The 21
Year 9 Bible · Term 4 · Lesson notes · 60 minutes
“They have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony. And they did not love their lives so as to shy away from death.” (Revelation 12:11)
Lesson overview
Students watch The 21 and explore what it means to be a faithful witness to Jesus, how the martyrs’ families answered hatred with forgiveness, and how Christians can stand with the persecuted church today.
	Item
	Detail

	Class
	Year 9 Bible

	Length
	About 60 minutes (trim the jigsaw or discussion for a shorter period)

	Film
	The 21, MORE Productions, 13 min, animated, free on YouTube

	Big question
	What does it cost to follow Jesus, and why would anyone pay it?

	Key verses
	Matthew 10:32; Revelation 12:11



Learning intentions. Students will:
· understand who the 21 were and why they were killed
· explore what Scripture teaches about suffering for faith, witness and loving enemies
· reflect on their own faith and respond to the persecuted church
Success criteria
· I can explain who the 21 were, what happened, and why their story matters to Christians.
· I can connect at least two Bible passages to events in the film.
· I can describe how the families’ response to the killers reflects Jesus’ teaching.
· I can express a personal response in writing, prayer or action.
Lesson notes
Preview the whole film before class: it is animated in an iconographic style, but it does depict the men’s deaths. Archdiocese of Winnipeg flags that some viewers may find it disturbing (source).
Background on the 21
· Who they were. 21 construction workers in Sirte, Libya. Twenty were Egyptian Coptic Orthodox Christians, 13 from one village, El-Aour (al-Our) in Minya; the 21st, Matthew Ayariga, was from Ghana (Barnabas Aid).
· Capture. Taken in two ISIS raids in December 2014 and January 2015. Gunmen went door to door, separating Christians from Muslim workers (Barnabas Aid).
· Death. Beheaded on a Libyan beach in February 2015; ISIS released the video days later. Many were seen praying “Lord Jesus Christ” in Arabic.
· Matthew Ayariga. Asked if he rejected Christ, he pointed to the men beside him and said, “Their God is my God”.
· The families. Beshir Kamel lost two brothers, Bishoy (25) and Samuel (23). He thanked ISIS for not editing out their confession of Christ, and said his mother would invite the killer into her home and ask God to open his eyes (EPM). He also said, “We don’t forgive the act… But we do forgive the killers” (The Tablet).
· Afterwards. The Coptic Church declared them martyrs within days. The remains were returned home and, by 2020, all 21 rest together in the Church of the Martyrs in El-Aour (Christian Post). In May 2023 the Catholic Church also recognised them as martyrs (CNA).
About the film
Made by MORE Productions (founder Mark Rodgers, director Tod Polson) with 70+ artists in a neo-Coptic icon style, with music by the Ayoub Sisters. It was shortlisted for Best Animated Short at the 97th Academy Awards (film notes). The makers built it from interviews with the men’s families, friends and clergy, to replace the ISIS propaganda video with the story of their spiritual victory (Coptic Solidarity).
Sensitivity checklist
· Preview the film and follow school policy on notifying parents and caregivers.
· Before playing, tell students the deaths are shown in a stylised way, and that anyone may step out to a supervised space without explaining why.
· Check in with wellbeing staff beforehand about students with refugee backgrounds or experience of violence or loss.
· Say plainly that ISIS was a terrorist group and does not speak for Muslims in general. The film’s own heroes prayed for their killers rather than hating them.
· Explain that “martyr” comes from the Greek martys, meaning “witness”. The 21 were Coptic Orthodox and are honoured with icons; frame this for your school’s tradition.
· Don’t end class straight after the film: protect the reflection time at the end.
Lesson sequence
The lesson runs hook, film, silence, Scripture, discussion, response; the film is watched in full without pausing.
	Time (min)
	Phase
	What happens

	0–8
	Hook
	Board question: “What would you be willing to lose for something you believe?” Think–pair–share. Show Egypt, Libya and Ghana on a map.

	8–12
	Set up
	Hand out the viewing sheet. Give the content warning and the step-out option. Explain in one minute that the art style imitates Coptic icons.

	12–25
	Watch
	Play The 21 in full.

	25–28
	Silence
	Two to three minutes of quiet. Students write one word or phrase on their sheet.

	28–43
	Scripture jigsaw
	Six groups, one passage each (table below). Each group reports back in one minute.

	43–52
	Discussion
	Whole class, three or four questions from the list below.

	52–60
	Respond
	Reflection, prayer and exit ticket (next section).



Scripture jigsaw
Each group answers three questions about its passage: What does it say? Where do you see it in the film? What does it ask of Christians today?
	Passage
	Theme
	Where it shows in the story

	Matthew 5:10–12
	Blessed are the persecuted
	The men’s steadiness under threat

	Matthew 10:28, 32–33
	Don’t fear those who kill the body; acknowledge Jesus
	Refusing to deny Christ when it would have saved them

	Ruth 1:16
	“Your God will be my God”
	Matthew Ayariga: “Their God is my God”

	Matthew 5:43–45
	Love your enemies, pray for persecutors
	Beshir’s prayer and his mother’s offer to welcome the killer

	Luke 23:34; Acts 7:59–60
	Jesus and Stephen forgive their killers
	The families’ forgiveness

	Revelation 12:11
	Victory through the Lamb and the word of testimony
	The film presents the beach as a victory, not a defeat



Discussion questions
1. The film opens by saying it is told by those who loved the men and those who hated them. Why tell it that way?
1. ISIS filmed the killings as propaganda. How does this film turn that around? Who really won on the beach?
1. Matthew Ayariga wasn’t Egyptian or Coptic. What might have led him to say “Their God is my God”? What does that say about how the others lived and died?
1. Beshir’s mother said she would welcome her son’s killer into her home. Is that realistic? Where could that kind of forgiveness come from?
1. Beshir said they forgive the killers but not the act. Does forgiving someone mean what they did was okay?
1. Most of us will never face this choice. What does being a faithful witness look like for a Year 9 student at school, online, or with friends?
Watch for these misunderstandings: martyrs do not seek death; forgiveness is not the same as excusing evil or skipping justice; persecution is not only history, so mention that Christians face it in many countries today.
Reflection, prayer and exit ticket
Close quietly: a private written reflection, a short prayer for the persecuted church and for enemies, then the exit ticket.
Private reflection (3 min). Students choose one prompt and write without sharing:
· What part of the story will stay with me, and why?
· Who in my life is hard to forgive? What would Matthew 5:44 look like there?
· Where is it hard for me to say “Jesus is my Lord” out loud?
Prayer (2 min). Lead it yourself or invite a volunteer. A model:
Lord Jesus, thank you for the faith of the 21 and for the families who chose forgiveness. Strengthen Christians who suffer for your name today. Comfort the families in El-Aour. As you taught us, we also pray for those who persecute your people: open their eyes. Make us faithful witnesses in small things, at school and at home. Amen.
Exit ticket (3 min)
1. In one sentence, who were the 21 and why were they killed?
1. Name one Bible passage that connects to the film, and explain the link.
1. What is one thing you will do or pray this week in response?
Optional extension
· Write a letter of encouragement to persecuted Christians through a ministry such as Open Doors Australia, Voice of the Martyrs or Barnabas Aid (check their current letter programs first).
· Research another modern martyr and compare their story with the 21.
· Design an icon-style card for Matthew Ayariga with Ruth 1:16 on it.
Student viewing sheet
Print or share this page for students.
The 21 — Viewing sheet · Name: __________
Before the film
1. What would you be willing to lose for something you believe? __________
While you watch (jot notes)
1. Where did the men come from, and why were they in Libya? __________
1. How did the men behave while they were held captive? __________
1. What did the 21st man, Matthew, say, and why does it matter? __________
1. Write down one image or moment that stood out to you. __________
After the film
1. One word or phrase that sums up how you feel right now: __________
1. The families forgave the killers. What does that tell you about their faith? __________
1. My group’s Bible passage: __________ How it connects to the film: __________
Sources
· The 21 (YouTube)
· Coptic Solidarity: New film The 21 commemorates Coptic martyrs
· Catholic News Agency: New animated film honours the 21 Coptic Martyrs
· Film production notes (Giles Lamb)
· Archdiocese of Winnipeg: The 21
· Barnabas Aid: Ten years since the murder of Christians in Libya
· Barnabas Aid: Remains of the last of the 21 claimed
· Christian Post: Last of 21 laid to rest
· EPM: A badge of honour to Christianity
· The Tablet: Beheaded Egyptians added to Coptic calendar of saints
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