
SERMON FOR ST MARGARET OF ANTIOCH PATRONAL 

Knook, 14 July 2019 

Texts: Jeremiah 11.18-20; Revelation 12.10-12a; John 12.24-26 

Today we commemorate, and give thanks for the life of St Margaret of Antioch. You have 
probably heard the full story of her life and death before, so I will just summarise it here: she 
was raised in a pagan family in Antioch-in-Pisidia in the third century AD, in a backwater of 
the Roman Empire; was converted to Christianity by her nurse, with whom she lived when 
her father threw her out, for her new faith; caught the eye of the Roman Governor, who 
wanted to marry her but on condition she renounce Christianity. Sher declared she had vowed 
perpetual virginity to Christ; and she was therefore condemned to death. She died for her 
faith and was therefore declared a martyr, and was/is very widely honoured, especially in the 
Eastern Church. 

Persecution of Christians was rife at that time – and of course it hasn’t stopped since. But 
why? Christians took pains to show themselves peaceful – Jesus said “Render unto Caesar 
what is Caesar’s”, and Paul instructed believers that they must obey the state authorities 
because “the existing authorities have been put there by God” (Rom. 13.1). Whence the 
hostility? I think there are probably three factors: 

• The Christians were different. They met in small groups and conducted strange rituals 
(which according to some obse5rvers entailed eating their God, or even practising 
human sacrifice), and they kept a godly and sober lifestyle, which in somewhere like 
Rome or Corinth would be quite alien to most people. 

• They were powerless – a minority without advocates or powerful friends – so they 
could be attacked with impunity 

• They were highly subversive – after all they said “Jesus is Lord” and thereby denied 
the supreme authority of the emperor. That was a direct threat to the State, since all 
citizens were required to sacrifice to the Divine Caesar. 

A lot of that will ring bells in terms of current day persecutions. Think of China, for instance 
– actively persecuting both Uighur Muslims and Chinese Christians. Think of India, where in 
some states it is very dangerous to be a Christian. Think of North Korea. But of all the faiths, 
statistically Christians are the most frequently persecuted – the latest sober estimate is that, 
on average over the last ten years, 10,000 a year have died for the faith. And the latest 
assessment is that two thirds of all Christians (total 2.3 billion) live in dangerous 
neighbourhoods, often poor, often minorities, often at personal risk. 

But ever since the death of Stephen, the first martyr, and more particularly – surprisingly – 
after Christianity became the official Roman religion under Constantine (312 AD), the cult of 
martyrs became very popular. But why? What purpose did it serve to remember the faithful 
dead? 

• It bolstered the faith of the living and encouraged them to emulate such heroic virtue; 
St Peter, in his letter to persecuted Christians, says it is “to prove you”.  

• Stories of martyrdom were thought to impress non-believers, persuade them of the 
truth of the Gospel, and draw them to adopt this new faith 



• As Tertullian famously said, “the blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church”. This 
has been true in many places – even in China in the last 50 years, and in many other 
places, the number of Christians has grown even under extreme pressure. But we 
don’t hear the stories of those who have been crushed, destroyed and damaged by 
extreme persecution such as torture and prolonged imprisonment. They need our 
awareness, help and support. Our prayers should share the depth of their anguish and 
anxiety, and not just celebrate the more upbeat accounts of heroism and miracles. 
Think of the situation in the Middle East, especially Syria, where religious 
communities have been wiped out or driven to flee the country – their situation has 
been described as “near-genocide”. If you have read William Dalrymple’s book 
“From the Holy Mountain” (an account of travels around the Middle East to find 
religious communities and church leaders) you will have a good flavour of the 
collapse in Christian believers in many areas. 

If we go back to the source, and ask what the Bible says about martyrs and persecution, it is 
pretty clear. Jesus said “In the world you will have tribulation – be not afraid, for I have 
overcome the world”, and “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the 
soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell.” (Matt 10.28). 
From the first days of the Church onward, believers were killed for their faith – first Stephen, 
then James – and persecution caused the believers to scatter, taking the Good News with 
them – perhaps the best thing that could have happened. Paul wrote passionately of the unity 
of the church community: Christ is the head of his body, the Church; we are all members of 
Christ’s body, and “If one member suffers, all suffer together; if one member is honoured, all 
rejoice together.” The church is to be Christ’s suffering body in the world and must expect to 
suffer as it follows him in advocating for the human rights, including religious freedom, of 
every person. Most clearly St Peter, in his first letter to persecuted Christians, says: ”If you 
endure suffering even when you have done right, God will bless you for it. It was to this that 
God called you, for Christ himself suffered for you and left you an example, so that you 
would follow in his steps”. 

Eusebius, a Christian historian and polemicist in the 4th century, saw many uses of the cult of 
the martyrs for the Church. He described the “cleansing effect” of persecution on a 
prosperous, quarrelsome, and self-indulgent church. For him it purged the church of nominal 
attenders, raised up witnesses with heroic faith, proved the power of the Gospel against the 
most vicious assaults, and confirmed God’s promises of his people overcoming the world. 
Some of this is still relevant – would the Church have so many internal arguments if it faced a 
serious common enemy? 

Actually all this is surprisingly topical. Last Monday, 8th July, a report was presented to the 
Foreign Secretary – a report he had commissioned – “to examine the extent and nature of 
Christian persecution and assess the UK government’s response”. The Report was chaired by 
Philip Mounstephen, Bishop of Truro (a friend of mine) and produced in a matter of months, 
but is wide-ranging. Among its recommendations are that the FCO should adopt a much 
higher profile in responding to persecution of minorities of all faiths (including imposing 
sanctions), and actively promote freedom of religious belief, but specifically “name the 
phenomenon of Christian discrimination and persecution”. It also recommended religious 
diversity and literacy training for all FCO staff (could they include the Home Office?), and 
proposed that  all diplomats abroad should routinely report on their engagement with majority 



and minority religious leaders in the host country. Jeremy Hunt has already said that if he is 
elected PM he will enact all the recommendations. 

We live in extraordinarily easy peaceful circumstances in this country, but are uncomfortably 
aware of the turmoil, chaos and deep distress that many of our fellow-believers endure – and 
we are all the Body of Christ. As St Paul says, if one member suffers, all suffer. What can we 
do about it, how can we support our brothers and sisters in their distress and danger? 

Well, first of all pray. Find out what is going on by researching the material published by, for 
example, the Barnabas Fund, or Christian Solidarity Worldwide. Include persecuted 
Christians in your regular prayers, and in public intercessions you may do. Then join in the 
work of raising awareness – where you find examples of outrageous or widespread 
oppression, talk about it, write letters, make your own outrage known. Write to our MP, ask 
him to let the Foreign Office know how strongly you support the report’s recommendations 
and when will they be put into effect. And there are many agencies, including the two I’ve 
mentioned, who would use a donation or a regular subscription to good effect. This is urgent 
and essential work for us – for Jesus said “Inasmuch as you did not do it for the least of one 
of these my brothers – meaning surely the household of believers – you failed to do it for 
me”. If we fail now – Lord, have mercy. Amen 

 

 

 


