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BY MICHAEL PRIEST

S I PEN THESE WORDS MEDIA
reports continue to tell of the cowardly and
brutal attacks on Christians in a Pakistani
park on Easter Sunday 2016. The perpetra-
tors, hardline radical Muslims, stated they
intentionally and systematically targeted Christians. The
world community has expressed sorrow over the loss of
life and disbelief that terrorists would intentionally target
Christian women and children. While the greater family
of believers should express sorrow, we should not be sur-
prised. During His earthly ministry Jesus warned that His
followers should expect persecution.” Peter and Paul also
warned that Christians would be mistreated for their beliefs.
Most anti-Christian harassment is intended to intimidate
believers, forcing them to renounce their faith and separate
themselves from Christ. In Romans Paul assured his readers
that no such thing could happen. In Romans 8:31-39, Paul
provided a summary statement of the blessings mentioned
in chapters 5-8. In verses 31-34, he reminded the readers
that they were justified because of Jesus’ atoning death and
resurrection. In verses 35-39, he reminded them that their
justification was secure because of the love of Jesus and the
Father. In verse 35, to make that point, he asked a rhetorical
question: “Who can separate us from the love of Christ? Can
affliction or distress or persecution or famine or nakedness
or danger or sword?” (csB). Two verses later Paul answered
his question with a resounding, “No!” Nothing can separate
a child of God from the love of Christ. The first three of

the potentially separating situations (affliction, distress,
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and persecution) appear to be synonymous. Was Paul being
repetitive to make a point? Are these three simply identical,
misfortunate situations, or does each refer to a different type
event that might, in human thinking, separate a believer
from Christ’s love? Deeper study shows that Paul had three
distinct, unique kinds of sufferings in mind. For the purpose
of this article, we will focus on the etymology, meaning, and
first-century significance of the word “persecution.”

The English word “persecution” comes from the Greek
diogmos. The related Greek verb dioko gives us, “to perse-
cute.” Dioko appears in the eighth-century B.c. works of
Homer. Diogmos appears three centuries later in the writ-
ings of Aeschylus. The full range of Greek literature used
both words regularly.?> The basic meaning of both words
had the idea of pursuit, but with varied nuances depending
upon context. For example, Homer used dioko to speak of
pressing on or running in book 23 of the Illiad. He wrote,
“for if at the turning-post thou shalt drive [dioko] past the
rest in thy course.” In book 22, Homer
used dioko to speak of the pursuit of an
object or person. Describing Achilles’s
pursuit of Hector, Homer wrote, “As a
man in a dream who fails to lay hands upon
another whom he is pursuing [dioko]- the one
cannot escape nor the other overtake.”# The
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Septuagint (third century B.C.) used diogmos in this way.>
Proverbs 119 says, “Genuine righteousness leads to life,
but pursuing [diogmos] evil leads to death.” Dioko could also
refer to setting something in motion or pursuit.6 The Greek
playwright, Aeschylus (fifth-century B.c.), used the word
this way in his work, Persians. He wrote, “With eyes spew-
ing the black flame of a bloodthirsty dragon he drives angrily
his army of many hands and many oars as fast as he drives
[dioko] his own Syrian chariot.”” The Septuagint used dioko
to speak of pursuit in persecution. David prayed, “Save me
from all those who pursue [dioko] me” (Ps. 7:1).

In the New Testament, both words retain the idea of
pursuit, but just as in non-biblical writings, context deter-
mines the meaning. The New Testament uses dioko about 45
times, and its meaning varied. For example, Mark 1:36 uses
a derivative of the term to speak of Simon Peter searching
for or pursuing Jesus: “Simon and his companions searched
[katadioko] for him” (csB). Jesus used it to speak of the
certain persecution His followers would experience: “Be
glad and rejoice, because your reward is great in heaven. For
that is how they persecuted [dioko] the prophets who were
before you” (Matt. 5:12, csB). On the other hand, the New
Testament uses diogmos in only nine verses, but every occur-
rence refers to pursuit in the sense of seeking to persecute.

Paul used the word group more than any other New
Testament writer. Of the 55 occurrences of the 2 words com-
bined, 25 are in his letters. Of those 25, 16 refer to persecu-
tion. In Paul’s writings, and the New Testament as a whole,
where both dioko and diogmos are used speak of persecution,
the harassment is always for religious reasons.

Paul’s use of diogmos in Romans 8:35 in the list of hard-
ships his readers would face would have been particularly
encouraging. While the terms “affliction” and “distress”
described difficulty Christians would face because of Christ,
diogmos spoke specifically of persecutors’ systematic attempts
to separate God’s children from the love of Jesus.

The Jewish Christians who were a part of the Roman
church had recently experienced organized harassment at
the hands of the government. Since the Romans did not dif-
ferentiate the Christians from the Jews, Jewish Christians
had to leave when Emperor Claudius expelled Jews from the
city. Soon, all believers living in Rome would face organized
persecution at the hands of Nero. Paul’s words would have
strengthened their resolve to remain faithful and assured
them that no attempt, as organized and systematic as it may
be, could pull them from the Father’s loving hands.

Through the years, many have tried to separate believers
from Christ to no avail. Interestingly, history has proven
that persecution often does just the opposite. In the face
of hatred many believers have strengthened their faith and
grown closer to Christ, and the church has expanded into
areas previously untouched by the gospel. Tertullian, the
third-century church father, was correct when he wrote,
“The oftener we are mown down by you, the more in
number we grow; the blood of Christians is seed.”? [
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