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[set up]

Owning up to the fact that we "worship false gods"” can be hard. It sounds so harsh. And we
might be hesitant to admit that we worship anything/anyone other than God. Sin is always
an issue of priorities—what do we love most. And what we love most is determined by how
we act. How we live day in and day out is the great litmus test for what we worship.

So - what is it that you worship? What things in your life take priority?
[digging deeper]

As we consider our story from Daniel 3, we need to do a bit of work to make the application
to our own lives. Pastor Josh preached for our students a few years ago on this text and he
asked us a few questions. They are valuable and helpful in applying this text to our lives. Ask
these in your group and allow each person to provide their own answers.

What is your Babylon? (your sub-culture/friend group/non-Christian environment)
What is your golden image? (the big moral issue that seems to be prevalent in your
life/culture)

e What is your fiery furnace? (the consequence for going against the norm)

Read Isaiah 43:1-7. This text was written to a specific people at a specific time. But it does
have implications for us. We clearly encounter pain, so the text cannot mean that God will
guard us from all pain. What, then, does this mean? How do these promises apply to our
lives?

The history of Christianity is filled with those who have given their lives instead of
denouncing their God. Some are more famous than others. Christian history demands our
attention and study. As we consider our suffering for courageous obedience, let us consider
that our suffering has not yet reached the point of death. Read the story of Perpetua (on the
next page) and share your thoughts.

[living it out]

We believe that God's Word has power. One of the things that it does is it convicts us of sin.
During the preaching this week and now during this study, is there an area where you need
to repent?

The Bible also emboldens us to deeper faith and deeper obedience. Is there an area where
you need to step out with courageous faith and courageous obedience?

Share these things with your group and ask for accountability on follow-through.



Perpetua

The cessation of persecution in Asia Minor following the death of Polycarp did not apply to
the whole Roman Empire. Persecution continued elsewhere, and during the early years of the
third century it became widespread and well-coordinated, especially in North Africa where
Perpetua and her slave girl Felicitas were executed. Before this period of intense persecution,
however, there were isolated instances that were highly publicized—one in Rome just one
decade following the death of Polycarp. This time it was Justin, who since his death has been
referred to as Justin Martyr.

Schooled in the philosophy of Plato, Justin was converted to Christianity as a young man and
soon became one of the faith’s ablest defenders. He was a forceful writer who intelligently
presented Christianity to his pagan readers and openly denounced the persecution of his
fellow-believers. In Rome he gave instruction to believers and inquirers in private homes, and
it was this crime more than any other, apparently, that led to his martyrdom. After a trial, the
death sentence was pronounced by the judge, and Justin, along with five other men and one
woman, was beheaded.

Some decades later, under the rule of Emperor Septimus Severus, the first widespread,
intense persecution of Christians occurred. In 202 he issued an edict that forbade conversion
to either Christianity or Judaism. The emperor himself worshiped Serapis, an Egyptian god of
the dead, and he feared Christianity was a threat to his own religion. Although the edict was
aimed mainly at prospective converts, its consequences were felt by new believers as well as
mature leaders in the church.

The emperor’s persecution was most bitterly felt in Carthage. Here in this great Roman city
of North Africa, the growth of Christianity was alarming officials, and the emperor’s edict
extended to anyone “teaching or making converts.” Among the Christians of Carthage was
Saturus, a deacon who conducted catechism classes for a group of converts. Vibia Perpetua,
a twenty-two-year-old mother of an infant son and her personal slave Felicitas (who was
eight months pregnant) had joined the class and were among those affected by the
emperor’s edict. Nothing is known of Perpetua’s husband, but historians have speculated that
either he was dead or he had abandoned her because of her newfound faith. The others
condemned to die were Saturus, their teacher, and three other men.

Perpetua’s plight has been preserved in a third-century document, The Passion of Perpetua
and Felicitas, believed to be based on diaries and records of Perpetua and Saturus. “Some
part of the story may be legendary,” notes Elliott Wright, “but compared with most
hagiography of third-century martyrs the account is filled with convincing human touches.”
In this account, Perpetua tells of the distress and humiliation that her father, a respected
nobleman, endured when he was informed that his only daughter had been arrested and
imprisoned as a common criminal. He came immediately and pleaded with her to renounce
this new faith about which she had been learning. When she refused, he became so incensed
that he threatened to beat her, but she remained unmoved.

Perpetua’s stolid demeanor, however, was soon broken. What her adamant father could not
accomplish, her helpless infant could. She was “racked with anxiety,” almost to the breaking
point, when two Christians managed to have her baby brought to the prison. “I nursed my
baby, who was faint from hunger. In my anxiety | spoke to my mother about the child, | tried
to comfort my brother, and | gave the child in their charge. | was in pain because | saw them
suffering out of pity for me. These were the trials | had to endure for many days. Then | got
permission for my baby to stay with me in prison. At once | recovered my health, relieved as |
was of my worry and anxiety over the child.”



As the time of her execution approached, the family crisis became more acute. Her father
came to the prison, and again he pleaded with her to put family considerations above her
creed: “Do not cut us off entirely; for not one of us will ever hold up his head again if
anything happens to you.” But the stoical young woman would not bend: “This will be done
on the scaffold which God has willed; for | know that we have not been placed in our own
power but in God’s.” The next day when her father heard the news that she was to be thrown
into the arena with wild beasts, he sought to rescue her. Though it was a heroic act of
compassion, authorities ordered that the aged man be beaten. It was a pathetic sight. “I
grieved for my father’s plight,” wrote Perpetua, “as if | had been struck myself.”

Perpetua’s father was persistent. Again he returned to the prison, laying the ultimate burden
of guilt on her. “Then the father laid her child upon her neck, and he ... said: ‘Be merciful to us,
daughter, and live with us!”” Her response is impossible to comprehend apart from her
unbending faith that would testify to the reality of the Christian faith in a pagan world. An
account written in the thirteenth century, drawn from early sources, describes her words and
actions in blunt terms: “But she threw the child aside, and repulsed her parents, saying:
‘Begone from me, enemies of God, for | know you not!””

Once the so-called trial was over, the fate of the prisoners was sealed and the remaining
days before the execution were spent in personal reflection, “more concerned about their
worthiness, their loyalty to Christ,” according to Wright, “than about the suffering ahead of
them.” They met for prayer, shared their last meal—their agape love feast—and witnessed
their faith to the crowd outside.

On the day of the execution the prisoners were brought to the arena where, according to
Roman custom, the men were taken first to be tortured for the entertainment of the crowd
before their execution. Saturus stopped at the gate for one last word of testimony with
Pudens, the prison governor, who later turned to Christ and became a martyr himself. The
men were then sent into the arena with a bear, a leopard, and a wild boar. Saturus was so
mangled and bloody after the ordeal that spectators ridiculed him, shouting, “He is well-
baptized!” Perpetua and Felicitas (who had given birth to her baby in prison) were stripped
and sent into the arena to face a “mad heifer.” The gory torture soon became too much for
the crowd, and the people began shouting, “Enough!”

When this preliminary exhibition was ended and the young women were brought to the
executioner, Perpetua called out to some grieving Christian friends, “Give out the Word to
the brothers and sisters; stand fast in the faith, love one another, and don’t let our suffering
become a stumbling block to you.” She was then taken to the gladiator to be beheaded.
Whether due to hesitancy or lack of skill, his first blow was not sufficient. Perpetua cried out
in pain, took the gladiator’s trembling hand and directed the sword to her throat, and it was
over.

After this wave of persecution there followed fifty years of relative peace during which the
church grew steadily. Many people who may themselves have never been able to pass such a
test of faith were, nevertheless, attracted by the example of Perpetua and her comrades to a
faith that demonstrated such serenity and courage.
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