
Intro  
Our text for this morning comes from Matthew 5:10-12.  It can be found on page 858 of the black bibles 
in the pew racks.  If you don’t have a Bible please take that one with you today so that you can have your 
own copy of God’s Word to use in your own personal study. 

Hear the Word of the Lord:    

Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, 
for the kingdom of heaven is theirs. 
11 “You are blessed when they insult you and persecute you and falsely say every kind of evil 
against you because of me. 12 Be glad and rejoice, because your reward is great in heaven. For that 
is how they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

This is God’s Word, join me in praying His blessing on our study of it this morning. 

Amen. 

A man named Bobby McFerrin offered this advice to the world in 1988: “Don’t Worry, Be Happy.” 

According to a story in the Washington Post last month, Americans haven’t taken his advice.  The United 
States scored lower than ever in the United Nations World Happiness Report and our poor performance 
is confounding to so-called experts. 

One of the researchers, Jean M. Twenge told the Post, “By most accounts, Americans should be happier 
now than ever. The violent crime rate is low, as is the unemployment rate. Income per capita has 
steadily grown over the last few decades. We keep chasing economic growth as the holy grail, but 
it’s not bringing well-being for our country.”  1

Based on all the metrics society can come up with Americans should be the happiest people who ever 
lived.  But you don’t have to look around very long to come to the realization that whatever it is we think is 
supposed to make us happy has failed. 

 https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2019/03/21/americans-are-unhappiest-theyve-ever-been-un-report-finds-1
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Happiness is always somewhere else for us.  For my 5-year old happiness will come when he’s older.  He 
wants to be allowed to ride his bike farther, be able to score on the full-sized basketball goal, and get to 
stay up later at night.  For some of us, happiness is when we were younger.  When we didn’t ache, when 
we had a better memory, or when someone we loved was still with us.   

No matter what life stage we are in we struggle with contentment, what it means to be truly happy.   

This shouldn’t be news to those of us who belong to Christ.  Jesus has given us a profile in happiness to 
start off the Sermon on the Mount.  The word our modern bibles translate as blessed in Matthew 5 literally 
means happy.  And those who are truly happy, happy in whatever circumstances they find themselves, 
really are countercultural. 

We’ve already looked at seven characteristics of Christ followers.  They have a right view of their own 
heart—they’re poor in spirit and mournful of their own sin.  Those two qualities produce a characteristic 
humility.   They’ve recognized their emptiness and know the only way to be filled is by hungering and 
thirsting for the righteousness of Christ and as they’re filled their hearts grow in mercy in their outward 
actions and purity in their inward thoughts.  Those qualities lead them to seek out peace, wholeness of 
relationship with God and with others. 

Those are the markers of citizens of what Christ calls in Matthew 4 the Kingdom of Heaven.  These truths 
should be evident in the lives of those who belong to God. 

The final Kingdom characteristic of the beatitudes is that God’s people will be persecuted.  Happy are the 
persecuted.  

That couldn’t sound further from the truth to most of the people around us.  Remember, we live in a 
culture that holds up economic growth as the holy grail of happiness.  As long as we’re getting ahead 
financially, we’ll make it.  Persecution doesn’t fit that worldview so whatever is it Jesus means here we can 
already see it’s radically countercultural. 

Here’s what I think we’ll learn today: Persecution is a promise, and that’s good news for God’s people. 

So what, then, does Jesus mean by persecution?  We're going to look at four aspects of persecution 
today that I hope will help us understand this beatitude clearly. 

Definition of Persecution 
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First, a definition. One dictionary defines the act of persecution as causing suffering because of a 
particular belief.    When we think about suffering in the context of the Sermon on the Mount then we are 2

looking at suffering caused by your relationship to Christ. 

Those of us in this room have lived, perhaps more than any other Christians in history, free of any type of 
institutional persecution.  The early church was hunted—that’s really a good word for persecution.  The 
Greek word means to pursue as you would a fleeing enemy.  So the early church was hunted both by the 
Jews and at times by the Roman government.  The church was born into a world that was against it. 

Today, we sometimes have trouble distinguishing what persecution even is.  One pastor tells a story of a 
man named Steve.  He was young professional who was full of love for Jesus and zeal to see the gospel 
spread. Steve became burdened about an unconverted coworker and saw it as his Christian duty to 
witness to this man in an effort to persuade him to become a believer. His zeal caused him to spend hours 
of his time at work talking to his friend about salvation and explaining the gospel to him. 

When his boss warned him to stop “pushing his religion while on the clock” Steve took it as an affront to 
the lordship of Christ and refused. After he was fired, he told his story in terms of suffering for his faith. 
Steve saw himself as having been persecuted by his boss.  He saw himself as a martyr because he was 
fired for talking to his coworker about Christ.  

In reality it wasn’t Steve’s faith that provoked his dismissal. It was his failure to put in a full day’s work for a 
full day’s pay, even after he was warned. Though talking about Christ is a good thing, doing so at the 
expense of your employer is a bad thing.  3

We may think of Steve’s plight as persecution.  But it pales in comparison to what our brothers and sisters 
in other parts of the world suffer.   I think about the West African nation of Burkina Faso, where one 
Christian said this week that: “No one dares to sleep in his house because of fear of being killed. It’s 
very hard for us. We need your prayers.”  4

On April 28th, armed men attacked a church in Northeast Burkina Faso. They executed six worshippers, 
including the church’s 80-year-old pastor. 

Last Sunday, during a church service in the village of Dablo, armed gunmen on motorcycles, said to 
number between 20 or 30, ambushed the church. 

 https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/persecuting2

 https://www.ligonier.org/learn/articles/what-christian-persecution/3

 https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/stories/new-attack-in-burkina-faso-christians-in-hiding-4

schools-and-churches-closed/
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The attackers then set fire to the church and other buildings in the village, including a health center, 
leaving six dead.  Then on Monday, armed men stopped a Catholic parade. Reportedly, the attackers let 
the children go before killing four adults. 

According to Open Doors USA, an organization devoted to supporting persecuted believers: 

245 million Christians experience high levels of persecution in the countries on the World Watch 
List. And worldwide, 1 in 9 Christians experience high levels of persecution. 
Every month, on average:  
345 Christians are killed for faith-related reasons 
105 Churches and Christian buildings are burned or attacked 
219 Christians are detained without trial, arrested, sentenced and imprisoned  5

Most of us will never know persecution to that degree.  And we should make Christians who suffer this 
degree of persecution a regular part of our prayer life.   

But we aren’t off the hook when it comes to persecution simply because we live in a nation where it is safe 
to be a Christian.  We’ve defined persecution, both in its mild and extreme forms.  Now let’s see in today’s 
text that Jesus speaks of an expectation of persecution in Matthew 5:11. 

Expectation of Persecution 

Notice that the verse isn’t worded ‘you are blessed if they persecute you.’  It’s when they persecute you.  
Jesus expected his followers to experience persecution.  He expected them to suffer because they 
belong to him. Remember, Persecution is a promise, and that’s good news for God’s people. 

Verse 10 says that you’re blessed when you’re persecuted because of righteousness.  Remember, we 
don’t have any righteousness of our own.  We saw that back in verse 6 a couple of weeks ago.  So the 
persecution that is caused by righteousness is a direct result of Christ’s work in our lives.  

Listen to Jesus in John 15: 

19 If you were of the world, the world would love you as its own. However, because you are not of 
the world, but I have chosen you out of it, the world hates you. 20 Remember the word I spoke to 

 https://www.opendoorsusa.org/christian-persecution/5
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you: ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you. If 
they kept my word, they will also keep yours. 

Jesus clearly states that we should live as Kingdom people with the expectation that the world will treat us 
with contempt.  We need to expect suffering, not just the natural suffering that comes along with life, 
floods, tornadoes, cancer, dementia, those things are effects of the fall and they’re tragic and one day 
they’ll cease.  But we need to expect another kind of suffering, too, and that is at the hands of evil men 
and women. 

We’re eventually going to be in for a rude awakening if we expect that people will treat us like we treat 
them, or even just treat us like we deserve to be treated.  What incentive does a lost and dying world have 
to treat you well?  None.  But they have much incentive to persecute you. 

I think too often we allow ourselves to keep a ledger and expect God to respond to it.  If we do good, 
God will give us good.  And if we do bad, God is waiting with a lightning bolt to light up our world.  One 
popular allegedly-Christian book said it this way: “when you think positive, excellent thoughts, you will be 
propelled toward greatness, inevitably bound for increase, promotion, and God’s supernatural 
blessings.”  6

But that’s simply not the way a relationship with Christ works.  God often ordains suffering, unjust 
suffering, at the hands of evil people for his children and Jesus tells us here to expect it.  And that 
expectation is echoed elsewhere in the New Testament: 

2 Timothy 3:10 But you have followed my teaching, conduct, purpose, faith, patience, love, and 
endurance, 11 along with the persecutions and sufferings that came to me in Antioch, Iconium, and 
Lystra. What persecutions I endured—and yet the Lord rescued me from them all. 12 In fact, all who 
want to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted. 

and 

Philippians 1:29 For it has been granted to you on Christ’s behalf not only to believe in him, but also 
to suffer for him,  

and in 

1 John 3:13 Do not be surprised, brothers and sisters, if the world hates you. 

 https://www.9marks.org/review/your-best-life-now-joel-osteen/6
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We should expect persecution.  It’s unlikely that someone will bust through our door to kill us while we’re 
worshipping this morning.  But there are other types of persecution that can befall Christians even in our 
society.  In our text this morning we had three words related to how the world will treat us.  Verse 11 says 
 “You are blessed when they insult you and persecute you and falsely say every kind of evil against you.” 

Though nowhere near what many others face, persecution is becoming more institutionalized in America.  
A biblical worldview is met with less and less tolerance every day. 

The fines, the lawsuits, the jobs lost and public disdain are not imaginary proglems. We will always be 
thought of by some as backwards, particularly because of our views on gender and sexuality. And it will 
continually, and perhaps more drastically, cause us to be persecuted. 

But there can be more personal forms of persecution as well.  Your views on sobriety could cause you to 
lose friendships with those who drink too much.  Your views on morality could cause you to miss out on a 
promotion at work.  Your views on morality in general could cause you to miss what’s going on with Game 
of Thrones or whatever softcore TV show happens to be popular at a given time.  And all those situations 
could lead to worldly people having a lower view of you.   

Those are small persecutions in the grand scheme, but based on what we read in Scripture those should 
not be foreign to us.  Here’s my pastoral concern when studying this text.  When we look at persecution 
globally we see so many—literally millions—who are persecuted for their faith.  When we see the lack of 
persecution here it makes me wonder if we are really living any differently than the world around us.   

The persecuted Christians in Burkina Faso are radically different than the world around them.  Are we?  
Think about this.  If Christianity was declared illegal in the States right now. . . other than coming here on 
Sunday. . . what would have to change about your life?  If Bible reading, evangelism, prayer, worship, all 
those things were outlawed. . what would change about your day-to-day routine?  If you say not very 
much, then you should be concerned.   

Because persecution is a promise, and that’s good news for God’s people, I don’t think more persecution 
in our nation would actually be a bad thing. 

According to a Pew Research poll in 2015, 75% of Americans identified as Christians.   Now, if 75% of 7

Americans think they’re Christians either they’re confused about Christianity or I am.   I say more 
persecution wouldn’t be a bad thing because it would make us actually live out the things we say we 
believe.  In comfort there is great danger. 

 https://news.gallup.com/poll/187955/percentage-christians-drifting-down-high.aspx7
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Persecution isn’t something we should look forward to, but it is something we should expect. Persecution 
is a promise, and that’s good news for God’s people. 
And in that persecution we have fellowship with all those who have ever had faith in God. 

Fellowship in Persecution 

Jesus said in verse 12: For that is how they persecuted the prophets who were before you. 

We’ve already looked briefly at the ultimate example of this.  Christ was perfect and the world killed him.  
But all throughout the history of Israel, God’s prophets were rejected, slandered, harassed and assaulted. 

It ranged from insulting speech, like in 2 Kings 2:23 where we read: 

From there Elisha went up to Bethel. As he was walking up the path, some small boys came out of the city 
and jeered at him, chanting, “Go up, baldy! Go up, baldy!”  

If you read the rest of that chapter you’ll find it’ a rather bad idea to insult God’s prophet, by the way. The 
persecution of the prophets ranged from angry speech all the way to murder. 

Jeremiah lamented that he was ridiculed all day long (Jer. 20:7), he was also beaten and put in stocks, the 
prophet Micaiah was slapped in the face by Zedekiah in 1 Kings 22, and in 2 Chronicles 24 King Joash 
presided over the execution of a prophet of God. 

Like the rest of the beatitudes, Jesus isn’t teaching a new truth.  He’s just applying it to his new disciples.  
When we are persecuted for the sake of God we join in the fellowship of all those who have been hated 
by a lost and dying world. 

And it’s in that fellowship that we should find cause for celebration. 

Celebration of Persecution 

It might sound strange to celebrate persecution.  That’s certainly not our first inclination, is it?  My first 
inclination is to assume that the hardship I’m facing is vastly superior to the hardship anyone else in the 
history of the world has ever faced and I have no idea how a good God could ordain such suffering!  

But, remember how Jesus begins the beatitude.  Happy.  Happy are those who are persecuted.  James 
1:2 tells us we should Consider it a great joy whenever we experience trials.  
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So how do we experience the change from, “Oh Woe is Me,” to ,”How Great is He” when we experience 
persecution?  To help us answer that question I want to turn to Peter, a man acquainted with persecution.  
Tradition tells us Peter was likely crucified in Rome sometime in the 60s AD.  

We read in 1 Peter 4: 

12 Dear friends, don’t be surprised when the fiery ordeal comes among you to test you as if 
something unusual were happening to you. 13 Instead, rejoice as you share in the sufferings of 
Christ, so that you may also rejoice with great joy when his glory is revealed. 14 If you are ridiculed 
for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you. 15 Let 
none of you suffer as a murderer, a thief, an evildoer, or a meddler. 16 But if anyone suffers as a 
Christian, let him not be ashamed but let him glorify God in having that name.  

I want to share this in part because I know some of you are experiencing what you’d call a fiery ordeal 
right now.  Even if it’s not directly related to persecution, these truths will be helpful.  

The first thing we can learn here is that God is allowing you to be tested.  That’s good news. 

Trials exist under the sovereignty of your all-powerful God, and they exist in order to test you. There are 
two ways persecution tests our faith: in genuineness, and in maturity. When persecution comes, the false 
Christians are tested and inevitably run away. In the moment they are forced to suffer, they recant their 
faith and run away. Their faith is tested and proven fraudulent.  

The other kind of test is one that proves the depth or maturity of the your faith. When God tests you, the 
purpose is for you to know how well you’re doing. God wants you to be encouraged, and so he allows a 
trial to come, and that trial proves you who you are and how much you’ve grown. You don’t know what 
your faith is made of until it’s tested. So you truly can rejoice in trials knowing that God tests the ones he 
loves.  8

Second, when we’re persecuted we share in the sufferings of Christ.  When you are persecuted, when you 
undergo those trials, you are participating in Christ’s sufferings. As you suffer you inevitably come to a 
greater understanding of what Christ endured on your behalf, and this draws you closer to him. After all, if 
someone persecutes you, it isn’t because they hate you; they persecute you because they hate Christ.  
Remember, persecution is a promise, and that’s good news for God’s people. 

 https://www.challies.com/articles/5-reasons-to-rejoice-in-persecution/8
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Verse 14 says suffering shows that the spirit of God rests on you.  This is a promise that God does not 
abandon you in your persecution, but is right there with you in the middle of it.  

When it seems that everyone else has abandoned you, you'll find a much deeper awareness of the 
presence of the Holy Spirit. 

 As C.S. Lewis so aptly said, God whispers to us in our pleasures but shouts to us in our pain. Rejoice, 
because God is with you.  9

Fourth, we see in verse 16 that God is glorified in our suffering.  When you suffer because you are a 
Christian, and when you suffer as a Christian, God is glorified. We can get a hint from the book of Job.  

Job’s friends insisted that he was suffering because he had done evil, because he deserved it. But, Job 
was suffering because God had determined it and because Satan was bent on it. As Job was shown to be 
blameless, and as Job refused to curse God, God was glorified.  

And we see that in times of persecution, Christians constantly glorify God. As they suffer they tell others 
about him. As they suffer they sing his praises. As they suffer they prove themselves blameless. God is 
glorified even in persecution, and God is glorified especially in persecution. 

And the final way I think we can see the persecution as cause for celebration is right there at the end of 
Matthew 5:10.  It’s the same promise of the first beatitude.  For theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 

Persecution is one of the markers of genuine faith.  Those who are persecuted because of Christ can rest 
assured that they belong to Christ.   To understand this beatitude is to embody Paul’s words in Philippians 
1:21: For me, to live is Christ and to die is gain.  

We opened our time together with an illustration of how the American concept of happiness keeps 
eluding our grasp.  I want to close with a starkly different picture of happiness.  ‘As for us, may God be 
gloried whether by life or death’ are the last known words written by John Stam of the China Inland 
Mission. 

John and his wife Betty moved to China after getting married in October 1933. 

Betty’s parents were missionaries to China and that is where Betty was raised.  She came to the states in 
her late teens and enrolled in Moody Bible Institute, planning to return to China after her education was 

 https://www.challies.com/articles/5-reasons-to-rejoice-in-persecution/9
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complete.  It was at Moody that she met John, a student one year younger than her who shared her desire 
to serve in China.   

The Stams were the first missionary family to settle in Jingde, China and welcomed the birth of their first 
child, a daughter named Helen, in the fall of 1934—during the early stages of the Chinese Civil War. 

On December 6, Communist soldiers stormed Jingde and made their way directly to the mission 
compound. They broke open the lock on the gate and rushed to the front door of the house. John Stam 
calmly opened the door and welcomed the men inside. Betty served them tea and cakes while John tried 
to explain their peaceful intentions. When they finished their tea, the visitors politely said, “You will go 
with us.” John pleaded with the soldiers to let his wife and baby daughter remain behind, but his request 
was refused. 

The young missionaries, along with their baby daughter, were taken to the prison in Jingde for the rest of 
the day. The Communist soldiers forced John Stam to write a letter to the China Inland Mission 
headquarters in Shanghai outlining their ransom demand. He knew the request would not be considered, 
as it was the strict policy of the mission never to pay a ransom for a kidnapped worker, believing that such 
an action would only encourage more kidnappings and result in a more dire situation overall. John’s letter 
displays his faith and courage, and also reveals that he was well aware of the likely outcome of his life:   

To The China Inland Mission, Shanghai. 

Dear Brethren, 
My wife, baby and myself are to-day in the hands of the Communists in the city of Jingde. Their 
demand is twenty thousand dollars for our release. 
All our possessions and stores (funds or goods) are in their hands, but we praise God [we have] 
peace in our hearts and [we had] a meal to-night. God grant you wisdom in what you do, and us 
fortitude, courage and peace of heart. He is able — and a wonderful friend in such a time. 
Things happened so quickly this A.M. They were in the city just a few hours after the ever-persistent 
rumors really became alarming, so that we could not prepare to leave in time. We were just too late. 
The Lord bless you and guide you — and as for us —may God be glorified whether by life or death. 

In Him, 
JOHN C. STAM 

Two days later, John and Betty were beheaded for their faith.  They managed to hide their three-month 
old daughter and she was later rescued by local Christians.   
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The words of Philippians 1:20-21 are written on their shared gravestone: 
“now as always Christ will be honored in my body, whether by life or by death. For to me to live is Christ, 
and to die is gain.” 

The Stams entered China knowing there would be danger—knowing that they might suffer because of 
their faith.  They were persecuted all the way to death, yet in their death they expressed no regret.  
Because their lives were marked with the characteristics of God’s kingdom people. 

Persecution is a promise, and that’s good news for God’s people. 

Don’t forget the promise: great is your reward in heaven.  This world will not be kind to us.  But ultimately 
we have a much better world awaiting us, and it’s to that world we can cast our eyes when persecution 
comes our way.  Let’s pray. 
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