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        Philippians 1:27-30 12-30-18 

 Persecution 
 

 This fall in our worship services we have been working our way through the first chapter of 

Paul’s letter to the church at Philippi. On December 16 I said I was preaching my last message on 

that chapter but I am compelled to do yet another, with our focus again on verses 27-30  

Only conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that whether I come and see 

you or remain absent, I will hear of you that you are standing firm in one spirit, with one mind 

striving together for the faith of the gospel; 28 in no way alarmed by your opponents--which is a 

sign of destruction for them, but of salvation for you, and that too, from God. 29 For to you it has 

been granted for Christ's sake, not only to believe in Him, but also to suffer for His sake, 30 

experiencing the same conflict which you saw in me, and now hear to be in me.  

     On the 16th we saw in verse 27 that we are to not only believe the gospel, we are also to 

behave the gospel. That is, we are to conduct ourselves in a worthy manner that fits our profession of 

faith in a gospel of truth, and reconciliation, and salvation. Such worthy conduct will also issue forth 

in a united defensive effort whereby we stand firm and in a unified offensive thrust in which we 

strive together for the faith of the gospel.  

     Before we go on consider this recent news headline from the New York Times. "Pastor 

accused of inciting subversion as China cracks down on churches." Ian Johnson reports: "An 

outspoken Chinese pastor and his wife face up to 15 years in prison after being charged with 

inciting to subvert state power, a sign that Chinese authorities are intensifying a crackdown on 

religious groups, one of the most serious in recent decades." In this case, the pastor is Wang Yi, he 

is 45 years old. His church is the Early Rain Covenant Church in Chengdu. He was detained last 

weekend, we are told, along with 100 other leaders of the church. This is all part of an intensification 

of persecution by the Chinese government of churches and church leaders. In the last couple of 

decades we have seen an increase in freedom for Chinese Christians and the gospel there has 

flourished, making China the home to more Christians than possibly any other country. But such 

growth in the church has made Chinese authorities uncomfortable as the state wants no competition 

for the loyalty of its citizens. To Communists, Christianity has always been viewed as the major 

competing worldview. The Times reports that before converting to Christianity in 2005, Pastor 

Wang was named one of the 50 most prominent public intellectuals in China. It was in 2008 that he 

formed his church, known as the Early Rain Church, and its sermons, touched on what he saw as 
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rampant materialism in Chinese society and the political compromises made by the government-run 

church. The Times goes on to say: He also opposed the common use of abortion in China, a practice 

pushed by the government as it sought to control the country's population. So, this pastor, standing 

firm on Scriptural teaching finds himself in big trouble with the Communist Party in China. Church 

members in China are now trying to figure out how to respond to all of this.   

     Back to Philippians. It is important as you read this epistle, to remember that it is written in 

the context of suffering and trial. The author was locked up, under arrest in Rome. The recipients 

were experiencing hardship and persecution. So, the apostle relates his exhortation in verse 27 to this 

problem which he discusses in 28-30. The problem of Christian suffering. To be more specific, 

persecution. I want us to learn from this passage as we consider persecution from three directions: 

persecution expected, persecution granted and persecution shared.  

     First then, persecution expected. Verse 27 and 28 says to stand firm and strive in no way 

alarmed by your opponents. There is no reason at all for a biblically informed Christian to be 

surprised or alarmed by persecution. Brethren, we should expect it. I John 3:13 Do not be surprised, 

brethren, if the world hates you. Jesus Himself told us this. He said the world hates me and so will 

hate my followers. Far from promising us a rose garden and a corridor of smiling faces, the Bible 

reports and predicts continual conflict and enmity between the light and the darkness. The apostle 

Paul experienced as much persecution as anyone of whom I have read. But Paul had a tremendous 

advantage. He knew persecution was coming. No surprise to him. Paul knew that wherever he went 

as a missionary he would suffer under persecution. He knew what was coming and that is a 

tremendous advantage. But, you have that same advantage Paul had. John 15:18-21 If the world 

hates you, you know that it has hated Me before it hated you. 19 "If you were of the world, the world 

would love its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, because 

of this the world hates you. 20 "Remember the word that I said to you, 'A slave is not greater than 

his master.' If they persecuted Me, they will also persecute you; if they kept My word, they will keep 

yours also. “If they persecute Me, they will persecute you.” Pastor Wang was not surprised. He had 

a statement already written which was released upon his arrest. He knew. Paul knew. They were 

ready. So, you His follower may as well be ready for it too. Don’t be surprised if you are persecuted 

by your family, or if you are fired from your work. You’ve been forewarned.  
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    But we are Americans, citizens of a nation with Christian roots and in a land of religious 

freedom. What serious persecution can we expect? I am not sure what the future holds, but unless 

God intervenes to change the course of modern events our religious freedom may not extend past our 

hearts in a decade. I was reading last week about the 10 year old whose principal wouldn’t let her 

pass out Valentines that say, “Jesus loves you.” Is some measure of opposition coming your way in 

2019 or beyond? It most surely is. Atheists, the transgendered, Muslims – all are protected groups, 

whose free-speech rights are insured, whose dignity must be protected. But it is open season on 

Christians. Christians can be ridiculed, restricted and maligned in the most vicious fashion with 

impunity. That’s America 2018. In other parts of the world, even in Canada, the situation for 

Christians is much worse. There are plenty of legal messes we can get into when we refuse to bake 

cakes for certain weddings or establish behavioral policies for our company. That kind of thing. 

There is the opposition of being refused jobs when it is learned that we are one of those born-again 

types. But then there is the simple relational tension like I described before. We endure the 

opposition of the sneering lip or the open put-down of our values and views. When it happens we are 

not to be surprised. We were warned, right?      

     So severe and widespread is the present persecution of Christians that there are numerous 

agencies which find the support and relief of persecuted believers to be their sole purpose. Some of 

these are American legal groups, like the Liberty Counsel, the Alliance Defending Freedom, the 

American Center for Law and Justice – all of which are seeking to defend the rights of Christians in 

the US. Other groups, like Voice of the Martyrs, International Christian Concern, Justice Fellowship 

and World Evangelical Alliance strive to end persecution around the globe. Theirs is a noble cause 

because the problem is very very real. 

    But for most of us, let’s admit it – for most of us persecution, although real, is minimal. We 

endure the persecution of the raised eyebrow. II Timothy 3:12 All who desire to live godly in Christ 

Jesus will be persecuted. It doesn’t say how much persecution. I am just glad that a little persecution 

qualifies. Where godliness is, there will be persecution. Listen, the darkness hates the light because 

light shows you things as they really are. The more we shine the light, the more likely it is that we 

will be seen by some as the enemy. Jesus said in John 7:7b the world hates me because I testify of it 

that its deeds are evil. That’s what makes people mad. When your life embarrasses them, or when 

you dare to call evil evil. So, when we do that as we should, we can expect opposition.  
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     Secondly, Paul goes on from verse 28 to say in 29 For to you it has been granted for Christ's 

sake, not only to believe in Him, but also to suffer for His sake. Suffering is also a gracious gift of 

God. As a gift there is no need to try to get it. We certainly don’t try to offend. In fact, we go out of 

our way not to. But our pursuit of godliness and our insistence on truth and justice will offend and 

will result in opposition, which Paul calls here a gift of God. That sounds strange to say but there are 

many ways in which suffering is a gift. We know God makes us pure through suffering. James 1:2-3 

Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, 3 knowing that the testing of 

your faith produces endurance. We are also told that earthly suffering, especially persecution for 

Christ’s sake leads to heavenly rewards. Matthew 5:11-12 Blessed are you when people insult you 

and persecute you, and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of Me. 12 "Rejoice and be 

glad, for your reward in heaven is great.  

     There is one other thing Paul relates it to in our passage. In verse 28 he says that persecution 

is a sign of destruction for them, but of salvation for you. Now, what I believe he is getting at is that 

the persecution proves the guilt and lost nature of the persecutor, but reveals the genuine 

righteousness of the persecutee. When you see someone violently opposing Christians you know that 

person is in a sad, pitiful shape. I remember, in the movie, The Hiding Place, about the Dutch family 

that protected Jews during the holocaust, there was a scene in which Papa Ten-Boom shook his head 

in sorrow for German soldiers who were carrying off some Jews. And he said, “Ah, they have 

touched the apple of God’s eye, what will become of them?” You catch that? Not, what will become 

of us, but what will become of these who dare persecute the Lord’s favorites. If you are a child of 

God by faith, you are precious to Him. Those most to be pitied are those who oppose the children of 

God. 

    On a positive note, persecution also serves the Christian as a test which proves his or her 

genuine character. How you respond to it is very revealing, and the real thing, like real gold will pass 

the test. Think of Jesus when He was crucified. A Roman soldier beneath the cross watched His 

behavior, heard his words and, having seen how Jesus handled persecution said, Truly this man was 

the Son of God. Persecution is a test, but for the true believer it is a gift because it demonstrates to 

him and to others that his faith is real. And to have a faith that is tested and proven is a tremendous 

thing - to know that my belief is more than a pleasant feeling, but something that will pass through 

the fire. I Peter 1:6-7 In this you greatly rejoice, even though now for a little while, if necessary, you 

have been distressed by various trials, 7 so that the proof of your faith, being more precious than 
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gold which is perishable, even though tested by fire, may be found to result in praise and glory and 

honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ. The proof of faith is exceeding precious, and it comes 

through opposition, through suffering. That is how the Lord can say that to the Philippians that their 

difficulties were a gift to them from God. No need to fear them. No need to fear those who would 

oppose us for our faith, because the Lord’s purposes stand, and they work for us even through the 

evil intentions of others. So – prepare for insults and ask God to help you react with loyalty toward 

Christ, not fear of His enemies.    

     And notice, would you, who granted the suffering. God did. The one who gave the faith gave 

the suffering. Some preachers say any suffering is always from the devil and results from a lack of 

faith. It can’t be from God they say, He loves us. That view of love is thinner than paper. Listen, 

God grants the suffering. That doesn’t mean the devil has nothing to do with it. He may; he often 

does. Think of the book of Job. The devil brought about Job’s calamity. Satan mediated it. But he 

was a pawn in God’s hand. Nowhere does Job ask, Satan, why have you done this to me? He says, 

Oh, God, why did You do it? “Why did God send suffering?” that is the question of the book of Job. 

And, in the end, God takes full credit for Job’s pain, doesn’t He? He never say, Oh, the devil did it, 

not me. No-no. Brethren, when persecuted or suffering we must look beyond the schemes of a 

hateful devil to the plans of a loving God. Now, the devil is out to use persecution for his ends. No 

doubt about it. It is his hope to defeat us by it. He joins defeat with deceit, and as you hurt he 

screams at you and whispers to you that God really doesn’t love you. Isn’t that what he told Eve in 

the garden, even before she suffered? In so many words it was. For us, the struggle in it all is to keep 

the faith, which is to remember that God loves me, in spite of the pain and in spite of the lies. That is 

faith. If we have faith, pain will never make us doubt God’s love. CS Lewis points out that all the 

great religions of the world, including those that say God is love began in a world without 

anesthetics. If pain disproves God’s love, explain that. And when you ache from persecution or just 

the downside of living in a fallen world, you hang in there. Your pain is the wise gift of a God who 

loves you and loves you enough to give His Son for you. In that light, we have persecution granted. 

It is a gift.  

    Thirdly, and finally, we have persecution shared. 30 Experiencing the same conflict which 

you saw in me, and now hear to be in me. Paul introduced Christianity to Philippi, and was beaten 

and thrown in jail there. Philippian scoffers, like other scoffers, hated the truth and the resulting 

conflict began with Paul and continued with the faithful church. Paul and these people shared the 
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same suffering for Christ’s sake. In today’s church we have fellowship around coffee and donuts 

which is fine, but the early church had fellowship around persecution which is a powerful unifying 

force. And that which Satan uses to discourage, God uses to draw believers together in a supportive, 

motivating oneness. I have fond memories of the student fellowship I was a part of at the University 

of Florida. In fact, I married part of that student fellowship. And I know that one of the things that 

made our fellowship so sweet was the constant battle we had with the world. We sat under teachers 

who scorned our faith. We lived among students who mocked our values. The spiritual warfare was 

intense and that made us all the more aware of how much we needed each other. Fellowship with the 

saints was a refuge from the storm. When we are persecuted, it will be persecution shared.  

     We also share persecution with the saints of ages past. Even millions who have given their 

lives for the sake of Christ. I am reading right now a book about the English martyrs, Protestant 

leaders, killed by Queen Mary in the 16th century. It is stirring. When persecuted, we join an elite 

company with Stephen, James, John, Polycarp, Origen, Hus, Wycliffe, Luther, Knox, Wesley, 

Whitefield, not to mention Elijah, Jeremiah, Isaiah, and John the Baptist. So many of the great men 

of God had their memorials built with the stones thrown at them in life. What an honor it is to share 

with them in the fellowship of the persecuted. I think of that line in Faber’s hymn – one of the 

hardest lines of hymnody for me to sing – It says Our fathers chained in prisons dark, were still  

in heart and conscience free: How sweet would be their children’s fate, if they like them could die 

for thee!   

    Beyond all these, the greatest thing is that we share persecution with Jesus. Remember what 

John 15 said, the world hated Jesus before it hated you. He was mistreated unfairly, like you never 

will be. And persecution we share with Him. Philippians 3:10 that I may know Him and the power of 

His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death. The fellowship 

of suffering for and with Christ. You see, Jesus identifies with His hurting people. Paul, especially, 

knew this well. It was on the road to Damascus where Jesus came to Paul and said to him what? 

“Why are you persecuting the church?” Is that what he said? No. Why are you persecuting 

Christians? No. What Jesus said was why are you persecuting Me? (see Acts 9:4) To touch a 

Christian is to touch Christ because He shares our suffering. And I, for one, think that is tremendous. 

Verse 29 says twice that the suffering is for Christ’s sake. Christian, you have the privilege (I said 

privilege) of suffering for and with your Master. Tozer has said this and my how it has stuck to my 
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brain – I have no greater honor than to be loved by those who love Him and hated by those who hate 

Him. To be like Christ, and thus to suffer for and with Him. To us it is granted – persecution shared.  

    God’s word has us fully prepared for persecution, even over-prepared us for what we are 

likely to face. We know to expect it, we know it is God’s gift and we know with whom we share it. 

The hymn is How Firm a Foundation. We don’t know who wrote it, but the lyrics are tremendous. 

How firm a foundation, ye saints of the Lord, is laid for your faith in His excellent word! What more 

can He say that to you He has said, to you who for refuge to Jesus have fled.  This is a fantastic 

hymn. Notice the words and let’s sing them with joy:  

 

Fear not, I am with thee, O be not dismayed, For I am thy God and will still give thee aid; 

I’ll strengthen and help thee, and cause thee to stand, Upheld by My righteous, omnipotent hand. 

When through the deep waters I call thee to go, The rivers of woe shall not thee overflow; 

For I will be with thee, thy troubles to bless, And sanctify to thee thy deepest distress. 

When through fiery trials thy pathways shall lie, My grace, all sufficient, shall be thy supply; 

The flame shall not hurt thee; I only design Thy dross to consume, and thy gold to refine. 

The soul that on Jesus has leaned for repose, I will not, I will not desert to its foes; 

That soul, though all hell should endeavor to shake, I’ll never, no never, no never forsake. 


