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Martyrdom and Self-Denial

Objective:

·  To develop self-denial from worldly pleasures as a type of martyrdom, devoid of any extremism or fanaticism
Memory Verse:

“Then I heard a loud voice saying in heaven: Now salvation, and strength, and the kingdom of our God, and the power of His Christ have come, for the accuser of our brethren, who accused them before our God day and night, has been cast down.” (Revelation 12:10)
Introduction:

A Historical Account of the Various Ages of Martyrdom

· Ever since St. Stephen, offerings have been presented to express love to Jesus Christ; even until today war is declared between the kingdom of the Lord and that of Satan.

· The word “martyr” means a person whose blood has been shed on account of faith. It also means someone who declares his faith and preaches the Word of the Holy Bible. Moreover, it means testifying through the observation of God’s Commandments.

· The church has adopted the year 284 AD, which marks the start of the tyrannical Diocletian reign, as the beginning of the Coptic Calendar year (the Nayrouz Feast).

· Christians were required to do two things:

a) Consider the emperor a god and worship him
b) Bow to idols and offer incense, if only by appearance, without truly believing
·  Christians rejected such conditions for two reasons:

a) In Christianity, the inner core and the outward appearance are one and the same thing (Romans 10:9,10). To the heathens however, interest was on outward appearances, devoid of any belief. That is something that Christianity condemns as hypocrisy (Matthew 23:25-28).

b) In Christianity, the individual is granted freedom in its widest sense. As a Christian, an individual worships the Lord because he fully desires to do so. It is not because he has inherited that religion or because the law forces him.

Lesson Outline:

I. The First Question: What Are The Most Important Reasons For The Outburst Of Persecution?

A. The strong widespread of the Christian teachings was considered a threat to the heathen Roman Empire

Because the early Christians were fervently jealous in spreading the good news of the Bible, their teaching became widespread. This news and the great power with which Christianity spread to the world aroused the anger of the heathens.

B. The proclamation that Jesus Christ reigns as King over all hearts

The heathen world did not understand that the Lord Jesus said, “My Kingdom is not of this world,” and at the same time He said, “Render therefore to Caesar the things that are Caesar’s, and to God the things that are God’s” (Luke 20:25). This was considered a rebellion against the authority of the state, even though Christians prayed for the Emperor and his governors.

C. The conflict between good and evil

Christianity is the religion of truth, and evil always resists truth (Luke 12:11,12; Luke 21:14; Matthew 18:18).

D. The clash between Christianity and heathen philosophy

St. Paul considered that the ignorance of preaching (God) is wiser than the wisdom of men and the philosophies of the world. He clarified that faith in Christ does not need worldly philosophy but simplicity of heart and surrender of oneself to God with a strong need for Christ’s salvation.

II. The Second Question: What Is The Deep Motivation For Martyrdom Through Shedding Blood?

· The Cross is a sign of Christian pride and the secret of its strength and glory, and bearing the Cross is a condition for discipleship (Matthew16:24).

· Christians live with a deep sense of indebtedness to God, who has sought with love to suffer in order to save His loved ones from the grip of death.

· Pain has become a spiritual gift (Romans 8:17; Corinthians 1:24; Phil 1:29; Philippians 3:10).

· Pain has become a spiritual pleasure, and death has been transformed from a dreaded enemy into a beloved friend (1 Peter 4:12-14)

· If Christianity is love, then death on its behalf is the ultimate love and sacrifice.

III. The Third Question: How Do We View Martyrdom? How Have Martyrs Faced Persecution?

A. Martyrdom is a passion, a gift, and a joy (Philippians 1:29; John 16:22)

One of the ministers of Nero testified to that when he saw the martyrs singing while they stood in the hungry-lions’ den, the arena of martyrdom. The minister shouted at the tyrant king, saying, “My Lord, you can tear their flesh into pieces, but you cannot tear away their joy.”

B. Martyrdom is courage

St. Cyprian, bishop of Carthage, wrote, “The condemned were far more courageous than their oppressors, for their beaten and torn bodies overcame the instruments used for torture.”
C. Martyrdom is a means of preaching

It has led to the thriving and the development of the Church. The scholar Tertullian says, “The blood of martyrs is the seed of the Church.” History, too, testifies that those who have believed due to the sufferings of martyrs are more than those who have believed as a result of preaching. This is true on account of the miracles that accompanied the death of martyrs and their display of steadfastness, tolerance and patience.

D. Martyrdom proves the truth of the Christian religion (Luke 21:12-17, Isaiah 54:17)

The Historian Chaff says, “We do not know of any other religion that has withstood the test of time like Christianity; three centuries have passed during which it has constantly endured fanaticism and yet has not depended on any material means for support” (John 16:33; John 10:19; Mark 16:17-18).

E. Martyrdom is a practical proof of Christian virtues

The pain and deep suffering could not cause martyrs to abandon their Christian virtues. The following are examples of such virtues:

· Steadfastness and long suffering: Tertullian the scholar, addressing rulers and judges said, “Many of your writers have encouraged long suffering and death, but your words have not recruited followers as has happened in Christianity.”
· Meekness: Even though there were many Christian subjects, they never rebelled or threatened; some were soldiers, leaders and rulers. An example of this is the Tibean legion, which consisted of six thousand soldiers, all of whom died as martyrs.

· Loving the enemy: Martyrs loved their enemies in obedience to the commandment of their Teacher (Luke 6:27-28). St. Stephen prayed for those who stoned him: “Lord, do not charge them with this sin.”

· Purity and Chastity: One of the cruelest punishments inflicted on women martyrs was putting them in brothels. They would have rather been beheaded than lose their chastity. The story of Butamina, the pure virgin, testifies to that.

· No worldly interest: Martyrs abhorred the world in all its aspects; their wealth was taken and they were dismissed from their jobs and from public life. Many of them lived in the enormous Roman catacombs.

· Eternal love: They lived their life in heaven while still in the flesh. Martyrs have longed for eternity and life in heaven; with their great desire for eternity, they saw the heavens open and crowns ready for them, while they endured indescribable tortures (Matthew25:34).

IV. The Fourth Question: How Can We, As Youth, Testify To The Lord?

We have observed how our fathers faced death. As we study their lives, we feel embarrassed and wonder, “Can we become martyrs?” St. John Chrysostom replies to that and says, “Do you think that crucifixion on the cross is the only way of martyrdom? If this was true, it deprives Job of his crown.”
V. Some Landmarks Of The Road To Martyrdom

A. Testify to the Lord to counteract sin

Daniel, who was exiled to a distant country, could be the best example of testimony. He protected his heart from being enticed by the pleasures of the court. For as much as he considered himself dead to these passions, the Lord strengthened and saved him from the jealousy of the envious and from the lion’s den.

The Apostle Paul calls us opponents or fighters against sin, even until blood (Hebrews 12:4). St. Pachomius taught his disciples, saying, “Fatigue due to constant worship and bowing constitutes martyrdom.”
B. Testify to Christ to overcome your own body

When you joyfully deprive your body of the pleasure of food and control it to stay up late and pray, by this, you become a martyr (Romans 13:1; 1 Corinthians 6:20). Therefore, let us begin to control our bodies so that we may offer them as a holy offering to God (1 Peter 4:1).

C. Honesty in keeping the commandments

In our practical life, we often face the difficult choice of either observing the Lord’s commandments, in spite of any joyful suffering involved, or breaking them so as to be relieved of their burden. The Lord’s commandments imply material loss, whereas their disregard implies eternal loss. Examples of such stressful choices are:

· Honesty in family life
· Honesty during examinations
· Honesty in helping others
D. Testify to the Lord before your friends (1 John 2)

Youths in high school often face pressure in their family life, at school, in the street, and especially among friends. They either give in to the influence of their group, become attracted by their evil habits, or they may successfully observe the way to repentance. In choosing the latter attitude, they live in inward peace and progress internally towards forming a personality that is both psychologically and socially mature.

How much do our alienated friends, who are far from the Lord, need strong models of the victorious life?!

E. Testify to the Lord before the children of this world

Everyday, we meet people who have different principles. In fact, we see the same principles shaken and confused in the twentieth century and beyond. Principles dissolve and crumbled before the wave of pride, extreme freedom, materialism, immorality, and atheism. St. Paul the apostle realized, through the spirit, such a condition (Ephesians 4:17-19; 5:7-11).

F. Testify to the Lord before the world

An honest youth is dead to the world, for the world no longer glitters before his eyes. He finds no joy in material gain and, consequently, is not saddened by loss. Rather, he thanks God at all times; he struggles and perseveres at school or at work. He does so not on account of worldly ambition or evil competition but for the glory and satisfaction of the Lord (1 John 2:15).

Applications:

Write out these verses and your meditations on them:
· Testimony against the body and the world: Romans 8:8-14; Galatians 5:24; Galatians 6:14-17; 1 John 2:15-17; 1 Corinthians 6:12-20

· Testimony on crucifying the self: John 12:24-26; Mark 8:34; Luke 14:26-27; Matthew 10:37,38; 2 Corinthians 1:9-10

· Testimony by suffering: Romans 8:18-25,36; Hebrews 11:32-39; Psalm 116:12-13; 1 Peter 5:1; Philippians 3:7-11; 2 Corinthians 4:10,11; Acts 5:41; 2 Corinthians 5:1-9; Phil 1:18-23; 1 Peter 1:6,7; Hebrews 10:32-34

· Testimony by preaching: Mark16:5-18; Luke 10:19; Acts 1:8; 2 Corinthians 5:11-14

Questions:

· Mention the causes that led to the outburst of persecution.

· How does the Church prepare her children for martyrdom?


CARRYING THE CROSS(
Why do we carry the Cross?

I. Carrying the Cross = Condition of Discipleship


It is a divine commandment from the Lord, “Whoever does not bear his Cross and come after Me cannot be My disciple.” (Luke 14:27). Carrying the Cross is a precondition for being a disciple of Christ. 

“God is love” (1 John 4:8). God manifested His love for us in that He descended to earth to save humanity, “For God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him should not perish but have everlasting life.” (John 3:16). God’s immeasurable love is demonstrated in that while we were still sinners He died for us. Thus, love became the symbol and motto of Christianity. Christ reinforced this to His disciples saying, “This is My commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.” (John 15:12). “Greater love has no one than this, than to lay down his life for his friends.” (John 15:13). In carrying the Cross we carry love and the visible sign of God’s infinite love for all mankind.

II. Carrying the Cross = Fellowship with Christ


We carry the Cross because Christ carried the Cross. Thus we have fellowship with the suffering Savior of whom Isaiah the Prophet prophesied saying, “He was wounded for our transgressions, He was bruised for our iniquities; the chastisement for our peace was upon Him, and by His stripes we are healed. All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned, everyone to his own way; and the Lord has laid on Him the iniquity of us all. He was oppressed and He was afflicted, yet He opened not His mouth; He was led as a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before its shearers is silent, so He opened not His mouth. He was taken from prison and from judgment, and who will declare His generation? For He was cut off from the land of the living; for the transgressions of My people He was stricken. And they made His grave with the wicked; but with the rich at His death, because He had done no violence, nor was any deceit in His mouth. Yet it pleased the Lord to bruise Him; He has put Him to grief. When You make His soul an offering for sin, He shall see His seed, He shall prolong His days, and the pleasure of the Lord shall prosper in His hand. He shall see the travail of His soul, and be satisfied. By His knowledge My righteous Servant shall justify many, for He shall bear their iniquities. Therefore I will divide Him a portion with the great, and He shall divide the spoil with the strong, because He poured out His soul unto death, and He was numbered with the transgressors, and He bore the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors.” (Isaiah 53:5-12).

III. Carrying the Cross = Road to our Salvation


With content, we carry the Cross because it is the only way to redemption and salvation. As St. Peter said, “Nor is there salvation in any other for there is no other Name under heaven given among men by which we must be saved.” (Acts 4:12)
IV. Carrying the Cross = Source of Glory and Honor

We carry the Holy Cross for it is the source of our power and glory. Regarding the power of the Cross, St. Paul says, “For the message of the Cross is foolishness to those who are perishing but to us who are being saved it is the power of God.” (1 Corinthians 1:18). Concerning the glory of the Cross, the Apostle Paul says, “But God forbid that I should glory except in the Cross of our Lord Jesus Christ.” (Galatians 6:14). Thus, the Cross is central to the Christian life. As Father Bishoy Kamel states, “There is no Christianity without the Cross. It is like a bride without a groom. 
Those who carry the Cross fall into one of three categories:

a) Those Who Grumble

Some carry the Cross, grumbling day and night. They consistently complain and whine about their life circumstances, precarious financial status, physical appearances, etc. An example is the left thief on the cross who blasphemed and said, “If You are the Christ, save Yourself and us” (Luke 23:39). St. Paul instructs us: “Do all things without murmuring and disputing that you may become blameless and harmless, children of God without fault.” (Philippians 2:14-15).

“My Cross is Heavy”

A woman was asked to accompany a friend to an orthopedic shoe specialist so that she could have her orthopedic shoes adjusted. They had to wait for a while in the reception room, during which time she did not stop whining and whining about her bad fortune and her poor share in life, repeating every now and then, “My cross is heavy. Oh, how heavy is my cross!” Suddenly a door of one of the rooms opened. All heads turned to the sound of laughter and giggles. Out of that door came a young girl (possibly in her mid-twenties). She was being shown how to walk in her artificial leg. The limb expert was explaining to her the theory of how the stump fitted “better than a glove” in the cavity of the artificial leg through a modern technique of suction.


The girl had an indescribable happiness all over her face and eyes and a smile that revealed the most beautiful teeth. Her joy brought tears to the eyes of all those present. She was taken to an adjacent room to be shown how to sit on a chair, how to stand and how to walk. The woman could not help overhearing the girl’s conversation with her companion; neither could she suppress her admiration for her sense of humor despite her tragedy. She was saying to her companion, “Now I can literally say, ‘I am back on my feet again.’ Oh, I can’t wait to go back to … (a neighboring Asian country). I will have my children under my wings again; I will be back to my job and back to a new start in life.”


The woman was silent for the rest of the afternoon. Possibly out of embarrassment or a reduced sense of self-centeredness.


This incident brings to mind the scene of the crucifixion: three people were crucified, two who had their crosses carried for them, one was cursing, and one was contrite and remorseful, begging to be remembered in the Kingdom. The only innocent one of the three had to carry His own cross.

b) Those Who are Content

Others carry the Cross contently like Simon of Cyrene and Demas the thief on the right hand- side of the cross, who rebuked the other thief and said, “Do you not even fear God seeing you are under the same condemnation? And we indeed justly, for we receive the due reward of our deeds, but this Man has done nothing wrong.” (Luke 23:41-42). With faith and humility, Demas then tilted his head and said to Jesus, “Lord, remember me when You come into Your Kingdom.” And Jesus said to him, “Assuredly I say to you, today you will be with Me in paradise.” (Luke 23:42-43).


The blessed Father Bishoy Kamel says that the left thief desired physical salvation; hence, he went to Hades, whereas the right thief sought spiritual salvation thus he ascended with the Cross to Paradise. Between the prayers of the sixth and ninth hours on Good Friday, the Church prays the right thief’s creed in which we say, “Blessed are you, the blessed thief, and blessed are your well spoken words, by which you truly deserved the Heavenly Kingdom and the Paradise of Delight. The disciple denied and the thief cried saying, ‘remember me O Lord, when You come in Your Kingdom.’ Blessed are you Demas, the thief, more blessed than all others on earth, for you have been granted what no other has ever been granted. All your life, you were a thief in the hills of Jerusalem. And by one word you uttered to the Lord, He sent you to Paradise.”
c) Those Who are Joyful

The first person to carry the Cross joyfully was the Lord Jesus, “Looking unto Jesus, the author and finisher of faith, who for the joy that was set before Him, endured the Cross, despising the shame and has sat down at the right hand of the Throne of God” (Hebrews 12:2). From Pilate’s Pratorium commenced the long and painful journey of the Cross to Golgotha. In agony and pain, Christ fell three times. The Lord endured the blaspheming, “You who destroy the temple and build it in three days save Yourself.” “If You are the Son of God come down from the Cross.” Likewise the chief priests, mocking with the Scribes, said, “He saved others, Himself He could not save. If He is the King of Israel, let Him now come down from the Cross and we will believe in Him. He trusted in God, let Him deliver Him now if He will have Him for He said I am the Son of God” (Matthew 27:39-43).

How should we carry the Cross?

I. Crucifying the Lusts of the Flesh


The children of God are inwardly powerful and strong. They are not defeated by the weight of sin, lusts of the flesh, various temptations or the strikes of the devil. “Those who are Christ’s have crucified the flesh with its passions and desires.” (Galatians 5:24). “Now the works of the flesh are evident, which are: adultery, fornication, uncleanness, licentiousness, idolatry, sorcery, hatred, contentions, jealousies, outbursts of wrath, selfish ambitions, dissensions, heresies, envy, murders, drunkenness, revelries, and the like; of which I tell you beforehand, just as I also told you in time past, that those who practice such things will not inherit the kingdom of God.” (Galatians 5:19-21).

II. Suffering and Hardships


Carry the Cross by quietly enduring sufferings and hardships. On the night before His death on the Cross, Christ warned His disciples, “If the world hates you, you know that it hated Me before it hated you. If you were of the world, the world would love its own. Yet because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you” (John 15:18). Christ added, “Most assuredly, I say to you that you will weep and lament, but the world will rejoice; and you will be sorrowful, but your sorrow will be turned into joy” (John 16:20). However, joy and victory in the Cross of Christ will follow, as promised by the Lord: “In the world you will have tribulation; but be of good cheer, I have overcome the world.” (John 16:33).


From the Apostolic era, it was established that carrying the Cross is integral to the Christian life. “We must,” says St. Paul, “through many tribulations enter the Kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). St. Stephen, the first martyr and archdeacon, was stoned to death (Acts 7:59). St. John and St. Peter, on the day of Pentecost, were imprisoned (Acts 4:1-4). St. James, the brother of St. John was beheaded by Herod (Acts 12: 1-2). St. Peter was imprisoned (Acts 12:5-19). St. Paul, together with Silas, was imprisoned at Philippi (Acts 16:25-34). In Jerusalem, St. Paul was imprisoned and the Lord appeared to him and strengthened him (Acts 23:10-22).

III. Loving Your Enemies


No religion in the world except Christianity calls for loving your enemies. In the Sermon on the Mount, Christ taught us to love our enemies, “You have heard that it was said, ‘You shall love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, love your enemies, bless those who curse you, do good to those who hate you, and pray for those who spitefully use you and persecute you, that you may be sons of your Father in heaven; for He makes His sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the unjust. For if you love those who love you, what reward have you? Do not even the tax collectors do the same? And if you greet your brethren only, what do you do more than others? Do not even the tax collectors do so? Therefore you shall be perfect, just as your Father in heaven is perfect.” (Matthew 5:43-47).


How can we fulfill this challenging commandment? Since we are weak and limited we require the power of the Holy Spirit. As St. Paul puts it, “For the love of God has been poured into our hearts through His Holy Spirit.” (Romans 5:5). Also, we fulfill this commandment by living under the feet of the Cross, like St. Mary and St. John the Beloved. The latter wrote in his first epistle, “In this the children of God and the children of the devil are manifested: Whoever does not practice righteousness is not of God, nor is he who does not love his brother. For this is the message that you heard from the beginning, that we should love one another” (1 John 3:10-11). Love is the golden sign and St. John says, “If someone says, ‘I love God,’ and hates his brother, he is a liar; for he who does not love his brother whom he has seen, how can he love God whom he has not seen?” (1 John 4:20) In so doing we fulfill the Scripture which says, “let us not love in word or in tongue, but in deed and in truth” (1 John 3:18).

IV. Life of Submission

A blessed form of carrying the Cross of Christ is submitting your entire life and surrendering your will at the feet of the Cross. The Holy Mother of God, St. Mary, is the great example who said to the Archangel Gabriel: “I am the handmaid of the Lord, let it be done to me according to your words.” (Luke 1:38). Consequently, she was exalted by her cousin Elizabeth: “Blessed are you among women and blessed is the fruit of your womb; blessed is she who believed, for there will be a fulfillment of those things which were told her from the Lord” (Luke 1:42,45).


Abraham, the father of fathers, lived a life of submission, leaving his own country, kindred and father’s house at the old age of 75 (Genesis 12). In tremendous submission, Abraham sacrificed Isaac on Mount Moriah (Genesis 22), and subsequently the Lord blessed him saying, “By Myself I have sworn, says the Lord, because you have done this thing, and have not withheld your son, your only son, in blessing I will bless you, and in multiplying I will multiply your descendants as the stars of the heaven and as the sand which is on the seashore; and your descendants shall possess the gate of their enemies. In your seed all the nations of the earth shall be blessed, because you have obeyed My voice” (Genesis 22:16-18). St. Paul highlights this work of Abraham by stating that it was accounted to righteousness.

V. Serving the Brethren


We carry the Cross of service like St. Paul who declared, “For I am determined not to know anything among you except Jesus Christ and Him crucified” (1 Corinthians 2:2). At Ephesus, before returning to Jerusalem, he gathers the elders and says, “You know, from the first day that I came to Asia, in what manner I always lived among you, serving the Lord with all humility, with many tears and trials which happened to me by the plotting of the Jews; and how I kept nothing back that was helpful but proclaimed it to you and taught you publicly and from house to house, testifying to Jews, and also to Greeks, repentance toward God and faith toward our Lord Jesus Christ. And see, now I go bound in the spirit to Jerusalem, not knowing the things that will happen to me there, except that the Holy Spirit testifies in every city, saying that chains and tribulations await me. But none of these things move me; nor do I count my life dear to myself, so that I may finish my race and joy, and the ministry which I received from the Lord Jesus, to testify to the gospel of the grace of God” (Acts 20:18-24).


Empowered by the Spirit of God and filled with zealousness to spread the kingdom of God, St. Paul wrote 14 epistles, established several churches in Asia Minor, and ordained Bishops like Timothy and Titus for Ephesus and Crete. Indeed St. Paul carried the Cross of ministry and focused sharply on his task saying, “My little children for whom I labor in birth again until Christ is formed in you” (Galatians 4:19).


In his second letter to the Corinthians, St. Paul highlights the marks of carrying the Cross of the ministry: “We give no offense in anything, that our ministry may not be blamed. But in all things we commend ourselves as ministers of God: in much patience, in tribulations, in needs, in distresses, in stripes, in imprisonments, in tumults, in labors, in sleeplessness, in fastings; by purity, by knowledge, by longsuffering, by kindness, by the Holy Spirit, by sincere love, by the word of truth, by the power of God, by the armor of righteousness on the right hand and on the left, by honor and dishonor, by evil report and good report; as deceivers, and yet true; as unknown, and yet well known; as dying, and behold we live; as chastened and yet not killed; as sorrowful, yet always rejoicing; as poor, yet making many rich; as having nothing, and yet possessing all things” (2 Corinthians 6:3-10).


St. Paul then describes the suffering endured by God’s servants in the course of service: “From the Jews, five times I received forty stripes minus one. Three times I was shipwrecked; a night and a day I have been in the deep; in journeys often, in perils of waters, in perils of robbers, in perils of my own countrymen, in perils of the Gentiles, in perils in the city, in perils in the wilderness, in perils in the sea, in perils amongst false brethren; in weariness and toil, in sleeplessness often, in hunger and thirst, in fastings often, in cold and nakedness – besides the other things, what comes upon me daily: my deep concern for all the churches” (2 Corinthians 11:22-28).


Today, more than ever, the Church of Christ which the Lord purchased with His own blood (Acts 20:17) needs dedicated men and women, youth and children who are willing and ready to carry the Cross of Ministry and serve the Lord faithfully and diligently in many and varied fields.

VI. The Ego


Our number one enemy is the ego. Pride is the cause of all our sins. It is the cause of the fall of Satan (previously a rank of Angels). Even the righteous and the Saints fell in this sin. The disciples grumbled about who was the greatest. The Lord taught us, “But he who is greatest among you shall be your servant. And whoever exalts himself will be abased, and he who humbles himself will be exalted” (Matthew 23:11-12).


In crucifying our egos, we seek to be meek and humble, knowing that God resists the proud but gives grace to the humble (Proverbs 3:34, James 4:6 and 1 Peter 5:5).


Elijah the prophet felt he was the only one faithful to God and His covenants, and he complained saying, “I have been very zealous for the Lord God of hosts; because the children of Israel have forsaken Your covenant, torn down Your altars, and killed Your prophets with the sword. I alone am left; and they seek to take my life” (1 Kings 19:14). Then the Lords told Elijah to return to the wilderness of Damascus; “Yet I have reserved seven thousand in Israel, all whose knees have not bowed to Baal, and every mouth that has not kissed him” (1 Kings 19:18).


Full of confidence in his mind and heart, St. Peter disputed the Lord’s words and said, “Even if all are made to stumble, yet I will not be” (Mark 14:29). Then Christ confronted Peter and said, “Before the cock crows twice, you will deny me three times” (Mark 14:30). St. Peter replied more vehemently, “If I have to die with You, I will not deny You!” (Mark 14:31)

Even those who excel spiritually are tempted by pride. St. Anthony the father of Monks thought that he alone had risen to such a high spiritual level; then the Lord directed him to the inner desert to visit St. Paula, who had dwelt in the desert for 80 years without seeing a human. St. Macarius the Great was struck by pride, and the angel of the Lord appeared to him and directed him to Alexandria to visit two simple women that were living with each other and caring for each other’s babies. St. Macarius was bewildered with their simple love and meekness.


For this reason Christ, the King of Glory washed the feet of His disciples and ascended to the Cross to crucify our egos and arrogance and thereby liberate us from the bondage of the self.


In short, unless we accept to crucify our ego, we become enemies of the Cross; we begin to pursue self righteousness instead of looking to the Cross for justification, self indulgence instead of taking up the Cross to follow Christ, self advertisement instead of preaching Christ crucified (1 Corinthians 1:23), and self glorification instead of glorying in the Cross (Galatians 6:14).

VII. Family


We carry the Cross in the family by fulfilling our duties towards each other. It is imperative that the husband carry the Cross of sacrifice and endurance. He must love his wife just as Christ also loved the Church and gave Himself for it (Ephesians 5:2 & Colossians 3:19). This requires self denial, searching diligently for the comfort and joy of his wife. The husband does not seek his status and prestige but rather the welfare and advancement of the family, even at his expense.


Similarly, the wife carries the Cross of submission: “Wives submit to your own husbands as to the Lord” (Ephesians 5:22 & Colossians 3:18). The wife seeks not her own wishes and rights but her duties and responsibilities. The submissive wife is not weak and passive but wise, as Solomon says, “She opens her mouth with wisdom and on her tongue is the law of kindness” (Proverbs 31:26); “Her children rise up and call her blessed, her husband also and he praises her” (Proverbs 31:28).


If both the husband and wife carry their respective Cross (sacrificing and submitting) without grumbling and complaining, a beautiful Christian home will be established. It becomes a house of prayer, a house of blessing and a house of purity. It develops into a heavenly Icon. If the family lives under the Cross, then King Solomon’s words are fulfilled: “Through wisdom, a house is built and by understanding, it is established; by knowledge, the rooms are filled with all precious and pleasant riches” (Proverbs 24:3-4).

VIII. The Narrow Gate


We carry the Cross by choosing the narrow and not the wide gate. “Enter by the narrow gate,” says Christ, “for wide is the gate and broad is the way that leads to destruction, and there are many who go in by it.  Because narrow is the gate and difficult is the way which leads to life, and there are few who find it” (Matthew 7:13-14). St. Peter, for example, could not comprehend that Christ must suffer many things from the elders and chief priests and scribes and be killed (Matthew 16:21). Thus St. Peter took Christ aside and began to rebuke him saying, “Far be it from You Lord, this shall not happen to You!” (Matthew 6:22) Immediately thereafter, Christ began to enlighten His disciples about the significant role of carrying the Cross: “If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me. For whoever desires to save his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for My sake will find it. For what is a man profited if he gains the whole world, and loses his own soul? Or what will a man give in exchange for his soul?” (Matthew 16: 24-26)

At the expense of their health and comfort, their status and positions, their opinions and views, the children of God prefer the narrow gate of the Cross, for it leads to heavenly joys. In so doing, they “are hard pressed on every side, yet not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed – always carrying about in the body the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in our body” (2 Corinthians 4:8-10).


When asked, “What is the narrow gate?” Anba Amonius replied, “To control your thoughts and to strip yourself of your own free will for the sake of God.”

Coptic New Year(
Church Calendar:   Coptic New Year is on Thout 1 (September 12) 

Golden Verse: 

· “If indeed we suffer with Him, that we may also be glorified together.”  Romans 8:17 
· “For to you it has been granted on behalf of Christ, not only to believe in Him, but also to suffer for His sake.”  Philippians 1:29 

Lesson Goals: 

· A story about a martyr (class Saint)
· A short history about Coptic martyrdom

Reference: 

· The Story of the Copts by Iris Al Massry
· Introduction to the Coptic Church by Fr. Tadros Malaty

Lesson Notes: 

1. The Coptic Martyrs: 

a) The Coptic Church is called by historians “the Church of the martyrs.”
b) The number of Egyptian martyrs exceeds those of all other countries combined.
c) During the rule of Maximinus, 840,000 Egyptians were martyred. 
d) The Egyptian Church is the only Church that lived with martyrdom continuously.

2. The first martyr is St. Stephen; read about him in Acts 6 & 7. 
3. The last martyr (relatively) is St. Peter, the seal of martyrs and the 17th Pope. 
4. Three Periods of Martyrdom: 

a) Martyrs of Faith: 

1. Ten periods of persecution started by Nero in 64 AD; the last one was during the era of Diocletian (284 AD).

2. Persecution continued during the rule of Maximinus (305 to 311 AD). 

3. Persecution ended during the rule of Constantine the great when he issued the Edict of Milan in 313 AD, proclaiming religious freedom. 

b) Martyrs Against Heresies: 

· The period of persecution following the Council of Chalcedon (451 AD) 

c) The New Martyrs: 

· The periods of persecution during Islamic periods: 

· Caliph Al-Hakim (996 to 1020 AD) 
· Caliph Al-Nasser Ebn Qalawoon (1293 to 1341 AD)

· The Muslim historian Al-Makrizy reported extensively about those periods of persecution. 

5. What do we learn from martyrdom? 

a) Martyrs declare their faith and confess their belief in God. 
b) They share the pain and suffering with Christ. 
c) They care more about their eternal life than worldly pleasures. 
d) Their fear of God overcomes their fear of human sufferings. 
e) We should also notice the blessings of martyrdom that helped the growth of the Church.


 NAME: ____________________________
first                                        last                                                       .
Martyrdom and Self-Denial

Verse to memorize: 

	Then I heard a loud voice saying in heaven: Now salvation, and strength, and the kingdom of our God, and the power of His Christ have come, for the accuser of our brethren, who accused them before our God day and night, has been cast down.

 Revelation 12:10


1. “Martyr” comes from the Greek word which means
a) Saint         b) Suffering       c) Death         d) Witness          e) Victory
2. People who became martyrs abstained from earthly matters such as ______
a) Luxury

b) Earthly fun 
c) Living in ease

d) Love of money

e) All the above
3. Why did the early Christians refuse to worship idols in outward appearance only?

[image: image1.png]
4. Who was the first martyr?

5. List 3 virtues common in all martyrs:

a) ______________________________

b) ______________________________

c) ______________________________

6. How can we, as youth, testify to the Lord in our day to day lives?

7. How does the Church prepare us for martyrdom?
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