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Galus Yavan: The Greek Exile 

It was during this period of Jewish history that 

the Greek exile began. Hashem puts the Jews into 

galus with a nation that characterizes the same flaw 

that they are meant to rectify, as a means to purify 

them and help them correct their fault. For example, 

in Mitzrayim, where there was a prevailing faith in the 

power of nature (in the Nile that irrigated the land), 

the Jews were to reach the opposite, a state of 

absolute faith in Hashem – "And they believed in 

Hashem and in Moshe His servant." 

What was the purpose of galus Yavan? Chazal 

interpret the second passuk in the Torah, "And the 

land was desolate and bare (sohu vavohu) and 

darkness was on the surface of the underground 

waters," as referring to the four exiles of the Jewish 

Nation: Sohu represents the galus of Bavel; vohu – 

galus Madai; choshech (darkness) – galus Yavan, the 

Greek exile, that darkened the eyes of the Jewish 

People with its decrees, telling them, "Write on the 

horn of your ox that you have no share in the G-d of 

Israel"; al pnei sehom – on the surface of the 

underground waters – stands for galus Edom that 

carries on and intensifies like the limitless depth of 

the sehom. The end of the verse, "and a G-dly spirit 

was hovering upon the waters," refers to the spirit of 

Moshiach (Bereishis Rabbah 2:4). 

Galus Yavan is defined as darkness. The Greeks 

had a vast wisdom; they studied all the secret powers 

of creation. They did not burn the Torah or destroy 

the Beis Hamikdash as other nations did. They fought 

the "light" – the Jews' inner connection with Hashem. 

They coerced the Chachamim to translate the Torah 

into Greek. They recognized the grand wisdom of the 

Torah and mitzvos which are precisely parallel to 

every facet of creation, but they wanted the Torah to 

be translated; they wanted to show that there was no 

G-dliness "between the lines" of the Torah, that it was 

like any other type of wisdom, chas veshalom.  

They banned three mitzvos – Shabbos, chodesh, 

and milah. Shabbos is the day that the Jews connect 

to the G-dliness within creation, the "sign between 

Me and the Jewish People" (see chapter "Shabbos – 

Menuchas Emes V'emunah," p.  ); bris milah is a sign 

we make on a Jewish baby boy, showing that the very 

fact that he is a Jew – born to a Jewish mother – 

makes him intrinsically different than a goy in that he 

contains an inner G-dly power; and kiddush 

hachodesh proves the Divine power of the Torah 

Sages, whose establishment of the first of the month 

impacts when the spiritual bounty of Yom Tov will 

descend to the world.  
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The Greeks allowed the Jews to fulfill the other 

mitzvos; they only wanted to disconnect the Jews 

from the Divine "light" of the mitzvos, which is 

especially revealed through those three mitzvos. They 

didn't tell the Jews to write on the ox's horn that they 

had no share in the Torah, but rather that they had no 

share in the G-d of Israel. They wanted to uproot their 

connection to G-dliness, as we say in Al Hanissim, "to 

make them forget Your Torah and make them stray 

from the commandments of Your will." They 

translated the Torah's words, but wanted the Jews to 

forget its inner, G-dly light that had been transmitted 

by Moshe Rabbeinu to the leaders of all generations, 

and to detach them from the spirit of retzon Hashem 

within the Torah's commandments.  

The Greeks did not destroy the Beis Hamikdash 

because they recognized its profundity; they realized 

that it was a small world parallel to the whole of 

creation, but as we sing in Maoz Tzur: "ufartzu 

chomos migdalai – They breached the walls of my 

towers." They made breaches in the Chayil, the short 

wall within the Har Habayis wall. The Chayil was the 

borderline up until which a goy could enter the holy 

area when bringing a korban, and the Greeks wanted 

to stamp out the fundamental difference between a 

Yid and a goy.  

They also defiled the pure shemen zayis which 

was used to light the menorah and had infused the 

hearts of the Jews with a spirit of purity. The halachos 

of tumah and taharah are chukim, Torah laws that 

have no logical explanation, and are thus 

manifestations of a Divine power – and this is 

precisely what the Greeks were fighting against. The 

war between the Chashmonaim and the Yevanim was 

a war of the "pure" against the "impure." The 

Chashmonaim fought to reclaim the Torah's light for 

the Jews. They sacrificed their lives in order to show 

the Jewish nation for all generations to come that 

although the power of prophecy has ceased, we still 

have Divine light. There is G-dliness hidden between 

the Torah's lines to which the Chachamim connect 

and follow its light. This light is not as revealed as 

nevuah, yet it exists and shines within us.  

Hashem performed open miracles for the 

Chashmonaim during the war, thus proving to all that 

there is still Divine power among the Jewish Nation. 

The Torah permits the menorah in the Beis 

Hamikdash to be kindled with impure oil in a case 

when the majority of Jews are impure, but Chazal 

issued a gezeirah permitting the lighting with pure oil 

only. Hashem performed an open miracle, allowing a 

little bit of shemen zayis zach to last for eight days, 

thus enabling the Jews to fulfill Chazal's gezeirah. 

Hashem thus proved to all future generations that 

Chachamim's decrees are not, chas veshalom, based 

on their own reasoning, but that their words contain 

a G-dly power – they are part of the Torah, and 

revealed to them from Shamayim. When a Jew learns 

Torah lishmah, the Shechinah dwells with him – and 

the light of G-dliness shines within him.

 


