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 The mystery of suffering is a perennial question that has plagued generations. How can 

anyone have hope, whether when facing the worries of a typical day or when contemplating the 

tragedies occurring regularly on a horrifically global scale? This question is taken up in the 

Second Book of Maccabees in the face of a brutal martyrdom. A mother and her seven sons 

beautifully articulate how one can hope in the face of their terrible deaths. The mother’s words in 

particular, recorded in chapter seven, explain the threefold hinge for their hope: the example of 

others who have suffered nobly, the certitude of God’s justice in final judgment and the 

resurrection of the body, and the assurance of God’s omnipotence, even in the face of death.  

20: The mother was especially admirable and worthy of honorable memory. Though she saw her 
seven sons perish within a single day, she bore it with good courage because of her hope in the 
Lord. 

21: She encouraged each of them in the language of their fathers. Filled with a noble spirit, she 
fired her woman’s reasoning with a man’s courage, and said to them, 

22: “I do not know how you came into being in my womb. It was not I who gave you life and 
breath, nor I who set in order the elements within each of you. 

23: Therefore the Creator of the world, who shaped the beginning of man and devised the origin 
of all things, will in his mercy give life and breath back to you again, since you now forget 
yourselves for the sake of his laws.”  

27: “My son, have pity on me. I carried you nine months in my womb, and nursed you for three 
years, and have reared you and brought you up to this point in your life, and have taken care of 
you. 

28: I beseech you, my child, to look at the heaven and the earth and see everything that is in 
them, and recognize that God did not make them out of things that existed. Thus also mankind 
comes into being.  

29: Do not fear this butcher, but prove worthy of your brothers. Accept death, so that in God’s 
mercy I may get you back again with your brothers.” (2 Mac 7:20 – 23, 27-29 RSV)  

 The era of the Second Book of Maccabees is a singularly dark and, seemingly, hopeless 

time, making the mother’s hope-filled words all the more startling and intriguing. The book 

covers the late second temple period, during the second century B.C., a few centuries after the 

Jews have returned from their Babylonian exile. They have rebuilt the Temple in Jerusalem and 
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are striving to renew proper temple worship and adherence to the covenant. Sadly, internal 

disputes over the high priesthood are preventing the people from being unified in their worship 

and erupting into bloody civil wars. In addition to internal problems, Judea is no longer their 

own, and the Jews have been ruled successively by Persian, Ptolemaic, and now Seleucid kings. 

The Seleucid emperor Antiochus IV Epiphanes has recently seized control of Jerusalem and is 

attempting to unify, and therefore Hellenize, the Jewish people.   

The king’s method to Hellenize the people of his kingdom was simple and brutal: he 

forbade any ancestral customs that were not Greek. Anyone who disobeyed this command was 

killed. Therefore, all practices of Judaism were outlawed, namely, reading Scripture, observing 

the Sabbath, or circumcising children. This is the first time in history Jews were being persecuted 

because of their religion, not due to politics or their ethnicity.1 The Temple in Jerusalem was 

defiled and converted into a sanctuary of Zeus Olympus. Those caught practicing Judaism were 

tortured and killed. Babies who had been circumcised were slain and then hung around their 

mother’s necks, who themselves were hurled down from the city walls to their own death. Pious 

Jews who secretly had gathered together to observe the Sabbath, were betrayed, and then burned 

for their disobedience. The well-known story of the scribe Eleazar, who refused to eat pork 

subsequently was killed on the rack, is related in the chapter six, immediately before the story of 

the mother and her seven sons. Eleazar proved to be a noble inspiration for these eight martyrs 

and showed by his heroic example how to “die a good death willing and nobly for the revered 

and holy laws.” (2 Mac 6:28)  

                                                           
1 Bergsma, John, and Brant Pitre, A Catholic Introduction to the Bible: The Old Testament (San Francisco: Ignatius 
Press, 2018), 522. 



3 
 

 The unnamed Jewish mother and her seven sons were, like Eleazar, arrested and ordered 

to eat pork. Antiochus’ attempts to frighten them by torture fails miserably, and the first six sons 

are brutally killed one by one in front of their mother and youngest brother. Each son is recorded 

as dying bravely and encouraging the others with assurances of God’s justice and ultimate 

victory over their oppressor and even death itself. The reasons for the sons’ strong hope is further 

articulated by the mother’s words to her last son shortly before his own death.   

 Before directly quoting the mother, the passage begins in verse twenty by first describing 

the mother herself, who is “especially admirable of honorable memory.” While many 

martyrdoms of faithful Jews likely occurred, it is notable that her heroism is the one recorded for 

generations to remember and emulate. One sees parallels in this mother with other strong Old 

Testament figures. She has the courage of Judith and Esther, the acumen of Rebekah, and the 

piety of Hannah. Even more impressively, Drs. John Bergsma and Brant Petri note that she “is 

seen as surpassing Abraham in faith, since she gave seven sons and herself to death, whereas 

Abraham offered but one son and received him back alive.”2 One could also use similar logic to 

claim that the mother similarly surpassed Abraham in hope: “In hope he believed against hope, 

that he should become the father of many nations; as he had been told, ‘So shall your 

descendants be.’” (Romans 4:18) The mother saw all of her sons slaughtered before her eyes, yet 

“she bore it with good courage because of her in hope in the Lord.” (2 Mac 7:20) Abraham, 

conversely, saw his son Isaac grow to manhood and have children of his own. The mother’s 

manifold virtues, particularly her faith and her hope, are indeed incredible.  

                                                           
2 Bergsma, John, and Brant Pitre, A Catholic Introduction to the Bible: The Old Testament (San Francisco: Ignatius 
Press, 2018), 507. 
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But whence came the mother’s hope? A clue is found earlier in the chapter, in verse six, 

when the mother and sons encourage each other, shortly before the first son’s death, with the 

words: “The Lord God is watching over us and in truth has compassion on us, as Moses declared 

in his song which bore witness against the people to their faces, when he said, ‘And he will have 

compassion on his servants.’” This references Deuteronomy 32:36, which reads, “For the Lord 

will vindicate his people and have compassion on his servants, when he sees that their power is 

gone, and there is none remaining, bond or free.” The mother and her sons have hope because 

God “will vindicate his people”, administering justice by punishing the evil and rewarding the 

righteous. Not only will He vindicate His people, however, He will also “have compassion on 

them”, a subtle reference to the resurrection of the body. Vindication and resurrection are 

frequently referenced in both the sons’ and mother’s recorded words, arguably showing two 

hinges of their hope.  

 While this subtle reference to the resurrection of the body found in Deuteronomy is 

helpful in understanding the source of the Jewish martyrs’ hope, other texts shed further light on 

this question. The Fourth book of Maccabees, a first or second century Greek text,3 extensively 

details and explores the martyrdom of both Eleazar and the mother and her seven sons, has the 

mother quote three other Biblical texts: Isaiah 43:2, Psalm 34, and Ezekiel 37 to encourage her 

sons. These three passages would be well known to pious Jews, and a careful reading shows 

parallels between these texts and the words of the mother and her sons.  

 Isaiah 43:2 reads, “[W]hen you walk through fire you shall not be burned, and the flame 

shall not consume you.” This is a powerful parallel to the current situation, for Antiochus is 

                                                           
3 Emmet, C.W. tr., The Fourth Book of Maccabees (New York: The Macmillan Company, 1918) 
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reported as giving orders that the “pans and caldrons be heated.” (2 Mac 7:3) Not only does it 

connect to the family’s present trial, it calls to mind the story of the three youths thrown into the 

fiery furnace in chapter three of the Book of Daniel. Isaiah’s words, along with recalling the 

heroic example of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego who also disobeyed a fierce king, would 

encourage the sons during their own, similar trial.  

 The second text, Psalm 34, echoes Deuteronomy 32:36 and resonates deeply with the 

current crisis: “Many are the afflictions of the righteous; but the Lord delivers him out of them 

all. He keeps all his bones; not one of them is broken. Evil shall slay the wicked; and those who 

hate the righteous will be condemned.” (v.17) Perhaps the sons themselves thought of this verse 

as they warn the king that there will be no resurrection for him (2 Mac 7:14) nor will he “go 

unpunished for having tried to fight against God!” (v.19) The mother and sons steadily hope in 

God’s deliverance from current oppression and cling to the promise that He will “keep all his 

bone” and mete out justice to their oppressors.  

 Finally, the Fourth Book of Maccabees has the mother quote Ezekiel 37, which describes 

how Ezekiel is brought to a valley of dry bones and is instructed by the Lord to prophesy. The 

bones indeed come back to life, with sinews, flesh, and breath returned. The incident culminates 

in the awe-inspiring words of the Lord: “Behold, I will open your graves, and raise you from 

your graves, O my people.” (v. 12) Antiochus IV and the other Hellenists did not believe in the 

resurrection of the body, and thus this reference would seem absurd to them. However, for the 

Jewish mother and her sons, this passage would give encouragement and hope. They, like the dry 

bones, could return to life, even after death, and no matter the tortures they endured, they would 

receive back the breath of life from the all-powerful God.  
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 The mother’s hope that is referenced in verse twenty is further exemplified in her 

reasoning, which, according to the text, is a “woman’s reasoning [fired] with a man’s courage.” 

(2 Mac 7:21) Examples abound in the Old Testament of women using their reason to manipulate 

situations and people in order to get their will. It could have been so easy for the mother to beg 

her sons not to cause her grief and to spare her the sight of their grisly deaths. Yet instead of 

avoiding the suffering, she embraced the suffering. She used her woman’s reasoning to 

encourage them, rather than to discourage them. In the words of St. Cyprian, “the mother did not 

reckon those things punishments…but glories…she entreated, but it was that he would confess 

God.”4 One can imagine that it would have been nearly impossible for the sons, schooled well in 

filial piety, to embrace such deaths if their mother had instead been begging them to obey the 

king and save their lives for her sake.  

 What “woman’s reasoning” does the mother use to encourage and ennoble her last son 

before his death? In verse twenty-two, she reminds him that it was God, not she, Who gave him 

being, who gave him “life and breath” and who set “the elements within [him].” While affirming 

the importance of motherhood as an intimate participation in God’s creative work, the Jewish 

mother realizes it does not give her an absolute claim on her son. Each of her sons was a gift 

given from the Lord, and she could say with Job, “the Lord gave, and the Lord has taken away; 

blessed be the name of the Lord.” (Job 1:21) Her sons’ first claim to obedience must be to God, 

not to mother, father, or any other man. The mother’s words in this verse also mirror beautifully 

Psalm 139:13:  “For thou didst form my inward parts, thou didst knit me together in my mother’s 

womb…when I was being made in secret, intricately wrought in the depths of the of the earth.” 

                                                           
4 Cyprian of Carthage, Saint, On the Exhortation to Martyrdom Addressed to Fortunatus. Ante-Nicene Fathers, v.5. 
(Peabody, MA: Hendrickson, 1994) 504. 
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Before she, the mother, was even aware of the child in her womb, God knew and loved each of 

her sons. God’s claim as their Creator goes even deeper, surpassing her claims as mother, and 

therefore is the ultimate source of hope.  

 The mother continues her theme of God as Creator in verse twenty-three, while also 

directly promising her son life and breath being returned to him, because of God’s mercy. God’s 

mercy, and therefore the resurrection, is assured “since you now forget yourselves for the sake of 

his laws.” (2 Mac 7:23) The mother certainly used the word “forget” intentionally, for 

“forgetting” and “remembering” are charged, powerful words for Jews, since they call to mind 

pivotal moments in the people’s relationship with God. When the Israelites sin against the Lord, 

they are often said to have “forgotten” the Lord.5 Conversely, God “remembers” His people.6 

While the Israelites may disobey God’s laws and fall into idolatry, God never forgets His people 

or the oaths He swore to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. Since the son in book of Maccabees is 

“forgetting” himself for the sake of God’s law, he can firmly hope that God will certainly 

remember him and reward him for his obedience.  

  “My son, have pity on me,” are the mother’s startling words in the beginning of the 

subsequent verse. (2 Mac 7:27) At first, they could be mistaken as the beginning of an entreaty to 

him to avoid the suffering that would cause her so much pain to witness. The mother goes on to 

remind her son that she bore him in her womb, nursed him, and raised him. Yet magnificently 

the mother once again spurns the natural instincts to preserve and protect the life of her child. 

Her reference to her biological motherhood is used ultimately to point to the higher importance 

of a spiritual motherhood. His soul is more important to her than his body. She would rather he 

                                                           
5 Cf., Deut 8:14, Deu 8:19, and Judges 8:34 are a few examples.  
6 Cf. Gen 8:1, Exodus 2:24, Exodus 6:5, and Psalm 106:45 are also a few examples.  
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die nobly and live forever, than to break the commandments of the Creator of the universe Who 

has made all out of nothing.  

 This reference to creatio ex nihilo, the belief that God created the world out of nothing, in 

verse twenty-eight, is of particular note, since it is not directly articulated in Genesis 1:1-3. The 

4th Lateran Council would define creatio ex nihilo as an article of faith in 1215, and later the 

Catechism of the Catholic Church would quote this particular verse as Biblical support for the 

doctrine: “Scripture bears witness to faith in creation “out of nothing” as a truth full of promise 

and hope. Thus the mother of seven encourage them for martyrdom.”7 By reminding her son of 

God’s infinite power – being able to create out of nothing – she truly gives him hope.  

 The last line of the mother’s speech, verse twenty-nine, is a powerful and thrilling 

climax. She derides the king, a brutish “butcher”, whom she has mocked in a tongue he does not 

know, feigning compliance to his order while in reality encouraging her son to martyrdom. Her 

son cannot fear king nor torture, for she has given him courage through her reasoning and her 

own fortitude. By reminding him of examples from their Jewish history, assuring him that 

spiritual ties are more binding than biological ties, and reminding him of the omnipotence of 

God, she has strengthened him. How could he fear such a paltry thing as death after her brave, 

ennobling, and convincing arguments?  

The mother closes by reminding her last son of the heroic example of his brothers, whose 

deaths he had just witnessed. Her final phrase “accept death, so that…I may get you back again” 

recalls the example of Eleazar of “how to die a good death willingly” (2 Mac 6:28) to gain 

eternal life. The mother has no uncertainty about whether she will get her sons back, she is 

                                                           
7 Referenced in Bergsma, John, and Brant Pitre, A Catholic Introduction to the Bible: The Old Testament (San 
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 2018), 523.  
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confident that she will soon see her first six sons. Her seventh son she will also see, if he dies as 

his brothers.  

So how could one endure such a martyrdom? Why would one accept such a gruesome 

death? As the event has shown, a three-pronged hope is the answer. It is a hope founded in the 

example of those who have gone before, in the trust in the justice of final judgment and the 

resurrection of the body, and, most importantly, in the certitude of God’s remembrance and 

power. The example of this Jewish mother and her seven sons would serve not only as the 

prototype for the faithful Jews after them, but will come to dramatic fulfilment at the cross, 

where another mother will watch her Son die, and will similarly bear it with “good courage 

because of her hope in the Lord.” In modern times, this example can be a source of consolation 

and encouragement to the Christian who, while not perhaps facing death or torture, may be 

ridiculed and scorned for the faith. “We rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering 

produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope 

does not disappoint.” (Romans 5:5, emphasis added) 
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