Where are the top 5 places in the world, where you wouldn’t want to live if you
were a Christian? According to a Christian group called “Open Door” that studies the
persecution of Christians in the world, these are the top 5 hotspots for 2012: Number 1 is
North Korea. Dr. Carl Moeller, President of Open Doors USA. says, "It is certainly not a
shock that North Korea is No.1 on the shame list for the 10th year in a row. There is no
other country in the world where Christians are being persecuted in such a horrible and
systematic manner”. Number 2 for 2012 is Afghanistan. Under the kingdom's strict
interpretation of Islamic law, apostasy (conversion to another religion) is punishable by
death if the accused does not recant. Number 3 for 2012 is Saudia Arabia. Number 4 is
Somalia. And rounding out number 5 is Iran.
In her book the Lion’s Den, Christian writer Nina Shea asserts that more
Christians have died in the 20th century simply for being Christians than in the past 19
centuries combined. Don’t make the mistake this morning of thinking that your life could
never experience bouts with persecution similar to what many Christians today
experience or in the days of the apostle Peter. Our attitude is to be positive, Yes,
“Rejoice that You Participate in the Sufferings of Christ!”
Have you ever heard the word, “xenophobia?” It means a fear of strangers or
foreigners? All through history people have been suspicious of strangers and even driven
them out of their lands. Because we are Christians we are in this world but not part of this
world. We even sing a hymn that says, “I’m but a stranger here. Heaven is my home.”
The closer you live your life to Jesus Christ and the more you love him for all he has
done for you, the more weird and strange and different you will be to the world around
you. And it will cause the world to pick on you.
One of my classmates in college grew up on a farm. Each year in the spring his
father would order boxes of little chicks. They were placed into a large box under a
warm light, with water and special chick food. His job as a kid was to check on the little
chicks, for you see, if a chick had a spot of dirt the others would start picking at the spot,
it would start bleeding and the chick would die. That’s what happens in this world. As
long as you blend in and don’t stand out, the world will leave you alone. If you stand out
as different you will be picked or ridiculed.
We sometimes forget that we're in a spiritual battle. Once you are a Christian,
you become the enemy of the devil. The Bible says, Ephesians 6:12 "We're not fighting
against human beings but wicked spiritual forces." The Bible calls the devil, the accuser
of the brethren. Satan would like to hurt God, but he can't. So he does the next best
thing. He tries to hurt His children, you, because you are a believer. If you really wanted
to hurt me, the easiest way is to hurt my daughter.. You hurt my daughter you hurt me.
Satan tries to get back at God by hurting His children, those whose faith is in Christ. So
don’t be surprised when it comes.
Further, you can actually rejoice when it does happen. v. 13 "But rejoice that you
participate in the sufferings of Christ..." Circle the word "rejoice". He says, don't
complain, celebrate. Don't have a pity party, have a party. That sounds like masochism,
a martyr complex, something ridiculous. But the key word is the word rejoice. It doesn't
say "enjoy when you're put down for Christ," it says "rejoice". There's a big difference
between enjoyment and rejoicing. Enjoyment means getting pleasure out of something.
Rejoicing means choosing to have a positive attitude in spite of it. God doesn't say enjoy
persecution; He says rejoice in it. Keep a positive attitude. Why?

Suffering draws me closer to God. He says, You participate in the sufferings of
Christ, Circle the word "partner". In Greek it is the word koinia, that's the word for
fellowship. Fellowship means you get to know somebody up close and personal.
Closeness, intimacy, commonness. It says when you suffer for Jesus' name you have
fellowship with Christ. It draws you closer to Him. When you go through suffering with
anybody, it always bonds you to them. Ask any war veteran. The suffering that they
went through bonds them together. Or when people go through a disaster, it brings them
closer together. Or when families experience the same problem, it brings them closer
together. It says when you suffer for doing the right thing it draws you closer to God, to
Christ.
Secondly, It means that God can be seen in my life. When you're having a tough
time for Jesus' sake, it means God can be seen in my life. I Pet. 4:14 "When people insult
you because you follow Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of God is with you."
Remember how the Holy Spirit descended on Jesus in form of dove at his baptism. It was
a way of marking Jesus, pointing him out and saying, “This is the Christ!” When you
suffer for Christ the Spirit of glory rests on you and points to you saying, “These are the
people who believe in Jesus.” The Holy Spirit personally marks you as a Christian.
Third, when people put you down, harass you for your faith, congratulations, it
means you are a person of character, you have conviction. You stand for something rather
than fall for anything. There are no secret agents in God's family. Are you a Lady
Clairole Christian? Only God knows for sure. Take a stand. Don't be a secret agent.
Fourth, we can rejoice because we have a fantastic undeserved reward awaiting
us. Listen to what Jesus said in his famous Sermon on the Mount. “Blessed are you when
people insult you, persecute you and say all kinds of evil about you. Rejoice because your
reward is great in heaven, for in the same way the persecuted the prophets who were
before you.” Those who are persecuted for their faith will have a double joy when Jesus
returns in glory. They will see their Lord Jesus and also see clearly how their sufferings
for Christ gave glory to him and promoted the honor of his name. One Roman historian
wrote about the Christians who died in persecution, “They seem to die happy they are
going to a better world.”
The body that is being beaten and whipped for Christ elicits a much more
powerful witness to Christ that one that is walking through aisles at Meier’s or Home
Depot dreaming of new things for the kitchen or bathroom. Richard Wurmbrand was a
Lutheran pastor who was badly beaten for his faith in Romania. A US Senate committee
investigating the atrocities of communist regimes implied that Wurmbrand was lying. In
a dramatic moment, to show them the truth of what he was saying, he took off his shirt
and revealed the scars on his body, scars from his outspoken love for Jesus.
Be careful too if you suffer, that it doesn’t come from bad behavior. “If you
suffer, it should not be as murderer or thief or any kind of criminal, or even as a
meddler.” Sometimes we suffer because we do bad things. Galatians tells us, “What a
man sows he shall also reap.” If you are nasty to people, don’t complain, “Nobody likes
me, everybody hates me, guess I’ll just have to go and eat worms.” If you open
yourselves up to immorality, don’t complain if your life becomes a stinking mess. The
newspaper is full of stories from the lives of people who are suffering because they do
not follow God’s ways. If we suffer, let it not be for bad behavior but for standing up for
Jesus Christ.

But one thing that can get in the way of standing up for Jesus, is what other
people might think of us. We want so much to be accepted by others, that at times, when
they question Christian values and principles, we sheepishly keep our mouths closed, as
if we are ashamed of what we believe and stand for. We have not always stood up for
our faith. Human nature longs for comfort and peace. We, by nature, will avoid suffering
at any cost. I don’t want to suffer and I don’t know anyone who does want to suffer. So
we don’t stand up for our faith. As a result, we resemble Simon Peter who denied Jesus
3 times We have sinned and fallen short of God’s expectations for us. Fortunately, Jesus
was willing to pay for our mistakes on the cross of Calvary. Our mistakes where we fail
to stand up for Jesus, or the times we have gone along with the crowd. Therefore, don't
be ashamed of what you believe. The word "Christian" is only used three times in the
Bible. It wasn't a popular term when the Bible was written. Christian was a slur, like an
ethnic slur, a racial slur. When the Roman empire would refer to people as Christians
they meant "those little Christs" -- little Jesus people. It was a slur. Today, we say, "I'm
a Christian", it doesn't have the same connotation. Peter says, "If you suffer as a
Christian, don't be ashamed, but praise God that you bear His name."
Think too, if we Christians have to face this kind of hostility in this life, how will
it be in the Judgment for those who refuse to believe in Christ as their Savior. A horrid
future awaits those who do not believe. If my pain helps one more person escape the
final judgment, it will all be worth it.
How long will our persecutions last? I don’t know. I’m not God. I’m a fellow
sufferer, like you. Daniel spent one night in the lion’s den, whereas Peter was delivered
from death row by an angel who miraculously released him, but John the Baptist was
delivered only by death—but that was the ultimate deliverance! Either way, the point
finally is that God does provide deliverance from Satan for those who wait for his plans
to be carried out. It says in I Peter, “And the God of all grace, who called you to his
eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little while, will himself restore you and
make you strong, firm and steadfast. To him be the power forever and ever
The Apostle Paul was ready to stand up for his Savior no matter what. He was
absolutely unstoppable. Nothing could stop the guy. In Acts he says, "I'm going to go
back to Jerusalem." They said, "Don't you know there is a group in Jerusalem that have
committed themselves to killing you. They've taken a vow before God that they're going
to kill you if you come there." He said, "Big deal! A guy's got to die sometime. I'm
going to Jerusalem."
May the same resolve we see in Paul and in our Savior Jesus be found in us. May
we stand up always for our faith and consider it a privilege, to share in a small way the
sufferings our Savior endured for us, that we might have lasting peace with God. Stand
up, now, For Jesus.

