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October 4th 2009

Walking with the Master
Lesson 16
“The Sermon on the Mount” 
Blessed are the Persecuted.
Matthew 5: 1-12
The year was 156 AD, a time when a great persecution fell upon the Christians who lived in and around the city of Smyrna.  
The Lord himself had foretold of this coming persecution in the seven letters to the Asian churches in the Book of Revelation.
Jesus said to this church:

“Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer.”



Smyrna was considered the most beautiful city the Greeks ever built. 
· Some called Smyrna the “glory of Asia.” 

It was here in Smyrna that Caesar-worship was established and located for all of the eastern part of the Roman Empire. 

· By the time the Book of Revelation was written emperor-worship had become mandatory. 



Now in America most of us think of ourselves as patriots and loyal to our country. 

· But even so we have the option of saying the Pledge of Allegiance to the United States of America without the fear of reprisal.

But the pledge of allegiance to the state of Rome and all it stood for was a serious matter not only to the government but to the Roman citizens as well. 

· The Roman pledge of allegiance was nothing less than declaring publicly that “Caesar was Lord” and then just as publicly burning a pinch of incense in the temple dedicated to the emperor. 

· Those who refused to do anything less were considered traitors to their country.



Now you can imagine the problems this caused for a dedicated follower of Jesus Christ living in the Roman Empire. 
Because Christians refused to confess anyone other than Jesus as Lord they were severely persecuted as traitors. 

· Some were burned in boiling oil while others were burned at the stake.

· Others were crucified, while still others were thrown to the lions in the coliseum. 
To live in Smyrna as a Christian was dangerous.

In 156 AD the Bishop and spiritual leader of the church in Smyrna was a very old man named Polycarp. 

· Polycarp was at one time a student and disciple of the apostle John. 

As the persecutions raged in Smyrna eventually Polycarp himself was arrested by the authorities and what follows is a description of his interrogation.


The proconsul urged him saying, 
“Swear and I will release you; reproach Christ.”
Then Polycarp made this unforgettable reply:

Eighty and six years have I served Him, and he never once wronged me; how then can I blaspheme my King, Who has saved me?” 

The proconsul again urged him, 
“Swear by the fortune of Caesar.”
Polycarp replied, 
“Since you still vainly try to make me swear by the fortune of Caesar, as you express it, showing your ignorance of my real character, hear me frankly declaring what I am-I am a Christian-and if you desire to learn the Christian doctrine, assign me a day, and you shall hear.”

Hearing this the proconsul said, 
“I have wild beasts; and I will expose you to them, unless you repent.”
“Call for them,” replied Polycarp.

“I will tame you with fire unless you repent.” said the proconsul. 
Then Polycarp said,
“You threaten me with fire, which burns for an hour, and is soon extinguished; but the fire of the future judgment, and of eternal punishment reserved for the ungodly, you are ignorant of.”
“Bring on the beasts, or the fire, or whatever you choose; but you shall not by any of them move me to deny Christ, my Lord and Savior.”

That same day Polycarp was executed by fire and by the sword before the cheering crowd of idol-worshipping citizens who filled the Smyrna amphitheater. 



That day Polycarp showed himself to be one of the blessed that Christ speaks of in this eighth beatitude. 
· That day Polycarp received the full measure of the kingdom of heaven. 
· That day Polycarp added his name to the roll call of prophets and martyrs who grace the halls of heaven. 



What was it that gave men and women like Polycarp so much courage and conviction in the face of a horrifying death? 
It was these words:

 “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness for theirs is the kingdom of heaven” 
But what, if anything, do Jesus’ words mean for us today? 

· Likely none of us have experienced persecution to the degree that the early Christians did or even as some of our brothers and sisters do now in other countries around the world. 
Should we just pass over this eighth and final beatitude as something that is irrelevant to our experience? 

· I think not. 

· For this beatitude is as important to us today in a pluralistic and religiously free America as it was in an oppressive Roman city like Smyrna. 



So let’s take a quick look at this last of the beatitudes and see how it applies to our 21st century American Evangelical experience.  
To do this I want to look at four points from this Beatitude that address the subject of persecution. 

The reality of persecution.

Let’s talk first about the reality of persecution.

Question: Will you and I be persecuted for our faith in such a religiously pluralistic and religiously free America?

· Absolutely, without a doubt we will. 

· In fact it is Scripturally guaranteed.  

Paul said this: 

“Everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.”

2 Timothy 3:12
Question: Do you want to live a godly life in Christ Jesus? 

· If the answer is yes than based on the authority of Scripture you will to some degree or another be persecuted for your faith. 



For the true follower of Christ persecution is not an option but a reality. 

· It is a reality that is also strongly implied in the logical progression of this eighth beatitude. 

Now there are multitudes ways that we can experience persecution for our faith. 
· And they all have an impact on us. 

For instance here in this text and in Luke’s account Jesus speaks of persecutions as: 
· Insults

· False testimony about you. 

· Hatred

· Exclusion

· Rejection 

I think we have all experienced one or all of these forms of persecution to some degree or another.
· Insults, slander, rejection, exclusion may not be persecution that is physically painful but it is painful none the less. 

Yet regardless of the degree or nature of the persecution the bible tells us that persecution is a common experience and existential reality among the true followers of Christ.  

Martin Luther reckoned suffering among the marks of a true church and defines the church in the Augsburg confession as a community of those:

“Who are persecuted and martyred for the gospel’s sake.” 



The bottom line is this:

· Walking with the Master means allegiance to Jesus Christ who himself suffered persecution. 
· Should it be any wonder than that his followers experience the same? 

Paul 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

If you are a true disciple of Jesus Christ you will experience persecution. 

The Reason for Persecution
Now let’s talk for a moment about the reason for persecution. 

According to this text the reason for persecution is twofold. 

· We are persecuted because of righteousness. 
· We are persecuted because of our association with Jesus Christ.

Simply put we suffer persecution because:

The world finds distasteful the righteousness that we hunger and thirst for and the world rejects the Christ we seek to follow 
(Stott 52)
It is as simple as that.

Our life, our beliefs, and our association with the righteous One, Jesus Christ, are on a collision course with the world and the Devil. 

The more salty and luminous our life is the more opposition we will encounter from a world that lives in the darkness. 
· When we hold to the truth that there is but one way to God, that Jesus alone is the way, the truth and the life, we will incur the wrath of a religiously pluralistic society. 



I have personally experienced more verbal abuse, rejection and exclusion for claiming that Jesus Christ is the only way to the Father than from any other thing I have said or done in all my Christian life. 

· And it is not even close. 



Peter reminds all of us:

“But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed”

I Peter 3:14

And then later on in the same letter:

“If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you”
I Peter 4:14
Certainly Peter was remembering this eighth beatitude when he wrote these words.  


What then is the reason we suffer persecution?

We suffer persecution because the world finds distasteful the righteousness that we hunger and thirst for and the world rejects the Christ we seek to follow (Stott 52).



The Reaction to Persecution
Let’s look now at our reaction to persecution. 

· Jesus says that when we are persecuted we are to “rejoice and be glad.” 

What an astounding statement. 

· Such a response to persecution and suffering runs contrary to everything we see in the world. 

· It runs contrary to everything we think and feel as mortals. Pain and persecution hurts and rejoicing is the last think I feel like doing. 

Yet in the midst of persecution the Christian is not to retaliate like an unbeliever. 

· Nor are we to sulk like a child.

· Nor are we to lick our wounds in self-pity.

· Nor are we to grin and bear it like a Stoic. 

· Nor are we to pretend to enjoy it like a masochist (Stott 52).  

What is the Christian to do in the midst of persecution?

Rejoice and be glad”

Luke says it this way: 
“Rejoice in that day and leap for joy.”

Luke 6:23


Have you ever been to a football game where the home team has just scored a last second touchdown to win the game?

· If you have than you know what it looks like when people leap for joy.

· It isn’t a fabricated emotional response it is a true outburst of joy. 

If you have read any of the accounts of Christian suffering and martyrdom you will see over and over again that the joy of which Jesus speaks seems to permeate the entire experience. 

· Something supernatural is taking place when a suffering and persecuted Christian rejoices and leaps for joy. 



Yet I agree with James Boice when he says that God’s sees the little martyrs as well as the great ones, and that he is please, and sometimes more pleased, with the small sacrifices and small insults patiently borne for his sake. 

· There should be many occasions in the Christian experience for leaping, especially if we count the little sufferings as well as the big ones. 
This brings us now to the reason we can rejoice and leap for joy and our application of this beatitude. 
The Reward of persecution.
Our reason for rejoicing in the midst of persecution is not without substance. 
· There is, according to Jesus, a great reward for the persecution we receive as followers of the Righteous One. 
James Boice points out five things that allow a Christian to rejoice in the midst of persecution; the “reward” that Christ speaks of. Let me share them with you. 


1. Through our participation in persecution for the sake of Christ God is demonstrating our identity with Christ. 

This is what Jesus meant when he said that through persecution we are showing that we are league with the prophets who went before us. 

· In the same way when we participate in the sufferings of Christ there is great assurance that we are indeed in league with him as well. 
· We are in a sense identifying with him in persecution as he himself was persecuted. 
The world will always be opposed to Jesus Christ and it will also hate his ambassadors. 

· The fact that we are persecuted gives strong evidence of our identification with him and so persecution becomes for us a “matter of honor.” 

Knowing that through suffering and persecution we are identifying with Christ and thus truly showing that we belong to Christ is a great reward. 



2. We also rejoice because we know that persecution perfects us. 
· In God’s wisdom persecution is often the means by which the Christian is helped along the road to practical holiness and thereby made a little more like Jesus (Boice 57). 

Our friend in Psalm 119 said this:

“Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I obey your word.” 

Psalm 119:67
Persecution under the watchful and sovereign hand of God is a significant factor in our ongoing spiritual growth. 
And for that we can rejoice and leap for joy because becoming like our Savior is a great reward. 



3. Christians can rejoice in the midst of persecution because it allows the Christian an opportunity to show forth the supernatural radiance of the Christian life.

· How we respond when persecuted speaks volumes to a watching world. 

When everything is going well with you and you rejoice what makes you any different than an unbeliever?

· But when, in the midst of persecution and suffering, you rejoice and are glad then Jesus Christ is clearly seen in you and God is glorified. 

Persecution opens up opportunity for the gospel and Christian witness.



Illustration: When Hugh Latimer and Nicholas Ridley were led to the stake in Oxford to be burned for their Evangelical convictions Latimer called out to Ridley, 

“Be of good comfort, 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.” 

And they did. 

When we are persecuted we can rejoice because of the opportunity we have to testify to the saving grace of Jesus Christ. And that is a great reward. 


4. The Christian can rejoice in the midst of persecution because of the promise of future rewards. 
Jesus said “great is your reward in heaven” 

· We do not know what all of these rewards entail but we do know that they will be great. 

· They will be worth far more than the suffering that we have endured. 

As Paul says:

“I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us.”
Romans 8:18
The hope for reward is a fundamental part of helping us keep our eyes on the things above. 
God is promising you and me that whatever suffering and persecution we endure in this life for His sake and the sake of the gospel will be rewarded a hundred times over. 



5. Finally the Christian can rejoice in the midst of persecution because we know that the Lord Jesus himself is near. 
Illustration: Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego learned first hand how near the Lord is when they were thrown into the fiery furnace. 

· When the king looked into the furnace he saw four men and one was like the son of the gods. 

In the same way Jesus Christ is near and present with us, often in a supernatural and tangible way when we suffer persecution. 

· We are never alone in the midst of our suffering. The son of God is always there to strengthen, comfort, and support us in the trial. 

And that is a great reward for which the Christian can greatly rejoice. 

Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
Matthew 5:10
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