
 

Fascinating Facts 
 

 All Torah sources that discuss the Chanukah story focus on the spiritual struggle. The details 
of the war between the Seleucid Greeks and the Maccabees are taken almost entirely from secular 
sources. What follows is a brief retelling from Josephus, the Book of the Maccabees and the 
Antiochus Scroll of the war of the Jews against the Greeks. 

  After rebelling against the Greek armies in Modiin, Matisyahu and his family fled to the hills. 
Matisyahu soon died and Judah, his son, took command of the 6,000 or so loyalists who had joined 
them. They engaged the Greek army on two separate occasions and defeated them. Realizing he 
had a real fight on his hands Antiochus sent 40,000 troops and 7,000 cavalry under the command of 
his best general Lysias. The armies met at Mitzpe. The night before their battle at Mitzpe, Lysius 
launched a nighttime surprise attack. Judah, however, was expecting that and launched his own 
surprise attack against the Greek base camp and overran it. Lysius forces retreated in disarray. A 
year later Lysius returned with 60,00 soldiers and 5,000 cavalry. Judah attacked first and killed 5000 
Greeks. Lysius fled back to Antioch. Judah now marched on Jerusalem and retook it. He entered the 
Bais Hamikdash and began to purify it. After three weeks they were ready to rededicate it. The 25th 
of Kislev was chosen as the date because it was exactly three years after hogs had first been offered 
in the Temple. The year was 164 BC, and it was at this point that the miracle of the oil occurred.  

  The recapture of Jerusalem did not mean the capitulation of the Greeks or the Hellenist Jews. 
Antiochus Epiphanes died, and his son Antiochus Eupator took over. Antiochus Eupator dispatched 
Lysius again this time with 100,000 infantry 20,000 cavalry and 32 battle elephants. Jerusalem was 
about to fall when Providence intervened. Lysius heard of an attempted coup brewing in Antioch. He 
concluded a treaty and hurried back to Antioch to quell the coup. Eventually, Demetrius, uncle of 
Antiochus seized power and executed Antiochus and Lysias. The Hellenists in Israel convinced 
Demetrius to retake Israel. Demetrius dispatched his general Nicanor with 35,000 troops. Nicanor 
confronted a Jewish force of 3000 and was defeated. Nicanor’s head, hands and feet were hung from 
the gate of Jerusalem. At this point the Seleucid empire began to crumble and they never again 
invaded Israel. Simon the Maccabee, last surviving son of Matisyahu moved to eradicate the last 
Hellenist strongholds. 25 years after the Chanukah miracle the war against the Greeks came to a 
close.  

  This story does not however have a happily ever after. The Hasmoneans themselves became 
assimilated and fell into internecine quarrels. These quarrels ultimately involved the Romans, and we 
all know how that turned out. 

  

    
 


