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Congregational reading of Matthew 5:1-12

Today we come to the eighth and final beatitude.  Someone has said it speaks of the blessing no one wants – the blessing that comes to those who are persecuted for the sake of righteousness.  By definition persecution involves pain and suffering.  What wants that?  Most of us would rather have the blessing that comes to the merciful than the blessing that comes to the persecuted.

But in these verses Jesus is telling us that the normal expectation for anyone who follows him is persecution.  

1. SOONER OR LATER EVERY TRUE DISCIPLE OF THE LORD JESUS CHRIST WILL ENCOUNTER PERSECUTION IN SOME FORM.  
THIS IS WHAT THE DISCIPLES WHO LISTENED TO HIM LEARNED FROM HIM AND REMEMBERED VIVIDLY.

Peter quotes this beatitude twice in his first letter.  Once in the third chapter verse 14:  “But even if you should suffer for righteousness sake, you are blessed.”

And once in the fourth chapter verse 14: “If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed.”

Peter adds in 4:12-13:  “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.  But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed.”

Paul who had endured a lot of persecution wrote to Timothy in II Timothy 3:12:  “In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.”

To the Philippians he says, “For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for him.” Philippians 1:29.
To the Christians at Thessalonica he said, “And when we could stand it no longer… we sent Timothy, who is our brother and God’s fellow worker in spreading the gospel of Christ, to strengthen and encourage you in your faith, so that no one would be unsettled by these trials.  You know quite well that we were destined for them.  In fact, when we were with you, we kept telling you that we would be persecuted.  And it turned out that way, as you well know.” I Thess. 3:1-4.

There is a way to avoid persecution:

· Fit right in with the world
· Approve of the world’s morals and ethics

· Live like the world lives

· Laugh at the world’s jokes

· Enjoy the world’s entertainment
· Smile when God is mocked 
· Let them take God’s Name in vain
· Don’t tell people they are lost without Jesus Christ

· Act as if all religions are the same and everyone goes to heaven
· Don’t mention hell

· Don’t make moral judgments

· Don’t take a stand on moral issues

· Don’t ever share your faith

Follow this formula and it will be smooth sailing.  BUT if that is your choice, you also better examine yourself to see whether or not you really are a believer.  
You may be a Christian living in disobedience, or you might not be a Christian at all.  
In Luke 6:26 Jesus said, “Woe to you when all men speak well of you.”  If you are popular with everybody, that means they don’t know the truth about you.   Either you have masked your Christianity, or you are not a Christian at all.  
If you are faithful to the Lord Jesus Christ you will suffer persecution in one form or another.

People need to be told that if they follow Christ, there will be a price to pay.

Few people who have lived in our times have understood this better than Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the author of the book, The Cost of Discipleship:

“Suffering, then, is the badge of true discipleship.  The disciple is not above his master.  Following Christ means suffering…  That is why Luther reckoned suffering among the marks of the true Church, and one of the memoranda drawn up in preparation for the Augsburg Confession similarly defines the church as the community of those “who are persecuted and martyred for the Gospel’s sake.” … Discipleship means allegiance to the suffering Christ and it is therefore not at all surprising that Christians should be called upon to suffer.  In fact, it is a joy and a token of His grace” (Bonhoeffer, 80, 81).  
THE APOSTLES EXPERIENCED PERSECUTION

Have you ever wondered what happened to the apostles and early church leaders after the writing of the New Testament?  Church history and tradition gives us the following answers: 

Peter–Crucified upside down

James–Beheaded

Phillip–Crucified

Matthew–Killed by the sword

James the Son of Alpheus–Stoned to death

Matthias–Stoned, then beheaded

Andrew–Crucified, left hanging on the cross for three days

Paul–Beheaded by Nero in Rome

Jude–Crucified

Bartholomew–Beaten to death with clubs

Thomas–Speared to death

Simon the Zealot–Crucified

John–Exiled to Patmos; died a prisoner 

None of the apostles escaped persecution. All died as a result of their faith in Jesus Christ, except the Apostle John who was exiled and died as a prisoner. 

CHRISTIANS AROUND THE WORLD TODAY FACE PERSECUTION
According to Oxford University’s WORLD CHRISTIAN ENCYCLOPEDIA, has been the bloodiest century in all of human history for Christians.  Two-thirds of the Christian martyrs who have died in all of church history died in the 20th century.

An average of 160,000 Christians have been killed every year since 1990 in places like Algeria, Nigeria, Sudan and Pakistan.  

Islamic extremism is the “main danger” to Christians worldwide today.  

In an article in Christianity Today magazine entitled, “Tortured for Christ – and Ignored” Charles Colson presents a list of facts about persecution of Christians around the world today – particularly in Muslim countries:
The Muslim government in Sudan has made it a crime to convert to Christianity.  As the Khartoum government troops move south, where most Christians in the Sudan live, believers are given three options:  convert to Islam, flee, or be killed.  Thousands of children have been snatched from Christian families and sold as slaves to buyers in Sudan, Libya and other Islamic countries.  Thousands of Christian women have been raped, and others old as servants or concubines.  

In Pakistan, Christian evangelism is outlawed by a blasphemy law that prohibits speaking against the prophet Muhammad, punishable by death.  A 12-year-old child was recently sentenced to death and freed only by international pressure.

In Egypt, both converts and ethnic Coptic Christians are being persecuted, their businesses looted, their churches burned.

In Iran, many Christians have been arrested and tortured; others have lost their homes, jobs, and businesses.  

According to the Open Doors “World Watch List” – Saudi Arabia has the dubious distinction of being the country where Christians are more severely persecuted than any other in the world today.  “No freedom of religion exists in Saudi Arabia.  Any citizen who converts from Islam to another religion faces the death penalty by beheading for apostasy.”

You may never face the threats that Christians face who live in many countries today.  But you ARE likely to be misunderstood, to be put down, insulted, rejected, laughed at, lied about if you belong to Christ and are committed to him – and people around you recognize that.

Steve Zeisler has written:  “It is interesting to me, as many have noted, that on secular campuses (in the United States) today the only group of people left who are fair game for rejection, who may be roundly insulted without anyone's objecting, are people who live their lives with an outspoken commitment to Christ.” 
Arthur Pink says:  It is a strong proof of human depravity that men’s curses and Christ’s blessings should meet on the same person.  It is the persons Christ blesses whom the world curses.
2. WHY ARE FOLLOWERS OF JESUS CHRIST PERSECUTED?    
Why does it have to be this way?  Well, listen to Jesus’ testimony in John 15:18-20:  “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.  That is why the world hates you.  Remember the words I spoke to you: ‘No servant is greater than his mater.’ If they persecuted me, they will persecute 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.”
In these verses Jesus is saying that He was in trouble in this world.  And as His faithful followers we should not be surprised if we are in trouble too.  He shows us why.  THERE ARE THREE REASONS:

1)  As Christ’s followers we will be hated because we “DO NOT BELONG TO THE WORLD.”  Verse 19.    
When John uses this term “world” he does not mean the planet earth, or even the human race that populates the earth.  He is using it of the WORLD SYSTEM that organized by Satan and is opposed to God.  (NEB “this godless world”).   He is talking about the world in rebellion against God.  We are different from the world in rebellion against God.  We don’t belong to that world any more.  God and His values rule our lives now – we don’t conform to this world and its values.    
There was a man named Aristides who lived in Athens during its golden era.  He was called “Aristides the Just.”  Yet he was banished from Athens.  Why?  When one of the citizens was asked why he voted for Aristides’ banishment he answered, “Because I am tired of hearing him always being called “Aristides the Just.”  

The world suspects anyone who is different.  If that is true in general, how much more true it is of those whose lives have been transformed by the Spirit of God and the power of Jesus Christ.  We are no longer like the world – so the world hates us.          
2) As followers of Christ we will be hated because Jesus has “CHOSEN US OUT OF THE WORLD.”

What does that mean?  Jesus is talking about the DOCTRINE OF ELECTION.  Jesus is saying that those who believe in him ACCEPT him and RECEIVE him have been chosen by God to believe and to be saved.  
The world rejects Christ and they reject his salvation.  But they also hate the thought that only those who believe in Him will be saved.  
The world likes to think that “everyone is going to a better place.”  But the Bible says that those without Christ are going to hell, and the world doesn’t like to hear that.  

It seems like arrogance to the world for Christians to say that we are the only ones chosen of God in this world to be saved.  

Anne Graham Lotz was being interviewed by Shawn Hannity of Fox News:  “Are you saying that Jesus is the only way?  You know how mad that makes people today, don’t you!”

Romans 10:1:  “Brothers, my heart’s desire and prayer to God for the Israelites is that they may be SAVED….”  Romans 9:2:  “I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart.  For I could wish that I myself were cursed and cut off from Christ for the sake of my brothers, those of my own race…”  
3) The world hates Christians because of their IDENTIFICATION with Christ and because the world HATES CHRIST.  
Verse 18, 21:  “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first… All these things they will do unto you for my name’s sake.” 
Why does the world hate Christians?  It hates them because it hates their Master.
They really don’t hate us.  Who do they hate?  They hate Christ.  

It really isn’t us they resent.  It is Christ living in us.  

“Blessed are those who are persecuted BECAUSE OF RIGHTEOUSNESS…. Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you BECAUSE OF ME…”  Insults – refers to verbal abuse.  Persecution – not just a harsh word, but harassment.    Falsely say all kinds of evil – to be lied about, slandered.      

3. WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE PERSECUTED “BECAUSE OF RIGHTEOUSNESS” AND “BECAUSE OF ME”?
Righteousness is the quality in our lives of being like Jesus Christ that draws rejection, insults, and persecutions.  Jesus says it is “because of me.”  

Jesus does not say, “Blessed are the persecuted, period.”  He doesn’t say blessed are those who are persecuted for being a nuisance, or for being rude or insensitive or thoughtless or obnoxious – or because you are lazy or irresponsible.  

In other words this beatitude DOES NOT APPLY to trouble YOU BRING ON YOURSELF.  

But it DOES APPLY when you face opposition because of your IDENTIFICATION with Jesus Christ and YOUR STAND FOR HIM.  

Everyone who lives like Jesus –will be persecuted.  
It doesn’t mean we will be persecuted ALL THE TIME.  And it doesn’t mean the persecution will be VERY DRAMATIC – it might be very civilized persecution.  

It might just mean being considered dull by your neighbors because you don’t delight in their gossip and their slander.    
It may mean being excluded and shunned because you don’t laugh at the dirty jokes people tell.

It may mean doing a good job at work but being passed over for promotions because people know you won’t bend the rules.  

It may mean feeling subtle pressure to keep quiet about your Christian convictions on controversial issues like same-sex marriage or abortion – for fear of rejection by your peers.  

It may mean being tempted to practice shoddy business ethics because that’s how everyone else is getting ahead and your boss insists that you do the same.  

It may mean being “too wholesome” for the people who run the Miss America pageant as Miss California found out when she did speak up for traditional marriage and against same-sex marriage.  She lost her crown over it.  
But Jesus said there is a VERY SPECIAL JOY IN PERSECUTION!  If you stand up BOLDLY and FORCEFULLY for righteousness and you are persecuted – you should not be SAD, you should be GLAD.  

He said, “Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.”

“REJOICE” – means “be really glad.”
“BE GLAD” – means “jump and skip and shout for joy.”  Same word that is used in I Peter 1:8:  “Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy.”

4. HOW CAN WE “REJOICE AND BE GLAD” WHEN WE EXPERIENCE PERSECUTION?
1) Because persecution demonstrates that we are IDENTIFIED with Christ.

When Peter and John were beaten for the sake of their testimony in Jerusalem, and warned not to speak again in the name of Jesus, it says in Acts 5:41:  “The apostles left the Sanhedrin, rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for His Name.  Day after day, in the temple courts and from house to house, they never stopped teaching and proclaiming the good news that Jesus is the Christ.”
What the Lord is saying about persecution for righteousness sake is the point that Paul makes in II Corinthians 2:14-16 when he says there is an undeniable aroma in the life of believers.  “But thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumphal procession in Christ and through us spreads everywhere the fragrance of the knowledge of him.  For we are to God the aroma of Christ among those who are being saved and those who are perishing.  To the one we are the smell of death; to the other, the fragrance of life.”  

Some people oppose us because to them there is an aroma about us that means death to them.  It is Christ himself – and our influence in their lives brings Him close to them.    

2) Because God uses persecution to PERFECT the believer. 
I Peter 1:6-7:  “In this you greatly rejoice, though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials.  These have come so that your faith – of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire – may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.”

Billy Graham tells of a friend of his who lost a job, a fortune, a wife, and a home.  But he was a believer and he held to his faith even though he was very depressed.  One day in the midst of his depression he stopped to watch some men doing stonework on a huge church.  One was busy chiseling a triangular piece of stone.  “What are you going to do with that?” he asked.  The workman stopped and pointed to a little opening near the top of the spire.  See that little opening up there near the spire?” he said.  “Well, I’m shaping this down here so that it will fit in up there.”  Tears filled his eyes as he walked away – because it seemed that god had spoken to him personally through the workman telling him that God was shaping him for heaven through his ordeal.  
3) Because persecution gives us an opportunity to demonstrate the supernatural RADIANCE of the Christian life.

When Paul and Silas were beaten and put in jail – they sang praises to God – and the jailer heard them.  He cried out, “Sirs what must I do to be saved.”  That evening not only he but everyone in his house were saved and baptized.  

In the days of the English Reformation (1540-1565), two men named Hugh Latimer and Nicholas Ridley, although raised Catholic, had come to genuine faith in Jesus Christ.  Both men rejected the Mass and the doctrine of submission to the Pope. Latimer was known as a great preacher while Ridley helped author the Book of Common Prayer. Both men were arrested and condemned to be burned at the stake in Oxford, England, in 1555. As the flames were being lit, Latimer cried out to his fellow-martyr, “Be of good cheer, Master Ridley, and play the man. We shall this day light such a candle by God’s grace in England as (I trust) shall never be put out.” 
4) Because Jesus promised to persecuted believers that our reward in heaven is GREAT.
God will never permit what has been done for his glory to go unrewarded.

Hebrews 11:24-26:  By faith Moses when he had grown up, refused to be known as the son of Pharaoh’s daughter.  He chose to be mistreated along with the people of God rather than to enjoy the pleasures of sin for a short time.  He regarded disgrace for the sake of Christ as of greater value than the treasures of Egypt, because he was looking ahead to his reward.”  
“This slight momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison because we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen.”  II Corinthians 4:17-18.  
5) Because the Lord Jesus Himself is particularly NEAR to us in the moment of severe persecution.

Do you remember the story of the three Hebrew boys who were cast into the midst of the burning fiery furnace?  Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego.  When the king looked into the furnace he said, “Did not we cast three men, bound, into the midst of the fire?... Lo, I see four men loose, walking in the midst of the fire, and they are not hurt; and the form of the fourth is like a son of the gods.” Daniel 3:24-25.  
Samuel Rutherford, the great 17th century preacher, put in jail for his faith, said, “Jesus Christ came into my cell yesterday and every stone shone like a jewel.”  
Like many others before and after him he faced tremendous problems with an inner strength and grace he would have never had without the Lord’s presence.  

That’s why Paul could say, “I have learned in whatsoever state I am, therewith to be content…I know how to be abased and I know how to abound.  I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me…”  (Philippians 4:11-13).

Chrysostom, the great Christian of ancient times, summoned before the Roman Emperor and threatened with banishment if he did not cease to proclaim Jesus – is said to have replied, “Sire, you cannot banish me, for the world is my Father’s house.”  “Then I will kill you!” exclaimed the angered ruler.  “Nay, but you cannot, for my life is hid with Christ in God.”  “Your treasures will be confiscated!” came the fiery retort.  “Sire, that cannot be.  My treasures are in heaven, where none can break through and steal.”  “But I will drive you from man, and you will have no friends left!”  That you cannot do either, for I have a Friend in heaven who has said, “I will never leave you nor forsake you.”  

Ray Stedman:  “The most wonderful privilege any human being can have is that he should be given the HONOR of having a DIVINE COMPANION all the way through life, day after day.  The greatest provision ever made by God to handle pressure, problems, dangers, and disappointments seems to be the last resort for many Christians.  They apparently prefer to spend thousands of dollars in counseling and psychiatry bills, or battle with fears and worries for years on end, or even blow out their brains, rather than to “Remember Jesus Christ risen from the dead.”  This one verse is a pattern for handling difficulty in life.  We would be delivered from so much if at the moment of pressure and temptation we would “remember Jesus Christ, risen from the dead.”  He is the Divine Counselor, the Divine Companion who is available to meet our need…” (Ray Stedman sermon, “Follow the Leader” 1, 3).   

CONCLUSION
People who have their hearts so much in heaven that they fear no man but rejoice in persecution – these radically free and joyful people are the “salt of the earth and the light of the world”!!!!  We will see that in the final message!
