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Last Sunday was a special anniversary in the history of the Lutheran Church.  500 years ago, on April 18, 1521, Martin Luther stood 

in front of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V at a city called Worms.  Martin Luther had discovered the amazing message of the 

Bible that a person is declared right with God, not by their own works, but only by faith in Jesus.  Proclaiming that message got 

him into trouble.  At this place called Worms, Martin Luther was commanded to recant and to take back what he had been 

teaching.  Over the course of a few days, Martin Luther gave his answer.  He announced that he could not recant unless someone 

could prove him wrong by Scripture.  It was an amazing confession of faith because his life was in danger as a result of it.  He was 

declared a heretic and an outlaw.  He could have been put to death.  But thanks to a powerful ruler named Frederick the Wise and 

ultimately thanks to God and his grace, Martin Luther was not put to death for his faith in Christ.    

That wasn’t the case for every Lutheran. Two years after Martin Luther gave that bold confession of faith, two monks named 

Johann Esch and Heinrich Voes who were students of Luther and were teaching the truth of God’s Word refused to recant and 

were burned at the stake in Brussels, Belgium on July 1, 1523.  When he heard the news, Martin Luther ended up writing his first 

hymn (first of 38 hymns) as a tribute for their bold confession of faith.   

This week and next, in our 10:30 am service we have confirmation.  It’s a great day because it’s a day for our confirmands to 

publicly profess their faith in Jesus.  It’s not a graduation, but it’s a beginning of lifelong spiritual growth through Word and 

Sacrament.  And even though I would imagine they’re a bit nervous (maybe not as nervous as they were on examination night), 

it’s safe to say that they are in a safe place to publicly confess their faith.  They won’t be declared outlaws.  They won’t be 

arrested.  They won’t be put to death.   

Yet, one of the promises that they make is a pretty heavy promise.  Do you intend to remain faithful to Jesus and to endure all 

things, even death, rather than fall away from him?  What that means is that they will be confessing that their faith in Jesus is the 

most important thing in their life, and that they would be willing to endure anything, even death itself, rather than lose out on the 

blessings that come through faith in Jesus.  As sinful people, it’s a promise we make asking God for help recognizing that it’s only 

by his grace and mercy that he keeps us in our faith. 

In the verses I just read from Acts 4, we see the early Christian Church responding to persecution that they had experienced.  Over 

the last couple of weeks in church we’ve heard what’s going on.  Peter and John were in the temple.  They healed someone.  They 

used that miracle as an opportunity to proclaim Christ.  The religious leaders of the Jews didn’t like that.  And so they summoned 

Peter and John to appear before them.  Peter and John then used that as opportunity to share Christ with those leaders, the same 

people who arranged for Jesus’ death.  The leaders told them to stop teaching and preaching about Jesus, and they said no.  We 

cannot help speaking about what we have seen and heard. 

That takes us to our lesson.  Peter and John are released, and they go to their brothers and sisters in Christ.  If you were being 

persecuted for your faith, what sort of things would you pray for?  I’d imagine I would pray first for it to stop.  Lord, please remove 

this trial from my life.  Lord, put an end to it.  Even though that’s a fine prayer to pray, that’s not what these Christians pray for.   

Part of the reason is they understand that persecution will at times naturally happen in the life of a believer.  They quote Psalm 2, 

a psalm about the Messiah that says this: “Why do the nations rage and the peoples plot in vain? 26 The kings of the earth rise 

up and the rulers band together against the Lord and against his anointed one.” They accept the reality – that Christ and his 

Church will face persecution in this world.  

What is the greatest threat to the Church today?  And when I say “Church”, I’m talking about Christ’s Church – all believers in 

Christ in heaven and earth.  What’s the greatest threat to your faith here?  What’s the greatest threat to our confirmands’ faith?  

What’s the greatest threat to my faith?   

Satan is good at attacking our faith, isn’t he?  Sometimes the threats are active attacks on our faith like the ridicule we might 

receive from the world or from others for confessing the truths of Scripture.  Sometimes they involve physical persecution.  

According to opendoorsusa.org, these are some numbers of Christians who are persecuted in this world.  

• Over 340 million Christians living in places where they experience high levels of persecution and discrimination 

• 4,761 Christians killed for their faith 

• 4,488 churches and other Christian buildings attacked 

• 4,277 believers detained without trial, arrested, sentenced or imprisoned 



But I think we would agree in our culture today and at this time, that it’s rare for Christians in America to be physically persecuted 

for our faith.  Satan attacks our faith in less obvious ways.  He attacks our faith with materialism and perhaps an easy and 

comfortable life where if my life is going just fine, the bills are getting paid, money is going into my retirement account, well, I 

don’t see the need for Jesus.  He attacks our faith with postmodern mindset that in the world we live, it doesn’t really matter 

what you believe, that your truth is just as good as other people’s truth, and that as long as you’re a good person, that’s all that 

matters.  He attacks our faith with a consumeristic mindset when it comes to church – that church is all about me and what I like 

about it, and if I don’t like something about it like the preacher preaches too long, or if I don’t like a teaching the Bible, that I can 

find somewhere else that will tell me what I want to hear even it goes against God’s Word.   

Satan is good at attacking our faith, isn’t he?  He hates it when Christ and his saving love are proclaimed.  And he wants one main 

thing – he wants to drag you away from him.  So why doesn’t the early Christian Church pray for relief from pain and suffering?  

It’s because they realized that there was a greater threat lurking.  That Satan was trying to rob them of their faith.  So what do 

they pray for? Now, Lord, consider their threats and enable your servants to speak your word with great boldness. 

They pray primarily for the courage to speak God’s Word with great boldness.  Why would they pray that?  Because they loved 

souls.  Because they loved people who didn’t know Jesus yet.  Because they loved the people who were persecuting them.  

Because they wanted all to know that despite all of our failures, Christ is Lord and has won salvation.   

And because they knew what God had done through two key events: his death and resurrection.  Indeed Herod and Pontius 

Pilate met together with the Gentiles and the people of Israel in this city to conspire against your holy servant Jesus, whom you 

anointed. 28 They did what your power and will had decided beforehand should happen.  They knew that even though God did 

not force or will Pilate and Herod and the religious leaders to commit sin, God amazingly used their sin to accomplish the greatest 

good.  God used their sin to bring about his plan of salvation, to bring about the death of our perfect substitute.  Isaiah 53 a 

Messianic prophecy says that it was the Lord’s will to crush him and cause him to suffer. And why? But he was pierced for our 

transgressions, he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are 

healed. They knew because of the cross of Jesus, their sin couldn’t convict or separate from his love.  

And what else did they know?  33 With great power the apostles continued to testify to the resurrection of the Lord Jesus. And 

God’s grace was so powerfully at work in them all What would compel followers of Jesus to continue proclaiming Christ even in 

the face of threats from the same people who killed Jesus?  What would compel folks like Martin Luther, Johann Esch, and 

Heinrich Voes and to be willing to lay down their lives?  What would compel a group of confirmands today to say they are willing 

to endure death rather than fall away from faith.   

It’s because of the empty tomb of Jesus.  Because Christ has conquered the grave and has given to us a peace that passes all 

understanding.  What can people do to you as a follower of Jesus?  They can do all sort of things.  They can hate you.  They can 

mock you.  They can ridicule.  They can even put you to death.  But it doesn’t change this glorious truth:  Satan can’t change Good 

Friday or Easter Sunday – Satan can’t reverse the announcement that Christ made on the cross – it is finished, your sin is forgiven.  

Satan can’t reverse the victory that Christ won on Easter Sunday – that death is defeated, death is dead, and Christ gives you his 

victory.  As long as you are in Christ, Satan can’t take the most important away from you.  He can’t take the blessings of 

forgiveness, peace, and salvation that Christ gives to you through faith.  

It changes how we look at those who might persecute us. Ephesians 6:12 says Our struggle is not against flesh and blood but 

against spiritual forces of evil.  We love them and want them to know Christ.  Notice that it also changes how we look at the 

people here right now.  It changes how we look at our brothers and sisters in Christ.  We are not simply members of an 

organization.  We are not simply people who happen to go to the same church, and that’s about it.  Confirmation isn’t simply 

about answering a bunch of questions and wearing a white robe.  We are brothers and sisters united by Christ, united by his love, 

united by his Word, united by his mission.  In multigenerational church where many of you have roots here where your parents, 

your grandparents grew up here, we sometimes forget that we are part of a more important family.  It’s a family united together 

not by human blood but by the blood of Christ.   

All because of Good Friday.  All because of Easter.  Jesus lives so you know you’re forgiven.  When you do face persecution, you 

know it has purpose and meaning.  You have brothers and sisters in Christ who love you and care about you, and you can be a 

blessing to them as well.  And when your short time on earth is ended, you know you have a home in heaven.  In the toughest of 

times, you can pray and ask God to allow you to proclaim his Word with courage and boldness.  Because Jesus died for you.  

Because Jesus lives.  


