that it was the Jews of Pales-
tine, rather, who suffered heavily during the dynastic struggles among var-
ious members of the Ptolemaic and Seleucid houses when Ptolemy Alexan-
der ruled over Egypt.20 By contrast, Josephus says nothing at all about a
persecution of the Jews in the first century b.c.e., whether at Alexandria
or at Antioch. The inexact wording of a late (sixth-century-c.e.), ill-in-
formed Christian chronicler cannot bear the weight that has been placed
upon it.

This point deserves more emphasis than it has received. The fact is, we
have no solid evidence for any persecution whatsoever of the Alexandrian
Jews at any time during the Ptolemaic period, whether under Philopator,
Physcon, or Ptolemy Alexander. No theory reconstructing a persecution dur-
ing Philopator’s reign is based on anything but unwarranted extrapolation,
based on the known historical events, from the patently legendary account
in 3 Maccabees. Again, even those who argue that the legend variously re-
ported by Josephus and 3 Maccabees originated with the crisis of 145 b.c.e.
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17. See in detail the arguments of Lévy (1950–51 passim), surprisingly neglected
in subsequent literature.

18. Lévy 1950–51: 129. “Ann. X” stands not for “anno X” (“in the tenth year”)
but for “anni X” (“ten years”), the duration of Alexander’s reign. The figure is it-
self an error, widely reproduced in later Christian sources, that can be traced back to
the chronicle of Eusebius (Lévy 1950–51: 129; J. Cohen 1941: 36–37).

19. Mommsen, in his edition (1882), identified as the source of Jordanes’ infor-
mation here as “Chronicon quoddam alexandrinum.” As Lévy shows, this refers not
(as it is usually translated) to an Alexandrian chronicle, implying the work of a lo-
cal historiographer relying on good information in the Ptolemaic archives, but (as
Mommsen specifies) to a product of the Christian schools of Alexandria. In general,
it can be shown that Jordanes relied on later compilations of material taken largely
from authors such as Josephus and Philo (Lévy 1950–51: 130–31).

20. Ibid. 131–33.



must admit that there is no evidence that the Jews suffered any actual con-
sequences for their support of Cleopatra II; like all the parties to the dis-
pute, they were protected by the amnesty that concluded the war. Finally,
the persecution of 88 b.c.e. is a mere myth based on Willrich’s misreading
of a muddled Christian chronicler. Although we cannot rule out the possi-
bility that the elephant legend arose from some forgotten persecution of the
Egyptian Jews, now wholly lost to us, neither 3 Maccabees nor Josephus’s
account can furnish positive evidence for any persecution of the Alexandrian
Jews during the Hellenistic period. It is entirely possible that there never
was one. If a real persecution be needed to explain why the Jews of Egypt
would invent such a story—a doubtful proposition, since persecution of the
faithful is a theme deeply rooted in Jewish literature as far back as Exodus—
then the persecution of the hapless Jews of Jerusalem under Antiochus IV
in 167 supplies a more than adequate example.21 Third Maccabees may well
have simply been asking the question, What if it happened here?22

How, then, did the legend of a persecution of the Alexandrian Jews un-
der Ptolemaic rule arise? The best explanation remains one that was sug-
gested more than fifty years ago: the Alexandrian Jews themselves did not
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21. One could, of course, argue that even in the absence of any positive evidence
for a historical persecution at Alexandria, the mere existence of a festival celebrat-
ing deliverance is strong evidence of some crisis averted, the details of which had
long since been forgotten by the Jews themselves. While this argument has consid-
erable force, however, it is not decisive. It is by no means certain, for instance, that
the similar tale preserved in Esther in connection with Purim reflects any histori-
cal persecution of the Jews under Persian rule. By comparison, one might observe
that the historical circumstances surrounding the emergence of Hanukkah after the
Maccabean Revolt were faithfully remembered and written down within two gen-
erations. If there was a persecution at Alexandria in the Hellenistic period that gave
rise to the festival associated with the elephant legend, how did it happen that the
historical circumstances of that persecution were so quickly forgotten by a highly
literate community?

22. More could be done to explore the possibility that the anxiety about possi-
ble persecution reflected in 3 Maccabees was directly inspired by contemplation of
the events of the Maccabean Revolt rather than by any actual experience in the Egyp-
tian diaspora. This possibility is rarely explored in any of the literature on 3 Mac-
cabees, but see Gardner (1986), who argues that the author of 3 Maccabees may be
responding to specific thematic elements in 2 Maccabees. It is intriguing that we find
in 2 Macc. 6.9 an allusion to Antiochus IV’s forcing some of the Jews of Jerusalem
to wear ivy wreaths and march in a Dionysiac procession. It is precisely the Dionysiac
connection that our author seems to have introduced into a story that may not have
originally contained such a link (the versions known to Josephus do not), and it is
even possible that our author could have chosen Philopator, the known promoter of
Dionysiac worship, as the chief tyrant of his story on that account. But it is impos-
sible to be sure when we do not know where to draw the line between the oral (and
written) traditions the author used and his own invention.



know the origin of the festival that they celebrated in the month of Epiphi,
and the versions of the legend in 3 Maccabees and in Josephus represent
their attempts to explain it.23 If the Jews of Alexandria, who had at their
disposal a rich store of evidence in the form of archives and literary records,
were so much in the dark that they were unable even to agree under which
king the alleged persecution took place, it is unlikely that we, without ac-
cess to better sources than they had, will succeed where they failed. I find
it significant that Josephus did not include this supposed persecution in his
Jewish Antiquities, whence comes most of our information for Egyptian Jew-
ish history in the Hellenistic period. Rather, he employs it in the highly
rhetorical context of Against Apion, where one version of the popular tale
happens to support a point that he is trying to score against his opponent.24

How the festival itself originated, we may never know; this is perhaps a ques-
tion better left to anthropologists. It may indeed have resulted from some
crisis that the Alexandrian Jews faced in the Hellenistic period, which had
already been almost wholly forgotten by the time the first versions of the
elephant legend began to appear. It may equally, however, have been (as is
sometimes suggested of Purim) a pagan festival that was transformed into
a Jewish holiday;25 or it may have been consciously founded by the Alexan-
drian Jews on the model of Purim. We simply do not know. What is certain
is that no aetiological speculation, however ingenious, is sound foundation
for reconstructing the historical experience of the Alexandrian Jews in the
Hellenistic period. To be sure, 3 Maccabees is of great historical value as a
testament to the beliefs and rituals of the Jews at a particular place and time,
but it cannot be used as a legitimate historical source for the events of the
period.

historical ambivalence

Yet although 3 Maccabees cannot be used as legitimate historical evidence
in the manner of Polybius or Josephus, its author has taken the trouble to
package his tale as a work of Hellenistic historiography. The miraculous de-
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23. Bickermann 1928: 800; followed by, among others, Moreau 1941: 117–18;
Weiser 1961: 396; Anderson 1985: 515; Schürer 1986: 540.

24. In much the same way, to cite an example from a quite different context,
Plutarch includes material in his rhetorical composition De Alexandri Fortuna that
he rightly omits or rejects as unhistorical in his Life of Alexander. Cf. the intro-
duction to J. R. Hamilton, Plutarch: Alexander; A Commentary (Oxford, 1969).

25. So Weiser 1961: 396.



liverance of the Jews at Jerusalem and at Alexandria is narrated in the wake
of a well-known, extensively documented battle, the victory of Ptolemy IV
Philopator over Antiochus III at the battle of Raphia in 217 b.c.e., and the
author’s description of the battle accords well, although not perfectly, with
what the historical sources have preserved. The attempt of Theodotus on
the king’s life is historical, although no Dositheus, renegade Jew or other-
wise, appears in the account of Polybius. The character of Philopator in
3 Maccabees—indolent, capricious, cruel, addicted to wine, women, and
song, fanatically devoted to the cult of Dionysus—reflects with devastat-
ing accuracy the character unanimously attributed to him by the histori-
cal sources.26 The historical personalities of Philopator’s court—his sister-
wife Arsinoe, the king’s infamous drinking companions—are likewise
ostentatiously introduced into the story. The stages of the persecution at
Alexandria are precisely dated, to the month and day if not to the year. The
author even cites verbatim a host of letters and decrees purported to come
directly from the royal chancery, a fashionable practice among Hellenistic
historians.

However questionable its historicity may be in regard to the Jews, it has
long been acknowledged that 3 Maccabees contains a host of seemingly ac-
curate details relating to the reign of Philopator and the practices of the Ptole-
maic court.27 Yet this observation seems to have provoked remarkably lit-
tle curiosity among scholars. Did the author intend that his work should
pass as history?28 Did he expect his audience to perceive no difference be-
tween his work and that of a Polybius, or even between, say, his work and
1 Maccabees? If so, his audience must have been unsophisticated, to say the
least, for judged even by the standards of the most careless and sensational
Hellenistic historians, the historical coloring of 3 Maccabees is superficial,
riddled with errors large and small, whereas the legendary and the fabulous
occupy center stage. Even allowing for a high tolerance for miracles and pa-
thetic exaggeration, both of which are certainly found in (for example) 2
Maccabees,29 the details of the central narrative must surely have strained
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26. See below, nn. 50–60.
27. E.g., Grimm 1857: 215; Bickermann 1928: 798–99; Hadas 1953: 17–19; An-

derson 1985: 513; Schürer 1986: 538; Collins 2000: 123.
28. Grimm (1857: 215), Bickermann (1928: 798–99), and Hadas (1953: 3) have

no doubt that he did.
29. It should be noted, however, that in 2 Maccabees such things are ancillary to

the main story, which centers upon the historical revolt of the Maccabees; in 3 Mac-
cabees the unverifiable legend is the main focus, whereas it is the historical mate-
rial that is ancillary.



the credulity of even the most naive readers. (Five hundred elephants?!) Yet
if the historical coloration is mere window dressing, not intended to be taken
seriously, if the reign of Philopator is merely a prop on which to hang an
edifying legend, then the author has taken far greater pains, and the level
of detail is far more elaborate, than is justified. Third Maccabees is, in short,
in terms of its genre, too fabulous to be history and too much like history
to be legend; and the label “romance” that it has earned in consequence
merely names the problem without solving it.The narrative of 3 Maccabees
deserves much closer study that it has received.

Any discussion of the author’s use of historical material must begin with
the opening lines of the book, which set the stage for the main drama with
a brief description of the battle of Raphia in 217 b.c.e. This rather remark-
able fact itself deserves comment. Evidently, the mention of Raphia, together
with the name Philopator, anchors the book historically. Further, it provides
a plausible historical context for linking two apparently distinct legends: one
describing a threat to the Temple of Jerusalem; the other, the sufferings of
the Jews of Alexandria. For so simple a purpose as this, however, a line or
two mentioning the battle and Philopator’s subsequent tour of Coele Syria
would suffice. Instead, the first seven verses of 3 Maccabees are wholly de-
voted to a detailed description of the circumstances of the battle (3 Macc.
1.1–7), though these are virtually irrelevant to the book’s main subject.These
lines are quite different in character from the rest of the narrative; if pre-
served in isolation, they might be taken for the work of any Hellenistic his-
torian. Indeed, V. A. Tcherikover, attempting to analyze 3 Maccabees via
Quellenkritik, argued that they derive from a distinct source, the lost work
of a knowledgeable Ptolemaic historian writing not long after the reign of
Philopator.30 Though a source-critical approach must be used only with cau-
tion, the distinctive character of these lines is quite striking and deserves
closer analysis.

The beginning is abrupt, as has often been observed, plunging the reader
into a narrative that seems to be already in progress. The first paragraph
opens with the words oJ de; Filopavtwr, where dev would ordinarily mark a
connection with some preceding text. The content, as much as the gram-
mar, casts us literally in medias res. We find Philopator making immediate
preparations for war upon being informed of Antiochus’s conquests in Coele
Syria by “the men who had just returned.” Who these people may be, we
are not told. Before the reader so much as arrives at the first punctuation
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30. Tcherikover 1961: 2–11. A favorite candidate for this role is one Ptolemy of
Megalopolis, of whom more later.



mark, the Egyptian army is encamped at Raphia and preparing for battle.31

In the very next sentence, “a certain Theodotus” is discovered attempting
to carry out a plot against the king, which is introduced as if the reader is
already familiar with it.32 A later passage refers offhand to “aforesaid drink-
ing companions” appearing there for the first time in the narrative (3 Macc.
2.25).33 The effect is startling, to say the least.

Many scholars have supposed that something has been lost from the be-
ginning of the text.34 Is it necessary to posit such a curious mutilation? The
so-called lost beginning has not rendered the text unintelligible. Although
the opening of the narrative may feel abrupt, the events leading up to the
battle of Raphia and the plot on Philopator’s life had been handled in detail
by Polybius, and presumably by the sources on whom Polybius drew. The
educated ancient reader, like the modern, could reasonably be expected to
fill in the blanks. Indeed, the basic outline of events would be quite clear
even to a reader unfamiliar with the events of Philopator’s reign. The in-
troduction is thus accessible to any reader, although it is the educated reader
who would best be able to appreciate the rapid-fire allusions to a familiar
historical setting. The opening lines function on more than one level.

The stylistic oddities are certainly curious, but they do not compel us to
posit a lost beginning. Rather, I believe that they result from the author’s
(perhaps less than successful ) effort at stylistic effect.The reader is plunged
in medias res and is invited to draw upon whatever familiarity he or she
might have with the reign of Philopator.

Yet although the text invites the better-educated reader to draw upon his
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31. 3 Macc. 1.1: JO de; Filopavtwr para; tw'n ajnakomisqevntwn maqw;n th;n gino-
mevnhn tw'n uJp’ aujtou' kratoumevnwn tovpwn ajfaivresin uJpo;  jAntiovcou paraggeivla"
tai'" pavsai" dunavmesi pezikai'" te kai; iJppikai'" kai; th;n ajdelfh;n jArsinovhn sumpa-
ralabw;n ejxwvrmhse mevcri tw'n kata;ï jRafivan tovpwn, o{pou parembeblhvkeisan oiJ
peri; jAntivocon.

32. Ibid. 1.2: Qeovdoto" dev ti" ejkplhrw'sai th;n ejpiboulh;n dianohqeiv". Note the
use of the definite article with ejpiboulhvn.

33. Ibid. 2.25:diav te tw'n proapodedeigmevnwn sumpotw'n kai; eJtaivrwn tou' panto;"
dikaivou kecwrismevnwn.

34. Grimm examined the evidence and concluded that a few sentences, or a chap-
ter at most, have been lost from the beginning of the text (Grimm 1857: 219–20,
224–26). He rightly rejects other theories that had held that the text is a chance-
preserved fragment of a larger work, or what Grimm calls a “headless torso” delib-
erately excerpted by its author from a greater work; there are no signs of incom-
pleteness in the rest of the text.This judgment has generally been echoed by all who
have since noticed the problem in passing (e.g., Bickermann 1928: 798, who also con-
siders the possibility that the author was simply slavishly copying his source[!];
Tcherikover 1961: 2 n.; Weiser 1961: 395; Nickelsburg 1981: 169).



or her knowledge of the actual events of Philopator’s reign, certain prob-
lems emerge when one compares the account of the battle in 3 Maccabees
closely with Polybius.35 The main facts as given by 3 Maccabees are correct:
Antiochus attacks and captures the cities of Coele Syria (3 Macc. 1.1; cf.
Polyb. 5.58–62), both armies encamp outside Raphia (1.1; cf. Polyb. 5.83),
Philopator’s sister Arsinoe accompanies him on the campaign and helps her
brother exhort his soldiers to battle (1.1, 1.4; cf. Polyb. 5.83),Theodotus plots
unsuccessfully against the king’s life (1.2; cf. Polyb. 5.81), Antiochus pre-
vails in the early fighting but Philopator wins the ultimate victory (1.4–5;
cf. Polyb. 5.84–86), and after the battle Philopator decides to tour the cities
of Coele Syria (1.6–7; cf. Polyb. 5.86). Thus far the impression of historical
accuracy is glib and convincing. Evidently, the author of 3 Maccabees used
a good source or sources akin to those used by Polybius, if not Polybius
himself.

When we examine the passage more closely, however, troubling incon-
sistencies emerge. In the first place, 3 Maccabees clearly implies that Philopa-
tor responded swiftly and energetically to Antiochus’s attack upon Coele
Syria: “When Philopator learned from the men who had returned of the
seizure by Antiochus of the places that had been subject to him, he com-
mandeered all the infantry and cavalry forces, took his sister Arsinoe with
him, and advanced to the area around Raphia, where Antiochus and his men
had encamped.”36 This, according to the scathing account of Polybius, is
laughably far from the truth. Antiochus invaded Coele Syria in the spring
of 219 b.c.e., in a blow that appears to have taken everybody completely by
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35. There are a number of surviving sources for the character and reign of
Philopator (notably Polyb. 5.34–40, 58–72, 79–87; Plut. Cleo. 33–38; and Justin 30.1–
2); only Polybius gives an account of the battle of Raphia sufficiently detailed to al-
low us to evaluate the accuracy of the account given in 3 Maccabees 1.1–7.Through-
out this discussion I treat Polybius’s account as the standard by which to establish
the level and detail of historical information potentially available to the author of 3
Maccabees and his audience. This is not to say that the author of 3 Maccabees used
Polybius directly. (Indeed, there are good, if not necessarily compelling, reasons to
argue that he did not; see below.) However, even if the author of 3 Maccabees did
not know the work of Polybius, his account of the battle of Raphia is based on a source
or sources close to the reign of Philopator very similar to, if not identical with, those
used by Polybius. Polybius’s account of the character and reign of Philopator, and
in particular his very detailed description of the battle of Raphia, can therefore the
regarded as representative (if perhaps less sensational; cf. Polyb. 15.25) of the
sources for the reign of Philopator available to the author of 3 Maccabees and other
educated Jews at Alexandria toward the end of the second or the beginning of the
first century b.c.e.

36. 3 Macc. 1.1; quoted above, n. 31.



surprise despite the fact that Antiochus had made an abortive attack on the
same area two years before.37 As Polybius tells it (5.62.7), the indolent and
pleasure-loving Philopator was too weak to respond to the attack of 219; it
fell to his ministers Sosibius and Agathocles to distract Antiochus with a
constant stream of negotiations while they worked frantically to build up
an army hopelessly enfeebled by neglect. For two years they secretly re-
cruited and trained mercenaries from every part of the Greek world (Polyb.
5.63–65); they were driven even to what Polybius infamously regarded as
the disastrous last-ditch step of recruiting and training twenty thousand na-
tive Egyptians. It was not until the spring of 217, after two years of foot-
dragging negotiations and secret preparations, that Philopator’s army was
ready to set out for the showdown at Raphia. Even granted that 3 Maccabees
attempts to compass in a single sentence events that Polybius covers in more
than a dozen chapters (5.58–72, 79–80), the swift, energetic response open-
ing 3 Maccabees must have been jarring, if not comical, to a reader famil-
iar with such a detailed version of events as we know from Polybius.

The version of Theodotus’s plot in 3 Maccabees raises similar problems.
The role played by Dositheus son of Drimylus is of course pure fantasy. Poly-
bius has nothing to say of any such person; according to his account, the king
was saved not by the intervention of any courtier but by the sheer chance
of his not habitually sleeping in his official tent.Theodotus, who had deserted
to Antiochus two years previously, was unaware of the fact. As Polybius re-
marks, the plot failed simply because Theodotus had not done his home-
work.38 The author of 3 Maccabees, however, seems to have been interested
in the plot only inasmuch as it allowed him to insert a motif familiar in Jew-
ish folklore, that of the gentile king who is saved from the treachery of his
own people by a loyal Jewish courtier.39 Perhaps the author draws upon a
preexisting popular legend for the story of Dositheus, Theodotus, and
Philopator, but it is also possible that the story is his own invention.

If no Dositheus took part in this particular historical drama, did such a
person even exist at the court of Philopator? A Dositheus son of Drimylus
is attested in the papyri as a priest of Alexander in the year 222 b.c.e.40 The
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37. Cf. Polyb. 5.58–62.
38. Polyb. 5.81.7: th'/ me;n tovlmh/ suntetelekw;" th;n provqesin, th'/ de; pronoiva/ dies-

falmevno" dia; to; mh; kalw'" ejxhtakevnai pou' th;n ajnavpausin oJ Ptolemai'o" eijwvqei poiei'sqai.
39. The most famous example being, of course, Mordecai in Esther.
40. Tcherikover and Fuks 1957–64: vol. 1, nos. 127d–e (= P. Tebt. 815, P. Hibeh

90 [patronymic restored]; cf. ibid. no. 127, “Dositheos son of Drimylos,” pp. 230–36,
for complete citations and commentary),Willrich 1907: 293; Hadas 1953 ad loc. (1.3);
Fuks 1954: 205–9. Modrzejewski (1993: 83–85; 1995: 56–61) reviews in some detail 



coincidence is hard to ignore. It seems very likely, as some have suggested,
that our author has taken a known courtier from the early years of Philopa-
tor’s reign, perhaps conflating him with the Jewish Dositheus who, together
with Onias, supported Cleopatra in the civil war of 145,41 and has emerged
with a lapsed Jewish courtier from the reign of Philopator. (N.b. the priest-
hood of Alexander.) It is even possible that the author did not merely im-
pute Jewish identity to Philopator’s Dositheus but drew on the Jewish com-
munity’s memory of a distinguished citizen (albeit lapsed, in some eyes).
Whether the original Dositheus was Jewish or not, this evidence of the au-
thor’s mining historical sources for material that might plausibly be trans-
formed into an edifying Jewish fiction is in itself quite remarkable—and
quite suggestive.

The fictional story is very cleverly inserted into the historical narrative.
The king was, after all, saved by being away from his tent, and another was
in fact killed in his place. (The “certain obscure person” of 3 Maccabees [1.3,
a[shmovn tina] who slept in the tent as a decoy and was killed in Philopator’s
place was in fact, according to Polybius [5.81.6], the king’s personal physi-
cian, Andreas, who had the ill luck to be there at the wrong time.) By skill-
fully embroidering the facts (as we know them through Polybius), the au-
thor cleverly suggests that his version is the real inside story behind the
official version given by the mainstream historians of Philopator’s day.

Quite apart from the presence of a fictional Dositheus, the plot of
Theodotus as described by 3 Maccabees sits rather uneasily in certain de-
tails beside the version in Polybius. Perhaps most curious is the fact that
3 Maccabees introduces Theodotus as “a certain Theodotus” (Qeovdoto" . . .
ti", 3 Macc. 1.2) but refers to his plot as if it is already known to the reader.
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the papyrological evidence for this Dositheus, whose activities as courtier and priest
of Alexander in the last years of Ptolemy III and the early years of Ptolemy IV are
now attested in several documents. Modrzejewski presumes without question that
the Dositheus attested in the papyri, like the fictional Dositheus, was Jewish (neces-
sarily apostate, if so, since he held a pagan priesthood). This is certainly possible and
even likely, given the name. Dositheus (“Gift of God”) was a name often borne by
Greek-speaking Jews in the Hellenistic period, but rarely by non-Jews (Tcherikover
and Fuks 1957–64: 1.231); Modrzejewski (1995: 56) also notes that while Dositheus
was a common Jewish name, Drimylus was not, so the appearance of the patronymic
in both 3 Maccabees and the papyri considerably strengthens the case for identify-
ing the two. However, it ought not to be assumed without question that the author
of 3 Maccabees was correct in identifying the historical courtier, whose identity he
borrowed for fictional purposes, as an apostate Jew; Dositheus is nowhere identified
as Jewish in the papyri themselves. See also Barclay 1996: 32, 104.

41. As Schürer 1986: 539 suggests; cf. Josephus C.Ap. 2.49.



This inconcinnity has generally been attributed to the imagined lost be-
ginning, which must have mentioned the plot. Yet this hardly solves the
problem: if the plot had already been introduced, the reader would certainly
have met Theodotus. With or without a lost beginning, the sentence as it
stands fundamentally contradicts itself.

Moreover, the reference to “a certain Theodotus” would by all rights
strike an educated reader familiar with the reign of Philopator as ludicrous.
The language of 3 Maccabees implies that this Theodotus was an obscure
mercenary, whose attack on Philopator’s life was his one shot at glory. In
fact, Theodotus the Aetolian was a prominent figure in the events leading
up to the battle of Raphia. He had been Philopator’s governor of Coele Syria.
During Antiochus’s first attack in 221 b.c.e., he had performed good ser-
vice and repelled the attack, but according to Polybius (5.40.2), he not only
received no credit for this but almost lost his life in a court intrigue. Dis-
gusted with the court and the debauched king, and embittered by his own
experience, he went over to Antiochus III. In 219 he invited Antiochus into
his province, turning over all the resources under his control (5.61–62), and
became a loyal member of his retinue.42

This famous Theodotus is almost unrecognizable in the Theodotus of
3 Maccabees. Not only is the distinguished governor of Coele Syria, in-
strumental in Antiochus’s early success in the war, disparaged as “some
Theodotus or other,” but 3 Maccabees bizarrely implies that he was still a
member of Philopator’s court when he tried to kill him.The text reads: “But
a certain Theodotus, intending to carry out his plot, took the best of the Ptole-
maic arms that had previously been assigned to him and went by night to
Ptolemy’s tent, so as to kill him single-handedly and in this way to put an
end to the war.”43 The phrase “the best of the Ptolemaic arms which had
previously been assigned to him” can hardly imply anything other than that
the treachery foiled by Dositheus was coming not from an enemy agent but
from a trusted courtier.44 The statement that Theodotus used resources en-
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42. Theodotus as an obedient subordinate of Antiochus: Polyb. 5.66.5; 5.68.9–10;
5.69.3, 9; 5.71.6–7; 5.79.4.

43. 3 Macc. 1.2: Qeovdoto" dev ti" ejkplhrw'sai th;n ejpiboulh;n dianohqei;" para-
labw;n tw'n proupotetagmevnwn aujtw'/ o{plwn Ptolemai>kw'n ta; kravtista diekomivsqh
nuvktwr ejpi; th;n tou' Ptolemaivou skhnh;n wJ" movno" ktei'nai aujto;n kai; ejn touvtw/ di-
alu'sai to;n povlemon.

44. The exact meaning of the phrase is obscure. Hadas (1953 ad loc.) considers
the possibility that o{plwn might refer to men rather than to weapons, in which case
this would be an oblique reference to the two men who, Polybius says, accompanied
him. In any case, whether it refers to men or weapons, the adjective “Ptolemaic” re-
mains equally inappropriate.



trusted to him in order to strike at the king is not, strictly speaking, accu-
rate if it refers only to the attempt on the king’s life; it becomes appropri-
ate only with reference to Theodotus’s initial act of treachery two years be-
fore in handing over to Antiochus the resources he controlled as governor
of Coele Syria. In effect,Theodotus’s entire career of treachery has been tele-
scoped into one night’s work.The Theodotus of 3 Maccabees is indeed a his-
torical figure and would have been recognized by the reader as such, but he
is also a curiously timeless literary construct. He is the archetypal treach-
erous courtier potentially lurking in any Hellenistic court, and as such, he
is best suited to serve the role that 3 Maccabees would have him play in its
edifying tale of gentile treachery and Jewish fidelity.

Thus even while the author of 3 Maccabees, in describing both the run-
up to the battle of Raphia and Theodotus’s plot, encourages his reader to
locate his tale in a context of known historical events, he nevertheless de-
parts significantly from the facts, at least as we know these from Polybius.
Apart from the startling incongruities already examined, there are other,
minor differences and errors. For example, according to Polybius Philopa-
tor’s sister Arsinoe accompanied him to the battle, and together with her
brother she addressed the troops before the battle (Polyb. 5.83). Moreover,
Polybius tells us that Antiochus’s forces were successful at first, but that
the tide of battle eventually turned in Philopator’s favor (5.84–85). Ac-
cording to 3 Maccabees, the tide turned when Arsinoe rode out to address
the troops in the heat of battle, tearfully (meta; oi[ktou kai; dakruvwn, 3 Macc.
1.4) exhorting them to fight bravely and promising them two minas of gold
apiece if they should be victorious.45 Now, compare Arsinoe’s plea with the
speeches that Polybius attributes to the two kings before their battle
(5.83.4–7):46
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45. 3 Macc. 1.4: genomevnhˇ de; kartera'" mavch" kai; tw'n pragmavtwn ma'llon
ejrrwmevnwn tw'/ jAntiovcw/ iJkanw'" hJ jArsinovh ejpiporeusamevnh ta'" dunavmei" parekavlei
meta; oi[ktou kai; dakruvwn tou;" plokavmou" lelumevnh bohqei'n eJautoi'" te kai; toi'" tev-
knoi" kai; gunaixi; qarralevw" ejpaggellomevnh dwvsein nikhvsasin eJkavstw/ duvo mna'" cru-
sivou.

46. Polyb. 5.83.4–7:h\n de; paraplhvsio" oJ nou'" tw'n uJf’ eJkatevrou parakaloumevnwn:
i[dion me;n ga;r e[rgon ejpifane;" kai; kathxiwmevnon profevresqai toi'" parakaloumevnoi"
oujdevtero" aujtw'n ei\ce dia; to; prosfavtw" pareilhfevnai ta;" ajrcav", th'" de; tw'n
progovnwn dovxh" kai; tw'n ejkeivnoi" pepragmevnwn ajnamimnhvskonte" frovnhma kai; qavrso"
toi'" falaggivtai" ejpeirẁnto paristavnai. mavlista de; ta;" ejx auJtw'n eij" to; mevllon
ejlpivda" ejpideiknuvnte", kai; kat’ ijdivan tou;" hJgoumevnou" kai; koinh'/ pavnta" tou;"
ajgwnivzesqai mevllonta" hjxivoun kai; parekavloun ajndrwdw'" kai; gennaivw" crhvsasqai
tw'/ parovnti kinduvnw/. tau'ta de; kai; touvtoi" paraplhvsia levgonte", ta; me;n di’ auJtw'n
ta; de; kai; dia; tw'n eJrmhnevwn, parivppeuon.



The substance of the addresses was on both sides very similar. For
neither king could cite any glorious and generally recognized achieve-
ment of his own, both of them having but recently come to the throne,
so that it was by reminding the troops of the glorious deeds of their
ancestors that they attempted to inspire them with spirit and courage.
They laid the greatest stress, however, on the rewards that they might
be expected to bestow in the future, and urged and exhorted both the
leaders in particular and all those who were about to be engaged in
general to bear themselves therefore like gallant men in the coming
battle.

Many details in Polybius are paralleled in Arsinoe’s appeal to the soldiers
in 3 Maccabees, but the author has rearranged them for greater pathos and
dramatic effect.47

On the basis of such differences, minor and major, between Polybius’s
account of the battle of Raphia and the account in 3 Maccabees, it has been
argued that the author of 3 Maccabees was not familiar with the work of
Polybius but rather used a lost Ptolemaic history of the reign of Philopa-
tor.The favorite candidate has been one Ptolemy of Megalopolis.48 Ptolemy
of Megalopolis, who wrote a history of the reign of Philopator (of which
four fragments survive: FGrH 161), is usually identified with the Ptolemy
of Megalopolis whom Polybius mentions. This Ptolemy, son of Agesar-
chus of Megalopolis, was a distinguished courtier who served Ptolemy IV
Philopator in his later years. After the accession of Ptolemy V, the power-
ful courtier Agathocles sent Ptolemy of Megalopolis on a convenient diplo-
matic mission—to get him out of the way, Polybius says (15.25.14–15)—
and later in the reign of Ptolemy V, Ptolemy of Megalopolis became
governor of Cyprus (Polyb. 18.55.6–9). Polybius presumably knew and used
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47. In Polyb. 5.83.1–3 Ptolemy addresses the troops before battle, supported by
his ministers and his sister, whereas in 3 Macc. 1.4 Arsinoe alone addresses the troops
in the heat of battle; in Polyb. 5.83.6 vague rewards are promised (eij" to; mevllon
ejlpivda"), whereas in 3 Macc. 1.4 Arsinoe promises two minas of gold to each man;
in Polyb. 5.83.5 the kings are obliged to remind the men of the glorious deeds of
their ancestors since they have none of their own to boast, whereas in 3 Macc. 1.4
Arsinoe urges the men to fight for themselves and their wives and children; in both
passages, the soldiers are naturally encouraged to fight bravely (Polyb. 5.83.6,
ajndrwdw'" kai; gennaivw"; 3 Macc. 1.4, qarralevw").

48. Emmet (1913: 159) first proposed this theory and was followed by Bicker-
mann (1928: 799); see most recently Modrzejewski (1995: 147). Later scholars have
rightly objected that we in fact know almost nothing of Ptolemy’s work, and that
the identification must remain no more than a guess (Tcherikover 1961: 3; Ander-
son 1985: 513).



his work, although he does not mention it.We know virtually nothing about
this lost history of Ptolemy of Megalopolis: it mentioned the king’s drink-
ing companions, whom the king called his geloiastai (geloiastav": FGrH 161
F 2); it also for some reason mentioned Philadelphus’s cupbearer (F 3) and
listed the mistresses of various Hellenistic kings (F 4). From so much it has
been inferred that the negative portrait of the debauched Philopator in 3
Maccabees and Polybius is based on Ptolemy of Megalopolis,49 that he fa-
vored history in the pathetic style, that the graphic account in Polybius of
Agathocles’ death at the hands of the Alexandrian mob derives from his
work, and that Polybius alludes to him when criticizing sensationalist au-
thors like those who described the death of Agathocles at length (Polyb.
15.34; the reference to sensationalist authors, one notes, is plural ).The chain
of inference is tenuous indeed; we do not in fact know for certain that
Ptolemy of Megalopolis was a historian of the pathetic school or that his
view of Philopator was negative. He must remain only one of many sources
close to the reign of Philopator whom Polybius and the author of 3 Macca-
bees alike may well have used.

Whether or not the author of 3 Maccabees used Ptolemy of Megalopolis
specifically, it has been widely accepted that the divergences between Poly-
bius and 3 Maccabees on the battle of Raphia must be attributed to the au-
thor of 3 Maccabees’ having used not Polybius directly but rather a differ-
ent source, perhaps one of Polybius’s own numerous Ptolemaic sources. It
is by no means clear that this is so. Polybius’s work had existed for at least
a generation before the earliest date at which 3 Maccabees could have been
written, and given the author’s evident literary pretensions, it would be sur-
prising if he was completely unaware of a major Hellenistic author.

Moreover, the differences between Polybius and 3 Maccabees need not—
indeed, cannot—be explained purely by source criticism. The similarities
between the accounts are more striking than the differences; even the pro-
ponents of a different source generally theorize that the two used a com-
mon source, though they suppose that the author of 3 Maccabees must have
used a single, sensationalist, pathetic history of the reign of Philopator,
whereas Polybius made judicious use of many sources. Yet the pathetic col-
oring need not derive from the Septuagint author’s source. For instance,
the fact that the Arsinoe of 3 Maccabees addresses the troops amid the bat-
tle and makes a specific promise that Polybius does not record can easily
be attributed to the license of the author himself. Regardless of the char-
acter of his source or sources, the author of 3 Maccabees himself favored
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49. Inferred esp. by Emmet 1913: 159. Polybius on Philopator: 5.34–40; 5.87.3, 7.



the pathetic style of Hellenistic historiography (cf. 1.16–29, 4.5–10, e.g.)
and could easily have altered the facts as given in Polybius in order to en-
hance their popular appeal.

Other divergences can likewise be safely ascribed to the author of 3 Mac-
cabees rather than to his source. It is highly unlikely, for instance, that he
found the apostate Jew Dositheus foiling Theodotus’s plot in Ptolemy of
Megalopolis or any other Ptolemaic source. Rather, here he has probably
grafted a Jewish legend onto the historical account of the plot, altering the
details freely in order to suit his didactic purpose. It is therefore at least as
likely that the differences between his and Polybius’s accounts of Raphia
arise in the former’s free use of the latter as that each reflects a different
source. I leave open the possibility that 3 Maccabees is based on a lost source,
but I do not find anything in the text that compels us to believe this.

In fact, 3 Maccabees’ account of Theodotus’s plot is the key to under-
standing its author’s historiographical method throughout. The author in-
vokes the historical Theodotus only to render him almost unrecognizable.
This rendering, however, is not capricious: it purposely transforms the his-
torical Theodotus into an effective legendary foil for the heroism and loy-
alty of the Jewish courtier Dositheus. In effect, the author of 3 Maccabees
mines his historical source,whether that be Polybius,Ptolemy of Megalopolis,
or some other source entirely, for raw material enabling him to construct a
credible fiction with a specific didactic purpose. If any reader well educated
in Ptolemaic court history would easily have recognized the fiction as such,
that must have been quite irrelevant in the eyes of the author and, presum-
ably, of his audience likewise. In 3 Maccabees, literal truth is subordinated to
literary truth: the archetypes of the treacherous gentile and the loyal Jewish
courtier are what matter, not the historical realities of Theodotus the Aeto-
lian or Dositheus son of Drimylus, priest of Alexander.Their historical iden-
tities have simply been coopted to lend the legend verisimilitude.

Just as the author uses the historical plot of Theodotus to launch his leg-
endary story of Dositheus’s intervention, so also the historical circumstances
surrounding the battle of Raphia launch the linked persecutions of the Jews
in Jerusalem and in Alexandria. Polybius reports that Philopator did tour
the cities of Coele Syria after the battle (Polyb. 5.86), as 3 Maccabees claims
(1.6–7), but we have no record outside 3 Maccabees of any visit to Jerusalem,
let alone any crisis associated with such a visit. Just as introducing Dositheus
into the plot of Theodotus shifts from the world of history into the world
of fiction, so also Philopator’s visit to Jerusalem shifts from Polybius’s world
to the field of Jewish legend. Accordingly, there is a distinct shift in content.
Unlike the author’s account of the battle of Raphia in 3 Maccabees (1.1–7),
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the events that he subsequently reports at Jerusalem and at Alexandria find
no parallel in our historical sources for the reign of Philopator. Having in
his opening verses established the historical setting of his story and its his-
torical claim to verisimilitude, the author turns to focus on his principal nar-
rative, which is essentially the stuff of legend. But even if the crises that the
Jews face in Jerusalem and at Alexandria find no parallel in the historical
sources, the author continues to link history and legend throughout the story
in two ways: through the character and interests of Philopator, and through
ostensible documentary materials such as decrees and letters.

The historical sources paint Philopator’s character with remarkably con-
sistency in their hostility and contempt.50 The chief charges leveled by Poly-
bius are that the king was indolent,51 addicted to drink, sex, and revelry,52

and that in consequence he so disastrously neglected both domestic and es-
pecially foreign affairs that the state was effectively ruled by his chief advi-
sors, Sosibius and Agathocles.53 Plutarch’s description tallies in every detail,54
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50. Our principal sources for Philopator’s character are Polyb. 5.34, Plut. Cleo.
33, and Justin 30.1–2. See also incidental references in Aelian, VH 13.22, 14.31; Pliny,
NH 7.56; and Etym. Mag. s.v. Gavllo" (quoted below, n. 67).

51. Polyb. 5.34.4, ojlivgwron de; kai; rJav/qumon; 5.34.10, ojligwvrw"; 5.35.6 eujhvqw".
52. Polyb. 5.34.3, panhgurikwvteron dih'ge ta; kata; th;n ajrchvn; 5.34.10, oJ de;

proeirhmevno" basileu;" ojligwvrw" e{kasta touvtwn ceirivzwn dia; tou;" ajprepei'" e[rwta"
kai; ta;" ajlovgou" kai; sunecei'" mevqa".

53. Polyb. 5.34.3–5, katapisteuvsa" dia; tau'ta toi'" parou'si kairoi'" pan-
hgurikwvteron dih'ge ta; kata; th;n ajrchvn, ajnepivstaton me;n kai; dusevnteukton auJto;n
paraskeuavzwn toi'" peri; th;n aujlh;n kai; toi'" a[lloi" toi'" ta; kata; th;n Ai[gupton
ceirivzousin, ojlivgwron de; kai; rJav/qumon uJpodeiknuvwn toi'" ejpi; tw'n e[xw pragmavtwn
diatetagmevnoi", uJpe;r w|n oiJ provteron oujk ejlavttw meivzw d’ ejpoiou'nto spoudh;n h]
peri; th'" kat’ aujth;n th;n Ai[gupton dunasteiva"; 5.34.10–11, oJ de; proeirhmevno"
basileu;" ojligwvrw" e{kasta touvtwn ceirivzwn dia; tou;" ajprepei'" e[rwta" kai; ta;"
ajlovgou" kai; sunecei'" mevqa", eijkovtw" ejn pavnu bracei' crovnw/ kai; th'" yuch'" a{ma
kai; th'" ajrch'" ejpibouvlou" eu|re kai; pleivou", w|n ejgevneto prw'to" Kleomevnh" oJ
Spartiavth"; 5.35.6–7, oJ me;n ou\n basileu;" ou[t’ ejfistavnwn [ejn] oujdeni; tw'n toiouvtwn
ou[te pronoouvmeno" tou' mevllonto" dia; ta;" proeirhmevna" aijtiva" eujhvqw" kai; ajlovgw"
ajei; parhvkoue tou' Kleomevnou": oiJ de; peri; to;n Swsivbion (ou|to" ga;r mavlista tovte
proestavtei tw'n pragmavtwn) sunedreuvsante" toiauvta" tina;" ejpoihvsanto peri; auj-
tou' dialhvyei". See also 5.63, 67, for Agathocles’ and Sosibius’s handling of prepa-
rations for the Fourth Syrian War.

54. Plut. Cleo. 33.1–2: oJ me;n ou\n presbuvtero" Ptolemai'o" pri;n ejktelevsai tw'/
Kleomevnei th;n e[kpemyin ejteleuvthse: th'" de; basileiva" eujqu;" eij" pollh;n ajsevlgeian
kai; paroinivan kai; gunaikokrativan ejmpesouvsh" hjmelei'to kai; ta; tou' Kleomevnou". oJ
me;n ga;r basileu;" aujto;" ou{tw dievfqarto th;n yuch;n uJpo; gunaikw'n kai; povtwn w{ste,
oJpovte nhvfoi mavlista kai; spoudaiovtato" auJtou' gevnoito, teleta;" telei'n kai; tuvm-
panon e[cwn ejn toi'" basileivoi" ajgeivrein, ta; de; mevgista th'" ajrch'" pravgmata dioikei'n
jAgaqovkleian th;n ejrwmevnhn tou' basilevw" kai; th;n tauvth" mhtevra kai; pornobosko;n
Oijnavnqhn.



adding further accusations of cowardice and stupidity,55 as well as capri-
ciousness and cruelty.56 Both authors quote Cleomenes’ contemptuous re-
mark to a man who was delivering the king a shipment of war horses: “I wish
you had brought harp girls and catamites instead; for these are now the things
that most interest the king.”57 Indeed, since both introduce Philopator’s de-
bauchery in the context of the downfall and death of Cleomenes of Sparta,
both probably shared a common source. Justin describes Philopator similarly,
although he does not mention Cleomenes; he stresses the king’s savagery
upon his accession,58 echoes the charge that the king’s neglect weakened the
country and exposed it to attack,59 and describes with some relish the de-
bauchery of the king and his court.60

How accurate this characterization is remains uncertain. Recent schol-
ars have emphasized the positive achievements of Philopator’s reign, which
may or may not be attributable to Sosibius, a minister whom Polybius gen-
erally represents as efficient, if ruthless.61 In any case, the author of 3 Mac-
cabees embraces the negative portrait of Philopator in every detail, at least
until the king’s miraculous eleventh-hour reformation. Like Justin, the au-
thor of 3 Maccabees represents Philopator as returning from Raphia to take
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55. Plut. Cleo. 33.5: u{steron dev, tou' Ptolemaivou th'" ajsqeneiva" ejpiteinouvsh" th;n
deilivan, kai; kaqavper ei[wqen ejn tw'/ mhde;n fronei'n, tou' pavnta dedoikevnai kai; pa'sin
ajpistei'n ajsfalestavtou dokou'nto" ei\nai.

56. Plut. Cleo. 36.4, referring to Cleomenes: kavqhtai mhtraguvrtou basilevw"
scolh;n ajnamevnwn, o{tan prw'ton ajpovqhtai to; tuvmpanon kai; katapauvsh/ to;n qivason,
ajpoktenou'nto" aujtovn; compare also Philopator’s vicious treatment of the body of
Cleomenes and of his surviving family after Cleomenes’ abortive revolt (Plut. Cleo.
38.2).

57. Plut. Cleo. 35.2, gelavsa" oJ Kleomevnh", “ jEboulovmhn a[n,” e[fh, “se ma'llon
h{kein a[gonta sambukistriva" kai; kinaivdou": tau'ta ga;r nu'n mavlista katepeivgei to;n
basileva”; Polyb. 5.37.11, “ejboulovmhn a[n se kai; livan ajnti; tw'n i{ppwn kinaivdou" a[gein
kai; sambuvka": touvtwn ga;r oJ nu'n basileu;" katepeivgetai.”

58. Justin 30.1, “regno parricidio parto et ad necem utriusque parentis caede etiam
fratris adstructa,” a charge that Polybius lays mostly at the feet of Philopator’s ad-
visor Sosibius; cf. Polyb. 15.25.2.

59. Justin 30.1: “itaque non amici tantum praefectique, verum etiam omnis ex-
ercitus depositis militiae studiis otio ac desidia corrupti marcebant.”

60. Justin 30.1: “sed contentus reciperatione urbium, quas amiserat, facta pace
avide materiam quietis adripuit revolutusque in luxuriam occisa Eurydice, uxore
eademque sorore sua, Agathocliae meretricis inlecebris capitur, atque ita omnem
magnitudinem nominis ac maiestatis oblitus noctes in stupris, dies in conviviis con-
sumit. adduntur instrumenta luxuriae, tympana et crepundia; nec iam spectator rex,
sed magister nequitiae nervorum oblectamenta modulatur.”

61. Heinen 1984: 435; Huss 1976. Cf. Polyb. 5.35–39, 63–67, for some examples
of Sosibius’s handling of affairs; cf. 15.25.2, where the ruthless elimination of rivals
in Philopator’s early years is credited to him.



up still greater debauchery than before he left.62 At this point we meet the
king’s notorious drinking companions for the first time, a crew strangely
introduced as if they are already known to the audience (3 Macc. 2.25: “his
aforementioned drinking companions and friends”).63 Third Maccabees and
Plutarch both use the same word for Philopator’s licentious behavior
(ajselgeivai", 3 Macc. 2.26; ajsevlgeian, Plut. Cleo. 33.1), and the remark that
the king’s behavior was so outrageous that it raised slanders (dusfhmiva", 3
Macc. 2.26) throughout the country might calculatedly allude to the down-
fall of Cleomenes, who fell afoul of the king for just such ill-advised mali-
cious gossip (Polyb. 5.37, Plut. Cleo. 35). The king’s drinking parties feature
prominently in the narrative:64 three times he turns from ordering the death
of the Jews to revelry and drinking with their enemies, his debauched com-
panions (3 Macc. 5.3, 14, 36).65 Even the manner in which the Jews are re-
peatedly spared by the provident intervention of God is reminiscent of the
king’s reputation for idleness and his neglect of state affairs: once he over-
sleeps (and is shaken awake only to begin drinking again, 5.14–17), and once
he simply forgets all about his own orders (5.27–35).
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62. 3 Macc. 2.25, diakomisqei;" de; eij" th;n Ai[gupton kai; ta; th'" kakiva" ejpauvxwn;
cf. Justin 30.1, “facta pace avide materiam quietis adripuit revolutusque in luxuriam.”

63. The use of the word “aforementioned” (proapodedeigmevnwn) is extremely
peculiar. If one is not to accept the theory that the beginning of the text has been lost,
or alternatively that the author simply carelessly copied this phrase from his source(!),
the word would seem to be intended to evoke the notoriety of these companions. (Cf.,
for instance, the mention of the king’s geloiastai in one of the fragments of the lost
work of Ptolemy of Megalopolis, FGrH 161 F 2.) It is also remotely possible that it
might be intended as a stylistic homage to Polybius (who often refers back to per-
sons and events already mentioned) or another similar Hellenistic author.

64. 3 Macc. 4.16,sumpovsia ejpi; pavntwn tẁn eijdwvlwn sunistavmeno"; 5.3, ejtrevpeto
pro;" th;n eujwcivan sunagagw;n tou;" mavlista tw'n fivlwn kai; th'" stratia'" ajpecqw'"
e[conta" pro;" tou;" jIoudaivou"; 5.14–17; 5.36.

65. Philopator’s evil-living companions, who are universally excoriated by the
historical sources, are thus shrewdly equated by the author of 3 Maccabees with the
enemies of the Jews; morally upright, respectable courtiers, he implies, would not
have so conspired against the Jews. Philopator’s eleventh-hour reform brings about
their discomfiture (3 Macc. 6.34), a happy event for the Egyptian court that is sadly
not paralleled in the historical accounts of Philopator’s reign. On the contrary, ac-
cording to the sources (Justin 30.2, Polyb. 15.25–34), Philopator’s court became ever
more debauched, and the king himself fell ever more under the influence of prosti-
tutes and degenerates. Agathocles and his creatures assumed the guardianship of
the young Ptolemy V after Philopator’s death, and when it became known that they
had secretly murdered Philopator’s popular wife, Arsinoe, Agathocles and the oth-
ers were literally torn to pieces by the mob in the streets of Alexandria, in one of
the more disgusting spectacles in the annals of Ptolemaic history. It is perhaps a pity
for historians (and for the people of Alexandria) that the happy ending of 3 Mac-
cabees is only a charming story.



Like the Philopator of Plutarch and Justin, the Philopator in 3 Maccabees
is not merely self-indulgent, debauched, and under the thumb of his evil
advisors; he is also a capricious, cruel, evil-tempered tyrant. In contrast to
the historical sources, where the king directs his savagery against Cleomenes
and his family or against his own relations, in 3 Maccabees the king’s anger
falls primarily upon the Jews. Third Maccabees repeatedly compares him
with Phalaris, the notorious sixth-century-b.c.e. tyrant of Agrigentum (3
Macc. 5.20, 42; cf. 3.8). Indeed, the king is cast throughout in the mold of a
tyrant, driven by caprice and showing no respect for the laws or for the rights
of his people. As such, he is the antithesis of the legitimate Hellenistic king,
as legitimacy is defined by, to take only one example, the Letter of Aristeas.
Although the roots of this characterization can be found in the historical
sources, 3 Maccabees develops Philopator’s tyrannical character much fur-
ther. This characterization enables the author to cast the persecution of the
Jews as the act of an irrational, lawless tyrant, whereas the reformed
Philopator who ultimately takes the Jews under his protection is represented
as a wise, just, lawful king, akin to Philadelphus in the Letter of Aristeas.

Thus 3 Maccabees coopts the details of the traditionally negative por-
trayal of the historical Philopator in order to construct an archetypal for-
eign oppressor of the Jews, like Pharaoh in Exodus or Ahasuerus in Esther.
As in the case of Ahasuerus, the providence of God would swiftly convert
this oppressor into an equally archetypal protector and champion of the
Jewish people, like the Cyrus who rescued the Jews from exile or the Phila-
delphus of the Letter of Aristeas.

In addition, 3 Maccabees also makes significant use of one facet of Philo-
pator’s character that is directly or indirectly attested by historical, papy-
rological, and archaeological evidence: that is, Philopator’s devotion to the
cult of Dionysus. The hostile literary sources allude to the king’s enthusi-
asm for Dionysus, if only to further ridicule his dissolute way of life. Plutarch
(Cleo. 33.1) mentions the king’s habit of celebrating Dionysiac Mysteries
at the palace in the same breath with the king’s drinking parties and the
domination of his court by his mistresses and prostitutes.66 Likewise Justin
associates Philopator’s debauched way of life with the musical instruments
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66. Plut. Cleo. 33.2: oJ me;n ga;r basileu;" aujto;" ou{tw dievfqarto th;n yuch;n uJpo;
gunaikw'n kai; povtwn w{ste, oJpovte nhvfoi mavlista kai; spoudaiovtato" auJtou' gevnoito,
teleta;" telei'n kai; tuvmpanon e[cwn ejn toi'" basileivoi" ajgeivrein, ta; de; mevgista th'"
ajrch'" pravgmata dioikei'n  jAgaqovkleian th;n ejrwmevnhn tou' basilevw" kai; th;n tauv-
th" mhtevra kai; pornobosko;n Oijnavnqhn. Cf. Plut. Cleo. 36.4, kavqhtai mhtraguvrtou
basilevw" scolh;n ajnamevnwn, o{tan prw'ton ajpovqhtai to; tuvmpanon kai; katapauvsh/
to;n qivason, ajpoktenou'nto" aujtovn.



used in Dionysiac rites (“instrumenta luxuria, tympana et crepundia,” 30.1),
seemingly referring like Plutarch to the king’s celebration of Dionysiac rites
at the palace: “nec iam spectator rex, sed magister nequitiae nervorum oblec-
tamenta modulatur.” The Etymologicum Magnum also mentions that
Philopator acquired his nickname Gallus because of his habitual participa-
tion in the rites of Dionysus.67 The king’s commitment to Dionysus was,
however, more serious than the literary sources suggest. According to a frag-
ment of Satyrus, a biographer of the king, Philopator made serious attempts
to reform and regulate the cult of Dionysus throughout his realm.68 This is
borne out by the text of an official decree preserved in the papyri,69 according
to which Philopator summoned all initiates into the Mysteries of Dionysus
to the capital to be registered and to give a complete account of those from
whom they received the rites,70 going back three generations71—a remark-
ably ambitious project, whether in fact it encompassed all initiates or only
the priests of the Dionysiac rites.

There are striking similarities between that genuine decree of Philopa-
tor and the one reported in 3 Maccabees (2.28–30). According to the latter,
a perplexing document, Philopator’s first act against the Jews was to ordain
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67. Etym. Mag. s.v. Gavllo": oJ Filopavtwr Ptolemai'o": dia; to; fuvlloi" kissou'
katestivcqai, wJ" oiJ gavlloi. ajei; ga;r tai'" Dionusiakai'" teletai'" [kissw'/ ejstefanou'nto].

68. Satyrus F 21; text and discussion in Perdrizet 1910.
69. Berlin Papyrus VI 1211; see now Modrzejewski (1995: 149), who observes

that the precise details of what Philopator was trying to achieve by this order re-
main unclear, but his official concern for the cult of Dionysus is unmistakable. The
theory of Modrzejewski (1995: 151–52), however, that Philopator may actually have
tried to apply the same measures to the Jews as to the Dionysiac initiates (not in
order to force Dionysiac worship upon the Jews but simply to register members of
both groups in the same manner due to perceived similarities between the two),
goes beyond the evidence. Precisely because Philopator was devoted to the cult of
Dionysus and well versed in its details, he surely would not have confused Jews
with worshipers of Dionysus, as the Romans apparently did when they expelled
the Jews in 139 b.c.e. on charges of promulgating the worship of Sabazius (Mod-
rzejewski 1995: 152).

70. The meaning of the word telou'nta" is obscure. It is most often taken to re-
fer to all those who were initiated into the Mysteries (Moreau 1941: 118–19;
Tcherikover 1961: 4–5), although it has been argued by some that the word should
be taken to refer only to the priesthood, not to the general population of worshipers,
initiates, or both (Jesi 1956: 237).

71. The order reads (Berlin Papyrus VI 1211):basilevw" prostavxanto". touv" kata;
th;n cwvran telou'nta" tw'/ Dionuvsw/ kataplei'n ej"  jAlexavndreian, tou;" me;n e{w"
Naukravtew" ajf’ h|" hJmevra" to; pro;stagma e[kkeitai ejn hJmevrai" i´, tou;" ejpavnw
Naukravtew" ejn hJmevrai" k´, kai; ajpogravfesqai pro;"  jAristovboulon eij" to; katalo-
gei'on ajf v h|" a]n hJmevra" paragevnwntai ejn hJmevrai" trisivn, diasafei'n de; eujqevw" kai;
para; tivnwn pareilhvfasi ta; iJera; e{w" genew'n triw'n kai; didovnai to;n iJero;n lo;gon ejs-
fragismevnon ejpigravyanta to; o[noma e{kaston to; auJtou' o[noma.



that they all be “registered in their former limited status.”72 The process of
this registration was to include branding with an ivy leaf, the symbol of
Dionysus;73 only those who elected to be initiated in the Mysteries of the
god would be exempted from the decree and entitled to ijsopoliteiva with the
citizens of Alexandria.74 When Philopator discovered that many Jews were
seeking to evade the registration, he became enraged and ordered that all
the Jews, both of Alexandria and of the chóra, be brought to the city for reg-
istration and immediate execution (3 Macc. 3.1).

When we are evaluating historical material independently attested in
Polybius or Plutarch or Justin, assessing the author’s own contribution in
handling and shaping his material is a fairly straightforward undertaking.
It becomes more difficult, however, to assess the author’s part where the nar-
rative seems based on legend and oral tradition, given that the legends in
question do not survive independently except in very different versions. (I.e.,
Josephus’s version of the elephant legend and the Heliodorus story in 2 Mac-
cabees.) In that case, even if we begin by assuming that the variant of the
legend of the persecution at Alexandria with which the author began cen-
tered on the reign of Philopator and not on the reign of Euergetes or some
quite different king (as I have argued above), it remains difficult to distin-
guish the traditional material that the author shaped from the author’s own
shaping of it. Since the bulk of 3 Maccabees focuses on the arbitrary exe-
cution of the Jews, however, and since only one passage suggests that the
Jews had the option of escaping death through apostasy (3 Macc. 2.28–31),
I infer that the theme of Philopator’s attachment to Dionysus, and his al-
leged attempt to force the Dionysus cult upon the Jews, was not part of the
original legend but is the author’s own addition to the story.75
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72. 3 Macc. 2.29: katacwrivsai eij" th;n prosunestalmevnhn aujqentivan.
73. Ibid.: touv" te ajpografomevnou" caravssesqai kai; dia; puro;" eij" to; sw'ma

parashvmw/ Dionuvsou kissofuvllw/.
74. Ibid. 2.30: jEa;n dev tine" ejx aujtw'n proairw'ntai ejn toi'" kata; ta;" teleta;"

memuhmevnoi" ajnastrevfesqai, touvtou" ijsopolivta"  jAlexandreu'sin ei\nai.
75. So also in the variant of the elephant legend given by Josephus (C.Ap.

2.50–56), the emotional focus is upon the imminent destruction of the Jews and upon
their salvation, and not upon the ostensible reason for the persecution. According
to Josephus, the Jews were persecuted for having been on the wrong side in a civil
war; there is no indication that they could have saved themselves by any recanta-
tion. Interestingly, this marks a strong contrast between the elephant legend and a
traditional martyrology. A martyr, whether Jewish or Christian, has up until the last
moment the option of recanting his or her faith; the act of witnessing is located in
the martyr’s refusal to recant. It would appear that at least in the version of the ele-
phant legend known to Josephus, and very likely also in the version known to the
author of 3 Maccabees, the original emphasis was not upon the refusal of the Jews 



Here again 3 Maccabees uses a known characteristic of Philopator as raw
material with which to construct a plausible legend with a didactic purpose.
We have no evidence outside 3 Maccabees that Philopator ever sought to
force the worship of Dionysus on any of his subjects.76 Philopator’s known
devotion to the cult of Dionysus, however, made entirely credible the alle-
gations of 3 Maccabees that Philopator had sought alternately to entice and
to compel the Jews to abandon their God for the Mysteries of Dionysus.The
scenario must have seemed especially plausible to a generation of Jews whose
fathers or grandfathers had witnessed the forced sacrifices that Antiochus
IV imposed upon Jerusalem.77 The nature of the legend itself may have en-
couraged the anonymous author to connect the elephant legend, the forc-
ing of Dionysiac worship upon the Jews of Jerusalem by Antiochus IV, and
Philopator’s known enthusiasm for Dionysus, since the elephant was asso-
ciated with Dionysus in Hellenistic iconography.78

The similarities between Philopator’s Dionysiac decree in 3 Maccabees
(2.28–30) and the genuine Dionysiac decree preserved in Berlin Papyrus VI
1211 are particularly intriguing; more than one scholar has suggested that
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to save themselves by apostasy but upon the entire dependence of the Jews upon
God to save them when caught up in a situation beyond their control.

76. Notwithstanding the speculation of Jesi (1956: 239), who in fact bases his
theory of the imposed monotheistic worship of Dionysus under Philopator in part
upon this passage in 3 Maccabees.

77. Cf. 2 Macc. 6.9, which attests forced participation of Dionysiac worship as
one element of the persecution of 167 b.c.e.

78. I owe this important observation to Modrzejewski 1995: 150. Elephants ap-
peared in the great procession of Ptolemy Philadelphus in 271 b.c.e., which had
a strongly Dionysian theme and depicted (among many other things!) the return
of Dionysus from India, which the Ptolemies associated with Alexander’s conquest
of India. (Rice [1983: 45–115] explores the Dionysiac part of the Grand Procession
in great detail, with pp. 82–99 concentrated entirely on the return from India.) Mod-
rzejewski (1995: 150) further observes that the elephants in 3 Maccabees were
specifically Indian elephants, known to be militarily superior to the African variety
and found primarily in the Seleucid armory; this “suggests the idea that Philopa-
tor, who had only African elephants, seized Indian elephants of the vanquished An-
tiochus as booty of war.” At the end of the fourth century b.c.e., five hundred In-
dian elephants represented the “exact number of elephants that Seleucus I had at
his disposition . . . offered him by an Indian king” (Modrzejewski 1995: 149), so this
number if taken literally would represent a heavy Seleucid loss indeed; however,
Modrzejewski also notes that five hundred is a common synonym for “a great num-
ber.” (Ironically, he also remarks [ibid.] that according to Polybius, Philopator’s own
elephants at Raphia had caused more damage to the Egyptian troops than to the en-
emy on account of their lack of discipline—perhaps explaining why Philopator might
have wanted to commandeer a better-trained elephant corps!)



the author of 3 Maccabees was familiar with the latter decree.79 The author’s
familiarity with official decrees is apparent from the verisimilitude of the
documents that he has forged (see below), and as we have already seen, he
not only used a good source for the reign of Philopator, but he seems also
to have been well versed in such trivia as the existence of Dositheus son of
Drimylus. It seems very likely, then, that the author of 3 Maccabees did in
fact know and make use of this decree. Once again, as with Theodotus’s plot,
a historical source is simply a point of departure, allowing the author’s imag-
ination to transform a historical fact into an edifying legend—in this case,
illustrating Jewish fortitude in the face of religious persecution.

Finally, not only does the author allude to known historical facts from
Philopator’s reign, but he even purports to cite genuine royal letters and
decrees verbatim—a popular practice among Hellenistic historians, emu-
lated by Jewish historians from Eupolemus to Josephus. Close study of the
two royal letters (3 Macc. 3.12–29, 7.1–9) much illuminates the methodol-
ogy of the author of 3 Maccabees.80

Just as the details of the battle of Raphia in 3 Maccabees appear on first
reading to agree very well with the historical sources for Philopator, certi-
fying the author as a historical authority and lending credibility to the story
that he is about to tell, so also the use of the official formulas and bureau-
cratese of the Ptolemaic chancery places a stamp of authenticity upon the
ostensibly official documents that the author cites.The greeting formulas,81

as we have seen, are precise enough to date the text at least tentatively. It
is, however, not insignificant that the date suggested by these formulas does
not in fact place us in the reign of Philopator but in the period around 100
b.c.e., contemporary (as I argue) with the author himself and his audience.82

The care that the author has taken to emulate the official chancery style of
his own day reflects neither carelessness nor ignorance on his part but rather
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79. E.g., Moreau 1941: 118–22; Tcherikover 1961: 3–5.
80. I will pass over, for the moment, the decree cited at 3 Macc. 2.28–30. As noted

above, this decree raises many problems, not the least of which is that it is not clear
whether the author purports to be citing or merely summarizing the text of an au-
thentic decree. I will therefore concentrate for now on the letters, demonstrably in-
tended to be taken as verbatim copies.

81. 3 Macc. 3.12: Basileu;" Ptolemai'o" Filopavtwr . . . caivrein kai; ejrrw'sqai.
So also at 7.1, with a slight variation in the addressees.

82. As discussed above in Chap. 4, the divine epithet Filopavtwr is not found in
the greeting formulas of royal letters before 100 b.c.e., and the formula caivrein kai;
ejrrw'sqai is likewise not attested before the first century b.c.e. The papyrological
sample upon which this dating is based is admittedly small and could probably be
stretched to include any date in the late second century or early first century b.c.e.,
but it certainly does not correspond with the official usage of the reign of Philopator.



a deliberate stylistic choice, in order that the contemporary bureaucratic style
most familiar to his audience might lend credibility to his pretended official
documents.83 It follows that the author was quite unconcerned that an ex-
pert reader could debunk his forgeries as impossible in Philopator’s day.This
corresponds well with the author’s indifference to precise historical accu-
racy in his report of the battle of Raphia. It is the impression, not the fact,
of accuracy that matters to him—and presumably to his audience also.

The author’s concern for specious historical documentation is further
borne out by the content of Philopator’s supposed letters ( 3 Macc. 3.12–29,
7.1–9), which are, as Tcherikover observes (1961: 9), patently fictional. The
first of these recapitulates in one way or another all the disparate events
and legends so far covered in 3 Maccabees: Philopator’s victory at Raphia
and subsequent tour of the cities of Coele Syria ( 3.14, 15; cf. 1.1–5, 6–7);
his visiting Jerusalem to honor the Temple and the Jews’ welcoming him
(3.16–17; cf. 1.8–10); the Jews’ refusal to let him enter the Temple and his
withdrawal (amusingly represented as a generous concession on his part:
3.18; cf. 1.11–2.24); his return to Egypt (3.20; cf. 2.25–26); his first decree,
offering isopoliteia to Jews who sacrifice (3.21; cf. 2.27–30), and the Jews’
efforts to evade it ( 3.22–23; cf. 2.31–33); and finally his decision to con-
demn all the Jews to death (3.25; cf. 3.1). Thus does the entire sequence of
historical and legendary events so far narrated receive the ultimate sanc-
tion: Philopator’s official voice, as conveyed through a supposedly genuine
document.

Perhaps even more important, many themes that the author has thus far
invoked find a place in this putative court document: Philopator’s irrational
hostility toward the Jews,84 the Egyptian Jews’ historic loyalty to the
crown,85 the attempt to seduce Jews into apostasy through the offer of isopo-
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83. By contrast, using the idiom of Philopator’s day, which would have been un-
familiar to all but the most knowledgeable antiquarians among the readers of 3 Mac-
cabees, would be likely to have had an off-putting and even confusing effect on the
audience. I am informed by experts in costume design that the same practice is fol-
lowed in designing costumes for the stage. It is common practice to dress (for ex-
ample) prostitutes in Les Misérables not as eighteenth-century French prostitutes
would actually have been dressed, in filthy rags, but as the audience subconsciously
expects a prostitute to dress, in gaudy and suggestive finery.

84. 3 Macc. 3.16, tw'n ajlithrivwn kai; mhdevpote lhgovntwn th'" ajnoiva"; 3.19, th;n
de; aujtw'n eij" hJma'" dusmevneian e[kdhlon kaqistavnte" wJ" monwvtatoi tw'n ejqnw'n
basileu'si kai; toi'" eJautw'n eujergevtai" uJyaucenou'nte" oujde;n gnhvsion bouvlontai fevrein;
3.22, oiJ de; toujnantivon ejkdecovmenoi kai; tḩ/ sumfuvtw/ kakohqeiva/ to; kalo;n ajpwsav-
menoi, dihnekw'" de; eij" to; fau'lon ejkneuvonte"; etc.

85. Ibid. 3.21: diav te th;n summacivan kai; ta; pepisteumevna meta; aJplovthto" auj-
toi'" ajrch'qen muriva pravgmata.



liteia,86 the contempt of the Jewish faithful for those who did apostasize,87

and the assumption of Philopator that Jews unwilling to apostasize will be
disloyal to the state in a crisis.88 The important themes of Jewish loyalty in
the face of inexplicable royal persecution, of the balance to be struck between
loyalty to the state and loyalty to God, are thus raised in the very docu-
mentation that the author cites in order to buttress his narrative.

Philopator’s second letter (3 Macc. 7.1–9), canceling the persecution of
the Jews, is likewise clearly the author’s own composition. Its conventional
formulas echo those of the first letter,with slight variations:Philopator salutes
the generals and officials whom he is addressing,89 reassures them that he
himself is well,90 and proceeds to the content of his letter.91 This letter’s con-
ventional formulas, besides being appropriate for the author’s own time
rather than Philopator’s, also contain a significant historical error. In the first
letter,Philopator had assured his generals in conventional fashion that “I my-
self am well, and our affairs also” (3.13, e[rrwmai de; kai; aujto;" ejgw; kai; ta;
pravgmata hJmw'n); in the second letter, he offers a different but equally con-
ventional reassurance, “We ourselves are well, and our children also” (7.2,
ejrrwvmeqa de; kai; aujtoi; kai; ta; tevkna hJmw'n).92 As it happens,however,Philopa-
tor had only one child that we know of, a son, who was born in 209/8 b.c.e.,
fully nine years after the battle of Raphia.93 Indeed, when Arsinoe accom-
panied Philopator to Raphia, she was still only his young sister, not yet his
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86. Ibid. Here, as at 2.30, Philopator presents this first decree as an intended
boon to the Jews (politeiva" aujtou;" jAlexandrevwn kataxiw'sai), although the au-
thor at 2.27 accuses Philopator of intending from the first to punish the Jews of
Egypt for his humiliation at Jerusalem (proevqeto dhmosiva/ kata; tou' e[qnou" diadou'nai
yovgon).

87. Ibid. 3.23: bdeluvssontai lovgw/ te kai; sigh'/ tou;" ejn aujtoi'" ojlivgou" pro;" hJma'"
gnhsivw" diakeimevnou".

88. Ibid. 3.24:pronoouvmenoi, mhv pote aijfnidivou metevpeita tarach'" ejnstavsh" hJmi'n
tou;" dussebei'" touvtou" kata; nwvtou prodovta" kai; barbavrou" e[cwmen polemivou".

89. Ibid. 3.12, Basileu;" Ptolemai'o" Filopavtwr toi'" kat’ Ai[gupton kai; kata;
tovpon strathgoi'" kai; stratiwvtai" caivrein kai; ejrrw'sqai; cf. 7.1, Basileu;" Ptole-
mai'o" Filopavtwr toi'" kat’ Ai[gupton strathgoi'" kai; pa'si toi'" tetagmevnoi" ejpi;
pragmavtwn caivrein kai; ejrrw'sqai.

90. Ibid. 3.13, e[rrwmai de; kai; ejgw; aujto;" kai; ta; pravgmata hJmw'n; cf. 7.2, ejrrwvmeqa
de; kai; aujtoi; kai; ta; tevkna hJmw'n kateuquvnonto" hJmi'n tou' megavlou qeou' ta; pravg-
mata, kaqw;" proairouvmeqa.

91. This letter, unlike the first letter, also concludes with a conventional farewell:
e[rrwsqe, ibid. 7.9.

92. He also, significantly, adds here (as he does not in the first letter) kateuq-
uvnonto" hJmi'n tou' megavlou qeou' ta; pravgmata, kaqw;" proairouvmeqa, ibid. 7.2. See
further discussion below.

93. E.g., Hadas 1953 ad loc.



sister-wife; the two were not married until some time after the battle and
could scarcely have been parents yet.94 The reference to Philopator’s chil-
dren may indicate that the author is for the moment thinking not of the his-
torical Philopator but of the generic epistolary formulas that every Hellenistic
king used.

Then again, the reference is thematically appropriate in the context.
Philopator speaks in this letter of God’s concern for his realm and of the
loyalty of his Jewish subjects, references that touch closely upon the issue
of royal legitimacy. The possession of legitimate children who will be able
to serve as capable heirs is also a key to royal legitimacy in the Hellenistic
period.95 Thus it is appropriate that the Philopator of this letter should
appear not as he really was at that time, an unmarried, childless king only
recently established on the throne, but as every Hellenistic king hoped to
become, a mature monarch with a house full of capable heirs.

As in the first letter, the content of the second also betrays the hand of
the author.Perhaps the most striking anomaly in this putatively genuine doc-
ument is its frequent, pious reference to a watchful qeov", suspiciously rem-
iniscent of the God of the Jews,96 whose epithets are such as a Jewish Greek
writer would choose.97 This qeov" is all-knowing, all-seeing and all-powerful,
watches over the Jews like a father and an ally (3 Macc. 7.6), and will avenge
any wrong done to them (7.9).The references are not so specific as to be pre-
cisely impossible in the mouth of a pagan king, or so as to force the reader
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94. Cf. Hadas 1953 ad loc. The author of 3 Maccabees may have been aware of
this fact, since he refers to Arsinoe as th;n ajdelfhvn and never specifies that she was
Philopator’s wife. It is impossible to be sure that any such precision was intended,
however, since “sister” was a conventional Ptolemaic equivalent for “wife” or
“queen.” If, however, the author was conscious of the potential for ambiguity, his
use of the double-edged word “sister” may well have been intentional. Arsinoe’s
role in addressing the soldiers is that of a queen rather than that of a young sister
barely out of the schoolroom, and her presence in the text would surely have re-
called to the reader the Arsinoe who became the famous and popular wife of Philopa-
tor, not his teenaged sister.

95. An excellent example of the importance of this issue for one early Hellenistic
king may be found in Theocritus, Idyll 17, where the establishment of a legitimate
line running through Philadelphus from his father to his sons is repeatedly em-
phasized.

96. 3 Macc. 7.2, kateuquvnonto" hJmi'n tou' megavlou qeou' ta; pravgmata; 7.6, to;n
ejpouravnion qeo;n ejgnwkovte" ajsfalw'" uJperhspikovta tw'n  jIoudaivwn wJ" patevra uJpe;r
uiJw'n dia; panto;" summacou'nta; 7.9, oujk a[nqrwpon, ajlla; to;n pavsh" despovzonta
dunavmew" qeo;n u{yiston ajntikeivmenon hJmi'n ejp’ ejkdikhvsei tw'n pragmavtwn kata; pa'n
ajfeuvktw" dia; panto;" e{xomen.

97. Ibid. 7.2, tou' megavlou qeou'; 7.6, to;n ejpouravnion qeovn; 7.9, to;n pavsh" despov-
zonta dunavmew" qeo;n u{yiston.



to accept the absurd implication that Philopator has converted to Judaism,
but they suggest a knowledge of and respect for the God of the Jews highly
improbable, to say the least, in an official Ptolemaic document.

Again as in the first letter, Philopator’s words echo many important
themes that the author has taken pains to develop. The Great God not only
watches over the Jews, but first and foremost watches over the affairs of
Philopator himself, provided that he maintains a correct attitude toward his
subjects, and toward the Jews in particular (3 Macc. 7.2, 9). As Hellenistic
kings in general establish their legitimacy through the favor of the gods and
through just dealings with their subjects, so Philopator owes his standing
in part to the favor of the Jewish God, obtained through his newly enlight-
ened treatment of the Jews.

Philopator disowns his previous campaign against the Jews, and blames
it upon his Friends’ evil character (kakohqeiva/, 3 Macc. 7.3).98 This may be
politically self-serving, but it also conveys to the audience the message that
leaders who persecute the Jews only do so when they have been misled by
wicked advisors—and the attitude of a leader who has been so misled is al-
ways open to correction. Significantly, the language of the king’s recusatio
echoes his first letter, turning the meaning of the original on its head. The
uncomplimentary adjectives reserved in the first letter for the Jews who were
then the target of the king’s irrational fury now accumulate upon the evil
Friends who have become the object of his righteous anger.99 The idea that
by reason of their ill will toward all men the Jews are liable to betray the
state, as the king himself declared in the earlier letter (3.24), is here ascribed
to the king’s wicked Friends100—and vigorously repudiated.101 To the con-

Historicity and Historical Ambivalence / 213

98. Ibid. 7.3,tw'n fivlwn tine;" kakohqeiva/ puknovteron hJmi'n parakeivmenoi sunevpeisan
hJma'" eij" to; tou;" uJpo; th;n basileivan jIoudaivou" sunaqroivsanta" suvsthma kolavsasqai;
7.6,hJmei'" de; ejpi; touvtoi" sklhrovteron diapeilhsavmenoi, kaq’ h}n e[comen pro;" a{panta"
ajnqrwvpou" ejpieivkeian, movgi" to; zh'n aujtoi'" carisavmenoi. Note that the word kako-
hqeiva/ is the same that is used at 3.22 of the Jews: th'/ sumfuvtw/ kakohqeiva/ to; kalo;n
ajpwsavmenoi.

99. E.g., ibid. 7.3, kakohqeiva/; 7.5, novmou Skuqw'n ajgriwtevran ejmpeporphmevnoi 
wjmovthta.

100. Ibid. 7.3–5: tw'n fivlwn tine;" kakohqeiva/ puknovteron hJmi'n parakeivmenoi
sunevpeisan hJma'" eij" to; tou;" uJpo; th;n basileivan jIoudaivou" sunaqroivsanta" suvsthma
kolavsasqai xenizouvsai" ajpostatw'n timwrivai" proferovmenoi mhvpote eujstaqhvsein
ta; pravgmata hJmw'n di’ h}n e[cousin ou|toi pro;" ta; pavnta e[qnh dusmevneian, mevcri ,̌ a]n
suntelesqh'/ tou'to: oi} kai; desmivou" katagagovnte" aujtou;" meta; skulmw'n wJ" ajn-
dravpoda, ma'llon de; wJ" ejpibouvlou", a[neu pavsh" ajnakrivsew" kai; ejxetavsew" ejpe-
ceivrhsan ajnelei'n novmou Skuqw'n ajgriwtevran ejmpeporphmevnoi wjmovthta.

101. Ibid. 7.6: hJmei'" de; ejpi; touvtoi" sklhrovteron diapeilhsavmenoi, kaq’ h}n e[comen
pro;" a{panta" ajnqrwvpou" ejpieivkeian, movgi" to; zh'n aujtoi'" carisavmenoi.



trary, the king here especially praises the constant loyalty of the Jews and
their good will toward him and his ancestors.102 In his first letter, the king
especially stressed his philanthrópia toward all men in explaining why he
accepted the rebuff of the unreasonable Jews of Jerusalem and retired grace-
fully;103 now it is the wicked Friends whom Philopator, likewise in the kind-
ness of his heart toward all men, has allowed to escape with their lives.104

The Jews and the evil advisors have changed places, with the Jews fully re-
stored to favor and their enemies cast out, amid much wailing and gnash-
ing of teeth.105

Thus, as in the first letter, the king himself in the language of a puta-
tively genuine document articulates many of the author’s most important
themes—the dependence of Philopator on God’s favor, which in turn de-
pends on his treatment of the Jews; the suggestion that leaders persecute
Jews not of their own free will but because they are temporarily deranged
or have been misled by the Jews’ enemies; the steadfast loyalty of the Jews
to the state, and their good will toward the king, which decisively refutes
any charges of treachery or misanthropy raised against them; and the im-
plicit promise that God will always be able to restore the Jews to the king’s
favor and discomfit their enemies. The author’s own ideas and views thus
acquire all the authority of a dusty roll taken directly from the court archives,
bearing the official seal of authenticity.

These documents, of course, are highly unlikely to have come from the
royal archives. Just as when he exercises license with the historical mate-
rial, the author here seems to have been quite unconcerned about the
reader’s ability to detect a forgery: these fictional documents stamp the tale
with archival legitimacy.We must assume that readers sophisticated enough
to notice what the author was up to would simply have enjoyed and ap-
preciated the artistic ingenuity of his plausible fiction. By the time the fictive
character of his creation is noticed, if it is noticed at all, the author’s mes-
sage has already been communicated; the exposure of the text’s artificial-
ity does nothing to decrease its effectiveness as a medium for expressing
the author’s view of Jewish identity in Hellenistic Egypt. By ingeniously
creating fictional documents and manipulating freely adapted historical
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102. Ibid. 7.7: thvn te tou' fivlou, h}n e[cousi bebaivan pro;" hJma'" kai; tou;" progov-
nou" hJmw'n eu[noian.

103. Ibid. 3.20: toi'" pa'sin e[qnesi filanqrwvpw" ajpanthvsante".
104. Ibid. 7.6: quoted above, n. 101.
105. Cf. ibid. 6.34: oi{ te pri;n eij" o[leqron kai; oijwnobrwvtou" aujtou;" e[sesqai tiqev-

menoi kai; meta; cara'" ajpograyavmenoi katestevnaxan aijscuvnhn ejf’ eJautoi'" peri-
balovmenoi kai; th;n purovpnoun tovlman ajklew'" ejsbesmevnoi.



records, the author succeeds in achieving what we today call the suspen-
sion of disbelief.106

In 3 Maccabees, then, historical, legendary, and fictional elements are
interwoven in the author’s handling of the battle of Raphia (3 Macc. 1.1–7),
the character of Philopator and his devotion to the cult of Dionysus (pas-
sim), and the fictional documents (3.12–29, 7.1–9). In each case authentic
historical material is used, but there is tension between reality—what we
know of Philopator’s reign from other sources—and how the author rep-
resents it. In order to buttress his didactic purpose, the author consistently
manipulates the realia that he incorporates, and many peculiar errors or dis-
tortions of fact can be explained only by reference to this purpose.

The use of history as raw material in service of the author’s purpose helps
to explain the disorienting conjunction between the self-consciously his-
torical and the patently legendary or fictional. It also explains why a con-
cern for superficially accurate detail coexists with apparent unconcern for
flagrant errors or anachronisms. Historical details and verbatim documents
are simply tools to create a convincing literary effect, and accuracy for its
own sake is subordinated to the author’s need to communicate a particular
message. Both author and audience focused on the message, not on the
medium.

Disjunction of fact and fiction was far from uncommon in Hellenistic Jew-
ish texts dealing with the past.The creative use of history is the tool of many
an author, working in many a genre, to explore and to communicate themes
of importance to his particular work. The phenomenon cuts across bound-
aries of language, genre, geography, and even of ideology. I have shown in
Part 1 how authors of very different provenance and ideological background
have manipulated historical traditions in support of their didactic fictions.
Part 2’s closer examination of history’s manipulation in 3 Maccabees has
illustrated just how elaborate and intelligent the construction of so-called
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106. In modern popular culture, the suspension of disbelief is generally used
purely for the purposes of entertainment, whereas I would argue that in 3 Mac-
cabees the effect is used for the purpose of instructing as well as entertaining the
audience; nevertheless, the principle is the same.The modern parallel may also help
us to understand the point of view of an intelligent audience that was perfectly ca-
pable of seeing through the fiction. At the risk of descending from the sublime to
the ridiculous, much of the scientific jargon or technobabble used on Star Trek, while
being internally self-consistent and intentionally reminiscent of genuine scientific
terminology, is readily recognizable to any scientist as complete nonsense. This has
not, however, prevented the show from being wildly popular among highly edu-
cated hard scientists, and indeed probably contributes to that audience’s enjoyment
of the show.



historical fictions can be. Their authors were neither careless nor unedu-
cated; they did not aim to swindle their readers, nor were they much con-
cerned about the chance that their elaborate frauds would be discovered.
Rather, their goal was to communicate some deeper truth about the nature
of Hellenistic Jewish identity as they understood it. Systematically mining
the rich but unsatisfactory veins of history “wie es eigentlich war,” they
created a far more meaningful imagined history for their audience and for
their community.This was not history as it really happened but, in the read-
ers’ minds, history as it should have been.
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Conclusion

This study set out to understand the apparently paradoxical juxtaposition
of history and fiction, combining historical verisimilitude with a remark-
able disregard for historical accuracy, characteristic of a wide variety of Jew-
ish Hellenistic texts. In 3 Maccabees, we have examined one possible model
for how and why history and fiction were so combined. Third Maccabees, a
late Hellenistic text often seen as confrontational, was not designed to en-
courage the Jews of Alexandria to separate themselves from their funda-
mentally hostile surroundings, for all its awareness that confrontation
could occur. On the contrary, through the fictional story of a persecution
happily averted, it sought to construct a model of identity allowing the
preservation of traditional Jewish piety while at the same time making pos-
sible Jewish involvement in the wider Greek world. The reader is encour-
aged to believe that under normal circumstances, Jews may hold high posi-
tions in gentile society, are unfailingly loyal to the state, and are highly
regarded by the king and by their Greek neighbors; that persecution is ab-
normal and ephemeral, and that when it does occur, the persecuting king is
misguided or temporarily deranged, not fundamentally evil, and can be per-
suaded through appeal or divine intervention to restore the Jews to favor;
and that God will reward those who are willing to endure the passing trial
of persecution with a restoration of the status quo, whereas those who aban-
don the faith will be satisfactorily punished for their shortsightedness.

Moreover, although the superficially accurate historical setting of the text
reveals itself upon examination to be riddled with errors or anachronisms,
these are not signs of the author’s carelessness; still less are they simply in-
tended to flag the work as purely fictional. Rather, the historical setting is
systematically manipulated and subordinated to serve the author’s didactic
purpose: first, to produce a convincing illusion of authenticity; second, to
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help communicate the author’s message more effectively. This is not to say
that the author sought deliberately to fool his audience, nor even that he
believed or expected that they would read his work as history. Rather, the
anonymous author was primarily concerned with communicating moral and
not historical truth.The historical truth of the events that he reports is sim-
ply irrelevant, except inasmuch as the illusion of their truth serves his pur-
pose; thus there is no contradiction in favoring verisimilitude over accuracy.
Historical accuracy is invoked so far as it supports the didactic purpose of
the story, but the author does not hesitate to alter the facts if it serves his
purpose, or to forge documents in whatever style will best favor the illu-
sion of authenticity.

Precisely this invoking the past to create a particular vision of Hellenis-
tic Jewish identity connects the diverse body of texts that have been
identified as Jewish fictions, not a unity of genre or even purpose. The de-
liberate creation of fictions about the past cuts across almost every division
within Hellenistic Jewish literature: it is found in Hebrew, Aramaic, and
Greek, in Egypt and in Palestine, in texts that imitate a wide variety of Jew-
ish and Greek literary genres; it is subordinated to radically different pur-
poses, whether Aristeas’s historical proof to the Greek-speaking Jews of
Egypt that the Greek translation of the Torah is valid or Daniel’s that the
Seleucid kingdom will inevitably be destroyed.

The creation of fictions about the past in Jewish writings does not always
proceed along identical lines, by any means. Some fictions, like 3 Maccabees,
go to great lengths to create an illusion of historical accuracy as it was meas-
ured by Greek readers, citing names, dates, even quoting forged documents.
Not surprisingly, we find this tendency most marked in texts originally com-
posed in Greek, imitating the literary genre of historiography (3 Maccabees,
the Letter of Aristeas, 2 Maccabees, and probably the original sources of the
tales preserved in Josephus’s Jewish Antiquities). Others model themselves
primarily on biblical exemplars, including both the historical books of the
bible (Esther, Daniel, Judith, Tobit) and the traditions of Genesis and Exo-
dus (Artapanus, Joseph and Aseneth); these seem to have had more a free-
wheeling attitude toward history, such that historical verisimilitude blurs
into the blatant historical fiction that one finds in, for example, the person-
alities of Darius the Mede and Nebuchadnezzar the Assyrian. Indeed, Ar-
tapanus and the author of Joseph and Aseneth seem to have felt most at lib-
erty of all: although both follow the basic traditions of Genesis and Exodus
in their work, Artapanus in filling the gaps has created a version of the Ex-
odus that resembles history about as much as the Alexander Romance does
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Arrian, and the author of Joseph and Aseneth has based on three verses of
Genesis a pure fiction that one might in fact call a novel, if only with seri-
ous reservations.

Much more can be done to analyze the complex interplay of history and
fiction in these Jewish texts. I have sought in Part 1 of this study simply to
indicate the direction in which analysis might most fruitfully proceed. Sim-
ply picking out particular details wherein these Jewish fictions resemble the
ancient novels, or attempting to force diverse texts willy-nilly into a single
and perforce exceedingly vague genre, will not help us to understand the
uniquely inventive nature of each of these texts. Rather, we need to focus
more closely on precisely how each author invokes the past in order to cre-
ate a particular fiction of identity, and for what purpose, integrating this un-
derstanding with our knowledge of the specific historical circumstances in
which each work was composed. I hope that the present analysis will open
the way for future research: for each of these texts one could write a sepa-
rate book about its historical ambivalence.

• • •

I have argued that the authors of these texts regarded the reconstruction of
a particular version of the past as an important, indeed sacred, task but that
they deliberately intended neither to fool their audiences into accepting spu-
rious fictions as history nor to mark their texts as merely fictional, devoid
of historical truth. Rather, they were concerned to communicate moral truth,
clothed in the acknowledged illusion of historical verisimilitude. How their
audiences actually read 3 Maccabees and other Jewish fictions is another
question. We have no direct evidence on this point relating to 3 Maccabees
proper; indeed, we have very little evidence for the subsequent use of the
text at all, although the existence of a Syriac translation shows that the work
was still popular with the Syrian church in late antiquity.1 Presumably, the
fact that Josephus in Against Apion gives an alternative account of the ori-
gin of the festival associated with the Alexandrian Jews’ deliverance from
elephantine extinction indicates that the festival purportedly being explained
in 3 Maccabees was still celebrated in Alexandria in the late first century
c.e. Josephus, however, gives no indication of knowing 3 Maccabees’ ver-
sion of the festival’s origin; whether he knew of this version and chose to
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1. Anderson 1985: 516. The Syriac translation dates to the late fourth century
c.e. (Anderson 1985: 510).



ignore it, or whether it was quite unknown to him, is impossible to say. We
are therefore forced back upon speculation.

Josephus in his Jewish Antiquities seems to accept as historical the ac-
count of the Septuagint given in the Letter of Aristeas; or at least so much
may be inferred from the fact that he includes a paraphrase of Aristeas’s
account in his history without attempting to qualify, excuse, or alter it (as
he alters, for instance, the historical background of Daniel ).2 The Letter of
Aristeas was subsequently regarded as historical throughout the medieval
period.3 For that matter, Josephus also incorporates the text of Esther into
his history, with only minor modifications.4 Josephus, to be sure, although
he is a highly educated, sophisticated Greek historian, cannot be wholly
absolved of the charge of repeating tendentious historical traditions that
he did not necessarily believe, in the service of magnifying the achieve-
ments of the Jewish people.5 Nevertheless, Josephus’s treatment of such
texts must indicate that even highly educated Jews read texts like the Let-
ter of Aristeas and Esther as history a few generations after they were
written.

Most likely, these texts were read, at various times, on multiple levels.
Some may have perceived their fictional character but accepted the sto-
ries nevertheless, because they regarded historical accuracy as essentially
irrelevant to the point of the story. Some may have perceived them as
fictions but claimed to regard them as history for tendentious purposes.
Some, who were intellectually capable of perceiving them as fictions, may
nevertheless have been led by their need to believe in a certain vision of
the past into actually reading them as history. And no doubt there were
some, as there are in every age, even when the texts were first written, to
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2. See above, Chap. 2.
3. See references given above in Chap. 4.
4. This is particularly interesting, because it has been argued by many that texts

like 3 Maccabees and the Letter of Aristeas, which go to great lengths to maintain
an illusion of accuracy, were intended to fool their audience into reading them as
history, while texts like Esther were deliberately marked by outrageous historical
impossibilities (e.g., the claim that the Persian king would marry a Jewish queen)
so that the audience would recognize them as fiction (Wills 1995: 2–3, 185–87). It
would appear that Josephus at least did not distinguish between Esther and the Let-
ter of Aristeas as valid historical sources (a fact that Wills [1995: 186–87] is some-
what puzzled to explain).

5. To take only one minor example, we have seen that he accepts the Ptolemaic
propaganda which insisted that Antiochus III ceded the tax revenues of Coele Syria
to Egypt as his daughter’s dowry, because it happens to suit his purpose, although
he must (or should) have known from Polybius that this propaganda was false. See
discussion in Chap. 2, above.



whom it never occurred to question the gospel truth of the most outra-
geous tales.

• • •

There are many directions in which future research could proceed. I have
already indicated that much more could be done individually with each of
the Jewish fictions that I have touched upon in Part 1. There is, moreover,
much that could be done to fit these fictions into the broader context of the
literature of the Hellenistic and Roman periods, both Hebrew and Greek.
Here I highlight only a few possibilities for future research.

In addition, although I have examined a wide variety of Jewish fictions,
this study by no means exhausts all those that one might examine. In par-
ticular, Philo’s intriguing use of fiction and history would be a highly fruit-
ful area for further study. The quasi-fictional traditions in Philo present a
significant subject for further study, for a number of reasons. For one, his
quasi-legendary historical accounts are in fact still hotly disputed; there is
no general agreement as to the fictional nature of those accounts, which
means that the question of their historicity per se must be considered in
much greater depth.

I have argued that for all these Jewish texts, the driving impulse to cre-
ate fictions about the past is to be found in their need to create a variety of
models for Hellenistic Jewish identity. One could argue that the need to com-
municate a particular didactic message, whether relating to communal iden-
tity or to some other purpose, may have been an important element in some
other fictions as well, perhaps even in the Greek and Roman novels and in
other, less easily classifiable fictions such as the Cyropaedia or the Alexander
Romance.6

The whole question of how these Jewish fictions are related to the an-
cient novel remains to be further explored. It would, I think, be too sim-
plistic to regard the former straightforwardly as the latter’s ancestors; per-
haps we would better regard them as part of a wider phenomenon, the
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6. Xenophon’s Cyropaedia, to name only one example, is often regarded as a
speculum principis, that is, a model for the education of the ideal leader (Shadi
Bartsch, pers. comm.). As for the novel, Froma Zeitlin (pers. comm.) has suggested
to me that Chariton may have been concerned, among other things, with certain is-
sues of Greek identity, while Daniel Boyarin (e-mail comm.) has questioned whether
the emphasis of the sentimental novel as a whole upon the ultimate reconciliation
of the lovers may not have been intended to communicate a message of social co-
hesion and stability (much as does the modern mystery novel, with its emphasis on
the inevitable solution of the crime and punishment of the malefactor).



increasing production of fictions of every variety in the postclassical Greek
world, which laid the ground for the explosion of fictions that Bowersock
has chronicled in the Roman period.7

The origins of the ancient novel, and of ancient fictions generally, con-
stitute perhaps the most vexed of all problems in the scholarly literature,
most often debated and with the least progress. A non-Greek origin, whether
in so-called nationalistic hero romance (Braun 1938) or in Egyptian litera-
ture (Barns 1956), has been suggested more than once but never argued de-
cisively.8 Increasingly scholarship regards the question as probably unan-
swerable and not worth asking.9 If, as seems likely, we are to believe that
the novel proper was born amid a fervor of fictional production, both Greek
and non-Greek, in the Hellenistic and Roman periods, perhaps the most
fruitful line will lie in exploring the circumstances in which each individ-
ual fiction was written and examining what importance the interaction be-
tween diverse cultures and languages in the Hellenistic world and later in
the Roman empire may have had in shaping those circumstances.10 The
closer we come to understanding the specific historical contexts in which
the many different varieties of ancient prose fiction were produced, the closer
we will be to understanding the origins of the phenomenon of ancient fiction
as a whole.

One might also ponder the issue of the relationship of these Jewish fic-
tions to the Gospels, and later to emerging Christian fictions such as the
Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles and the pseudo-Clementine Recognitions.
Bowersock has argued that the explosion of fictions in the Roman world can
be traced to the influence of the Gospels, an early corpus of ancient fiction.11

Should such fictional elements as can be found in the Gospels be traced in
turn to the popularity in the late Hellenistic period of Jewish fictions about
the past? This enormously complex question, one that any scholar would
tremble to undertake, must provide a most interesting study.

As we have seen, historical fictions were written not only in Greek but
also in Hebrew texts that were ultimately translated into Greek. There are
many intriguing points of contact between these Hellenistic Jewish fictions
and the later development of the midrashic tradition, beginning in the sec-
ond century c.e. Some fictions originally penned in the Hellenistic period
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7. Bowersock 1994, esp. pp. 9, 22.
8. See the recent and balanced discussion in Stephens 1995: 11–18.
9. To cite only two recent examples: Bowie 1989: 127–28; Stephens 1995: 18.
10. A direction to some extent already suggested by Bowersock (1994) and

Stephens (1995), among others.
11. See references above in the introduction to Part 1.



found their way into the midrash, including among others legends relating
to the translation of the Septuagint,12 and legends relating to the marriage
of Joseph and Aseneth.13 Indeed, fictions not of Jewish origin made their
way into the midrash. Consider, for instance, the Alexander Romance: it is
an open question whether apparent allusions to this text in the midrash
reflect the direct influence of a largely Greek body of literature or the
influence of parallel oral traditions. One might also consider the extent to
which the midrash took over some of the didactic themes of the original
fictions, and the extent to which they sought to modify or answer them.14

Moreover, one might examine how far the midrashic tradition not only took
over older ancient fictions but itself made use of similar techniques as an
aid to commentary, thus creating further original fictions.

• • •

I have arrived at the conclusion of this project, obtaining some answers to
my questions along the way, only to discover, like most of my colleagues,
that there remain in the end more questions unanswered than answered. If,
however, I have succeeded in clearing up a few areas of confusion, illumi-
nating one small corner of the vast and mysterious terrain of ancient fictions,
and perhaps suggesting new approaches for the investigation of this still
largely unexplored field, I will have achieved my purpose. In the words of
Paul Veyne: “Men do not find the truth; they create it, as they create their
history.”15
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12. Hadas 1951: 53, 73–84.
13. See above, Chap. 3, “Joseph and Aseneth,” for preliminary references.
14. As seems to be the case with the midrashic traditions on Aseneth; see above.
15. Veyne 1988: xii; quoted by Bowersock 1994: 11.
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48n126, 144; as historical source,
14, 15; “lawless men” in, 169; trans-
lator used Greek Daniel, 131n5; as 
a work of history, 191

2 Maccabees, 13–16, 38–41, 50–52;
as court narrative, 10n5; evidences
communication with Diaspora,
91–92n90; Heliodorus in, see Helio-
dorus episode; as Hellenistic histori-
ography, 54, 115, 191, 218; Hyr-
canus in, 78, 86n77, 89n85, 156;
letters appended to beginning of,
14n23, 165; mentioned for com-
parison, xiii, 5, 9, 19, 42n108, 44,
56, 94, 122–24. ; Onias III in, 38,
44, 91, 119. See also 3 Maccabees,
similarities to 2 Maccabees

3 Maccabees: Alexandrian provenance
of, 147, 169, 180; alludes to Greek
text of Daniel, 130–31, 141; attitude
toward Jewish Law, 173–80; audi-
ence, 124, 127, 169–81, 210, 215;
author’s purpose, 124, 127, 169–81,
201, 208, 215; character of Philopa-
tor in, 202–9; compared with legend
in Josephus, 184–89; as court narra-
tive, 10n5; date in Hellenistic period
argued, 124, 129–41, 170; date in

Roman period rejected, 124,
132–36, 138–41, 146n61, 170,
174n137; date, papyrological
evidence for, 131n8, 139–40;
elephant legend paralleled in
Josephus, 20, 133n18, 144n54,
164n109, 182–90, 207–8, 219; as
evidence for a persecution in the
time of Philopator, 183–84; genre,
53–54, 218–19; Greek text, xiv;
interest in Ptolemaic court proce-
dure, 147–48, 169, 177–78, 180, 191;
legends combined in, 61n10;
literary style, 169, 177, 180; lost
beginning, 148n68, 192–93,
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xii–xv, 2, 5, 7, 9, 10n5, 14–16, 18–19,
38–39, 42n108, 43–45, 51–52, 56,
66n20, 74, 92n90, 93, 94, 96, 109,
111, 122–23, 218–20; not con-
frontational text, 124, 129, 138–39,
141n48, 146, 157, 217; relationship
with Greek Esther, 137, 141;
reception of in antiquity, 219;
romance/novel, 4; scholarship on,
xiv; Septuagint text, xiv; similarities
to 2 Maccabees, 131n8, 136–40,
141–44, 148–50, 153, 156, 158–59,
161, 164, 165–66, 168; similarities
to Daniel, 141–45, 148, 150–51,
153–54, 157, 160–61, 163–66, 168;
similarities to Esther, 141–46, 148,
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150–51, 154, 156–57, 159–60, 162,
165–66, 168; similarities to Letter
of Aristeas, 136–40, 141–44, 146–
47, 151–53, 155–61, 163–68; trans-
lations of, xiv; use of historical
sources, 192–93, 199–201. See also
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of; identity, Jewish; paradoxical
combination of history and fiction;
Ptolemy IV Philopator; Ptolemy of
Megalopolis; purpose, ideological

Abraham: in Artapanus, 95, 97, 99,
103; children of, 102

Achiacharos of Media, 32n78
Achilles Tatius, 3
Achior the Ammonite, 27, 34, 46–47.

See also Judith, Book of
aetiological legend, 53–54. See also

festivals
Against Apion. See Josephus
Agathocles, 195, 199–200, 202,

204n65
Agrigentum, 205
Ahashwerosh, 17n37, 57n2. See also

Ahasuerus
Ahasuerus: in Esther, 16, 17n37, 18,

33, 57n2, 145, 150, 159, 205; in
Tobit, 31–32. See also Xerxes the
Great

Ahiqar, 5n7, 49n127, 115n71. See also
Achiacharos of Media

Alexander Polyhistor, 95–96, 107n49
Alexander Romance, 3, 4, 96, 99, 112–

13, 123, 218, 221, 223
Alexander the Great: conquest of

India, 208n78; contemporary with
Jaddus according to Josephus, 79;
as Greek national hero, 100; hypom-
nemata of, 146n64; and the Jews,
59–76; and the Jews, mentioned for
comparison, 56, 93–94, 122; priest
of (see Dositheus, son of Drimylus);
successors of, 144, 163. See also
Alexander Romance

Alexandria: citizenship of, 134–36,
170n119, 184, 207; festival asso-
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85, 189–90, 219; Greeks of, 139,
158, 167, 171, 173, 175, 178, 180;
hippodrome at, 127, 169; library 
at, 11, 37–38; literary style charac-
teristic of, 177; in Letter of Aristeas,
12, 35nn88–89, 37–38, 51, 107, 161,
165; mob of, 105, 133, 138–39, 174,
200, 204n65; persecution of 88 b.c.e.
in, 187–88; persecution of Jews
under Euergetes in, 182, 184–87;
persecution of Jews under Philopa-
tor in, xii, 126, 129, 132–33, 155,
160, 164, 183, 190–92, 201–2, 207;
persecution of Jews, no evidence 
for any in, 188–90; Ptolemaic and
Roman eras contrasted, 138–39,
170. See also 3 Maccabees; Caligula;
Egypt; gentiles; Greeks; Josephus,
elephant legend; laographia

Alexandrinus, xiv
Amel-Marduk, 58n3
Amestris, 20n44, 42
Ammanitis, 78. See also Transjordan
anachronisms, 12, 19, 23, 25n55, 33,

36, 44, 49n128, 59, 68–69, 73, 75,
77, 92, 128, 140n45, 150nn77–78,
217

Ananias, 170n121
Andreas, 196
Andronicus, 16, 149, 153. See also

Antiochus IV, Onias III
anti-Hellenizing, 174. See also

Hellenization
anti-Jewish rhetoric, 156, 170n120
Antioch, 14, 16, 158, 167, 188; Greeks

of, 14, 39, 158. See also gentiles;
Greeks

Antiochus III, 15n29, 40n104, 79, 80–
82, 125, 150n76, 191–92, 194–95,
197–98, 208n78, 220n5. See also
Coele Syria; Palestine; Seleucids

Antiochus IV Epiphanes, 14, 15n29,
16, 44, 47, 51, 76, 79, 80, 106n47;
Daniel composed under, 21, 142n49,
145n56; deathbed repentance of,
153; forced worship of Dionysus



under, 189n22, 208; humiliated by
Romans, 133n17, 165; Hyrcanus
commits suicide upon the accession
of, 86–87, 89; Nebuchadnezzar the
Assyrian modeled on, 27n62, 28;
persecution of Jews, 45, 133n17,
161n103, 165, 189, 208; punishes
murderer of Onias, 39, 153, 158;
relations of Jews with, 144, 149,
158–59

Antiochus, ward of Antiochus IV, 16
anti-Oniad, 91n89. See also Oniad

line; Onias
anti-Samaritan, 59n7, 64–67, 69–72.

See also Samaria; Samaritans
anti-Semitism, 156, 170n120
Apion, Josephus defending against

attacks of, 185–86. See also apolo-
getic, Jewish; Josephus, as author,
apologetic writings of; Josephus,
Against Apion

apocalypse (apocalyptic), 5, 20–21, 54,
58, 68, 69n27, 115, 123, 145n56, 154,
165, 168

Apocrypha, Protestant, xiv, 130n3,
131n5, 143n50

Apocryphal Acts of the Apostles, 222
Apollonius: minister of Ptolemy II,

77, 152n83; Seleucid governor, 149,
156, 159nn98–99

apologetic, Jewish, 34, 35n87, 169n117,
170–72. See also Josephus, as author;
Philo

apostasy, 49, 71, 74–75, 125–27, 147,
153–55, 160, 167, 173, 174n136,
175–77, 179, 191, 196, 201, 207,
210–11, 217

Apuleius, 3, 110, 115n71
Araq el Emir, 77–78, 86n77. See also

Transjordan
Aratus, Memoirs of, 53
Arioch, 26
Aristeas, author of Letter of Aristeas,

11, 12, 13, 32, 35–38, 144, 146, 151–
52, 163, 165, 175n141, 218, 220

Aristobulus, Hasmonean king, 41n105
Arphaxad, 26–27
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Arrian, 219
Arsinoe II, wife of Philadelphus, 13
Arsinoe, capital of Fayum, 184n5
Arsinoe, sister/wife of Ptolemy IV,

125, 177, 191, 194, 198–200, 204n65,
211–12

Artapanus, 95–108, 112–13; attitude
toward polytheism, 101–2 (see also
polytheism); described as syncretis-
tic, 99, 101–2, 107; Egyptian Jewish
audience, 97; mentioned for com-
parison, xiii, 4, 6–7, 10n5, 55,
89n83, 122–23, 176, 218; post-
Maccabean date hypothesized,
95n3; pro-Egyptian attitude, 103

Artaxerxes I, 17n37, 63n16
Artaxerxes II Mnemon, 46n121
Artaxerxes III Ochus, 27n61, 46n121
Artaxerxes in Greek Esther, 16, 43, 44
Aseneth, 109, 111, 113–14, 116n75,

117–20. See also Joseph and Aseneth
Ashkelon, 92
Asser, 119
Assyrian conquest. See exile of the ten

tribes
Assyrian rule, 5, 7, 25, 28n66, 30,

31n76, 48, 49n127, 51, 94
Assyrians: Ninus hero of, 113; over-

thrown in 612, 145n57
Astyages the Mede, 58
Augustine, 172n130
Augustus. See 3 Maccabees, date in

Roman period rejected; laographia
Azariah. See Daniel, Greek translation

of; Prayer of Azariah; Shadrach,
Meshach and Abednego

Baal, 49
Babylon, xii, 23, 24, 48; conquered by

Alexander, 68; conquered by Cyrus,
26n57, 58, 145n57; Daniel chief
satrap of, 150; and Media, Jews of,
68–75, 122, 165. See also Babylon-
ian rule; Exile, Babylonian

Babyloniaca, 112n59
Babylonian captivity. See Exile,

Babylonian



Babylonian rule, 6–7, 23–24, 25n56,
45, 48, 51, 57–58, 68, 94, 145, 150,
163, 166

Bakhtin, M. M., 54
baris, 77
Bar-Kochba archive, 53
Belshazzar, 21, 23–24, 45, 58, 145,

154
Belteshazzar, 22
Ben Sira, 80n54. See also Sirach
Benjamin, 119
Berlin Papyrus, 206–9. See also

Dionysus, Philopator devoted 
to cult of

Berossus, 58, 96
Bethulia, xii, 27, 28, 46n123, 52
biblical historical narrative. See

historical books of the Bible
Big Five, 3. See also novel, ancient
Bilhah, 119
birta, 77
Book of the Chronicles of the Kings 

of the Medes and Persians, 18, 94
Bowersock, G., xi, 222
Braun, M., 96

Caligula: 3 Maccabees dated to reign
of, 132–34; attack on Temple, 132–
33; riots in Alexandria under, 119,
138, 174n137, 182–83. See also 3
Maccabees, date in Roman period
rejected ; Alexandria, citizenship of;
Alexandria, Ptolemaic and Roman
eras contrasted

Calligone, ancient novel, 112n59
Callirhoe, 46n121, 110, 117. See also

Chariton
Callisthenes, historian of Alexander,

68n26; pseudo-, 96n7. See also
Alexander Romance

canon, Jewish, 53, 130n3, 142–43, 166.
See also Prophets; Septuagint; Torah;
Writings

careless, authors not, 6–7, 24, 44, 125,
129, 201, 209, 216–17

Chaereas and Callirhoe. See Chariton
Chaldeans, accompanied Alexander 
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to Jerusalem, 68, 75. See also Baby-
lon, Jews of; Babylon, and Media

Chariton, xiii, 3, 4, 33n84, 46n121,
110, 111, 117

Chelkias, 170n121
Chenephres, 105–6
chora, Egyptian. 167, 170, 184, 207.

See also Egyptians, native
Claudius, Edict of, 170n120
Clement, Stromata, 95
Cleomenes of Sparta, 203–5
Cleopatra: name of Ptolemaic queens,

84, 87; queen in Tales of Tobiads, 83,
85, 87

Cleopatra I, wife of Ptolemy V, 81–83,
85, 87

Cleopatra II, wife of Ptolemy VI, 105,
170n121, 184–87, 189, 196

Cleopatra VII, 138, 139n41
Codex Venetus, xiv
Coele Syria, 67, 79, 82, 192, 194, 197–

98, 201, 210, 220. See also Palestine
colophon. See Esther, colophon of
companions, Philopator’s wicked, 126,

134, 147–48, 152, 159, 162, 177, 191,
193, 200, 202–4, 213–14

conversion, 116–20. See also apolo-
getics; gentiles

court narrative, 9, 10n4–5, 54. See also
foreign rulers; Ptolemaic court, Jews
serving at

court, Jews at. See foreign rulers,
relations of Jews with; Ptolemaic
court, Jews serving at

Ctesias, 113. See also Diodorus
Cyaxares the Mede, 31, 32n78
Cyropaedia, 3, 50n129, 221
Cyrus of Persia, xii, 18n39, 23–24,

26n57–58, 28, 45, 48, 58, 145, 205.
See also Persian rule

Dan, 119
Daniel, Book of, xii–xiii, 5n, 6, 9, 10n4,

11, 14, 15n29, 16, 18n38, 20–24, 44–
45, 54; classed as sapiential novel,
115n71; Greek translation of, 130–
31, 142n49; Josephus’s handling of,



57–59, 77, 92; mentioned for com-
parison, 42n108, 50, 51, 52, 94,
116n74, 122–24, 218, 220; original
date of composition, 142n49,
145n56; shown to Alexander, 68–
69, 75. See also 3 Maccabees, simi-
larities to Daniel; Antiochus IV;
Maccabean revolt

Daniel: legends surrounding, 60n10,
81; prophet, 31n76

Daphne, 16, 149
Darius I (the Great) of Persia, xii,

21n50, 24, 53, 145n57, 150n78. See
also Darius the Mede; Persian rule

Darius II, 63
Darius III, 59–62, 68, 71–74
Darius the Mede, xii, 18n38, 21n50,

24, 45, 58, 145, 150, 154, 160, 162,
218

deception, not intended, 125. See also
intention to fool audience; read,
intended to be

decrees. See documents, official
Demaratus, king of Sparta, 46
Demetrius of Phalerum, 11–13, 35–

38, 49, 151, 155
destruction of Israel. See exile of the

ten tribes
Deuteronomic tradition, 101n30
Deuteronomistic view of history,

27n64, 46n122
Diaspora, 6n9, 53n132, 122–23,

143n50, 157n92, 164–67, 180;
Eastern, 122, 145n60; Egyptian,
38, 107, 115, 117, 120, 189n22;
relations between Jews of Palestine 
and Jews of, 164–66. See also
Alexandria; Babylon; Egypt

didactic lessons. See purpose,
ideological

Dinah, 117n78
Diodorus, 16, 100n20, 113
dioiketes, 90, 104
Dionysius of Miletus, 46n121
Dionysus: elephants associated with in

Hellenistic iconography, 208; forced
worship of, 106n47, 126, 133n18,
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175, 184, 189n22, 207–8, 210;
Mysteries of, 126, 135n21, 175,
205–9; Philopator devoted to cult
of, 189, 191, 205–9, 215; return
from India, 208n78

documents, official, 12, 126, 131,
137n33, 139–40, 146–47, 154, 177,
182, 191, 202, 206–15, 218

Dositheus: Jewish general under
Cleopatra II, 196; son of Drimylus,
125, 147–48, 154–55, 177, 191, 195–
97, 201, 209; son of Ptolemy, in
Greek Esther, 91n90

earth and water, 27, 28. See also
anachronisms; Judith, Book of;
Persian rule

Eastern Diaspora. See Diaspora;
provenance

Eastern Orthodox canon, xiv
Ecbatana, 26
Egypt and Tyre, correspondence with

Solomon, 96, 140n45, 152n83
Egypt: Abraham in, 103; animal cult

of, 100–102, 107 (see also polythe-
ism); Artapanus concentrates on
patriarchs in, 95–96; in campaigns
of Alexander, 62, 66n22, 67; col-
lected taxes in Palestine after 200
b.c.e., 220n5; early Jewish settle-
ment in, 103–4; Jewish audience in,
90–91, 97; Jewish history in accord-
ing to Josephus, 190; Jews of, 91–
92nn89–90, 99, 102, 106–7, 122,
126–27, 141n48, 144, 147, 154–55,
164–67, 170, 175–79, 181–83, 189,
211n86, 218; Jews of Jerusalem
promote festivals in, 92n90; in
Judith, 26; long history of conflict
with Syria, 108; migration of bib-
lical Joseph to, 104; Onias III in,
15n25; priests of, in Artapanus,
95n11, 99n19; provenance of texts,
51, 91n89, 92n90, 169; Ptolemaic
era, 170, 188–89; revolt suppressed
under Ochus, 46n121; Roman era,
170; translation of Esther brought 



Egypt (continued)
to, 166. See also 3 Maccabees;
Alexandria; Artapanus; chora,
Egyptian; Diaspora; Egyptians,
native; Letter of Aristeas; Joseph
and Aseneth; Pharaoh; provenance

Egyptians, native: 125–26, 134–36,
167, 178, 195; levied before Raphia,
135n23, 195

Elamites, 26
Eleazar: in 3 Maccabees, 130, 137nn33–

35, 173, 179; high priest, brother of
Simon I, 79; high priest in Letter of
Aristeas, 35nn87–89, 36, 151, 155–
56, 160–61, 163–65, 167

elephant legend. See Josephus:
Against Apion, elephant legend 
in. See also Alexandria, festival
associated with elephant legend 
at ; Alexandria, persecution of Jews
under Philopator in; elephants

Elephantine, Jews of, 63n16, 64n19
elephants, African vs. Indian, 208n78;

associated with Dionysus in iconog-
raphy, 208; intoxicated, 127, 182,
184–85. See also elephant legend

enemies of the Jews, 166–67, 204.
See also Alexandria, mob of

Enoch, 20n47
Esarhaddon, 30, 32, 49n127
Esther, Book of: xiii, 5, 6, 9, 10n4,

16–20, 41–44, 54; associated with
Purim, 185, 189n21; colophon of,
91n90, 137, 142n49, 166; dating of,
42n108, 43n111; Greek version(s),
5, 16–18, 41–44, 51, 89n83, 116n74,
123, 137, 139–42, 145n56, 150–51,
162, 168, 180; mentioned for com-
parison, 31n75, 33, 45, 50–53, 94,
109, 116n74, 122–24, 205, 218, 220;
paraphrased by Josephus, 56–57, 59.
See also 3 Maccabees, relationship
with Greek Esther; 3 Maccabees,
similarities to Esther

Ethiophia, Moses campaigns in, 98n12,
99n19, 100, 106

Etymologicum Magnum, 206
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Eupolemus, as Jewish historian, 95–
96, 98–99, 140n45, 209; ambassador
to Rome, 40n104, 150n76

ex eventu prophecy, 44. See also apoca-
lypse; Daniel, Book of

exile of the ten tribes, 30–31, 48–49,
52, 65n20

Exile, Babylonian, xii, 19n44, 20,
23n54, 25n56, 26, 27n64, 28, 31n76,
44, 46n122, 47–48, 57–58, 71, 205

Exodus, Book of, 94, 96–97, 123, 205,
218; Artapanus’ account of, 96, 102,
104–7, 113, 218; of the Jews from
Egypt, 95, 101, 106–7, 181, 189

Ezekiel, 21
Ezra, Book of, 56

fall of Samaria. See exile of the ten
tribes. See also Samaria, Samaritans

Fayum, 183–84
festivals. See Alexandria, festival

associated with elephant legend at;
Hanukkah; Passover; Purim; Succoth

fiction, defined, 3, 4
fictions: ancient, xiii, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 50,

115n71, 120, 222; Christian, 222.
See also novel; romance

Flaccus, L. Valerius, 187
folktale motifs, 15, 19, 29, 41, 54, 123
foreign rulers: prosperity of depends

on God, 162–64, 167, 213–14; rela-
tions of the Jews with, 9, 10n5, 16,
52, 56, 62, 71, 123, 144–54, 166, 195

formulas, 139–40, 209–12. See also 3
Maccabees, date, papyrological
evidence for

friends. See companions, Philopator’s
wicked

Gad, 119
Gaius Caligula. See Caligula
Gallus, nickname of Philopator, 206.

See also Dionysus, Philopator
devoted to cult of; Ptolemy IV
Philopator

Gaugamela, 66n22, 68
Gaza, siege of, 62, 67, 73



geloiastai, 200, 204n63
Genesis, Book of, 94, 96–97, 103, 113,

117, 123, 218–19
genre: diversity of in Jewish fictions,

53, 122–23, 215, 218; problem of,
xiii, xiv, 2–6, 10, 53–55, 192, 219.
See also sui generis

gentiles, 11–12, 42n107; Aristeas
portrayed as a, 36; conquered by
Hasmoneans, 92; cooperation with,
38–39, 49n127, 51–52, 123–24, 129,
157–60, 167, 178, 180, 217; deterio-
rating relations with in Roman
period, 138–39; gentile readers of
Jewish texts, 34, 171–72; gentile
treachery (see loyalty, theme of );
interaction with, 117, 168, 176;
Moses’s popularity with, 106; pro-
panganda not directed at, 35n87;
proselytizing among, 171; table
fellowship with, 89n83; Tobit re-
frains from eating food of, 49; view
of royal legitimacy, 163. See also
Alexandria, mob of; apologetics,
Jewish; Egyptians, native; foreign
rulers; Greeks; loyalty, theme of

God, 23, 27, 36, 39, 42–43, 45, 47–48,
49n127, 51–52, 60n8, 72, 74–75,
102, 127, 130, 138, 152–53, 155–56,
162–63, 166, 168, 173, 175, 179,
185–86, 196n40, 204–5, 208, 211–
14, 217. See also Kingdom of God

Goldstein, J. A., 41
Goshen, 116n75, 119
Gospels, xii, 222
Grand Procession, of Phildelphus,

208n78
Greek language: Greek literacy in

Palestine, 53; as original language, ,
9, 16, 50, 54, 122, 124, 177; trans-
lated into, 9, 122. See also Daniel,
Greek translation of; Diaspora;
Esther, Greek; language, cuts across
boundaries of; Septuagint; Torah,
Greek translation of

Greek historiography. See historiogra-
phy, Hellenistic
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Greek kingdom: in Daniel. See
Seleucids

Greek neighbors. See Greeks, gentiles
Greeks, 127, 134–36, 171, 217. See also

Alexandria, Greeks of; Antioch,
Greeks of; Tyre, Greeks of; gentiles

greeting formulas. See formulas,
greeting

Gruen, E. S., 6

Haman, 43–44, 151n82, 156–57,
159

Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah.
See Shadrach, Meshach and
Abednego

Hanukkah, 165, 189n21
Hasmonean rule, 6n9, 28n65, 40–41,

51–52, 92, 164–66, 171. See also
Palestine, Hasmonean

Hebrew/Aramaic: as original lan-
guage, 9, 16, 51, 54, 122, 124.
See also language, cuts across
boundaries of

Hecataeus of Abdera, 37, 151
Hecataeus, pseudo-, 95n2, 98
Heliodorus episode, 9n2, 14–15, 38–

39, 41, 78, 86n77, 119, 126, 136n30,
141n48, 149, 153, 156, 161, 164,
182–83, 207

Heliodorus, Aethiopika, 3
Heliopolis: inhabitants of cited, 98,

100n25; Moses a degenerate priest
of, 104; Pentephres priest of, 110

Hellenes. See Greeks
Hellenistic kingship, 138n38, 163, 205,

212
Hellenization, 41, 159, 167, 171–72,

174, 176. See also anti-Hellenizing
Heracles, sacrifices to in Tyre, 159
Hermes, 97n11, 99–101, 106
Hermiouth, 97
Hermocrates of Syracuse, 46n121,

110, 117
Hermon, 152
Hermopolis, 99n19
hero romance. See romance, hero
Herod the Great, 132n11



Herodotus, 10, 17n37, 18n39,
26n58, 35n89, 42, 46, 56, 58, 98–
99

high priest, 28, 79–80, 126, 161.
See also names of individual high
priests

historical books of the Bible, 5, 18, 42,
50, 54, 94, 123, 218

historiography, Hellenistic, 5, 50, 53–
54, 58–59, 61n11, 94, 97, 99, 111,
115, 122–23, 139, 168, 186, 190–92,
200–202, 209, 218, 220

history, manipulation of, xv, 5–7, 11,
25n55, 34, 38, 48, 50, 52, 54–55, 69,
76, 81, 92, 94, 124–25, 129, 192,
215, 217

history, pathetic school of, 53, 191,
200–201. See also historiography,
Hellenistic

Holofernes: historical Persian general,
27n61, 29; in Judith, 25, 27, 28, 33,
34, 47

Holy of Holies. See Heliodorus epi-
sode ; Temple, threatened by
Philopator

Hydaspes, 26
Hyksos, 104, 108
hypomnemata, 146
Hyrcanus: in 2 Maccabees, 78, 86n77,

89n85, 156; in Jospehus, 76–81,
84–93, 176n142;

Iamnia, 142n50
identity, Jewish, xv, 5–6, 34, 45–47,

50–53, 93, 96, 106, 115, 116, 120,
123–24, 169, 180–81, 214–21. See
also 3 Maccabees, author’s purpose;
purpose, ideological

intention to fool audience, xiii, 32,
125, 183, 191, 216, 218–20. See also
read, intended to be

intermarriage, 63–67, 69–71, 118, 162,
177

Irene, name of concubine, 184
Isis, 99–101
isopoliteia, 135n21, 175, 207, 210.

See also Alexandria, citizenship of
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Issus, battle at, 61–62, 71–72
Ithaca, name of concubine, 184

Jacob, biblical patriarch, 116n75,
119

Jaddus, high priest, 59–65, 69–75, 79.
See also Yaddua, high priest in
Nehemiah

Jason of Cyrene, 13, 92n90, 142n49
Jason, high priest, 15, 39–40, 149–50,

159, 161, 169
Jehoiakim, 22
Jehoiakin, 22n53
Jeremiah, 14, 40
Jerusalem: ; besieged by Sennacherib,

28n66, 30n71–72; conflict between
Hyrcanus and brothers in, 87; con-
quered by Nebuchadnezzar, 22,
23n54, 57, 145 (see also Temple,
destruction of in 587); under Has-
monean control, 39; high priest
ruling from in Judith, 28; Jews of,
62, 89, 91–92n90, 106n47, 155, 163,
165–67, 175, 189, 191, 201, 208,
214 (see also Palestine, Jews of ); in
Letter of Aristeas, 13, 35n89, 152,
165, 175n141; northern tribes revolt
against, 31, 48–49; Philopator at,
41, 126, 144n54 (see also Temple:
threatened by Philopator); relations
with Diaspora, 157n92, 166 (see
also Diaspora, relations between
Jews of Palestine and Jews of );
return under Cyrus, 57; riots at
under Antiochus IV, 149, 159 (see
also Antiochus IV Epiphanes: per-
secution of Jews); Tobit faithful to,
49. See also Alexander the Great,
and the Jews; Caligula, attack on
Temple; Temple

Jewish Antiquities. See Josephus
Jewish Law. See Law, Jewish; Torah
Johanan, high priest, 63n16, 64n19
John Hyrcanus, 66n20
John, father of Eupolemus, 40n104,

150n76
Jordanes, 187–88



Joseph and Aseneth, 108–20; men-
tioned for comparison, xiii, 6–7,
10n5, 55, 122–23, 177, 218–19;
in the midrash, 223

Joseph the Tobiad, 76–93, 176n142
Joseph: in Artapanus, 95, 97, 99, 103–

4, 107; biblical patriarch, 49n127,
81, 119, 123; in Joseph and Aseneth,
109, 113–20

Josephus. Against Apion: contrasted
with Antiquitates Judaicorum, 190;
elephant legend in, 20, 133n18,
144n54, 164n109, 182–90, 207–8,
219; Manetho in, 98, 102–6. Jewish
Antiquities: 56–93; contrasted with
Against Apion, 190; mentioned for
comparison, xiii, 5, 7, 10n5, 14–16,
17n37, 32n78, 34n87, 49n128, 55,
94, 122, 176n142, 218, 220. As
author: apologetic writings of, 170–
71; disturbed by anachronisms,
32n78, 59, 92; as Jewish Greek
historian, 76, 96, 98–99, 190, 209,
220; as source, 105, 132–33, 143n52,
150n76, 167n112, 188

Judah Maccabee, 14, 27n62, 39–41
Judah, 145n60, 157n92. See also Exile,

Babylonian; exile of the ten tribes;
Jerusalem; Palestine; Temple: des-
truction of in 587

Judaism, contrasted with Hellenism,
39–40

Judith, as archetype, 29; Book of, xiii,
5n, 6, 9, 16, 24–29, 46–48; men-
tioned for comparison, 32–33,
42n108, 43n111, 44, 49, 50–52,
94, 122–23, 218

Justin, 202–7

Ketuvim. See Writings (Ketuvim)
Kingdom of God, 123–24, 145n58,

168. See also God

Labashi-Marduk, 58n3
Land. See Palestine. See also Judah
language, cuts across boundaries of,

5–6, 11, 42n108, 50, 215, 218. See

Index / 247

also Greek ; Hebrew/Aramaic;
language

laographia, 132n10, 134–36, 170n120,
174n137, 182, 184

Lathyrus. See Ptolemy IX
Law, Jewish, 40, 70–71, 89, 126, 151,

154, 157, 160–62, 165–67, 173, 175–
80, 217. See also Torah

Leah, sons of, 119
legitimacy, royal. See Hellenistic

kingship
Leontopolis, 15n25, 91n90, 106n47,

108n50, 170
Les Misérables, 210n83 
Letter of Aristeas, 11–13, 34–38;

genre, 53; mentioned for compari-
son, xii–xiii, 5, 9, 10n5, 14n22, 16,
18–19, 25n55, 39, 42n107–8, 44,
49–52, 56, 94, 107, 111, 115, 122–
24, 131n8, 138n38, 172, 175n141,
205, 218, 220; official formulas in,
12 (see also documents, official );
paraphrased by Josephus, 57, 59, 92.
See also 3 Maccabees, similarities 
to Letter of Aristeas

Levi, 119
Longus, 3
loyalty, theme of, 19, 43–45, 51, 60n8,

62, 71, 74, 87, 105–6, 127, 138, 152,
154–57, 166–67, 180, 186, 195, 198,
201, 210–14, 217. See also court
narrative; foreign rulers, relations
of Jews with; Ptolemaic court, Jews
serving at

Lucian, True Histories, xi, 3, 33, 97n8,
99

Lucianic recension of Septuagint, xiv
Lysias, Seleucid general, 153
Lysimachus son of Ptolemy, in Greek

Esther, 91n90

Maccabean revolt, 9n2, 13, 14n22,
21, 27n62, 28n65, 39, 44, 51, 69,
80, 89, 91–92n90, 142n49, 143n50,
155–56, 159, 164, 168, 189nn21–22,
191n29

Macedonian, Haman called, 44



Manasseh and Ephraim, sons of
Joseph, 116n75

Manasses: brother of Jaddus, 61–62,
64n19, 70–71; high priest, 79

Manetho, 96, 98; pseudo-, 98, 102–6
marriage, mixed. See intermarriage
Masoretic text, 16n35, 41
Medes and Persians, the law of, 160
Medes, 24, 25n56, 26, 58
Median kingdom, 24, 45, 145. See also

Darius the Mede
Medism, 39n102
Memphis: inhabitants of cited, 98;

provenance of Artapanus, 95n2
Menedemus of Eretria, 13, 152
Menelaus, 14, 39–40, 149, 159, 161,

169
Meroe, 100n20
midrash, 117n78, 123, 222–23
Mithridates of Caria, 46n121
monarchy, Israelite, 6, 94
Mordecai, 18n41, 19n44, 31n75,

116n74, 147, 151, 157, 162, 195n39
Moses Romance, 96
Moses: in Artapanus, 95–107, 176; as

culture hero, 123
Mount Gerizim. See Samaritans,

temple of
Musaeus, 100n28
Mysteries of Dionysus. See Dionysus

Nabonidus, 21n50, 23, 58, 145
Nabopolassar of Babylon, 31
Naphtali, 119
Nebuchadnezzar: “the Assyrian,” xii,

25, 27n62, 28–29, 33, 46n122, 48,
49, 218; in Daniel, 21, 23, 45, 57–58,
130, 145, 150, 154, 163; in Judith,
25, 26, 27, 52; king of Babylon, xii,
22–23, 25n56, 28, 31, 47, 48, 57;
in Tobit, 31–32. See also Temple,
destruction of in 587

Nehemiah, Book of, 56,
63–65nn16–20, 69–71

Neo-Babylonian. See Babylonian rule
Neriglissar, 58n3
Nero, xi
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Nevi’im. See Prophets (Nevi’im)
Nicanor, 14, 39, 153
Nikaso, 61, 70–71
Nineveh, 25, 28n66, 30, 31, 32n78, 49;

Ninus as founder of, 113. See also
Assyrian rule; Assyrians; Ninus

Ninus Romance, 111–13,
Ninus, 99, 112–13
nomoi, 156
novel: ancient, xii, 2–5, 19, 33n84, 46,

50, 55, 108n50, 109, 111–12, 114–
16, 120, 123, 219, 221–22; defined,
3–4; Greek sentimental, 2–4; Jewish,
xiii–xiv, 2, 4–5, 7, 10, 29n68, 33, 46,
53, 55, 70, 76, 108, 109, 115, 123,
192, 219; Latin satiric, 3–4

official documents. See documents,
official

oikonomoi, 90
Oniad line of high priests, 90
Onias I, 63n17, 79
Onias II, 79–80, 82–83, 87–90
Onias III: in 2 Maccabees, 14–16,

38–41, 44, 51, 54, 78–80, 91, 119,
149–50, 153, 156, 158–59, 161; in
Josephus’s list of high priests, 79–
80; legends surrounding, 60n10,
168; murder of, 89, 158

Onias IV, 16n32, 91n89, 105, 170,
184–87, 196

original language. See Greek language;
Hebrew/Aramaic; language, cuts
across boundaries of

Orpheus, 100n28
Osiris, 99–100

pagan worship. See polytheism
Palestine, xii, 93, 106, 125; Greek cities

of, 159 (see also gentiles, Greeks);
Hasmonean, 6n9, 91, 92n90, 164–
65, 171 (see also Hasmonean rule);
Jews of, 90–92, 106n47, 122–23,
143n50, 144, 154–55, 159, 164–66,
188; Persian, 48; Ptolemaic, 78–80,
82, 85–88, 90, 154, 164; relations 
of Diaspora with, 164–66; Seleucid



conquest, 76, 79, 80–82, 85, 87;
Seleucid rule over, 86–87, 90–91,
144, 150n76; tax revenues ceded 
to Egypt by Antiochus III, 81–83,
220n5. See also Jerusalem

papyri, as source. See 3 Maccabees,
date, papyrological evidence for ;
Berlin Papyrus; Dositheus, son 
of Drimylus

paradoxical combination of history
and fiction, xi–xiii, 9–11, 14,
25n55–56, 32–34, 55, 93, 124–25,
127, 217

paradoxical Exodus narrative, 96
Parmenio, 68, 75
Passover, 106–7
pathetic history. See history, pathetic

school of
patriarchs, biblical, 6, 94–120. See also

Abraham, Jacob, Joseph
Pentateuch. See Torah
Pentephres, 110, 114n67, 118–19
Perry, B. E., 55
Persian rule: 6–7, 51, 94; in Daniel,

21n50, 24, 45, 77, 145, 154; in
Esther, 16–20, 41, 42n108, 43n111,
44, 150; Josephus’s account of, 56–
57, 77; in Judith, 26, 27n61, 28–29,
48; legends originating in, 165–
66, 168, 189n21; transition to
Macedonian rule, 61, 65. See also
Ahasuerus; Alexander; Cyrus;
Darius I; Darius III; Xerxes

Petronius, 3
Petrus Allix, 130n2
Phalaris, 205
Pharaoh: Abraham’s relationship

with, 103; in Exodus, 205; in Joseph
and Aseneth, 110, 114n67, 116n75,
119; Moses’s relationship with, 101,
103, 105; Philopator an incarnation
of, 181

Pharaoh, son of in Joseph and Aseneth,
109, 114, 118, 119

Pharnaces of Lydia, 46n121
Philadelphus. See Ptolemy II 

Philadelphus

Index / 249

Philo: apologetic writings of, 170–71;
refers to Jewish critics of Scriptures,
172n130; as source, 34n87, 132–33,
143n52, 167n112, 188n19; use of
history and fiction, 221. See also
apologetic, Jewish

Philocrates, 11, 35n88
Philometor. See Ptolemy VI; Ptolemy

IX; Ptolemy X
Philopator. See Ptolemy IV Philopator
Physcon. See Ptolemy VIII; Ptolemy

IX
Plutarch: Alexander, 146n64, 190n24;

Cleomenes, 202–7; Dion, 117
poll tax. See laographia
Polybius, 82, 125–26, 147n66, 148n68,

173, 177–78, 190–91, 193–204, 207–
8, 220n5

Polyhistor. See Alexander Polyhistor
polytheism, Jewish attitudes toward,

100–102, 107, 171–72
Pontius Pilate, affair of standards,

132n11
postexilic period, 25n56, 27n64, 94.

See also Exile, Babylonian; Pales-
tine; Persian rule

Potiphar. See Pentephres
Prayer of Azariah, 22–23, 130–31. See

also Daniel, Greek translation of;
Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego

pro-Oniad, 89n84. See also anti-
Oniad; Oniad line; Onias I-IV

propaganda. See apologetics, Jewish;
gentiles

Prophets (Nevi’im), 53, 142–43. See
also Torah

pro-Ptolemaic, 87, 89n84, 90–91. See
also Ptolemies; Ptolemy I-X

pro-Samaritan, 59n7, 66, 67n22, 70,
71n33, 72, 74n42. See also anti-
Samaritan; Samaria; Samaritans

pro-Seleucid, 87. See also pro-
Ptolemaic; Seleucids

proselyte. See conversion
proselytizing. See apologetics, Jewish;

conversion; gentiles
proskynesis, 18n39, 68, 73, 75



prosperity. See foreign rulers, pros-
perity of dependent on God

Protestant Apocrypha. See Apoc-
rypha, Protestant

provenance of texts, 5, 51, 91n89,
92n90, 122, 124, 169, 215, 218

pseudepigrapha, xiv, 143n50
Pseudo-Clementine Recognitions, 222
Ptolemaic court: bureaucracy and

procedure, 104, 138, 140, 146–48;
intellectual rigors of, 161; Jews
serving at, 138, 146–48, 170, 217;
Tobiads at, 85, 91n89

Ptolemaic empire, 89, 91, 163–64,
166. See also Alexandria; Egypt,
Ptolemaic era; Palestine, Ptolemaic

Ptolemies, 125, 188, 208n78. See also
Arsinoe; Cleopatra; Ptolemaic court;
Ptolemaic empire; Ptolemy I-X

Ptolemy I Soter, 12, 13n16, 151, 155,
159, 170

Ptolemy II Philadelphus, xii, 11–13,
35nn87–89, 36–37, 44, 49, 57, 77–
78, 144, 146, 151–53, 155–59, 160,
163–65, 167, 172, 200, 205, 208n78,
212n95

Ptolemy III Euergetes, 82, 83–87,
90n88, 196n40

Ptolemy IV Philopator, 15, 43, 44,
66n20, 83, 92n90, 93, 125–27, 129,
130n2, 132–35, 139–40, 141n48,
144, 147–48, 152–56, 159–60, 162–
64, 168, 172–73, 175–79, 181, 182–
89, 191–215

Ptolemy V Epiphanes, 81–83, 86n75
Ptolemy V, 199, 204n65
Ptolemy VI Philometor, 84n72, 105,

176n143, 184
Ptolemy VII Neos Philopator, 184–86
Ptolemy VIII Euergetes II Physcon,

84n72, 90n88, 105, 144n54,
164n109, 170n121, 182, 184–88,
207

Ptolemy IX Philometor Soter II
Lathyrus (Physcon), 187

Ptolemy X Alexander I Philometor,
187–88
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Ptolemy of Megalopolis, 192, 199–
201, 204n63

Ptolemy son of Dorymenes, 149,
159n98

Purim, 19–20, 42, 92n90, 166, 185,
189n21, 190

purpose, ideological, 5–7, 11, 29n68,
31n75, 32n79, 34, 37, 39, 41, 43,
45–46, 49–50, 55, 58, 60, 69, 81,
83, 92, 94, 97n8, 99, 101–2, 115–
16, 123–24, 129, 215, 217–18, 221,
223. See also 3 Maccabees, author’s
purpose

queen mother, in Daniel, 154

rabbinic Judaism, 174n140, 176
Rachel, sons of, 119
Raguel, ally of Moses, 106
Raphia, battle of, 53, 125, 129, 135n23,

154, 177, 191–95, 197–201, 203,
208n78, 209–11

read: actually were, 5, 49n128, 59,
219–21; intended to be, 5, 59, 128,
219

Red Sea, traditions regarding parting
of, 98, 105, 107

Roman Catholic Bible, xiv
romance, as a genre, xiv, 2, 4–5, 10, 50,

55; hero, 4, 7, 55, 96, 99, 112–13,
222; Jewish (see novel, Jewish)

Roman period, explosion of fictions 
in, xi, 222

Romans: expulsion of Jews in 139
b.c.e., 206n69; Jews negotiate 
with, 40, 150. See also 3 Maccabees,
date in Roman period rejected;
Alexandria, Ptolemaic and Roman
eras contrasted; Antiochus IV
Epiphanes, humiliated by Romans;
Caligula; Egypt, Roman era;
laographia

royal letters. See documents, official

Sabazius, worship of, 206n69. See also
Dionysus

Samaria: conquered by Assyria (see



exile of the ten tribes); governed 
by Sanballat in Josephus, 59, 61,
64; governed by Sanballat the
Horonite, 63–64nn16–18; rebelled
against and sacked by Alexander,
66n22. See also Samaritan schism,
Samaritans

Samaritan schism, 59, 61–62, 65–66,
69–71, 74–75

Samaritans, 59n7, 60, 62, 64–67, 69–
72, 74–75; harassed Jews in time of
Onias II, 88; temple of, 59n7, 61–62,
64n18, 65–67, 70–71, 74–75

Sanballat II, 63n18, 64n19
Sanballat III (posited), 63n18
Sanballat: the Horonite in Nehemiah,

62–65, 70; in Josephus, 59–67,
69–75

Sanballat/Jaddus/Alexander story,
mentioned for comparison, 76,
92. See also Alexander the Great,
and the Jews ; Josephus, Jewish
Antiquities

sapiential novel, 115n71. See also
genre, problem of; novel; romance

Sarah, wife of Abraham, 103
Sargon II, 30n70
Satyrus, fragment of, 206
Scythopolis, subdued by Joseph the

Tobiad, 92
Second Temple. See Temple
Seleucids, 39–41, 45, 89, 91, 125–

26, 144, 148–50, 153, 161, 163–64,
166, 168, 188, 208n78, 218. See also
Antioch; Antiochus III; Antiochus
IV; Coele Syria; Heliodorus episode;
Palestine: Seleucid conquest; Pales-
tine: Seleucid rule; Seleucus I;
Seleucus IV

Seleucus I, 208n78
Seleucus IV, 9n2, 14–15, 44, 78–79,

81–82, 86–87, 141n48, 144, 149,
153, 156, 159, 182

self-deification, theme of, 133
Semiramis: as Assyrian national hero,

99, 113; as character in Ninus
Romance, 112n61
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Sennacherib, 28, 30, 32, 47–48, 49n127
separatism, religious, 178
Septuagint,
Septuagint, xii, xiv, 7, 9, 12, 17n37; as

actually originated, 38; as author-
ized version, 37–38, 51; Jewish
attitudes toward, 172n130, 174n136,
180; manuscripts of, 142; not cited
by non-Jews in Hellenistic period,
171; texts preserved in, 166 ; trans-
lation described by Aristeas, 34, 57;
used by Artapanus, 95n3, 97. See
also Daniel, Greek translation of;
Esther, Greek version(s); Letter of
Aristeas; Torah, Greek translation of

Sesonchosis, 112n59. See also
Sesostris

Sesostris, 99–100, 112n59
Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego,

22–23, 130–31, 150n77, 161
Shalmaneser, 30, 32, 47–48, 49n127
Shechem, 27n63, 66n20, 67n22
Simeon, 119
Simon I, high priest, 79
Simon II, high priest, 79–80, 82, 86–

87, 89–90
Simon the Just, 15, 79–80
Simon: prayer of in 3 Maccabees,

137n33, 173, 179; villain in 2 Macca-
bees, 39–40, 149, 156, 159–60

Sinaiticus, xiv, 32n78
Sirach, 143nn51–52. See also Ben 

Sira
Siwah, oracle at, 69n28
Solomon, correspondence with kings

of Egypt and Tyre, 96, 140n45,
152n83

Sosibius, 195, 202–3
Sparta, Jewish embassy to, 150
speculum principis, 221n6
Star Trek, 215n106
strategos, Onias IV as, under Cleopa-

tra II, 170n121
Successors, age of, 67n22. See also

under Alexander the Great
Succoth, celebration of in Egypt pro-

moted by 2 Maccabees, 92n90



sui generis, 5, 115n71, 120, 123.
See also genre, problem of

Susa, 18n39, 145n60
suspension of disbelief, 215. See also

verisimilitude
synagogues, 173, 179–80
syncretistic. See Artapanus
Syrian War, Fourth, 135n23, 202n53
Syrian War, Fifth, 82
Syrian War, Sixth, 82

Talmud, 53. See also midrash;
Torah

Tcherikover, V. A., 34, 192
Temple: building of described by Eu-

polemus, 140n45; center of Jewish
worship throughout Diaspora, 165;
defended by Jaddus against San-
ballat, 71; described by Aristeas,
175n141; destruction of in 587
b.c.e., 26n57, 27n64; destruction 
of in 70 c.e., 132, 142–43, 176;
honored by Alexander, 60n7, 61n12,
75 (see also Alexander the Great,
and the Jews); profaned by Anti-
ochus IV, 133n17, 161n103 (see also
Antiochus IV Epiphanes, persecu-
tion of Jews); provides authentic
manuscript of Torah for translators,
161; rebuilding of, 26, 27n64, 47;
threatened by Heliodorus (see
Heliodorus episode); threatened by
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