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John 15:18-25; Matthew 5:3-12

Introduction:   Persecution is never a fun topic but it is a reality of the world we 
live in today.  Christians have been persecuted since the time of Christ for their 
faith, and have become martyrs as well.  Today, movie End of the Spear, received 
Voice of the Martyrs in the mail yesterday, website says how Chinese Christians 
were arrested and jailed, falls under section of doing time for God.  Foxe’s Book of 
Martyrs, spans history of Church from first century, to Reformers to early mission 
works.  Compass Direct details persecution too.  In countries today like Indonesia 
(where Sunday school teachers were arrested for teaching Muslim children, even 
with parental permission), India with radical Hindus who want a Hindu only state, 
Nigeria where Muslims attack and kill Christians and try to enforce Sharia, Viet-
nam where Christianity is viewed as Western (even though Jesus is from the East), 
and these are examples that are just scratching the surface of the persecution of the 
church today.  What is interesting is that Jesus made it a point to discuss persecu-
tion on several occasions, including here.  Why?

The Blessing of Persecution

 As we look at the beginning and the end of the Beatitudes, we see what is impor-
tant to Jesus to share with us. Notice too that the first and last Beatitude also share 
the same reward.  Jesus began the Beatitudes by telling us that we are blessed if we 
are poor in spirit, if we are aware and open to our deep need for God, for the cross, 
for Jesus.  All of the blessings of the kingdom of God, and of our relationship with 
Jesus Christ flow from our surrender to Him, from our embracing our need for 
Him. When life goes well and is full of joy and comfort, we may still know that we 
need God.  When life, however, is full of strife, pain and agony, then, we really see 
our need for God.  Jesus intentionally shares with us at the end of the Beatitudes 
that we are blessed when we are persecuted, for then we will have no doubt of our 
need for Him, for His care, for His presence.  

 Jesus is being painfully honest with us here that being a Christian is not easy and 
is in fact costly.  Christianity is not an eternal insurance policy against the suffering 
and pain of life.  Rather, Christianity is a dynamic, life giving and powerful rela-
tionship that permeates and energizes every part of our lives, where we enjoy the 
presence of God in each and every moment.  Jesus makes it clear that we are 
blessed if we are persecuted because of righteousness and because of Him.  Jesus, 
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however, is not talking here about suffering that we bring on ourselves due to bad 
decisions or faulty logic.  As Jesus shares in John 15:18-21, “if the world hates 
you, keep in mind that it hated me first.  If you belonged to the world, it would love 
you as its own.  As it is, you do not belong to the world, but I have chosen you out 
of the world.  This is why the world hates you.  Remember the words I spoke to 
you: ‘No servant is greater than their master.’  If they persecuted me, they will per-
secute you also.  If they obeyed my teaching, they will obey yours also.  They will 
treat you this way because of  my name, for they do not know the One who sent 
me.”  

As believers, then, we know that by becoming people of the cross, we will 
also share in the journey of the cross, a journey where we learn total dependence 
on God, even in the midst of pain and suffering, mistreatment and persecution.  We 
are blessed because we know that God promises to be with us and to give us 
strength.  When we are persecuted or mistreated for Him, we are blessed for then 
we see our utter need for Him and for His comfort.  We are blessed because it is an 
indication that we are representing Christ and on the right track.  We are blessed 
because persecution deepens our faith, and makes us make a decision of whether 
we will follow Jesus with all of our heart or just pay him lip service.  

Rejoicing in the Midst of the Challenges

 Now, it is not natural for humans to celebrate or to rejoice when going through the 
most painful times.  Jesus, however, emphatically calls us to a different way of life, 
saying in 5:12, “Rejoice and be glad.”  The Greek word here for joy is agalliasthai, 
which comes from two words, to leap exceedingly, to leap for joy.  This then is not 
a passive or internal joy, but an exuberant and expressive joy, clearly and power-
fully shown in body, mouth and spirit.  Jesus is calling us to rejoice in the most 
painful of times, when we know that we are being mistreated, for the sake of His 
name.  

 We can rejoice knowing that there is a reward in store for us, and that we stand in 
holy company.  The reward is being assured that we belong to God, to His king-
dom, which is in the world but that also transcends the world.  We take comfort 
from knowing that God is with us now, and will be with us for eternity.  Jesus says 
in Matthew 5:12, “because great is your reward in heaven for in the same way they 
persecuted the prophets who were before you.” We see this throughout Scripture as 
Israel often had a love hate relationship with the prophets.  In 2 Chronicles 36:16, 
for example, the author says, “but they mocked God’s messengers, despised His 
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words and scoffed at the prophets until the wrath of the Lord was aroused against 
His people and there was no remedy.”  

When we see the lives of the prophets and of Jesus in the Bible, we see that 
our God never promises that life will be easy or free of pain.  We also see that ex-
ternal circumstances are NEVER indicators of God’s love for us.   We do see that 
God does promise to be present with us, to give us hope and a future, to sustain us 
through challenging and troubling times when we are persecuted or mistreated.  It 
is in times like this, that we realize Jesus is enough for us.   

As Eugene Peterson says, “You’re blessed when your commitment to God 
provokes persecution.  The persecution drives you even deeper into God’s kingdom. 
Not only that-count yourselves blessed every time people put you down or throw 
you out or speak lies about you to discredit me.  What it means is that the truth is 
too close for comfort and they are uncomfortable.  You can be glad when that 
happens-give a cheer even! -For though they don’t like it, I do!  And all heaven ap-
plauds.  And know that you are in good company.  My prophets and witnesses have 
always gotten into this kind of trouble.”  

It’s not About You

 Persecution is ultimately about people’s issues with God, rather than about us.  
Jesus says the world hates Him because people do not like to be confronted with 
their sin (John 15:22).  The Church acts as a conscience for our world, revealing 
sin and calling people to repentance and to new and selfless living.  There are evil 
forces and people in the world that are not happy about this.  Paul tells us in Ephe-
sians 6:12, “for our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, 
against the authorities, against the powers of this dark world and against the 
spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly realms.”   There is a spiritual battle going on 
in our world today, a battle that involves us but that is about Jesus, and about giv-
ing proper glory to God.  Persecution always accompanies proclamation, for the 
Gospel holds people accountable and illuminates their sinful condition.  

 A lot of people have issues with God, which they take out on others.  This is true 
with persecution, or character assassination, such as that mentioned by Jesus.  It is 
much safer and more convenient to take out our frustrations and issues with God 
on someone we can see, and someone who cannot blow us away with lightning 
bolts.  When we are mistreated for our faith, not if, but when, we need to remember 
it is not about us, it’s not personal.  Those who have given themselves over to evil 
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do not want to be challenged or reminded of their bad choices.  Thus, they will try 
to minimize and tear down those who reveal to them and remind them of God.  

 Because of the freedoms we have in America, persecution takes more subtle 
forms, such as gossip, ridicule, lies or being considered less intelligent because of 
our faith.  Some of the ridicule or names I have been called include: whiner, legal-
ist, loving literalist, less intelligent than scientists by family members, un Presbyte-
rian.  Our responsibility is to make sure that we represent Christ faithfully, so that 
people are offended by the cross, and not by our own behavior.  What about you 
this morning?  Are you afraid of persecution? Are you willing to trust in and follow 
Jesus no matter what or no matter how you are treated?  Which of you would will-
ingly sign up for persecution? Ridicule?  Should we disassociate ourselves with 
pre-Christians around us to avoid persecution?  

No, rather we should consciously develop relationships with pre-Christians 
and humbly pray that we can be a witness to them of the goodness and grace of 
God.  Within two years of becoming Christians, most believers lose all of their pre-
Christian friends.  God does not intend us to live in Christian ghettos, but to live in 
the real world, where people are dying and yearning for Christ.  The blessing Jesus 
offers us is that as we follow Him, as we share in His suffering, we also share in 
His glory and we enjoy God’s powerful and redemptive presence.
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