
SEVEN HISTORICAL PRINCIPLES 
OF PERSECUTION 
Genesis 4:1-12

INTRO: I want to deal with the subject of persecution this 
morning. This afternoon, after a potluck lunch we want to 
join the Christian Church for the International Day of 
Prayer for the persecuted church. We will be praying for 
other parts of the world but I want to remind us this 
morning that we can experience persecution right here. It 
may even be that we persecute others and are not aware of 
doing so. So we will make this message more personal than 
dealing with other parts of the world, though these 
principles will apply everywhere.  

The basic idea of persecution in Scripture comes from the 
idea 'to pursue'. So, we might call it 'persue cution'. Let 
me briefly define what persecution is. To write a 
definition of persecution, I have borrowed from Ronald 
Boyd-MacMillan's definition, in his book, "Faith That 
Endures". “Christian persecution is any hostile feelings, 
attitudes, words, or actions experienced by a Christian 
from any other person as a result of that Christian's 
identification with Christ and the truths of the Word of 
God.” 

Now, if persecution is 'pursue cution', here is the 
question: those who persecute, whom do they pursue? Let me 
quote MacMillan, the book I just mentioned: “Persecution is 
the pursuit of Christ through us, carried on by the flesh, 
the world, and the devil” (115). When anyone suffers for 
the truth of the Word of God, the actual fact is that those 
who persecute are actually going after Christ. They may not 
recognize it, but they are trying to get at Christ. That is 
the heart of persecution. You see, according to the Bible, 
we are ambassadors for Christ, and when we suffer for 
standing for Him in truth, He is suffering! It does not 
matter whether that opposition comes from the unsaved world 
or from so called Christians.

Now, there is discussion among those who define Christian 
persecution, as to whether hostile feelings and attitudes 
or even words could be called persecution. Some think it 
can only be called persecution if one loses blood or one is 
imprisoned, or hostile opposition to that extent. I do not 
struggle as to what constitutes persecution. I have no 
trouble calling hostile feelings attitudes, words 



persecution. The only difference is one of the extent of 
persecution. 

So we are going to draw seven principles of persecution 
from the account of the first persecution to ever take 
place. We find this in Genesis 4. 

  I.  THE COMPLEX OF PERSECUTION (4:1-2)

Let us now go to Genesis 4:1-12. From our passage, 
point #1 of persecution is that persecution always 
has a complex. When I talk about a complex I mean in 
the sense that we use the word when we say someone 
has an inferiority or superiority complex. A complex 
is that whole realm of emotionally interrelated 
feelings, desires or ideas that function as a unit in 
a person. Those who persecute others have a complex. 
Now our passage begins like this in verses 1-2: Now 
Adam knew Eve his wife, and she conceived and bore 
Cain, and said, "I have acquired a man from the 
LORD." Then she bore again, this time his brother 
Abel. Now Abel was a keeper of sheep, but Cain was a 
tiller of the ground.

Now here you have two brothers. For persecution you 
must have more than one individual. And there must be 
some contrast in those individuals, no matter what 
the number of them is. These two men were of opposite 
occupations, and that can cause friction. Now, it was 
Cain that persecuted Abel. Cain was the older 
brother. You see, the complex of those who persecute 
is what I might call the 'superiority complex'. Or we 
might call it the 'elder brother' complex. We find 
this complex in the NT parable of the prodigal son. 

Now the complex is a superiority complex and it comes 
from one who views himself in some way superior to 
another. In groups, it is the group that feels 
superior because of number or kind or family or any 
other such thing. It goes like this: You should 
respect me or listen to me, because I am the older 
brother, or because we are the larger group or we are 
superior. They do not say this. This is their 
complex. And if you say, “Well, what about this or 
that?” But you will not find those with a superiority 
complex interested in discussing facts. 



Now those who are truly right never persecute others. 
They do not need to. They may reprove or rebuke, but 
never persecute. If they persecute, there is always 
something that is not truly right. Also, those who 
persecute always feel threatened in some way. An 
older brother may feel threatened by a younger. A 
larger church may feel threatened by a smaller and so 
on. A senior pastor by an assistant etc… And that 
brings on this 'elder brother' or superiority 
complex. Those who are truly right can rejoice in the 
superiority of another. Let that sink into our 
hearts. Let me also mention that envy and jealousy 
play a big part in much of persecution. 

 II.  THE CAUSE OF PERSECUTION

I have called the second point I find in persecution 
in our text the cause of persecution. This is the 
pivotal point of the matter. I find this in verses 3-
5. The account says: And in the process of time it 
came to pass that Cain brought an offering of the 
fruit of the ground to the LORD. Abel also brought of 
the firstborn of his flock and of their fat. And the 
LORD respected Abel and his offering, but He did not 
respect Cain and his offering. And Cain was very 
angry, and his countenance fell.

Cain became angry. What made Cain angry? What made 
his countenance fall? It was because God respected 
Abel's offering but not his own. So, let me ask you a 
question: Since it was God who did not accept Cain's 
sacrifice, why was Cain angry with Abel instead of 
God? Well, through Abel God revealed His righteous 
standards and the superiority complex deals with the 
instrument God uses. They think if they can get rid 
of the instrument that will solve their problem.  

Well, Cain’s younger brother's actions were a reproof 
of his own and he viewed Abel as inferior to himself! 
It was his younger brother. But it was not verbal 
reproof. Abel did not say, "Hey Cain, that is the 
wrong kind of sacrifice." It was reproof by action. 
Cain felt reproved by Abel's actions. Abel just did 
what was right, and it was a reproof to Cain. Listen 
to 1 John 3:11-12, "For this is the message that you 
heard from the beginning, that we should love one 
another, not as Cain who was of the wicked one and 



murdered his brother. And why did he murder him? 
Because his works were evil and his brother’s 
righteous." 

Why was Cain angry at his brother? Because his 
younger brother did right, and it was a reproof to 
his own works, which were evil. Now let me share 
something with you. Whenever anyone sets up a 
righteous standard for him or herself, and it is 
above the cultural norm, even though he says nothing 
to anyone about it, the others feel threatened by it. 
This person's actions have threatened the norm of the 
larger group. The larger group will immediately 
interpret this as his saying, "You think you are 
better than we are." And they will grow an 
antagonistic attitude towards such a person. None of 
us are above those feelings of being threatened by 
someone more righteous than we, and none of us are 
above persecuting others, at least to a degree, the 
person with the higher standard. 

I feel I must add something here. There is such a 
thing as people with a more godly standard but who 
also know it and they carry a holier than thou 
attitude. This is always a danger for those with 
truly higher godly standards. LEM would call this the 
holy huddle and he would quickly dispel such 
attitudes. 

On the other hand, let me ask and seek to answer 
another question. How do I know when I am 
experiencing righteous indignation over something or 
when am I experiencing wrong anger? Whenever I feel 
like persecuting someone, it is most likely wrong 
anger. When I can take a stand in peace without going 
after another, it is most likely righteous anger.

Islam persecutes Christians because they feel 
threatened by them, and because the true standard of 
Christians is right and they are wrong. I read 
recently, during Syria's use of chemical weapons that 
some Muslims said the Bible was more dangerous than 
chemical weapons. Why do they say that? Because they 
are threatened by a book more righteous than theirs. 
Mohammed was a wicked man, as history clearly 
reveals. What is the cause of persecution? It is when 



someone with a superior complex feels threatened by 
someone more righteous. 

My wife and I were listening to an Egyptian man, I 
think it was. And he was talking about persecution. 
Listen to the insight this man had. He said, "You 
don't have to persecute somebody unless you are 
scared of the truth that they carry." Cain had 
learned that Abel's sacrifice was more righteous than 
his, because the Lord accepted Abel's offering but He 
did not accept Cain's offering. And when the elder 
brother complex, or the superiority complex meets one 
more righteous than they, what do they do then? Well, 
this story gives us that information later and we 
will see it. 

Furthermore, when God had respect to Abel's offering 
and not to Cain's, it caused envy and jealousy in 
Cain. It seems to me that envy and jealousy is often, 
if not always involved in persecution. When we are 
envious of others or jealous, we will often resort to 
tearing down their character. That is 'pursue 
cution'. If we cannot overcome them like that, we 
then may well proceed to more drastic measures. The 
same happens to us when others are envious or jealous 
of us. 

III.  THE COUNSEL IN PERSECUTION  

The third principle that runs in persecution that I 
find in our passage is that God seeks to counsel 
those who persecute. I could have called this point 
conviction. God's counsel produces conviction. This 
conviction always causes the persecutors to seek to 
justify themselves. So look at the Lord's counsel to 
Cain in verses 6-7: So the LORD said to Cain, "Why 
are you angry? And why has your countenance fallen? 
If you do well, will you not be accepted? And if you 
do not do well, sin lies at the door. And its desire 
is for you, but you should rule over it."

The Lord's counsel began with some heart searching 
questions. First, "Why are you angry?" What a 
convicting question! Ask that question the next time 
you are angry. When one person persecutes another, 
anger lurks in the background. And anger wants to 
lash out. But think what could have happened if he 



had stopped and pondered why he was angry! And then 
the Lord said, "Why has your countenance fallen?" You 
see Cain's anger caused his feelings towards Abel to 
change. His countenance fell. He could not look at 
Abel in the same way as before anymore. 

Now, did the Lord ask these questions because He did 
not know? No, He asked so Cain might discover why he 
was angry. Cain should have said, "OK, why am I 
angry? Come to think of it, this is a good question!" 
When God said to Adam, "Adam, where are you?" it was 
not because God did not know where Adam was. It was 
because Adam did not know where he was. God did not 
ask Cain these questions because He did not know the 
answers, He asked because Cain did not know the 
answers. And these questions produce conviction. 

And what is the Lord's counsel? It is this: If you do 
right, your sacrifice will be accepted too. All you 
need to do is do right. But if you do not do right, 
sin lies at the door. Listen to 1 John 3:11-12 again, 
"For this is the message that you heard from the 
beginning, that we should love one another, not as 
Cain who was of the wicked one and murdered his 
brother. And why did he murder him? Because his works 
were evil and his brother’s righteous."

Now I want you to notice carefully these words from 
that passage in 1 John: "…not as Cain who was of the 
wicked one…" Do you know what the whole problem is 
here? The battle between God and Satan is taking 
place in Cain's mind. And he is listening to Satan 
without knowing it. Cain was of that wicked one, 
Satan. Abel was of the Righteous One, Christ. You 
see, the devil was after Christ. Now let me warn us, 
we as Christians can listen to the voice of the 
wicked one and feel the same way about others as Cain 
did about Abel. Then we must ask ourselves, "Just a 
minute. Why am I like this? Who have I been listening 
to?" Jesus said to the Apostle Peter, "Get behind me 
Satan." Peter was listening to Satan and did not know 
it. The third point then is that God seeks to get our 
attention so that we will sit down and reason out why 
we are acting like we are, if we feel like 
persecuting someone. 



Now think of it. Let us say a Muslim sat down and 
reasoned within himself and said, "Why are we 
persecuting Christians? What are they really doing 
wrong? Do they have a right to believe as they wish? 
What is really true anyway?" If a Muslim began to 
ponder actual truth, no doubt he would change his 
ways. 

 IV.  THE CALLOUSNESS OF PERSECUTION

The fourth point I find in this passage regarding 
persecution is the coldness or callousness of soul it 
is capable of producing. When we allow ourselves to 
be used by the devil to persecute others, or even to 
carry those bad attitudes towards others for the 
reason that we feel threatened by their 
righteousness, it can cause us to become very cold 
and callous. Listen to verse 8 of our text: Now Cain 
talked with Abel his brother; and it came to pass, 
when they were in the field, that Cain rose up 
against Abel his brother and killed him.

Listen to 1 John 3:11-12 once again, "For this is the 
message that you heard from the beginning, that we 
should love one another, not as Cain who was of the 
wicked one and murdered his brother. And why did he 
murder him? Because his works were evil and his 
brother’s righteous." How cold and callous did Cain 
become? Callous enough to kill his brother. 

It is questioned sometimes at what point opposition 
becomes persecution. Some think that it is only when 
you are physically harmed that you could be viewed as 
persecuted. I said earlier that I think even hostile 
feelings, attitudes, words, or actions are 
persecution. The only difference is one of extent. 
When you walk into some place and people avoid you 
because of your stand for something right in the Word 
of God, that is persecution. 

When I find in my heart that I want to speak evil of 
someone who I actually know is right, or I fear he is 
right so I don't want to check it out for fear he is 
right, my heart can become so could and callous, that 
I can even contemplate tearing down their reputation 
and ultimately it can drive a person to even kill 
someone. 



  V.  THE COVER-UP OF PERSECUTION

The fifth point I note in our text is that those who 
persecute others want to cover up their actions in 
whatever way possible to make themselves look as 
though they are in the right for doing what they are 
doing. This cover up may be by lying or by pleading 
innocence or by any other way that 'looks' good to 
those who might question one's actions. Listen to 
verse 9 of our text: Then the LORD said to Cain, 
"Where is Abel your brother?" He said, "I do not 
know. Am I my brother’s keeper?"

When God asked Cain where Abel was he said, "I do not 
know." Now that is an outright lie. Someone recently 
told one of our folk: Be careful whom you call a 
liar. Let me say this, "Be careful to call a lie a 
lie." Cover up is not good. Now I think in almost 
all, if not in all persecution, lies take place. The 
devil is the father of lies. Lying is so serious that 
the Bible says liars will go to hell. You do not have 
to lie twenty times to be a liar. I have been amazed 
at the power lies carry. 

Let me say one word with regard to lies in 
persecution. There are what I would call the feeders 
and the seeders when it comes to lying. The feeders 
are those who make up the lies and pass them on. You 
only need one feeder. This is the most wicked person. 
Then there are the seeders. When someone wants to 
tear down someone else's character and he does it by 
lying about that person, and you or I hear that lie 
and believe it, and pass it on, we become the 
seeders. We think we are telling the truth but we are 
seeding someone else's lies. In a community like 
ours, it can affect and infect an entire community in 
a very short time. And by spreading these seeds we 
can be furthering persecution even though in fact we 
are spreading lies. 

Paul Washer has long spoken out that he sees 
persecution coming to America. When we were going 
through church troubles some years ago, a young man 
whom I did not know sent me an e-mail to encourage 
me. He had copied out part of Paul Washer's message 



as an encouragement and this is what it said:

"The church in America is going to suffer so 
terribly. We laugh now, but they will come after us, 
they will come after our children. They will close 
the net around us while we are playing soccer mom and 
soccer dad. While we are arguing over so many things, 
and mesmerized by so many little trinkets. The net 
even now is closing around even you and your children 
and your grandchildren, and it does not cause you to 
fear. You will be isolated from society, as has 
already happened. Anyone who runs for office, who 
actually believes the Bible, will be considered a 
lunatic, until finally we are silenced. 

"We will be called things we are not, and persecuted 
not because we are followers of Christ, but as 
radical fundamentalists who do not know the true way 
of Christ which of course is love and tolerance. 
We will go down as the greatest bigots and haters of 
mankind in history. ….little by little the net is 
closing around and its not so little by little, look 
how fast things are going downhill even in just a 
matter of weeks. A matter of weeks! 

"But at the same time, know this; Persecution is 
always meant for evil, but God always means it for 
good. Is it not better, to suffer in this life, to 
have an extra weight of glory, in heaven? 
You must settle this in your mind; this is the one 
thing I want to say over and over. Down through 
history you have a wrong idea of martyrdom and 
persecution. You think that these men were persecuted 
and martyred for their sincere faith in Jesus Christ. 
That WAS the real reason, but no one heard that 
publicly. 

"They were martyred and they were persecuted as 
enemies of the state, as child molesters, as bigots, 
as narrow minded stupid people who had fallen for a 
rues and could contribute nothing to society. Your 
suffering will not be noble, so your mind must be 
filled with the Word of God when all people persecute 
you and turn on you. 

"And if the Spirit of God and common grace pulls back 
and you see even your children and your grandchildren 



tossing in the lot that you should die. This is no 
game. You want revival and awakening but know this; 
for the most part, great awakenings have come only 
preceding great national catastrophes or the 
persecution of the church" end quote. 

What he is saying is that when persecution comes, the 
persecuted are not viewed as martyrs for Christ by 
the community around them. Those who persecute them 
paint them as scum and dirt by lies and colored 
stories. The facts are they are persecuted for doing 
right, but by the stories going around about them, 
they are made to look like very bad people. 
Persecutors have to cover themselves over with a good 
looking cloak; and they have to make those they are 
persecuting look bad. Some of the early church 
Christians were made to look like very wicked people. 
The persecutors claimed that when these Christians 
had communion they drank the blood of people they had 
sacrificed. The community saw them as very wicked 
people. The community thought they were worthy of 
death. But the facts are they were fed lies by the 
persecutors. 

You see, Cain said, "I don't know where Abel is." But 
he knew. If he had not truly known, then of course 
there would not have been fault in him. But in fact, 
he was Abel's murderer. You see, when people lie 
about you and those who listen to them believe them, 
they think they have heard the truth. And when those 
who believe these lies spread those same lies to 
others, they think they are doing those they are 
spreading it to a favor. To them, it is the truth. 
Lies are horribly wicked things. That is why God said 
all liars will have their part in the lake that burns 
with fire and brimstone. Cain was a liar. He was of 
that wicked one. He was demonic because he was a 
liar. He said, "I don't know where Abel is." 

But second, Cain pled innocence. He said, "Am I my 
brother's keeper?" This is a cover up. I mentioned 
earlier that when God causes conviction in a 
persecutor's heart, he seeks to justify himself. 
Cain's question, "Am I my brother's keeper?" has 
nothing to do with answering God's question about 
where his brother is. And, no, he was not his 
brother's keeper; but since he was his brother's 



killer, he also knew where his brother was! 
Persecutors seldom come to the point where they own 
up to what is really going on in their hearts. That 
is covered up. And when the time comes that they are 
willing to uncover, they will most likely repent.  

 VI.  THE CONVICTION OF PERSECUTION

The sixth point regarding persecution I note is the 
conviction of persecution. The conviction I am 
talking about is not when one feels guilty for 
something, but when pronouncement is given regarding 
one's guilt. Verse 10 says: And He said, "What have 
you done? The voice of your brother’s blood cries out 
to Me from the ground."

You see, God knew the facts. God knew what Cain had 
done. The voice of Cain's blood was crying out to God 
from the ground. We can do nothing, but God knows it 
altogether. If God knows when a sparrow falls to the 
ground, He most certainly knows when blood, in which 
the life is, falls to the ground. He knows every 
hostile feeling, every wrong attitude.

May I encourage us to consider when we try to deal 
with others by persecuting them in any wise, that God 
knows our motivation of heart and He will reveal 
those motivations and that will bring us to the 
seventh and last point. All those who persecute 
others because of some godliness will meet the 
consequences of such actions. 

VII.  THE CONSEQUENCES OF PERSECUTION 

So, the seventh and last point of persecution I 
notice in our passage is the consequences of 
persecuting others. I am not talking about the 
consequences to those who are persecuted, though that 
cost can be very great here on earth. I am talking 
about the consequences for the persecutors. In verses 
11-12 we note that there were temporal consequences 
for Cain for killing his brother. God said in verses 
11-12: "So now you are cursed from the earth, which 
has opened its mouth to receive your brother’s blood 
from your hand. When you till the ground, it shall no 
longer yield its strength to you. A fugitive and a 
vagabond you shall be on the earth."



There are consequences for persecuting others. They 
may take various forms. Some experience worse 
consequences here on earth than others. One of the 
men I traveled with who had spent a number of years 
in Russian prisons for his faith told me this story. 
He had been called to visit a certain KJB officer who 
was dying a slow and horrible death. Nobody wanted to 
visit this officer because the stench in his room was 
almost unbearable. You see, this officer's living 
body was rotting. But this pastor went. I do not 
remember the outcome of this talk, but the officer 
was seeking relief, not so much from his physical 
pains as his spiritual torment. Physically he was 
rotting alive. But spiritually he suffered the 
agonies of hell for the mistreatment he had caused to 
Christians. You see, in his sickness the truth of his 
actions caught up with him and he called for such an 
one as he would have persecuted at one time. It could 
even be that his physical suffering was brought on by 
a tormenting conscience. Oh how tormenting conviction 
can be for such sins! 

CONCL: And so, in conclusion, the first principle in 
persecution was the elder brother complex, the superiority 
complex. Principle #2, the cause of persecution is the 
righteousness of someone else's actions which exceed one's 
own. For example, when I offer someone else a beer and he 
refrains, that causes a response that is a lot different 
than if he turns down a Pepsi. When he turns down the beer, 
now I might want to say bad things about that person who 
thinks he is so much better than I. Principle #3, is the 
inner voice of God's counsel. It is conviction of the wrong 
of one's own actions. When I persecute others, God will 
talk to my heart and I will do everything I can to make 
myself look right. Principle #4 is the callousness that is 
produced in a persecutor's heart. The heart can become so 
cold that one will kill the opposition. Principle #5, all 
persecutors must cover up their inner heart motivations. 
They can never let people see what is really going on 
inside. Principle #6 is when God pronounces one's guilt. 
This is when one is convicted by God as guilty. The truth 
is made plain. This will come for every persecutor, if not 
sooner, then later. And last, principle #7, is the 
consequences of persecuting others. If these consequences 
do not take place in this life-time, they will surely take 
place in the next. 



We have looked into the subject of persecution this 
morning. If you are experiencing persecution, and some of 
you are, I have one word of advice for you: Live right. 
Don't retaliate. Don't lie about those who are troubling 
you. And according to the words of the Lord Jesus, rejoice 
that you are worthy of such actions. On the other hand, 
maybe there is someone here who is actually persecuting 
someone else. I have a word for you as well: Humble 
yourself and acknowledge the real intents of your heart. 
God will then give you victory. 

And last, with regard to the world around us, listen to 
this verse of Scripture from Hebrews 13:3, "Remember the 
prisoners as if chained with them—those who are mistreated—
since you yourselves are in the body also." Today we want 
to look at two countries and pray for them; China and Iran. 


