
The Church 
Lesson #9: The Persecuted Church 

 

Persecution in the early church: 

In the days of the Roman Empire, the worship of pagan gods and the emperor, was 

a part of everyone’s life. Problem – Christians did not participate in pagan rituals 

or join in with the religious activities which were believed to placate the gods, they 

became a threat to the very well-being of the community. Writing in about A.D. 

196, Tertullian said, “The Christians are to blame for every public disaster and 

every misfortune that befalls the people. If the Tiber rises to the walls, if the Nile 

fails to rise and flood the fields, if the sky withholds its rain, if there is earthquake 

or famine or plague, straightway the cry arises: ‘The Christians to the lions!” 

 

Christians’ reluctance to offer worship to the emperor and the gods was considered 

madness, considering what would happen to them if they didn’t. Why not just offer 

a pinch of incense to the image of the emperor? In a pluralistic society, the 

narrowness of Christian beliefs seemed absurd, especially considering what would 

happen to Christians who wouldn’t go along. In the opinion of the general 

populace, F. F. Bruce (known as the Dean of Evangelical Scholarship), said “Such 

a crowd of wretches were plainly worthy of extermination, and any repressive 

measures that were taken against them by authority could be sure of popular 

approval.” 

 

Claudius Nero was named emperor at age 16 and reigned from A.D. 54-68. He had 

his mother killed in 59AD, had his wife killed in 62AD, and later killed a brother 

and his teacher. Christians became the object of his ire following the Great Fire of 

Rome in A.D. 64. Some people suspected that Nero started the fire himself, so he 

pointed the accusing finger at Christians. There began a carnival of blood such as 

even heathen Rome never saw before or since. Multitudes of Christians were put to 

death in the most shocking manner. Some were crucified, some sewn up in animal 

skins and thrown to the dogs, some were covered in pitch, nailed to wooden posts, 

and burned as torches. It was in the fallout of this that Peter and Paul gave their 

lives for their Savior, probably within a year of each other. The persecution in 

various forms of severity continued for another 250 years. 

 

 

 

 

 

  



The tide finally turned in the terrible struggle between paganism and Christianity. 

In 311 when Emperor Galerius admitted defeat in trying to bring Christians back to 

the pagan religions and gave Christians permission to meet as long as they didn’t 

disturb the order of the state. In 313, Constantine, the emperor in the west, issued 

the Edict of Milan which moved from hostile neutrality to friendly neutrality 

toward Christians. He declared himself a follower of the God of Christianity. In 

324, he became emperor of the whole Roman world, and published a new edict of 

toleration which was to cover the entire empire. 

 

Current Persecution of the Church world wide 

 

Christian persecution takes many forms, it is defined as any hostility experienced 

as a result of identification with Jesus Christ. From Sudan to Russia, from Nigeria 

to North Korea, from Colombia to India, followers of Christianity are targeted for 

their faith. They are attacked; they are discriminated against at work and at school; 

they risk sexual violence, torture, arrest and much more. 

 

Short lived encouragement in Nigeria (February, 2020): 

Redeemed Christian Church of God’s General Overseer Enoch Adeboye 

participates, President Buhari disputes Christian Association of Nigeria rallies in 

28 states. 
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“Having finished his Sunday sermon from Psalm 18 on God as a stronghold who 

delivers his people from their enemies, Enoch Adeboye then led them to a 

cemetery. It was an ironic yet appropriate choice. Wearing a bright green tuxedo, 

the General Overseer of the Redeemed Christian Church of God (RCCG) in Lagos, 

Nigeria, marched three miles yesterday holding a placard that declared: “All Souls 

are Precious to God.” Adeboye and his congregation, one of the largest in the 

world, answered the call issued by the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN) for 

a three-day fast this past weekend, concluding in a prayer walk. Based on reports 

from its state chapters and local media, CAN estimates 5 million people marched 

in 28 of Nigeria’s 36 states on Sunday. With one voice, we said ‘no’ to killings, 

‘no’ to security negligence, and ‘no’ to the persecution of Christians in Nigeria. It 

is a wake-up call to the government.”                                                                       

In the months following:  Open Doors reporting for the period from 11/2019 to 

10/2020 - Nine in 10 Christians killed for their faith were in Africa, the rest in 

Asia. Nigeria led the world with 3,530 martyrs confirmed by Open Doors for its 

2021 list.  

https://www.christianitytoday.com/news/search?type=author&key=Jayson%20Casper&db=true&searchall=on
https://www.facebook.com/ReportYourself/videos/645734629565557/?sfnsn=mo&d=n&vh=e


Christian Persecution at a glance: 

Open Doors has tracked, and continues to track, the rise of Christian persecution 

for years. The annual World Watch List, which examines the 50 countries 

worldwide where it’s most difficult to be a Christian, is the only annual in-depth 

survey of its kind. The following statistics are the latest available and indicates that 

Christian persecution is higher today than at any other time in modern history: 

• 309 Million: In the top 50 WWL countries alone, 309 million Christians in 

the world experience high levels of persecution and discrimination for their 

choice to follow Christ. 

• 1 in 8: Christians worldwide experience high levels of persecution 

• 4,761: Christians killed for faith-related reasons in the top 50 WWL 

countries. 

• 4,488: Christians detained without trial, arrested, sentenced and imprisoned 

in the top 50 WWL countries. 

• 4,277: Churches or Christian buildings attacked in the top 50 WWL 

countries. 

• 2.7 times: The amount the number of Christians killed has risen in sub-

Saharan Africa, year over year. 

• 20: Consecutive years North Korea has ranked No. 1 as the world’s most 

dangerous place for Christians. 

Worldwide registered martyrdoms rose to 4,761 in the 2021 report, up 60 percent 

from the 2,983 tallied the year before and surpassing the 4,305 deaths noted in the 

2019 report.  

Where Christians Were Martyred Most (2021 report): 

1. Nigeria: 3,530 

2. Democratic Republic of Congo: 460 

3. Pakistan: 307 

4. Mozambique: 100* 

5. Cameroon: 53 

6. Burkina Faso: 38 

7. [name withheld]: 36 

8. Central African Republic: 35 

9. Mali: 33 

10. [name withheld]: 20 

 

Reasons Christians are targeted for following Jesus: 



1.Authoritarian governments who view Christianity as a threat to power          

In some countries, Christian persecution takes place under authoritarian 

governments. In places like North Korea or Eritrea, authoritarian governments seek 

to control all religious thought and expression as part of a comprehensive plan to 

tightly oversee all aspects of political and everyday life. These governments regard 

some religious groups as enemies of the state because they hold religious beliefs 

that may challenge loyalty to the rulers. 

2. Suspicion of anything outside the majority cultural faith                                   

In some places, there is great hostility towards nontraditional and minority 

religious groups viewed as foreign or non-native to the culture. For example, in 

Niger, more than 98 percent of the population is Muslim, and hostility comes more 

from society than from the government. In India, Hindu nationalists claim that to 

be Indian is to be Hindu, so non-Hindus—religious minorities like Christians and 

Muslims—are targeted for abuse. In these places, to be a Christian is to claim an 

identity other than the one claimed by the dominant culture, and that is often 

powerfully opposed. 

3.Extremist groups who want to destroy Christians                                               

In some areas of the world, there are radicalized extremist groups who wage war 

against anyone who doesn’t adhere to their specific interpretation of religion. For 

instance, in places like the Middle East and Nigeria, Islamic extremist groups 

terrorize communities and churches, killing those they consider to be “infidels” 

(often in coordinated bombings), raping and kidnapping women and burning down 

homes and churches. Their victims can be fellow adherents of a religion—for 

instance, Boko Haram attacks on Muslims in Nigeria—but they always target 

Christians out of hatred for other faiths. 

4.Official and cultural domination of a single religion                                   

Around the world, there are many places that have official laws instilled to tightly 

control or even discourage Christians from openly practicing their faith, all in the 

name of service to a dominant religion. In places like the Maldives or Saudi 

Arabia, Islam is such a dominant religion that to try to worship Jesus openly can be 

unheard of—especially outside of the prescribed (and restrictive) settings. In places 

like Pakistan, the laws are guided by Islamic law, which means if a Christian is 

accused of “blasphemy,” they can be sentenced to death. Christians in Iran are only 

allowed to worship in churches that don’t speak the language of everyday Iranians. 

And in places like Malaysia, there are restrictive rules about conversion from Islam 

for certain ethnic groups. 



 

5.Religious freedom is a disrespected human right                                       

Freedom of religion, like all freedoms of thought and expression, is inherent. Our 

beliefs help define who we are and serve as a foundation for what we contribute to 

our societies. However, today, many people live under governments that abuse or 

restrict freedom of religion. Christians in such areas face persecution, suffer 

deeply, and are denied basic freedoms that humans should be entitled to. In Eritrea, 

there are violations of the freedom of expression, assembly, and religious belief 

and movement, in addition to extrajudicial killings, enforced disappearances, 

extended detention, torture, and indefinite national service, which cause many 

Eritreans to flee the country. 

Trends in Christian persecution 

1. The devastating persecution no one saw coming 

The coronavirus pandemic was the event of a generation. And in addition to the 

pain felt by people all over the world, it also exposed the ugliness of Christian 

persecution in a new way. In India (No. 10 on the World Watch List), more than 

100,000 Christians received relief aid from Open Doors partners to help them 

through the pandemic. Of these believers, 80 percent reported to World Watch List 

researchers that they were dismissed from food distribution points. Some walked 

miles and hid their Christian identity to get food elsewhere. Another 15 percent 

received food aid, but reported other discrimination, such as being passed over for 

employment. 

And it wasn’t just India: The global pandemic made persecution more obvious than 

ever—simply because so many people needed help. The clear discrimination and 

oppression suffered by Christians in 2020 must not be forgotten, even after the 

COVID-19 crisis fades into our collective memory. 

2. The COVID-19 pandemic exposed the most vulnerable Christians 

The coronavirus pandemic has exposed the persecution of Christians. But it’s also 

shown how vulnerable so many of our sisters and brothers are in the places where 

they live. Christians who abandon a majority faith to follow Christ know they risk 

losing all support from spouses, families, tribes and communities, as well as local 

and national authorities. If they lose income due to COVID-19, they can’t fall back 

on customary networks for survival. 



For church leaders, COVID-19 also exposed how difficult daily life is. Many are 

not paid salaries, but depend on financial support from community donations. 

When church services stop, donations drop—by about 40 percent, said leaders 

ranging from Egypt to Latin America. This also affects humanitarian assistance to 

their own communities, both inside and outside churches. 

3. Lockdowns didn’t matter: The violence is astounding 

In much of the world, violence against Christians actually decreased during the 

COVID-19 pandemic. But across sub-Saharan Africa, that wasn’t the case. 

Christians there faced up to 30 percent higher levels of violence than the previous 

year. Several hundred mostly Christian villages in Nigeria were either occupied or 

ransacked by armed Hausa-Fulani Muslim militant herdsmen; sometimes, fields 

and crops were destroyed as well. Boko Haram—and splinter group Islamic State 

of West Africa Province—continue to plague Nigeria and northern Cameroon. 

4. The terrifying technological reality of persecution  

As China’s global influence spreads, it exports its all-pervasive systems for 

“protection” and “security”—which can be seen now to brutally oppress the 

Uighur population in Xinjiang. Chinese companies are supported by the 

government to supply AI surveillance technology to 63 countries, including 

countries on the 2021 World Watch List like Myanmar, Laos, Iran and Saudi 

Arabia. Meanwhile, in India, religious minorities fear contact-tracing apps will 

have “function creep” and will be used to keep an eye on them and their 

movements. Another app, already in use, can predict age, gender and race. 

India’s data protection bill does not cover surveillance. Indeed, it has provisions to 

allow the government to bypass protection standards and even consent in 

circumstances such as national security or crime investigation. 

5. When citizenship is tied to a faith 

In countries like India and Turkey, religious identity is increasingly tied to national 

identity—meaning, to be a “real” Indian or a good Turk, you must be a Hindu or a 

Muslim, respectively. This is often implicitly—if not explicitly—encouraged by 

the ruling government. In other countries on the World Watch List, religious 

identity is closely tied to national identity, and anyone who follows Jesus risks 

being seen—and persecuted—as a bad citizen. 

 

https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/world-watch-list/cameroon/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/world-watch-list/laos/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/world-watch-list/iran/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/world-watch-list/saudi-arabia/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/world-watch-list/saudi-arabia/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/world-watch-list/saudi-arabia/
https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/world-watch-list/india/
http://164.100.47.4/BillsTexts/LSBillTexts/Asintroduced/373_2019_LS_Eng.pdf
http://164.100.47.4/BillsTexts/LSBillTexts/Asintroduced/373_2019_LS_Eng.pdf


 

Questions for Group Discussion 

 

Breakout Group Discussion Session #1 

 

1. Is persecution different than prejudicial treatment 

 

 

 

2. Do you think your personal position, attitude, or behavior could contribute to 

persecution of the Church? How about a local Church’s position, attitude or 

behavior?  

• If so, what would be examples? (Acceptance or rejection of CRT) 

 

 

3. Do you think that the Church’s tolerance or intolerance of sinful behavior can 

impact persecution of the Church? – Explain 

 

 

Breakout Group Discussion Session #2 

 

1. Do you feel that church persecution exists in the USA today? 

• Examples? And what fuels the fire of that Church persecution? 

• What do you see both appropriate and not-appropriate ways for the 

Church to oppose or face Church persecution here in the USA? Are 

there times to flee Church persecution? 

 

 

2. Do you feel church persecution in the USA is on the rise, relatively static, or 

on the decline? 

 

 

3. Have you experienced persecution for your Christian Faith 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 


