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JESUS AND PERSECUTION 

(SUNDAY, MAY 31, 2015) 

Scripture Reading: Psalm 79; John 15:18-25 

INTRODUCTION 

If you can remember the message from last week, we started a short series on the subject 
of persecution. 

Our focus was Revelation 12. 

The persecution of the true church of Jesus Christ is motivated and directed by satan – 
not because he rules this world but rather because he is enraged because of his defeat. 
Satan knows his time is short. In his rage against Christ he attacks His body. 

From Revelation 12, we can appreciate the cosmic dimension to persecution. 

Today, we consider a related theme by giving attention to the instruction of Jesus Christ 
regarding suffering and persecution for the sake of His name. 

In considering the words of our Lord, we will give attention to three main points – why, 
what, and how. 

Why – the reason for persecution. 

What – the nature of persecution. 

How – the way we are called to face and endure persecution for the name of Christ. 

To face persecution and suffering, you must keep in mind the words and example of Jesus 
Christ. 

1. WHY? THE REASON FOR SUFFERING. JOHN 15:18-25 

This is a rather simple question to answer at least in part. I don’t want to complicate the 
answer, but we will consider several things that our Lord first taught His disciples. 

Why do Christians so often face persecution? 

The answer is that the world first hated Jesus Christ. 
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John 15:18   “If the world hates you, you know that it hated Me before it hated 
you. 

The world very often in John’s writings refers the created moral order in active rebellion 
against God and in league with satan.1 

The words of Jesus from Matthew 10 and in other places are very similar to this. 

Matt. 10:24   “A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a servant above his master. 
25 It is enough for a disciple that he be like his teacher, and a servant like his 
master. If they have called the master of the house Beelzebub, how much more 
will they call those of his household! 

In John 15:20 Jesus tells you to remember. Do not forget this. 

20 Remember the word that I said to you, “A servant is not greater than his 
master.’ If they persecuted Me, they will also persecute you. If they kept My word, 
they will keep yours also. 

I think what surprises us or is difficult for us to grasp is the degree of persecution or 
hostility that believers are facing in our nation given our heritage and even the protections 
afforded us by our Constitution. 

Even in all this we have to keep in mind the words of our Lord. 

Verse 19 gives a second and related reason. 

19 If you were of the world, the world would love its own. Yet because you are not 
of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you. 

Jesus here testifies of His grace and sovereignty. 

The reason we are hated is because we once were also of the world but have been 
delivered. 

D. A. Carson writes well: 

                                                
1 (Carson 1991), 525. 
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Christians cannot think of themselves as intrinsically superior. They are ever 
conscious that by nature they are, with all others, ‘objects of wrath’ (Eph. 2:3).2 

Now we must keep in mind in all this that Jesus is speaking of Christians suffering for a 
godly witness and not because we are being hypocrites or doing things that are unjust or 
wicked. 

A third reason is given in verse 21. 

21 But all these things they will do to you for My name’s sake, because they do not 
know Him who sent Me. 

True suffering for the sake of righteousness is always connected with the Triune God – 
Father, Son, and Spirit. 

Verse 21 shows that there is a very close connection between the world’s hatred of Jesus 
Christ and not knowing the Father who sent our Lord. 

Here we consider that the world would never come to know these things apart from God’s 
sovereign grace. 

I would again stress that we should not be happy to see our nation or in others such 
rebellion that leads to persecution and suffering. 

But we are called to remember and never forget the much greater reality.  

It is not about you. It is about the Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

2. WHAT? THE NATURE OF PERSECUTION. MATTHEW 10:16-26 

Some of the great hymns we sing like “Onward Christian Soldiers” and “Sound the Battle 
Cry” emphasize the theme of battle – the great spiritual battle that Christians are called to 
face. 

These hymns present part of the perspective we must keep in mind. 

The proper response to suffering is not to withdraw from the world.  

                                                
2 (Carson 1991), 525. 
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At the same time we also realize that although Christians are called to engage the enemy, 
very often we are very weak in direct comparison to the forces of this rebellious world. 

Remember from Revelation 12, the picture presented there was of a fierce, angry, powerful 
dragon waiting to pounce on a newborn baby and then seeking to attack the women after 
the baby was born. 

What is the picture that Jesus uses in Matthew 10 of His disciples? 

We are like sheep in the midst of wolves. 

What an appropriate description for the first disciples. 

What an appropriate description increasingly for Christians in our own nation. 

And we should observe carefully from verse 16 that it is the Lord Jesus Christ who sends 
us out in this situation. 

The point is that compared to the mighty forces of this world we rightfully seem to be 
weak. 

The response is not to run and hide and complain about the fearsome teeth of the wolves. 

Jesus states because of the perilous condition we must be wise as serpents and harmless as 
doves. 

What a beautiful word of instruction for us to consider. 

Example of Christians from western nations visiting places under Communist rule. 

In Matthew 10, Jesus continued to describe in particular the suffering that the disciples 
and Jewish believers in particular would face. 

One aspect of persecution would be arrest and beatings in the context of synagogues. 

A local synagogue not only served as a place of worship but served as a place where 
discipline was carried out.3 

Nearly 2000 years later, synagogues have been replaced by mosques, police stations, 
communist party headquarters and the like. 

                                                
3 (ESV Study Bible 2008), s.v. Matthew 10:17. 
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We have not yet seen this aspect in large measure in the US directly, but it may well be 
one of the forms of suffering we will face. 

Verse 18 speaks of another aspect of persecution and yet one that is part of the way that 
God’s kingdom is expanded. 

18 You will be brought before governors and kings for My sake, as a testimony to 
them and to the Gentiles. 

It is not every Christian who will stand before presidents or prime ministers, but many 
have been given this opportunity for witness. 

The book of Acts in particular devotes a great deal of attention to the Apostle Paul and his 
trials before governors and kings. This is part of the great witness to the nations. 

Verse 21 goes on to describe a particularly difficult aspect of persecution – betrayal or 
handing over for arrest and even death by family. 

Matt. 10:21   “Now brother will deliver up brother to death, and a father his child; 
and children will rise up against parents and cause them to be put to death. 

To the western mind, this is almost incomprehensible.  

To those more shaped by what we might say is eastern thinking, this is very 
understandable. 

In Islamic practice, if a family member converts to Christianity, it is the obligation of 
other family to kill him or her. 

Honor killings as they are sometimes called are taking place even in the United States, 
though sometimes it is not because of conversion to Christianity but simply living a more 
American lifestyle. 

These verses speak of persecution and suffering to the point of death. 

According to Open Doors, Christians in over 60 countries today are regularly martyred 
for their faith.4 

                                                
4 http://opendoorsusa.org/ 
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Further, according to statistics they provide on their website, each month on average 322 
Christians are killed for their faith, 214 church buildings or other properties are 
destroyed, and 772 forms of violence are committed against Christians. 

One statistic that I have heard frequently is that more Christians died for their faith in the 
20th century then in all the previous 19 centuries combined. 

This statistic is both sobering and encouraging. 

It is a reminder of the intense spiritual battle Christians are still facing. 

It is also a testimony to the power of God through the gospel in that the number of 
believers today is on the rise despite intense suffering and opposition. 

Under this point, I want to share one other passage. 

Matt. 24:22 And unless those days were shortened, no flesh would be saved; but 
for the elect’s sake those days will be shortened. 

About five years when we were still in the book of Matthew, I argued that the first portion 
of Matthew 24 is focused on the great judgment that came upon Jerusalem leading to the 
terrible destruction of the city and temple in A.D. 70. 

It was a horrible time of suffering especially for Jews who rejected the message and 
warnings of Jesus. 

But even for those who believed and trusted in Him for salvation, this was an incredible 
time of suffering. 

Here I simply make a point that at times, the level of suffering that God causes his people 
to face can be nearly indescribable. 

The intensity of persecution thankfully doesn’t not always remain the same. 

But truly, none of us, can relate to what some Christians have faced throughout history – 
from the days shortly after the NT to the present. 

This is why a book like Fox’s Book of Martyrs is important. It is a reminder of the 
intensity of persecution but also the grace of God in persecution. 

Erwin Lutzer in his book, The Cross in the Shadow of the Crescent, writes of the terrible 
suffering Armenian Christians endured 100 years ago in 1915. 
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The Turks during and immediately after World War I shed the blood of over 1 million 
Christian Armenians.5 

We are well to be reminded again of the words from Revelation 12. 

Woe to the inhabitants of the earth and the sea! For the devil has come down to 
you, having great wrath, because he knows that he has a short time. 

 

3. HOW? THE WAY TO FACE PERSECUTION. MATTHEW 5:10-12 

10  Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, For theirs is the 
kingdom of heaven. 

11  “Blessed are you when they revile and persecute you, and say all kinds of evil 
against you falsely for My sake. 12 Rejoice and be exceedingly glad, for great is 
your reward in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

I stated last week we must never romanticize suffering or persecution. 

It is not something we should wish to happen. 

The Apostle Peter in his first letter states in 1:6 

1Pet. 1:6  In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while, if need be, you 
have been grieved by various trials,   

The meaning of grieved is to experience sadness or great sorrow. The reality is not only 
that as believers we suffer or go through difficulty, but that it causes us to experience 
sadness.  

As John Calvin commented, “… the faithful are not logs of wood, nor have they so 
divested themselves of human feelings, but that they are affected with sorrow, fear 
danger, and feel poverty as an evil, and persecutions as hard and difficult to be borne.” 

The words of Scripture testify throughout to sorrow involved in suffering but this is not 
where they end. 

                                                
5 Erwin Lutzer, The Cross in the Shadow of the Crescent, 86. 
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The words of Jesus later echoed by Peter and other inspired authors of the NT call us to 
consider the blessing of righteous suffering and indeed to be filled with joy. 

Observe that verse 10 doesn’t just say blessed are those who are persecuted. Verse 11 
doesn’t end by simply saying, blessed are you when they revile and persecute you. 

The blessing is not simply to suffer, but to suffer for a reason. 

The blessing is when you suffer for the sake of righteousness. 

The blessing is when you suffer for the sake of Jesus Christ. 

For the sake of righteousness speaks of what Jesus Christ accomplished on the cross and 
then the calling given to those who trust alone in the work of Jesus Christ for salvation. 

Listen to two passages. 

Rom. 1:17 For in it [the gospel] the righteousness of God is revealed from faith to 
faith; as it is written, “The just shall live by faith.” 

1Pet. 2:24 who Himself bore our sins in His own body on the tree, that we, having 
died to sins, might live for righteousness—by whose stripes you were healed. 

Blessed is a key word in Matthew 5 and throughout the NT. It is the same word found in 
the Greek translation of the OT for Psalm 1. 

Some translations use the word happy which would not be a bad translation save for the 
fact that happy seems too superficial. Fortunate also could be a good translation but it is 
inappropriate because of its association with luck. Congratulations is close to the meaning 
but again not the best word that could be used. So we will stick with the word blessed but 
understand it to refer to the deep inner joy of those who have been brought into the 
kingdom of God.6 

The first way then to face persecution is to consider the words of Jesus that there is a 
blessing when you suffer for the sake of His name. 

Because of this blessing, you are called to rejoice and be exceedingly glad for great is your 
reward in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

                                                
6 France, 161. New Bible Commentary, s.v. Matthew 5. Hagner, 91. 
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A second response to suffering would be the call to not fear. 

Three times at the end of Matthew 10, Jesus gives the command to not fear men. 

Matt. 10:26 Therefore do not fear them. For there is nothing covered that will not 
be revealed, and hidden that will not be known. 

Matt. 10:28 And do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. But 
rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell. 

Matt. 10:31 Do not fear therefore; you are of more value than many sparrows. 

Notice in all three of these statements the reason to not fear has nothing to do with who 
we are but with the power and protection of God. 

Related to the command to not fear is the command to not worry. 

Look at Matthew 10:19-20. 

Matt. 10:19 But when they deliver you up, do not worry about how or what you 
should speak. For it will be given to you in that hour what you should speak; 20 for 
it is not you who speak, but the Spirit of your Father who speaks in you. 

A powerful example of this promise would be the Apostle Peter. 

Before our Lord was crucified, Peter trembled before those who asked if he were a disciple 
of Jesus. But after our Lord’s mighty resurrection and the coming of the Holy Spirit, Peter 
and the other disciples were characterized by boldness and the ability to speak before the 
mighty and powerful. 

I think there is application also for us in light of dealing with challenges that we do not yet 
know how we will face. 

We should not be filled with fear or worry but rather trust that God will give the grace 
and strength we will need. 

Jesus also in Matthew 6 also speaks against the sin of worry this time in relationship to 
provision. 

Matt. 6:25   “Therefore I say to you, do not worry about your life, what you will 
eat or what you will drink; nor about your body, what you will put on. Is not life 
more than food and the body more than clothing? 26 Look at the birds of the air, 
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for they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns; yet your heavenly Father feeds 
them. Are you not of more value than they? 27 Which of you by worrying can add 
one cubit to his stature? 

CONCLUSION: 

To face persecution and suffering, you must keep in mind the words and example of Jesus 
Christ. 

Heb. 12:3   For consider Him who endured such hostility from sinners against 
Himself, lest you become weary and discouraged in your souls.  4 You have not yet 
resisted to bloodshed, striving against sin. 

 

Prayer 

Hymn: 506 

 

Benediction – Hebrews 13:20-21 

Now may the God of peace who brought up our Lord Jesus from the dead, that 
great Shepherd of the sheep, through the blood of the everlasting covenant, make 

you complete in every good work to do His will, working in you what is well 
pleasing in His sight, through Jesus Christ, to whom be glory forever and ever. 

Amen. 

 


