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When I was in grade six, our Sunday school class teacher posed a real puzzler of a question to us,  “If you 
were a Christian, and someone came with a gun, and they were killing people who were Christians, and 
they asked you, ‘Are you a Christian?’   What would you say?” 
 
It’s a question about witnessing to God, but more particularly it’s about witnessing under pressure, 
having the courage to be faithful under pressure.  Everyone can raise their hand and say they are a 
Christian when not much is at stake, but will you bear witness when the cost is high? 
 
After our teacher asked this question, our whole class fell silent.  This was a serious question to ponder 
and it really captured the attention of this normally rowdy group of grade six-ers.  Finally Betty-Jean 
raised her hand.  “I would tell them I was not a Christian, but inside, I would still be a Christian!”    I 
remember this so clearly because that was exactly the answer I had come up with, it’s just that Betty-
Jean had  been the one with the courage to say it out loud.  I thought it was a great answer. 
 
Then our Sunday school teacher looked very serious, and shook his head solemnly, saying that was the 
wrong answer, and then he quoted a verse which says that if we deny Jesus, Jesus will deny us.  Where a 
minute before I had been jealous of Betty-Jean for sharing my answer, now I was so relieved that I had 
not said anything out loud! 
 
It was a Sunday school class that made a big impression on me, I still remember it.  How far are we 
willing to go to make a witness for our faith?  It’s a question that faithful people have faced throughout 
history. 
 
In the Psalm we read today, David is lamenting the persecution that he is facing at the hand of his 
enemies.  We don’t know the direct context or story that he is talking about, but it has something to do 
with David being faithful.  He writes:  It is zeal for your house that has consumed me; 
   the insults of those who insult you have fallen on me.  
When I humbled my soul with fasting, they insulted me for doing so.  
When I made sackcloth my clothing, I became a byword to them.  
 
Being a faithful Jew meant that sometimes you would fast, sometimes you would mourn for your sins, 
sometimes you would wear sackcloth.  David does all these things, he admits his sins, he repents, and 
does what God requires.  He makes a public statement, he weeps, he fasts, he wears sackcloth.  Yet, for 
doing that, for being faithful, he is not respected, in fact, the opposite happens: 
I am the subject of gossip for those who sit in the gate, 
   and the drunkards make songs about me. 
 
People don’t respect David for his faithful approach, they instead are his enemies.  This prompts David 
to draw even closer to God, calling for help, calling for deliverance:  
But as for me, my prayer is to you, O Lord. 
   At an acceptable time, O God, 



   in the abundance of your steadfast love, answer me. 
 
“Zeal for your house has consumed me” is a powerful phrase.  It means that your whole being is taken 
up with faithfulness.  If you are consumed with zeal, you will be faithful even under pressure.   
 
Persecution for being faithful was something that  David faced,  and Jesus, the son of David faced it too.  
Jesus showed love and compassion not just on a nice sunny day at a dinner party, but in the face of 
ridicule, in the face of opposition.  He loved the world not just on the mountaintop meeting Moses and 
Elijah, but also at night in the garden surrounded by soldiers who were there to arrest him.  Even under 
the pressure of torture on the cross he was faithful to us.  “Father forgive them for they know not what 
they do.”   Faithfulness under pressure. 
 
Jesus faith was tested, the disciples’ faith was tested, and the faith of the early church was tested.  I was 
reading this week about how bearing witness to Christ was a very costly thing in the early church.  When 
the Roman empire was trying to stamp out Christianity, you witnessed to Christ at the cost of your life. 
 
During the reign of the emperor Diocletian, in the early 300’s, the church went through an intense 
period of persecution.  Diocletian was very keen on restoring the Roman gods, and he persecuted other 
religions.  Christianity was one of those religions affected.   He required that everyone make a sacrifice 
to the Roman gods to prove their loyalty.  If they sacrificed, they were given a certificate, saying they 
had done it.   If you did not do this, you would face death.  
 
Some Christians were called to the temple, to make a sacrifice to the Roman gods.  They refused.  
Because they refused, they were killed, martyrs for their faith.  But other Christians decided that it was 
OK to sacrifice in order to preserve their life.  They were of the Betty Jean school of Christian witness,  
“I’ll say I’m not a Christian, but inside, I’ll still be a Christian.”  These people went back to church the 
next Sunday, and they faced  a mixed reception. 
 
Just imagine it.  You people on this side of the church have a loved one who was called to make a 
sacrifice to the Roman gods.  They refused, their faithfulness was tested under pressure, and they held 
firm.  And they were killed for that witness, a martyr for their faith. 
 
Now you people on this side of the church have a loved one who was also called to make a sacrifice to 
the Roman gods.   At the moment when their faith was under intense pressure, they decided to make 
the sacrifice to the Roman gods.  They were allowed to live, and they came home with a certificate in 
their hand.  As your family members, you were probably overjoyed to see them because they had 
escaped death.   
 
But this side of the church and that side of the church all come to church on Sunday.  The people on this 
side are mourning the death of the martyr for their faith, and on this side, is the person who sacrificed 
to the gods.  What kinds of feelings do you have on this side of the church, about that person 
worshipping with you?  You would be very tempted to say, “They don’t have a very strong faith, because 
it crumpled under pressure.”  In fact, their very presence might remind you of your own loss, and you 
might even say, “That person who sacrificed to the Roman gods isn’t even a Christian, they should not 
be here.” 
 



Persecution was hard for the church not just because people died at the hands of the Romans, but 
because people chose not to die at the hands of the Romans.  It caused a lot of tension because people 
made different choices under pressure.  And people would find scripture to back their position up.  
 
Some people would say, “Anyone who has sacrificed to the Roman gods should be kicked out of the 
church because obviously they are not being salt and light.”  They are hiding their faith under a bushel.  
But other people would remind the church that even Peter denied Christ three times.  “If someone is 
tempted under pressure, we must forgive them.  If Jesus forgave Peter, we can forgive these people.”   
There was debate about what forgiveness might look like, some people said “We can forgive them but 
they have to show they are sorry…it will be a process of years of penance, and then in five years we will 
be able to have communion with them again.”  Other people said, “As soon as they say they are sorry, 
they can take communion with us.” 
 
To make matters even more complicated, Roman officials could be bribed.  So a Christian with money 
who was called to sacrifice, might go to an official and buy a certificate saying he had sacrificed when he 
really had not.  Was owning a certificate a sin?  Was it wrong to avoid the dilemma of sacrificing or not 
sacrificing?  This was another thing the church could argue about. 
 
Is the church for sinners, or just for the pure saints?  Augustine, the great Church theologian, came into 
the church around this time in the 300’s,  and he was very clear that the church was made up of sinners, 
and that forgiveness could be offered to people who had been unable to witness under pressure, who 
had not chosen martyrdom. 
 
This question about faithfulness under pressure has been on my mind a lot since I’ve been preaching 
about the Anabaptists these last few months.  Last week I told the story of Anna Gasser, who twice 
recanted and twice returned to the Anabaptist faith.   
 
People who have looked into the court records have found that the degree of punishment was a big 
predictor of how many people recanted.  In the places in Europe where Anabaptists faced death for 
being an Anabaptist, fully 50% of the Anabaptists arrested recanted.    The court records show that 50% 
of the people promised to give up their Anabaptist belief.  But in places in Europe where the punishment 
for being an Anabaptist was exile, being sent out of the country, the rate of people recanting was lower, 
only 30%.   
 
There are numerous examples of Anabaptists who recanted two or three times.  Anna Gasser was one.  
Another was Balthasar Hubmaier, who was an important leader in the Anabaptist church.  He recanted 
twice when his faith was under pressure, and rejoined the Anabaptist church each time. 
 
I wondered what happened in Anabaptist congregations.  How did it affect them?  If on this side of the 
church, your loved one was drowned because they held true to their faith, and on this side, the person 
who was arrested promised not to be an Anabaptist, and confessed publicly, and then came back to 
church again.  
 
From what I`ve read, it seems that there was a lot of mercy in the Anabaptist church for people who 
recanted.  Everyone knew that recantations were sometimes obtained through torture.  There was an 
understanding that there was a lot at play, you might have a family to feed, or elderly parents to take 
care of.  Or maybe you simply didn’t see the Catholic church as entirely and completely heretical, it still 



had some traces of faithfulness.    In Anabaptist churches there was forgiveness and an open welcome 
for people, even when they had recanted.  
 
Five hundred years later, during the first and second world wars, people from this congregation had to 
make difficult choices about bearing witness to their faith.  Mennonites believe that following Jesus 
means that you will not kill another human being.  It means you will not take up a gun and serve in the 
army.  And so…people in this congregation were under pressure.   
Statistics show that just over half of the young Mennonite men who were conscripted in the second 
world war chose conscientious objection.     Around 48% of young Mennonite men conscripted joined 
the army. 
 
Young men from our communities, whole classes of highschool students, were joining the war effort, 
enlisting and going overseas.  There was a lot of social pressure to enlist, to fight to preserve freedom.  It 
was the heroic thing to do, the right thing to do…   And for people on this side of the congregation, their 
son became a conscientious objector to war, they refused to enlist, they faced persecution in society for 
their choice, they went to do alternative service in lumber camps.  But then on this side of the 
congregation, a young man enlisted, signed up for war, went over to Europe and fought.  What happens 
on Sunday morning, how do these two sides of the congregation interact? 
 
Where do we face these challenges of being faithful under pressure?  Because we have religious 
freedom in North America, it is almost never a life and death decision.  But we do face challenges to be 
faithful  to Jesus under pressure.  How should we spend our money?  The pressure from our society is 
certainly to spend a lot of money on ourselves, that is the norm.  You should have x number of dollars in 
the bank for retirement, you should drive a car that costs x amount of money, you should have a house 
that includes x number of toys and gadgets.  But some Christians in the congregation believe that being 
faithful means rejecting those pressures, and living simply.  It’s a way of being faithful.  But we don`t all 
agree about what simple living is…how do we get along in the church with these differences? 
  
Or there is a lot of pressure in our society to say that sex is not that important, and that we can have sex 
with whoever we want.   And  some Christians in the congregation believe that being faithful means 
saving sex for marriage, and it`s a difficult decision, they decide not to live together before marriage. But 
we don`t all make those same choices under pressure…how do we get along in the church with these 
differences? 
 
Before our prayer time, I want to spend ten minutes in small groups talking about this: 

1.  Can you think of an example where you have made a hard decision because you are being 
faithful to God? 

2. Would everyone in our congregation make a similar decision to yours? 
 


