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We began our series on the Beatitudes with “Blessed are the poor in spirit for theirs is the kingdom 

of heaven.”  The Beatitudes then goes on to talk about those that will inherit the earth, those that 

will be filled, those that will be shown mercy, those that will see God and even be called the 

children of God. I have never realized before that the first Beatitude and the last Beatitude, that we 

will cover today has the same closing---“for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  For the poor in 

spirit and those who are persecuted---theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

 

As we conclude our sermon series today, I want to especially invite you for the next 3 weeks as 

we continue exploring Calling and a Culture of Calling.  I believe we are all called.  Called by God 

within, called all around us and even called in suffering. Please invite a friend and join us for this 

next series. 

 

So those persecuted will have the kingdom of heaven.  Now we need to define persecution.  There 

is often a comment made when I am in another state and people find out I am a pastor in Florida.  

Comments like, “Oh, my suffering for the Lord in Florida.”  My response, “Yeah, well somebody’s 

got to do it.”   

 

We may even think that this thing or that thing makes us feel persecuted, it must be ours to carry.  

Woe is me.  However, did you note in the scripture reading that it does not say “Blessed are those 

who are persecuted for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  It actually says, please note the 

difference, “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the 

kingdom of heaven.   

 

We can feel persecuted over the least little thing, but that is not the same as being persecuted 

because of righteousness.  I confess, I have a hard time with this passage.  I don’t like it---because 

it involves things I really don’t want to hear.  It is so counter cultural.  Jesus says, “Blessed are 

you when people insult you.”  Now…I don’t know about you, but when I get insulted, I don’t do 

a fist bump and say, “YES!!   I just got insulted.”  Likewise, Jesus says “blessed are you when 

people persecute you falsely and say all kinds of evil against you.”  And I say, “YES!!  Bring it 

on!”  Nope…I don’t say that.  I don’t think anyone is jumping up and down and say “Pick me, 

pick me for persecution.”  However again note in scripture that they are persecuting you falsely 

and saying all kinds of evil against you because of me, Jesus says.  They are not saying things 

about you because they don’t like you, they are actually saying these things and treating you like 

this, because they don’t like Jesus. 

 

Jesus said, John 15:18-21 New International Version (NIV)18 “If the world hates you, keep in 

mind that it hated me first. 19 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. 20 Remember what I told you: ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If 

they persecuted me, they will persecute you also.  
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If they obeyed my teaching, they will obey yours also. 21 They will treat you this way 

because of my name, for they do not know the one who sent me. 
 

Then after Jesus talks about being accused falsely, and evil things happening to you He says, 

“Rejoice and be glad…”  Yeah, right.  But let’s get the eternal and kingdom view.  “Rejoice and 

be glad because great is your reward in heaven.”  Jesus then, as He is talking to His disciples says, 

“for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.”   

 

I would like to remind you that out at the Welcome Center there is a daily scripture sheet that 

follows up with the sermon theme today.  I invite you to include that as part of your daily devotions. 

 

Jesus says to His disciples that the prophets who were before you were persecuted. We know that 

in the Old Testament Saul persecuted David (1 Samuel 19:9-12), Jezebel certainly persecuted the 

prophets of the Lord, and list would also include Amos (1 Kings 7:10-12), Jeremiah (Jeremiah 

11:19. 15:15), Uriah (Jeremiah 26:2-23) and of course Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego (Daniel 

3) who literally faced the fires of persecution.   

 

In the New Testament we have the story of Stephen (Acts 6) who was put to death by stoning 

because of his belief.  He is known as the first Christian martyr.  By the way, did you know in the 

Greek the Martyr means “witness.”  Are you a witness for Christ?   

 

We also know that the apostles, the Chosen 12 by Jesus were also persecuted.  Although scripture 

does not say exactly how the disciples died there is strong tradition as to their means of death. Let 

me share their stories, according to tradition, and the persecution they experienced and how that 

persecution even leads to their death. James was killed by a sword.  Peter was crucified upside 

down, Andrew was crucified on X shaped cross, neither disciple wanted to be crucified in the same 

manner as their Lord Jesus.  Philip had his ankles and thighs pierced and then they hung him head 

down, James the Less was 96 years of age when they threw him from the top of the temple and 

then after he had died from the fall they sawed his body into pieces, Thomas was killed by a spear, 

Bartholomew was flayed alive with knives, Matthew was killed with a sword, Thaddeus was killed 

with arrows, Simon was killed by a saw, Matthias, who replaced Judas, was killed by an axe.  And 

then there was the apostle Paul, who was whipped 5 times, beaten with rods 3 times, stoned once, 

shipwrecked 3 times, was in prison, went sleepless and went without food and water. And tradition 

says he was beheaded. 

 

The only disciple that most likely did not die by martyrdom was the disciple John. “The most 

plausible theory of John’s death states that John was arrested in Ephesus and faced martyrdom 

when his enemies threw him in a huge basin of boiling oil. However, according to the tradition, 

John was miraculously delivered from death. The authorities then sentenced John to slave labor 

in the mines of Patmos. On this island in the southern part of the Aegean Sea, John had a vision 

of Jesus Christ and wrote the prophetic book of Revelation. The apostle John was later freed, 

possibly due to old age, and he returned to what is now Turkey. He died as an old man sometime 

after AD 98, the only apostle to die peacefully. (gotquestions.org, “How Did the Apostle John 

Die?”) 
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And so, the whole kingdom concept of “Blessed are those who are persecuted because of 

righteousness for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Brings on a whole new level of reality.   

 

But what about today.  Certainly, we don’t have to worry about that today. Do we? In May of 

this year Newsweek had an article by Shane Croucher entitled, “Persecution of Christians is 

Approaching Genocide Levels, Report finds. (Newsweek, 5-03-19) 

 

“The British government commissioned Bishop of Truro Philip Mounstephen to lead a review 

of persecution of Christians and to recommend how the U.K. Foreign Office should respond to it. 

That review has now published an interim report detailing its findings so far. 

 

"Evidence shows not only the geographic spread of anti-Christian persecution, but also its 

increasing severity," the report states. "In some regions, the level and nature of persecution is 

arguably coming close to meeting the international definition of genocide, according to that 

adopted by the UN." 

 

The review found that eradicating Christians and other minorities through violence was the 

explicit objective of extremist groups in Syria, Iraq, Egypt, northeast Nigeria and the Philippines. 

These groups are not only murdering Christians for their faith but also whitewashing all evidence 

of their existence by destroying churches and removing religious symbols such as crosses. 

Clergy are also being targeted for kidnapping and killing. 

 

According to the Pew Research Center, in 2016 Christians were harassed in 144 countries, up 

from 128 the year before. This makes them the most persecuted  

 

The group Open Doors USA, which advocates for persecuted Christians, said in a recent report 

that approximately 245 million Christians are at risk of "high," "very high" or "extreme" levels of 

persecution in 2019, up from 215 million the year before.” 

 

J.D. Walt from Asbury Theological Seminary, wrote this week in his daily devotional, The 

Seedbed Daily Text, “If we aren’t being persecuted in some form or fashion, maybe it’s because 

we aren’t really a threat.” 

 

1 Peter 4:12-13 New International Version (NIV) 12 Dear friends, do not be surprised at the 

fiery ordeal that has come on you to test you, as though something strange were happening 

to you. 13 But rejoice inasmuch as you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you 

may be overjoyed when his glory is revealed. 

 

Pastor Craig Groeschel of life.church preached a sermon “Perspective in Persecution.”  He had a 

diagram he used that I found helpful as well as profound. 

 

 

 

 

https://www.newsweek.com/china-arrests-christians-escalating-crackdown-muslims-1263604
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Groeschel talks in that sermon talks about being on the team and the difference between that and 

being on the bench as opposed to in the game.  Groeschel says: 

 

“If you are on the Jesus team, you believe in Christ, but you're on the bench, in other words 

you've got the jersey, but you're not in the game. I mean you'll, you'll come to church every now 

and then because you got to do that when you're on the team. You'll show up to the game, but 

you're not engaged. You're not, you're not praying for miracles and asking God to do something 

and interceding on behalf of others and tapping boldly into the power of God and going before 

His throne of grace believing that He would help people in their time of need.  
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You've got gifts and talents, but you're not using them to further the kingdom. You could make a 

difference and you know it, but you let somebody else play. You're not giving generously. You 

may tip a little bit here and there, but you're not strategically, prayerfully asking how I can use 

what God has given me, time, talent and resources to influence others and be generous and make 

a difference in the world. 

 

 You believe in Jesus, but you're not representing Him boldly, you haven't invited anyone to 

church and you're not sharing your faith. You've got the jersey on, but you're not in the game. 

 

The same is true in that example that your enemy takes no notice of you. The moment though 

you engage, you have a spiritual enemy who takes notice and you will face opposition. The most 

encouraging message you didn't want to hear. Imagine a warrior, a soldier enlisting in a battle, 

going into war and coming back to his commanding officer going, "Sir, sir, they're shooting at 

me! "I didn't think that was gonna happen!" What would the officer say, "What did you expect? 

"We're at war!" Sarge we have to understand, Christianity is not a playground. It is a battle 

ground. We are at war against the forces of darkness and we are in a very real spiritual battle. 

When you engage in the battle you will face opposition. If you've never, ever, ever faced any 

sense of real spiritual opposition, maybe it's because you're not on the front lines engaging in the 

battle in the way that God would want you to do so. 

 

When you are instead living boldly for Christ, standing up, sharing Him, expressing His love, 

suddenly when you live boldly, guess what you do? You do face opposition. The most 

encouraging message you didn't want to hear, why? Because you're in the game! You're making 

a difference. But the strange thing is that when you face opposition your faith tends to 

strengthen! There's something about it when you're living by faith, when you're on the edge, 

when you're comfortably uncomfortable, meaning that you're living by faith and not by sight. 

Then one day you wake up and realize, "Oh my., I'm so much closer to Christ. "How did this 

happen? "His word is alive to me; he's guiding me daily." And suddenly you find yourself living 

even more boldly than ever before.” 

 

Romans 5:3-5 New Living Translation (NLT) 3 We can rejoice, too, when we run into 

problems and trials, for we know that they help us develop endurance. 4 And endurance 

develops strength of character, and character strengthens our confident hope of salvation. 
5 And this hope will not lead to disappointment. For we know how dearly God loves us, 

because he has given us the Holy Spirit to fill our hearts with his love. 

 

 

 

  
                                                            


