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Intro – Bad news, good news 
I did a little survey this week and asked several people, “If someone 
came up to you and said, ‘I’ve got good news and bad news for you,’ 
which would you want to hear first?” The results were interesting. I 
thought that most people would say, “Give me the bad news first so I 
can get it out of the way and end on a positive note with the good 
news.” But to my surprise, many people wanted to hear the good news 
first thinking it would somehow temper the bad. One person said that it 
didn’t matter which one he got first.  
 
The message today is entitled, “The Bad and Good of Persecution.” It 
just so happens that the passage gives the bad news first and then the 
good, so that’s how we’ll approach it. But before we look at the bad 
and good, let’s first make some observations about persecution. The 
word persecution in Greek means to put to flight. It means bringing 
pressure on people in order to make them want to flee. 
 
The question arises, “Why do people persecute other people?” There 
are undoubtedly many reasons. One reason has to do with control. 
People persecute others in order to control them. Perhaps the people 
being persecuted are viewed as a threat. Those doing the persecuting 
do it in an attempt to keep those being persecuted in line.  
 
Another reason persecution takes place is because one group or person 
is angry at another. Perhaps someone hurt a family member and the 
family now seeks revenge by persecuting the offender. 
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Some people persecute others because they feel surperior to them and 
want to be sure it stays that way. During World War II the German 
government persecuted the Jews because they felt the Germans were 
part of a master race and the Jews were inferior. 
 
Sometimes persecution arises because of religious differences. In some 
Islamic countries other religions are banned. If those holding other 
beliefs try to proselytize they can be imprisoned or killed. Such was the 
case in the book of Acts. The Jewish religious leaders greatly opposed 
those who followed the teachings of Jesus, and they attempted to stop 
the spread of Christianity. 
 
With these thoughts in mind, let’s now look at the bad and good that 
comes from persecution. Let’s start with “the bad.” 
 

The bad that comes from persecution 
There is much bad that comes out of persecution. 
 
It emboldens people to do greater acts of persecution 
Acts 8:1 states,  
 

1 Saul was in hearty agreement with putting him (Stephen) to 
death. And on that day a great persecution began against the 
church in Jerusalem... 

 
At the end of Acts chapter seven, Acts 7:58 states, “When they had 
driven him (Stephen) out of the city, they began stoning him; and the 
witnesses laid aside their robes at the feet of a young man named 
Saul.”  
 
In Acts 7:58 Saul was a bystander. Even though he was in hearty 
agreement with putting Stephen to death, it seems that he did not take 
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part in the stoning. Instead it says that people (those witnessing and 
doing the stoning) laid their robes at the feet of Saul. Saul apparently 
watched their robes while they stoned Stephen. But having seen this 
horrific act of persecution, Saul was emboldened to become a 
persecutor himself. Acts chapter eight makes this point clear. Acts 8:3 
states that Saul began ravaging the church. 
 
It is kind of like what can happen on the playground at school. If one 
child gets picked on and teachers do nothing to stop it, often other 
children become emboldened and jump in and start picking on the 
unfortunate child, too. 
 
In the case of Stephen and the church, no one stepped in to stop the 
persecution. Not only did the religious leaders do nothing to stop the 
persecution, they actually encouraged it. They were the ones who gave 
Saul the authority to carry out his persecution. Stephen’s persecution 
led to a great persecution of the Jerusalem church. The Greek word for 
great is mega. It became a mega-persecution.  
 
It leads to great sadness 
Besides emboldening people to greater acts of violence, persecution 
leads to great sadness in the lives of those being persecuted and the 
lives of those who love the ones who are being persecuted. Acts 8:2 
states, “Some devout men buried Stephen, and made loud lamentation 
over him.” We don’t know who these devout men were who buried 
Stephen, but they made loud lamentation over him.  
 
Undoubtedly, Stephen had a mother, other family members, and 
friends, and all of them wept over his senseless murder. Certainly there 
were times when professional mourners were hired to weep loudly at a 
funeral, but I believe the lamentation over Stephen’s death was 
genuine. These were devout men weeping over a fallen brother. 
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It destroys people’s lives 
In addition, persecution destroys people’s lives. Acts 8:3 states, “But 
Saul began ravaging the church, entering house after house, and 
dragging off men and women, he would put them in prison.” 
 
The word for ravaging is the same word used in the Septuagint in Psalm 
80:13 of a wild boar using his tusks to tear up a field in search of food. 
Today on the Island of Kawai in the Hawaiian Islands, there is a problem 
with wild boars tearing up ground with their tusks. It is causing erosion 
and other problems.  
 
Like a wild boar, Saul was using the tusks of his influence to root-out 
and destroy the church. He got approval from the chief priests (Acts 
26:10) to enter people’s homes, drag off men and women, and put 
them in prison. This kind of persecution still happens today in certain 
countries. We can be thankful that it has not yet reached our shores. 
But we should remember to pray for our persecuted brothers and 
sisters in Christ around the world. 
 
Persecution through the centuries has left many families fatherless, 
motherless, and childless. It has destroyed people’s lives or made those 
lives exceedingly difficult as bread-winners have been taken away 
leaving other family members to fend for themselves. 
 
I think it is appropriate to take a moment to pray for our Christian 
brothers and sisters in other parts of the world who are suffering in this 
way… 
 

The good that comes out of persecution 
But even though there is horrendous bad that comes out of 

persecution, there also is good. This good is a reminder of the truth of 

Romans 8:28 (NASB) which states, “And we know that God causes all 
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things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who 

are called according to His purpose.”  

 
It caused the early church to obey Christ’s directive 
The first good thing that came out of the mega persecution against the 
early church is that it caused the church to obey Christ’s directive given 
previously in Acts 1:8. His directive was, “But you will receive power 
when the Holy Spirit has come upon you; and you shall be My witnesses 
both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea and Samaria, and even to the 
remotest part of the earth.” 
 
Up to this point the church had stayed in Jerusalem. Certainly they 
needed to build the church in that city, but it was God’s plan for them 
to move out from there into the surrounding areas and eventually to go 
to the remotest part of the earth. The persecution aided that process. 
Acts 8:1 states, “And on that day a great persecution began against the 
church in Jerusalem, and they were all scattered throughout the 
regions of Judea and Samaria, except the apostles.”  
 
The apostles stayed in Jerusalem to help the church there for a time, 
but many others, undoubtedly those from other areas who perhaps had 
stayed on in Jerusalem after the Day of Pentecost, scattered to other 
places in Judea and Samaria. Eventually the apostles also went to other 
areas, too. This whole scene reminds me of the Tower of Babel in the 
Old Testament. God told the people to spread out and fill the earth. 
Instead they built a tower and God confused their language in order to 
help them obey His directive 
 
It gave Christians the choice whether or not to step out in faith 
Persecution also presented the early Christians the choice whether or 
not they would step out in faith. Acts 8:2-4 states, 
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2 Some devout men buried Stephen, and made loud lamentation 
over him. 3 But Saul began ravaging the church, entering house 
after house, and dragging off men and women, he would put 
them in prison. 4 Therefore, those who had been scattered went 
about preaching the word. 

 
Notice that the devout men made a choice to bury Stephen and do all 
that this entailed. Some of them may have been the first ones 
identified as Christ followers and perhaps had their homes raided. 
Other believers in Jerusalem had the choice as to whether they would 
continue to share their faith or simply become secret Christians and try 
to avoid being persecuted. It is encouraging that verse four of Acts 
chapter eight states that those who had been scattered went about 
preaching the word. They made the choice to share their faith because 
it was life-saving truth. Their physical lives were in jeopardy but those 
they shared with had their eternal spiritual lives in jeopardy. Many 
Christians weighed the risk and decided to share their faith anyway. 
Undoubtedly there were Christians who went underground, but there 
were many who shared their faith despite the risks. The story of the 
fifth-century bishop of Constantinople is a clear example of someone 
who had the right attitude about persecution. 
 

In the fifth-century the bishop of Constantinople, Chrysostrom, 
was driven from the city into exile, he wrote a friend, “When I was 
driven from the city, I felt no anxiety, but said to myself, ‘If the 
Empress wishes to banish me, let her do so; the earth is the 
Lord’s. If she wishes to have me sawn asunder, I have Isaiah for an 
example. If she wants me to be drowned in the ocean, I think of 
Jonah. If I am to be thrown into the fire, the three men in the 
furnace suffered the same. If cast before wild beasts, I remember 
Daniel in the lion’s den. If she wants me to be stoned, I have 
before me Stephen, the first martyr. If she demands my head, let 
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her do so; John the Baptist shines before me. Naked I came from 
my mother’s womb; naked shall I leave this world.’”  
(Robert J. Morgan, Stories, Illustrations and Quotes (Thomas 
Nelson Publishers, 2000), 245-246.) 

 
Was it wrong for Christians in Acts chapter eight to flee persecution? 

Absolutely not! When Jesus sent out His disciples in Matthew 10 this is 

what He told them in verse twenty-three, "But whenever they 

persecute you in one city, flee to the next…” 

It gives God the opportunity to work in amazing ways  

The next bit of good that comes out of persecution is that it gives God 
the opportunity to work in amazing ways. Acts 8:5-7 states, 
 

5 Philip went down to the city of Samaria and began proclaiming 
Christ to them. 6 The crowds with one accord were giving 
attention to what was said by Philip, as they heard and saw the 
signs which he was performing. 7 For in the case of many who had 
unclean spirits, they were coming 
out of them shouting with a loud 
voice; and many who had been 
paralyzed and lame were healed. 

 
First it was amazing that the gospel was 
taken to Samaria. Although Jesus visited 
Samaria, most Jews avoided the region. 
Not only was Samaria a region north of 
Judea and south of Galilee, the capitol 
city of the region was also called Samaria. 
Samaritans were viewed as half-breeds 
by Jews. They were the lower class Jews 
who the Assyrian conquerors in Old Testament times had left in the 
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land. They were often left there because they were poor. The Assyrians 
then moved foreigners into the area of Samaria. Subsequently these 
poor Jews married these foreigners. Devout Jews saw Samaritans half-
breeds who had been corrupted by the world. But Philip (not Philip the 
apostle, but Philip the Hellenistic Jew who was elected along with 
Stephen to care for the Hellenistic widows in Jerusalem) went to the 
city of Samaria and with no prejudice preached Christ there. God gave 
Philip great power to do miraculous signs which confirmed to the 
Samaritans that his message was true. This great power allowed Philip 
to perform acts of healing: unclean spirits were cast-out, people who 
were paralyzed or lame were healed.  
 
Simply put, if the persecution had not taken place, who knows how 
long it would have taken for someone to take the gospel to Samaria. As 
it was, Philip took the good news and God worked through him in 
amazing ways. 
 
It is a fact that every time persecution hits the church, God pours out 
an extra measure of His power to counter the effects of the 
persecution, and to help the church expand.  
 
It can lead to joy as God works 
The next good that comes out of persecution is that it can lead to much 

joy as God works. Acts 8:8 states, “So there was much rejoicing in that 

city.” The fact that Philip brought the gospel to Samaria and many 

people believed his message brought great rejoicing. We also can 

experience great rejoicing when we hear of even one person coming to 

Christ. Luke 15:7 (NASB) states, "I tell you that in the same way, there 

will be more joy in heaven over one sinner who repents than over 

ninety-nine righteous persons who need no repentance.” 
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It can bring good cultural change to an area 
Another good that comes from persecution is that it can bring good 
cultural change to an area. Acts 8:9-13 states,  
 

9 Now there was a man named Simon, who formerly was 
practicing magic in the city and astonishing the people of Samaria, 
claiming to be someone great; 10 and they all, from smallest to 
greatest, were giving attention to him, saying, "This man is what is 
called the Great Power of God." 11 And they were giving him 
attention because he had for a long time astonished them with his 
magic arts. 12 But when they believed Philip preaching the good 
news about the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, 
they were being baptized, men and women alike. 13 Even Simon 
himself believed; and after being baptized, he continued on with 
Philip, and as he observed signs and great miracles taking place, 
he was constantly amazed.  

Because of the persecution in Jerusalem, Philip headed to the city of 
Samaria where there was a man by the name of Simon who practiced 
magic. People in Samaria called Simon “The Great Power of God.” His 
magic arts, either performed through trickery of the power of Satan, 
were no match for Philip’s preaching and signs and wonders. Not only 
did Simon place his faith in Christ, but so did many of the people who 
followed Simon. This brought cultural change to the city. 
 
Do you want to bring cultural change to the area you live in? Then be a 
witness for Christ. When people come to Christ they are changed from 
the inside out. As they adopt Christ’s values everything about their lives 
changes for the better. 
 
Final Thoughts 
There is bad and good that comes out of persecution. All of us will 
encounter persecution to a greater or lesser degree as we live out our 
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Christian faith. When resistance comes we need to be sure we 
remember those in the early church in Jerusalem. Even though they 
went through hardship they did not allow the hardship to silence them. 
They continued to share the good news wherever they went causing 
the church to expand. We need to do the same today realizing that God 
can cause great good to come out of whatever level of persecution we 
experience. God can expand the church, work in amazing ways, and 
change our culture one person at a time. The amazing thing is that He 
allows us to be part of the process.  
 
Let me leave you with a true story, 
 

Chet Bitterman, graduate of Columbia Bible College in Columbia, 
South Carolina, entered Colombia, South America with his wife 
and daughters to translate the Bible into the Carijona language. 
He was kidnapped by terrorists on January 19, 1981, and seven 
weeks later shot dead, a single bullet to the chest. Eight months 
before entering Colombia, he penned this in his journal: “Maybe 
this is just some kind of self-inflicted martyr complex, but I find 
this recurring thought that perhaps God will call me to be 
martyred for Him in his service in Columbia. I am willing.” 
(Nelson’s Complete Book of Stories, Illustrations and Quotes: 
Thomas Nelson Publishers. Copyright 2000 by Robert J. Morgan, 
pg 246) 
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Acts 8:1-13 (NASB)  
1 Saul was in hearty agreement with putting him to death. And on that 
day a great persecution began against the church in Jerusalem, and 
they were all scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, 
except the apostles. 2 Some devout men buried Stephen, and made 
loud lamentation over him. 3 But Saul began ravaging the church, 
entering house after house, and dragging off men and women, he 
would put them in prison. 4 Therefore, those who had been scattered 
went about preaching the word. 5 Philip went down to the city of 
Samaria and began proclaiming Christ to them. 6 The crowds with one 
accord were giving attention to what was said by Philip, as they heard 
and saw the signs which he was performing. 7 For in the case of many 
who had unclean spirits, they were coming out of them shouting with a 
loud voice; and many who had been paralyzed and lame were healed. 8 

So there was much rejoicing in that city. 9 Now there was a man named 
Simon, who formerly was practicing magic in the city and astonishing 
the people of Samaria, claiming to be someone great; 10 and they all, 
from smallest to greatest, were giving attention to him, saying, "This 
man is what is called the Great Power of God." 11 And they were giving 
him attention because he had for a long time astonished them with his 
magic arts. 12 But when they believed Philip preaching the good news 
about the kingdom of God and the name of Jesus Christ, they were 
being baptized, men and women alike. 13 Even Simon himself believed; 
and after being baptized, he continued on with Philip, and as he 
observed signs and great miracles taking place, he was constantly 
amazed.  

 


