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Blessed are the Persecuted

Matthew 5:10-12

Prayer:  Father, I just again, I thank you that it is the bl ood of 

Jesus that enables us to stand before you, and I th ank you for that 

incredible gift.  And Father, once again we are ope ning up and 

examining another of your gifts and that is your wo rd, and so I 

pray this morning as we open up your book, as we lo ok into the 

Sermon on the Mount once again that you would accom pany us by the 

power of your Holy Spirit, that what we take in onc e again might be 

of permanent value.  We pray this in Jesus' name.  Amen.   

This is Matthew 5:1-12 , it says this:  Seeing the crowds, -- this 

is Jesus -- he went up on the mountain, and when he sat down, h is 

disciples came to him.  And he opened his mouth and  taught them, 

saying:  "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for their s is the kingdom 

of heaven.  Blessed are those who mourn, for they s hall be 

comforted.  Blessed are the meek, for they shall in herit the earth.  

Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteo usness, for they 

shall be satisfied.  Blessed are the merciful, for they shall 

receive mercy.  Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see 



God.  Blessed are the peacemakers, for they shall b e called sons of 

God.  Blessed are those who are persecuted for righ teousness' sake, 

for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed are y ou when others 

revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of  evil against 

you falsely on my account.  Rejoice and be glad, fo r your reward is 

great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophet s who were 

before you."   

Well, we have come to the eighth beatitude in which  Jesus describes 

what's going to happen if you practice the first se ven.  Now the 

first beatitude says blessed are you when you recog nize your own 

spiritual poverty, understanding that you bring bef ore God 

absolutely nothing but your nothingness.  And the s econd beatitude 

describes us as blessed when we mourn what our sin has done to this 

fallen creation, what our sin has done to our Savio r as well.  And 

the third tells us that we are blessed as meek when  we refuse to 

exercise our own power, trusting instead that God i s good and that 

he doesn't make mistakes.  And the fourth is that w e are blessed 

with a hunger for righteousness by a God who alone gives us that 

appetite.  The fifth says we are blessed as mercifu l when we 

recognize that mercy is an absolutely critical part  of our identity 

because we recognize the incredible abundant mercy that we've 

already received.  Sixth, we are blessed when we re joice in the 

pure hearts we've been given knowing that our old h eart of stone 



has been removed and has been transplanted with a n ew heart of 

flesh by a divine act of God's mercy.  Seventh, we' re blessed as 

peacemakers when we recognize that we have been giv en the task of 

peacemaker, not so much in the horizontal world, ma n to man, as 

critical as that is but really in the vertical real m where we 

recognize that the real war is not between man and man, it 's 

between God and his creation.  And so it's that war  that we are 

passionate about bringing an end to by presenting t he gospel to our 

fellow man.  And as I've said many, many times, the  sermon on the 

mount, it 's not about what you do.  It 's about who you are.  And if 

you are a kingdom citizen and you fit the descripti on the Lord 

Jesus is giving here in these beatitudes, you're go ing to pay a 

price.  And that's what we're going to speak about this morning.  

This again Matthew 5:10-12.  Jesus says:  "Blessed are those who 

are persecuted for righteousness' sake, for theirs is the kingdom 

of heaven.  Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute 

you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely  on my account.  

Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in he aven, for so 

they persecuted the prophets who were before you."   Jesus is 

telling us that persecution is going to be part and  parcel of life 

itself if you are a kingdom citizen.  Paul says it as well in 2 

Timothy 3:12, he says:  Indeed, all who desire to live a godly life 

in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.   And so we want to ask three 



questions of our text this morning.  Who are the pe rsecuted that 

Jesus is speaking of?  What does real persecution c onsist of?  And 

why of all things should we be rejoicing at persecu tion?  Who, 

what, and why?  

Well, who are the persecuted?  You know, there's a great deal of 

people in the entire world who are suffering persec ution.  There's 

the Falun Gong which is not even remotely Christian , it was a group 

started in China in the 1990's, subject to severe p ersecution.  

They've scattered all around the world, most notabl y settling in 

Orange County, New York.  Some of you know they are  our neighbors. 

There's the Rohingyas, a predominantly Muslim ethni c minority with 

an estimated 800,000 living in Myanmar and millions  elsewhere.  I 

bet you never heard of them.  I know I'd never hear d of them 

before, but according to Religion News Service, mos t Rohingyas 

practice a blend of Sufi and Sunni Islam and the Un ited Nations 

describes them as one of the most persecuted minori ties in the 

world.  They're but one of hundreds and hundreds of  groups.  And 

the persecution that they suffer is real and the ne ed to find a 

political solution to it is real as well.  But thes e are not the 

people that Jesus is referring to.  When he said:  "Blessed are you 

when others revile you and persecute you,"  he was not referring to 

Jews or Muslims or Buddhists or Hindis either or an y other 

religious group who finds themselves suffering at t he hands of 



others.  Persecution's not limited to Christians on ly.  As 

Christians, we should always be concerned when any group is singled 

out for oppression, but persecution that is blessed  by God, it's 

uniquely targeted at believers in Christ.  Jesus ac tually said:  

"Blessed are you when others revile you and persecu te you and utter 

all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account ."   So the "who" 

of blessed persecution is limited to those who are suffering on 

account of their faith in Jesus Christ.  

There's another limitation that Jesus makes in this  very same 

passage.  He says:  "Blessed are those who are persecuted for 

righteousness' sake."   See, the persecution that Jesus describes as 

blessed, it 's not only Christ-centered, it is limit ed to Christ as 

the source of the offense.  I mean, there are peopl e who present 

the gospel in such a way that the offensive part is  not Christ, 

it's them.  And I know that well because I was one of them for 

many, many years.  You know, for many, many years I  treated people 

as potential notches on my spiritual belt, you know , I thought it 

was my job to argue you into the kingdom and if you  didn't buy it, 

I would belittle you as foolish for not seeing some thing that's as 

obvious as the nose on your face.  And so when I re ceived push back 

from that kind of behavior, I just naturally chalke d it up to being 

persecuted for righteousness' sake.  Well, in fact I was not being 

persecuted.  The fact is I was a jerk and I was pay ing the price 



for that.  People were simply responding accordingl y.  You see, the 

task that each of us have been given by Christ is t o present the 

gospel speaking the truth in love.  I mean, there h as to be both, 

there has to be truth and there has to be love as w ell.  You know, 

if I walked up -- if I walked up to a complete stra nger, and I said 

to him, "Hey, buddy, you're going to hell," and I t old him that he 

was a sinner condemned already unless he had asked Jesus into his 

heart and I told him as I'm sticking tracts into hi s pocket that if 

he accepted Christ, his life was going to be infini tely better, and 

every single thing that I'm telling him is the trut h, I'd only be 

speaking half of it though.  I'd only be speaking t he half of that 

truth that's supposed to be delivered.  The love pa rt would be 

missing.  That would be setting him up most likely for -- not for 

his benefit but for mine.  See, Jesus never approac hed the gospel 

that way and he was the only one who really ever ha d a right to do 

it that way.  If the persecution you are suffering is truly blessed 

by God, that is persecution specifically identifyin g with Christ 

and it's persecution for the offense of his name ra ther than mine, 

and you know, this is a distinction that we really only have to 

make on this side of the world where persecution is  almost unheard 

of.  You know to be sure, if you were a wedding pho tographer or a 

baker and you're facing picketing and you're facing  people who have 

active campaigns to try to put you out of business and fines of 

$135,000, you would be feeling the sting of genuine  persecution as 



well.  But that type of persecution is so new to ou r culture that 

the people who are involved in it are well publiciz ed and we 

understand who they are.  Not so for believers on t he other side of 

the world.  You see, largely they suffer in silence , they suffer in 

obscurity.  It is the "who" of persecution that the  Voice of the 

Martyrs  has been so helpful to us with.  You know, Gao Zhi sheng and 

Asia Bibi and Saeed Abedini and his wife Naghmeh am ong many others, 

these are now people to us, these are real people w ho we've come to 

know and pray for, and so we can rejoice when Gao i s released, and 

we can still suffer and ache over the fact that Sae ed has been 

abandoned once again by what's taken place in these  negotiations 

with Iran, and so we continue to pray for them.  It 's incredibly 

important that these names not go unnoticed by the church.  Jesus 

expects nothing less than what God says in Hebrews 13:3  where he 

says:  Remember those who are in prison, as though in pris on with 

them, and those who are mistreated, since you are a lso in the body.   

You know, the Voice of the Martyrs  has a list, you can always -- 

you can go on the website, they have lists of perse cuted believers.  

It would be a real blessing to you, it would be a b lessing to your 

family if you could look up some individuals that m aybe we haven't 

discussed, somebody that you could put on your refr igerator that 

you as a family could pray for.  You can also sign up as I have for 

an email called Icommittopray.com, and they give up -to-the-minute 

prayer requests for those who have been -- who are actively caught 



up in persecution.  And you know, every time I see their heading in 

my in box, I see the title and it says "I commit to  pray" and it 

reminds me again that if you do it, you do -- you c ommit.  And so I 

pray for these people on a daily basis.  

Now the second question is:  What does real persecu tion consist of?  

Well, one very helpful resource for us has obviousl y been the Voice 

of the Martyrs .  But there's another organization that's been 

around for about 60 years, it's called Open Doors.  Some of you may 

have heard of it.  Open Doors used to be associated  with Brother 

Andrew, and what they did was they were chiefly inv olved in 

smuggling bibles into countries that wouldn't allow  them.  They've 

expanded to include being a watchdog for persecuted  believers 

around the world, and they define Christian persecu tion this way.  

They say:  "Christian persecution is any hostility experienced from 

the world as a result of one's identification as a Christian.  From 

verbal harassment to hostile feelings, attitudes an d actions, 

Christians in areas with severe religious restricti ons pay a heavy 

price for their faith.  Beatings, physical torture,  confinement, 

isolation, rape, severe punishment, imprisonment, s lavery, 

discrimination in education and employment, and eve n death are just 

a few examples of the persecution they experience o n a daily 

basis."  Open Doors compiles statistics, and they a re stark.  

According to them, each month 322 Christians are ki lled for their 



faith.  Each month, 214 churches and Christian prop erties are 

destroyed, and 772 forms of violence are committed against 

Christians.  They have also compiled an extensive l ist of the top 

fifty countries that are persecuting Christians and  as a surprise 

to no one, ranked in order from one to ten, are Nor th Korea, 

Somalia, Iraq, Syria, Afghanistan, Sudan, Iran, Pak istan, Eritrea 

and Nigeria.  And again, every night on Wednesday n ight at the 

prayer meeting, we pray specifically for people in these countries 

especially.  So I invite you to participate in that .  You know, we 

have a pretty good sense of who the persecuted are,  thanks to these 

organizations, and we have a pretty good idea of wh at persecution 

is, thanks to them as well.  

But the big question is the third question.  And th e third question 

is:  Why should we be rejoicing at persecution?  We ll, the first 

reason is obvious, and that's because Jesus said to .  Let me go 

back to our text.  It says:  "Blessed are those who are persecuted 

for righteousness' sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  

Blessed are you when others revile you and persecut e you and utter 

all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account .  Rejoice and 

be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so  they persecuted 

the prophets who were before you."   Well, let me give you some 

possible reasons why Jesus would say that, and the very first 

reason has to do with the grace of God.  You know, there's an old 



saying I've heard many, many times, I've said it ma ny, many times:  

You don't get boiling oil grace until you get throw n into boiling 

oil.  And when God says that his grace is sufficien t, he also means 

that it's applied right there at the point of need.   It 's never 

applied at the point of an anticipated need.  And G od's grace for 

persecution is not at all given to us who are onloo kers, who are 

rubberneckers who are not part of the immediate cir cumstance.  I 

look at Saeed Abedini and I look at his life in an Iranian jail and 

all I can see is the harshness, the fear, the lonel iness, the sense 

of abandonment.  All of these things is what I assu me he is feeling 

exclusively.  And so I feel his pain.  But I've nev er felt the 

grace that he's received.  In other words, only tho se who are going 

through persecution really know the reality and the  extent of the 

grace that God has given to them.  But we can draw some conclusions 

from the typical responses to persecution that a gr eat many 

believers have.  And this is astounding to me.  The re's an almost 

universal response from the persecuted community th at is summed up 

well by a statement from Open Doors.  This is what they say.  They 

say:  "Persecuted Christians, no matter what countr y they are from, 

do not ask us to pray that persecution would end bu t rather ask us 

to pray that they stand strong through the persecut ion.  They do 

not wish to be delivered from the persecution but r ather ask us to 

pray that they would be able to overcome the trials  that they are 

facing in a way that is honoring to God."  



You know, Nik Ripken in his book The Insanity of God  makes the 

exact same case.  You know, he said persecuted beli evers never -- 

and he emphasized "never" ask for the persecution t o stop.  They 

only ask for the grace to withstand it and withstan d it well.  And 

after reading The Insanity of God  which is stil l one of the top 

five books I think I've ever read, I think I unders tand why.  You 

see, persecuted believers, they pay an enormous pri ce but they 

uniformly think that they're getting the bargain.  The best context 

I can put it in is from the movie Rocky, I 'm sure most of you have 

seen that.  If you remember, Rocky decides that he' s going to start 

training for the heavyweight crown, and so his life  drastically 

changes and it starts to go from very easy to very hard.  And the 

movie shows him getting up, and he's up at 4:00 o'c lock in the 

morning in the predawn darkness and it's freezing c old, he's out 

there running and running, his diet has changed dra stically, he's 

no longer eating the junk that he used to eat, ther e's one scene 

showing him cracking a half dozen eggs into a glass  and drinking 

the raw eggs, do you remember that?  He borrows tim e at his 

friend's butcher shop and he's in a freezer for ext ended periods of 

time boxing with slabs of beef.  From everything we  can see from 

the outside, his life has taken this drastic and so mewhat painful 

turn.  In fact, so drastic and so painful we're tem pted to help him 

find some relief.  But you know, if you went up to Rocky and you 

said, "Don't worry, we can make this pain stop," he 'd look at you 



l ike you had two heads.  I mean, he'd say, "This pa in has a 

purpose.  There's a reason why I'm doing this.  I 'm  going for a 

crown."  So it is with believers who are undergoing  persecution.  

Listen to what Paul said in 1 Corinthians 9.  He said:  Everyone 

who competes in the games goes into strict training .  They do it to 

get a crown that will not last, but we do it to get  a crown that 

will last forever.  Therefore I do not run like som eone running 

aimlessly; I do not fight like a boxer beating the air.  No, I 

strike a blow to my body and make it my slave so th at after I have 

preached to others, I myself will not be disqualifi ed for the 

prize.   You see, the persecuted church understands exactl y what 

Paul was getting at here, because they, too, were g oing for a 

crown, except it 's a crown that'll never fade.  And  every day, in 

spite of the hardship and the pain and the fear, th ey have a sense 

of Christ's presence that is more real and more imm ediate than 

anything you or I have ever dreamed of.  They have a deep abiding 

sense of God's grace and approval, and along with t hat, constant 

reminders that he is there right alongside them thr ough it with 

them no matter what it is.  Now these folks might l ook at us and 

they see that we live in a place of great ease, gre at comfort and 

great wealth and that basically nobody in our socie ty is ever 

really satisfied.  And it is they who are wondering  who really got 

the short end of the stick.  I mean, they've got Ch rist, they've 

got the Holy Spirit, they've got the joy of the Lor d and they have 



profound hardship.  They see us, they look at us an d they say, 

okay, you got Hollywood, you've got iPads, you've g ot Wal-Mart and 

profound existential boredom.  They think we're the  ones who 

desperately need prayer, and they're right.  I mean , there's a 

reason why the persecuted seldom ask that the perse cution would 

stop.  It 's because the presence and the grace of G od is so great a 

pleasure that even persecution can't take it away.  So one cause 

for rejoicing is the presence of God on a level tha t only the 

persecuted really know.  They understand what Chris t was saying 

when he said:  " Blessed are those who are persecuted for 

righteousness' sake, For theirs is the kingdom of h eaven.  Blessed 

are you when others revile you and persecute you an d utter all 

kinds of evil against you falsely on my account.  R ejoice and be 

glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so th ey persecuted 

the prophets who were before you."   

Another cause for rejoicing and suffering in persec ution has to do 

with this, a concept of bona fides.  Say what the h eck are bona 

fides?  Well, bona fides, it 's actually two differe nt Latin words, 

it means "good faith."  And what bona fides are, it 's part of your 

record that backs up your claim to be who you are a nd what you do.  

Bona fides are what you would bring to a job or an interview that 

demonstrate you can back up your claims about yours elf with 

something more than mere words.  I mean, for exampl e, if I was 



competing for the job of a high school football coa ch and I 

demonstrated that I had a good knowledge of the gam e and I sort of 

explained myself well and I found out that I was co mpeting with 

somebody else who actually was a player from the NF L, I would say, 

"Uh-oh, I'm in serious trouble, his bona fides are much better than 

mine."  If I was competing for a job teaching Frenc h and I found 

out that the guy I was up against had lived in Fran ce for ten 

years, I'd say, "Uh-oh, his bona fides are much bet ter than mine."  

You say, so what does that have to do with persecut ion?  Well, I 

say this to underscore something that is pretty muc h meaningless 

here but incredibly meaningful in persecuted countr ies, because 

there in persecuted countries, suffering is your bo na fide.  Nik 

Ripken describes exactly how this worked when he re counted an 

exchange that took place at a secret house church c onference in 

China.  It took place between himself and a church leader who had 

suffered intense persecution.  This is how he descr ibed this 

meeting.  He said this, he said:  "He ushered me ar ound the room 

and made individual introductions before we sat dow n for dinner.  

One of the younger men in the room, perhaps twenty- five years old, 

was already anxious to set a time for an individual  interview 

appointment.  He and I set a time for later that ni ght.  After we 

were out of earshot from that young house-church le ader, my host 

leaned toward me and whispered:  'He's going to be someone God can 

use in a powerful way someday.  But you cannot trus t what he says 



now; he hasn't been to prison yet.'  This was an at titude that I 

would encounter often in China.  Personal trust and  respect for 

spiritual maturity were often in direct proportion to the amount of 

suffering that had been endured for the faith.  If someone had not 

yet experienced personal persecution and suffering,  trust was 

withheld until that happened.  What was perhaps mos t remarkable 

about that was the underlying assumption that the s uffering and 

persecution would inevitably happen!"  Jesus says w e are to rejoice 

in suffering and for these Chinese brothers, part o f that rejoicing 

is realizing that suffering is a genuine bona fide in persecution 

cultures.  It 's a way of proving your worthiness.  And it's not so 

odd as you might think.  In fact, if you go back to  the book of 

Acts, you find Peter and the disciples doing the sa me thing.  You 

find them rejoicing in their sufferings because the y, too, were 

counted worthy of persecution.  They, too, were arr ested and they 

were ordered to remain silent and when they refused , they were 

arrested again and they got dragged before the Sanh edrin and what 

followed in Acts 5  is a speech by Gamaliel who was one of the 

temple leaders, and this is what he said.  He says:   "Therefore, in 

the present case I advise you:  Leave these men alo ne!  Let them 

go!  For if their purpose or activity is of human o rigin, it will 

fail.  But if it is from God, you will not be able to stop these 

men; you will only find yourselves fighting against  God."  His 

speech persuaded them.  Then they called the apostl es in and had 



them flogged.  Then they ordered them not to speak in the name of 

Jesus, and let them go.  The apostles left the Sanh edrin, rejoicing 

because they had been counted worthy of suffering d isgrace for the 

Name.   They too had established their bona fides.  You k now, Jesus 

did say:  "Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteous ness' 

sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven."   

Now another cause for rejoicing in addition to grac e, in addition 

to bona fides is the freedom that the persecuted ha ve.  They may 

think what?  It seems to me the exact opposite.  Th ey lose their 

freedom.  Well, those who are persecuted often time s lose the 

freedom of ownership, of security and even personal  liberty when 

they get thrown into jail, yet one abiding thought among the 

persecuted is that persecution itself brings freedo m.  I mean, Kris 

Kristofferson summed it up nicely when he sang:  Fr eedom's just 

another word for nothing left to lose.  And it has been said and I 

can readily acknowledge the truth of this, I bet yo u can as well, 

that every single thing that you and I own in a sen se owns us.  

That's what Jesus was getting at when he said in Matthew 6:  "Do 

not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, whe re moths and 

vermin destroy, and where thieves break in and stea l.  But store up 

for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moths and  vermin do not 

destroy, and where thieves do not break in and stea l."   Having my 

stuff stripped away may seem like, may feel like a bitter pill to 



take, but what if instead of bitterness you begin t o realize that 

moths and vermin and thieves or any other thing tha t might keep you 

up at night can no longer reach or touch your stuff  because it's 

now stored in the safest place there is, it's store d in heaven.  

And furthermore God says he will reward you greatly  simply for 

being willing to store it there.  God says this in Hebrews 10:32, 

he says:  Remember those earlier days after you had received the 

light, when you endured in a great conflict full of  suffering.  

Sometimes you were publicly exposed to insult and p ersecution; at 

other times you stood side by side with those who w ere so treated.  

You suffered along with those in prison and joyfull y accepted the 

confiscation of your property, because you knew tha t you yourselves 

had better and lasting possessions.  So do not thro w away your 

confidence; it will be richly rewarded.   You know, we look at that 

passage we think I'm looking at the musings of a ma d man.  I mean, 

you joyfully accepted the confiscation of your prop erty?  Well, you 

joyfully accepted it because you knew your confiden ce is going to 

be richly rewarded.  You see, if you understand God 's economy as 

essentially being completely the opposite of ours, then things 

begin to make sense.  You know, God says he who hum bles himself 

will be exalted, he who exalts himself will be humb led.  He says 

the first shall be last; the last shall be first.  God says in 

Galatians 5:1 :  It is for freedom that Christ has set us free.  

Stand firm, then, and do not let yourselves be burd ened again by a 



yoke of slavery.   Well, would it not also follow that those who try  

to steal your freedom in Christ either by the law o r against the 

law, while those whose freedom in Christ is threate ned by them, 

well, when they fully understand the freedom that C hrist has given 

them, they're by far the most free regardless of th e circumstance 

they find themselves in.  

Once again this is easier to il lustrate than to exp lain.  It might 

be tough to grasp what I'm saying here.  And once a gain, Nik Ripken 

gives an excellent example of the type of freedom w e're talking 

about that you find in persecution.  When somebody' s trying to take 

something away from you, they actually are giving y ou something.  

Listen to how Ripken describes how a Chinese church  leader might 

respond to threats of persecution.  This is a class ic example of 

the freedom I'm talking about.  He says this:  "The  security police 

regularly harass a believer who owns the property w here a 

house-church meets.  The police say, 'You have got to stop these 

meetings!  If you do not stop these meetings, we wi ll confiscate 

your house, and we will throw you out into the stre et.'  Then the 

property owner will probably respond, 'Do you want my house?  Do 

you want my farm?  Well, if you do, then you need t o talk to Jesus 

because I gave this property to him.'  The security  police will not 

know what to make of that answer.  So they will say , 'We don't have 

any way to get to Jesus, but we can certainly get t o you!  When we 



take your property, you and your family will have n owhere to live!'  

And the house-church believers will declare, 'Then we will be free 

to trust God for shelter as well as for our daily b read.'  'If you 

keep this up, we will beat you!' the persecutors wi ll tell them.  

'Then we will be free to trust Jesus for healing,' the believers 

will respond.  'And then we'll put you in prison,' the police will 

threaten.  By now the believers' response is almost  predictable:  

'Then we will be free to preach the good news of Je sus to the 

captives, to set them free.  We will be free to pla nt churches in 

prison.'  'If you try to do that, we will kill you! ' the frustrated 

authorities will vow.  And, with utter consistency,  the house- 

church believers will reply, 'Then we will be free to go to heaven 

and be with Jesus forever.'"  You see, the freedom of the 

persecuted extends beyond property; it extends to t heir own lives.  

And once you've given up the claim to your own life , you find 

you've discovered yet another extraordinary freedom , the freedom of 

life itself.  

David Platt gave a memorable sermon at the T4G Conf erence in 2012.  

It was entitled:  "Divine Sovereignty:  The Fuel of  Death-Defying 

Missions."  His title was well chosen.  He spoke of  the freedom and 

the joy that accompanies giving up your claim to yo ur own life, 

giving it up to the sovereignty of God.  And he spo ke of the 

example of a Romanian pastor named Josef Tson, and his example 



i llustrates the point better than anything I can sa y.  Again, I 

need a lot of examples to get this across.  This is  what Pastor 

Tson recounted about a time he was being interrogat ed by six men, 

and this is what he said.  He said:  "During an ear ly interrogation 

I had told an officer who was threatening to kill m e, 'Sir, let me 

explain how I see this issue.  Your supreme weapon is kill ing.  My 

supreme weapon is dying.  Here is how it works.  Yo u know that my 

sermons on tape have spread all over the country.  If you kill me, 

those sermons will be sprinkled with my blood.  Eve ryone will know 

I died for my preaching.  And everyone who has a ta pe will pick it 

up and say, 'I 'd better listen again to what this m an preached, 

because he really meant it; he sealed it with his l ife.'  So, sir, 

my sermons will speak ten times loud letter than be fore.  I will 

actually rejoice in this supreme victory if you kil l me.'  After I 

said this, the interrogator sent me home.  Another officer who was 

interrogating a pastor friend of mine told him, 'We  know that 

Mr. Tson would love to be a martyr, but we are not that foolish to 

fulfil l his wish.'  I stopped to consider the meani ng of that 

statement.  I remembered how for many years, I had been afraid of 

dying.  I had kept a low profile.  Because I wanted  badly to live, 

I had wasted my life in inactivity.  But now that I  had placed my 

life on the altar and decided I was ready to die fo r the Gospel, 

they were telling me they would not kill me!  I cou ld go wherever I 

wanted in the country and preach whatever I wanted,  knowing I was 



safe.  As long as I tried to save my life, I was lo sing it.  Now 

that I was willing to lose it, I found it."  See, w hether it 's 

establishing your bona fides as someone genuinely w orthy of the 

privilege of suffering for Christ or whether it 's s ensing God's 

grace or God's presence or God's freedom in ways yo u've never 

experienced before, it 's a fact that suffering and persecution is 

often times a cause for rejoicing.  But you know, m ost of this 

takes place on the other side of the world.  We are  just starting 

to get a tiny, tiny little taste of it here, but tr ust me, things 

are going to get a lot more interesting in the next  few years.  

And so the question is:  How do we bring this eight h beatitude home 

to us in Port Jervis, New York?  Well, first I want  to remember an 

obvious fact.  It 's a fact that Nik Ripken points o ut in his book 

over and over again, and this is the fact.  Persecu tion for a 

Christian is completely optional.  Just think about  this for a 

second.  What Ripken is saying is you don't have to  suffer even the 

tiniest trace of persecution for your faith if you don't want to.  

All you have to do is learn to keep your mouth shut .  I mean, if 

you never breathe a word to anyone about Christ the  Savior, you 

will never suffer persecution at all.  Now, you may  be haunted by 

scriptures like Matthew 10  in which Jesus says:  "Whoever 

acknowledges me before others, I will also acknowle dge before my 

Father in heaven.  But whoever disowns me before ot hers, I will 



disown before my Father in heaven."   But you'll never have to worry 

about any type of persecution because, like I said,  it 's strictly 

optional.  Persecution for us is by invitation.  I mean, maybe 

you're tempted to take another tact that has become  very popular 

today.  It is simply redefine who Jesus is.  I mean , make him into 

an icon who wants nothing but tolerance and love.  Well, if you do 

that, you just might find this scripture daunting a s well.  This is 

Jude 1:4, describing what I think is taking place right now.  Jude 

says:  For certain individuals whose condemnation was writ ten about 

long ago have secretly slipped in among you.  They are ungodly 

people, who pervert the grace of our God into a lic ense for 

immorality and deny Jesus Christ our only Sovereign  and Lord.   Like 

I said, life for us is about to get a lot more inte resting.  

So how do we prepare?  First I think we have to und erstand what is 

this battle all about, and again I turn to Nik Ripk en because he 

sums it up better than anything I could say.  Let m e just read to 

you his assessment of what this is all about.  He s ays:  "Satan's 

greatest desire is for the people of this planet to  leave Jesus 

alone.  Satan desires that we turn away from Jesus -- or that we 

never find him in the first place.  If Satan cannot  be successful 

at that, he desires to keep believers quiet, to dim inish or silence 

our witness, and to stop us from bringing others to  Christ.  It is 

that simple.  Once we understand the nature of this  spiritual 



battle and the strategy of the Enemy, we see clearl y the role that 

believers have been called to play.  We also see th e importance of 

our choices regarding witness and faithfulness and obedience.  At 

the beginning of every day, we choose.  It is simpl y a matter of 

identification.  Will we identify with believers in  persecution -- 

or will we identify with their persecutors?  We mak e that choice as 

we decide whether we will share Jesus with others o r keep him to 

ourselves.  We identify ourselves as believers by t aking a stand 

with, and following the example of, those in persec ution.  Or we 

identify with their persecutors by not giving witne ss of Jesus to 

our family, our friends, and our enemies.  Those wh o number 

themselves among the followers of Jesus -- but don' t witness for 

him -- are actually siding with the Taliban, the br utal regime that 

rules North Korea, the secret police in communist C hina, and the 

Somalis and Saudi Arabias of the world.  Believers who do not share 

their faith aid and abet Satan's ultimate goal of d enying others 

access to Jesus.  Our silence makes us accomplices. "  

So here's the big question:  How do we conquer our silence?  Well, 

there's a principle that Jesus spoke about and I th ink it applies 

right here, right now today.  This is something he said in Luke 

16:10, he said:  "One who is faithful in a very little is also 

faithful in much, and one who is dishonest in very little is also 

dishonest in much."   See, here's the problem that we're facing.  



Folks love to think, you know, when ISIS takes over , when they come 

marching into the church and they put a gun to my h ead and they 

say, "Deny Christ!"  I will say, "No, I won't."  Bu t you and I know 

that's not going to happen, at least not here.  See  what's far more 

likely to happen here is my neighbor using Christ's  name like a 

dishrag.  That's the thing that's going to happen.  It 's going to 

be friends and acquaintances heaping scorn on the b ible's positions 

on marriage.  Maybe it's a Facebook post challengin g the goodness 

of God himself.  Well, the question is, on these li ttle things, do 

we stay silent?  Or by God's grace do we speak up?  Listen, I know 

this may be the scariest thing you've ever done, bu t God's going to 

give you the grace and the wisdom to do it.  Listen  to what Jesus 

said in Luke 21, he said:  "But before all this"  -- he's explaining 

to the disciples that things are going to get bad f or them, he 

said:  "But before all this they will lay their hands on y ou and 

persecute you, delivering you up to the synagogues and prisons, and 

you will be brought before kings and governors for my name's sake.  

This will be your opportunity to bear witness.  Set tle it therefore 

in your minds not to meditate beforehand how to ans wer, for I will 

give you a mouth and wisdom, which none of your adv ersaries will be 

able to withstand or contradict."   Now we may not be appearing 

before kings and governors but we can still count o n God to walk us 

through.  And the worst that any of us are likely t o face in terms 

of persecution is mild embarrassment, maybe some re jection.  I know 



I 've been there, I know I've felt that, it just mov ed me to pray 

more and to prepare more.  To be sure, some of our brothers and 

sisters are facing real persecution right now, but they are the 

exception.  And they need our support financially a nd prayer wise, 

but mostly the things that we are going to be chall enged with today 

are not big things.  They're going to be little thi ngs.  I want you 

to consider those little things the training wheels  that God has 

given you.  He wants these wheels on our bikes so t hat we can get 

up and get running and get ready.  

Ripken quoted another leader who had suffered great ly at the hands 

of the Communists who said this:  "Don't ever give up in freedom 

what we would never have given up in persecution!  That is our 

witness to the power of the resurrection of Jesus C hrist!"  So I 

beg you to consider today while we're still basking  in that 

freedom, while it stil l cost us almost nothing to w itness the power 

of the resurrection of Christ.  And so the question  is:  Are you 

willing to trust God in this?  I find if you are wi lling to trust, 

he is willing to give you opportunity.  Would you l ike to taste the 

pleasure that drives our brothers and sisters to ri sk everything?  

Would you like to experience the pleasure of God's grace, God's 

presence, and God's delight in what you're doing?  Well, now's the 

time to start claiming that freedom every time God gives you that 

opportunity, no matter how small, no matter how ins ignificant.  



Just remember, "One who is faithful in very little is also faithfu l 

in much."  "Blessed are those who are persecuted fo r righteousness' 

sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Blessed  are you when 

others revile you and persecute you and utter all k inds of evil 

against you falsely on my account.  Rejoice and be glad, for your 

reward is great in heaven, for so they persecuted t he prophets who 

were before you."   Let's pray.  

Father, again, I've heard it said many times that t he Chinese say:  

May you live in interesting times.  We are living i n interesting 

times.  I just want to pray, Lord, as times get mor e and more 

interesting, that you would give each of us the cou rage, not to go 

out and become Ph.D.s and how to do apologetics but  just to simply 

be willing to be a vessel for your Holy Spirit to f low through, to 

take those risks.  God, give us the ability to take  those risks 

while they're still small so that we can establish a pattern of 

being willing to take those risks as they get bigge r and bigger.  

Give us the sense of your pleasure in this, of the freedom in this.  

Give us the opportunity to prove our bona fides, we  pray in Jesus' 

name.  Amen.  


