June 22, 2013

Victory Everlasting Gospel 

Free Seventh-day Adventist Church
The title of today’s sermon is: 

 “Persecution”
Let us pray …

I will cover this subject of persecution in 5 specific points. 
#1. What persecution is, and what it is not.

#2. Why God’s prophets who are bearing messages from God, are persecuted and how God’s O.T. prophets were treated?


#3. Why was Jesus persecuted and what happened to His apostles?


#4. The persecution of God’s people during the dark ages and the reformation.


 #5. Persecution today.

All right, point #1. What persecution is, and what it is not.

Persecution is not punishment. These are two words that involve some sort of a painful experience, whether suffered physically or emotionally or a combination of both.


Here is the primary difference. Punishment is what good people have to do to evil people as a measure to protect the majority of law abiding citizens. Persecution on the other hand is what evil people do to good people.


Persecution by the infliction of pain or even death is generally done unjustly because the persecuted adhere to a religious creed or mode of worship. The attempt is made sometimes to get the people to renounce their principles and sometimes they are successful.


#2. Why God’s prophets who are bearing messages from God, are persecuted and how God’s O.T. prophets were treated?


All through history we find that God’s people are persecuted because they bring a message that conflicts with the persecutors lifestyles and comfort zones. Abel was persecuted by his brother Cain because Abel had a living faith in God.


Isaiah was persecuted for his strong messages and eventually Manasseh the son of Hezekiah slew Isaiah by sawing him in half.


Ahaziah the son of Amaziah smote the prophet Joel with a staff upon his head and he died days later.


The priest of Bethel tortured the prophet Amos and later slew him.

 
Micah was of the tribe of Ephraim, and was slain by Joram the son of King Ahab.

The prophet Habakkuk was stoned to death by the Jews in Jerusalem.

 The Jews stoned Jeremiah to death in Egypt, because he rebuked them for worshipping idols.

 Zechariah the prophet was from Jerusalem and Joash the king slew him between the porch and the altar, and sprinkled his blood upon the horns of the altar. Later the priests buried him. From that day God forsook the temple, and angels were never again seen in it.

In Matthew 23:37 Jesus said, “O Jerusalem, Jerusalem, thou that killest the prophets, and stonest them which are sent unto thee, how often would I have gathered thy children together, even as a hen gathereth her chickens under her wings, and ye would not!”

#3. Why was Jesus persecuted and what happened to His apostles? 

I read this from COL 293:
 “The Jewish rulers did not love God; therefore they cut themselves away from Him, and rejected all His overtures for a just settlement. Christ, the Beloved of God, came to assert the claims of the Owner of the vineyard; but the husbandmen treated Him with marked contempt, saying, We will not have this man to rule over us. They envied Christ's beauty of character. His manner of teaching was far superior to theirs, and they dreaded His success. He remonstrated with them, unveiling their hypocrisy, and showing them the sure results of their course of action. This stirred them to madness. They smarted under the rebukes they could not silence. They hated the high standard of righteousness which Christ continually presented. They saw that His teaching was placing them where their selfishness would be uncloaked, and they determined to kill Him. They hated His example of truthfulness and piety and the elevated spirituality revealed in all He did. His whole life was a reproof to their selfishness, and when the final test came, the test which meant obedience unto eternal life or disobedience unto eternal death, they rejected the Holy One of Israel. When they were asked to choose between Christ and Barabbas, they cried out, "Release unto us Barabbas!" Luke 23:18. And when Pilate asked, "What shall I do then with Jesus?" they cried fiercely, "Let Him be crucified." Matt. 27:22. "Shall I crucify your King?" Pilate asked, and from the priests and rulers came the answer, "We have no king but Caesar." John 19:15. When Pilate washed his hands, saying, "I am innocent of the blood of this just person," the priests joined with the ignorant mob in declaring passionately, "His blood be on us, and on our children." Matt. 27:24, 25.”  {COL 293.3}

Now tell me, who has been more persecuted than Jesus? Let’s read together about the persecution of Jesus recorded by the prophet Isaiah, approximately 700 years BC:
Isaiah 53:1-12, “Who hath believed our report? and to whom is the arm of the LORD revealed? For he shall grow up before him as a tender plant, and as a root out of a dry ground: he hath no form nor comeliness; and when we shall see him, there is no beauty that we should desire him. He is despised and rejected of men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief: and we hid as it were our faces from him; he was despised, and we esteemed him not. Surely he hath borne our griefs, and carried our sorrows: yet we did esteem him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted. But he was wounded for our transgressions, he was bruised for our iniquities: the chastisement of our peace was upon him; and with his stripes we are healed. All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the LORD hath laid on him the iniquity of us all. He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth: he is brought as a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before her shearers is dumb, so he openeth not his mouth. He was taken from prison and from judgment: and who shall declare his generation? for he was cut off out of the land of the living: for the transgression of my people was he stricken. And he made his grave with the wicked, and with the rich in his death; because he had done no violence, neither [was any] deceit in his mouth. Yet it pleased the LORD to bruise him; he hath put him to grief: when thou shalt make his soul an offering for sin, he shall see his seed, he shall prolong his days, and the pleasure of the LORD shall prosper in his hand. He shall see of the travail of his soul, and shall be satisfied: by his knowledge shall my righteous servant justify many; for he shall bear their iniquities. Therefore will I divide him a portion with the great, and he shall divide the spoil with the strong; because he hath poured out his soul unto death: and he was numbered with the transgressors; and he bare the sin of many, and made intercession for the transgressors.”

Approximately 1,000 years before Christ David wrote this in: Psalm 22:11-18, let us read together, “Be not far from me; for trouble is near; for there is none to help. Many bulls have compassed me: strong bulls of Bashan have beset me round. They gaped upon me with their mouths, as] a ravening and a roaring lion.  I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint: my heart is like wax; it is melted in the midst of my bowels. My strength is dried up like a potsherd; and my tongue cleaveth to my jaws; and thou hast brought me into the dust of death.  For dogs have compassed me: the assembly of the wicked have enclosed me: they pierced my hands and my feet. I may tell all my bones: they look and stare upon me. They part my garments among them, and cast lots upon my vesture.  
Jesus said in Matthew 5:10-12, “Blessed are they which are persecuted for righteousness' sake: for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are ye, when men shall revile you, and persecute you, and shall say all manner of evil against you falsely, for my sake. Rejoice, and be exceeding glad: for great is your reward in heaven: for so persecuted they the prophets which were before you.”
Jesus said in Matthew 10:22, 23 “And ye shall be hated of all men for my name's sake: but he that endureth to the end shall be saved. But when they persecute you in this city, flee ye into another: …”
Luke recorded the words of Christ in chapter 21:12 “But before all these, they shall lay their hands on you, and persecute you, delivering you up to the synagogues, and into prisons, being brought before kings and rulers for my name's sake.”  

John 5:15, 16 “The man departed, and told the Jews that it was Jesus, which had made him whole. And therefore did the Jews persecute Jesus, and sought to slay him, because he had done these things on the sabbath day.” Was Jesus not persecuted for righteousness sake? Yes He was.
John 15:19-21, “If ye were of the world, the world would love his own: but because ye are not of the world, but I have chosen you out of the world, therefore the world hateth you.  Remember the word that I said unto you, The servant is not greater than his lord. If they have persecuted me, they will also persecute you; if they have kept my saying, they will keep yours also.  But all these things will they do unto you for my name's sake, because they know not him that sent me.
Paul confessed his own unconverted behavior in Acts 22:4 “And I persecuted this way (The way is how they described the followers of Jesus) And I persecuted this way unto the death, binding and delivering into prisons both men and women.”

Paul continued his confession in Acts 26:11 “And I punished them oft in every synagogue, and compelled them to blaspheme; and being exceedingly mad against them, I persecuted them even unto strange cities.”

He had difficulty forgiving himself as we read in 1 Corinthians 15:9 “For I am the least of the apostles, that am not meet to be called an apostle, because I persecuted the church of God.” I can imagine he carried that heartfelt pain to his death.
Paul wrote in Romans 12:14 “Bless them which persecute you: bless, and curse not.”
Paul wrote the following that has inspired many Christians who have faced trying times because of their faith, 2 Corinthians 4:8-10 “We are troubled on every side, yet not distressed; we are perplexed, but not in despair; Persecuted, but not forsaken; cast down, but not destroyed; Always bearing about in the body the dying of the Lord Jesus, that the life also of Jesus might be made manifest in our body.”
As far as the deaths of the apostles, the Bible only gives us information on two apostles, Judas Iscariot who committed suicide shortly after his betrayal of Jesus, and James, the brother of John, who was put to death by Herod Agrippa I, beheaded with the sword,  in 44 AD Acts 12: 1-2. 
 The details of the deaths of two of the apostles (John, the Beloved, and Simon the Canaanite) are not known. According to the writings of early Christian historians, and the Bible, eight of the Apostles died as Martyrs.  
Simon surnamed Peter died in A.D. 67 or 68.  He and Paul were the founders of the church at Rome, and Peter died about the same time that the apostle Paul was beheaded. Peter was crucified with his head downward.
Andrew, Peter’s brother, was crucified in Achaia, a Grecian colony 

Philip preached in Phrygia, and was hanged against a pillar at Hierapolis an ancient Phrygian city in southwestern Turkey, about 6 miles north of the ruins of Laodicea.
Matthew, called Levi is said to have been crucified in Alexandria.

Thomas, also called Didymous and the doubter, was run through the body with a lance in the East Indies.

Nathanael. Also called Bartholomew, was flayed alive and beheaded in Albanapoliis, Armenia.

James son of Alpheus was thrown down from the temple by the scribes and Pharisees; he was then stoned, and his brains dashed out with a fuller’s club.
Thaddeus also called Jude was shot to death with arrows and was buried in Kara Kalisa in what is now Iran. 

What was true of all the apostles is that they never recanted, even in the face of death.

In Revelation 12:13 “And when the dragon saw that he was cast unto the earth, he persecuted the woman which brought forth the man child.”
#4. The persecution of God’s people during the dark ages and the reformation.

As the church at Rome was becoming a powerful religio-political presence in the world, it had 3 Arian nations who stood opposed to her, the Heruli, the Vandals, and the Ostrogoths; all were eliminated by the year 538 AD. The papacy came into power and continued wielding its persecuting power for 1,260 years.
A low estimate concludes that not less than 50 million protesters were martyred for their faith by this anti-christ beast power. Here are a few examples of the atrocities:
1540 – 1570  Roman Catholic armies butchered at least 900,000 Waldensian Christians of all ages during this 30-year period.
1550 – 1560  Roman Catholic troops slaughter at least 250,000 Dutch Protestants via torture, hanging, and burning during this ten-year period. 
1572 St. Bartholomew’s Day Massacre.  French Roman Catholic soldiers begin killing Protestants in Paris on the night of August 24, 1572. The soldiers kill at least 10,000 Protestants during the first three days. At least 8000 more Protestants are killed as the slaughter spreads to the countryside.

1641 –  1649  Eight years of Jesuit-instigated Roman Catholic butchery of Irish Protestants claims the lives of at least 100,000 Protestants.

1685  French Roman Catholic soldiers slaughter approximately 500,000 French Protestant Huguenots on the orders of Roman Catholic King Louis 14 of France.

Early reformers John Huss and then Jerome were burned at the stake. The S.O.P. says in GC 109 “They prepared for the fire as if they were going to a marriage feast. They uttered no cry of pain. When the flames rose, they began to sing hymns; and scarce could the vehemency of the fire stop their singing.” {GC 109.3}
God has always had a faithful people. Multiplied millions have laid down their lives, rather than compromise principle. God’s church has been enduring persecution since the prophecy of the ongoing controversy given in  Genesis 3:15. “And I will put enmity between thee and the woman, and between thy seed and her seed; it shall bruise thy head, and thou shalt bruise his heel.”
 But now I want to bring the focus of Satan’s attack to the end time church: 
#5. Persecution today. It is obvious that Satan is pleased with the terrible state of apostasy throughout Christianity today. Except for some Muslim countries, there is little persecution against Christians. Western countries have little to none. But a storm is brewing. Soon the prophecy of Revelation 12:17 will happen. “And the dragon was wroth with the woman, and went to make war with the remnant of her seed, which keep the commandments of God, and have the testimony of Jesus Christ.” In that scripture persecution against God’s remnant people is soon to be fact.
I read this from Acts of the Apostles page 430, 431. Listen carefully as this is a message from Jesus to us, “In the great crisis through which they are soon to pass, the faithful servants of God will encounter the same hardness of heart, the same cruel determination, the same unyielding hatred.  {AA 430.4}

     All who in that evil day would fearlessly serve God according to the dictates of conscience, will need courage, firmness, and a knowledge of God and His word; for those who are true to God will be persecuted, their motives will be impugned, their best efforts misinterpreted, and their names cast out as evil. Satan will work with all his deceptive power to influence the heart and becloud the understanding, to make evil appear good, and good evil. The stronger and purer the faith of God's people, and the firmer their determination to obey Him, the more fiercely will Satan strive to stir up against them the rage of those who, while claiming to be righteous, trample upon the law of God. It will require the firmest trust, the most heroic purpose, to hold fast the faith once delivered to the saints.  {AA 431.1}

     God desires His people to prepare for the soon-coming crisis. Prepared or unprepared, they must all meet it; and those only who have brought their lives into conformity to the divine standard, will stand firm at that time of test and trial. When secular rulers unite with ministers of religion to dictate in matters of conscience, then it will be seen who really fear and serve God. When the darkness is deepest, the light of a godlike character will shine the brightest. When every other trust fails, then it will be seen who have an abiding trust in Jehovah. And while the enemies of truth are on every side, watching the Lord's servants for evil, God will watch over them for good. He will be to them as the shadow of a great rock in a weary land.”  {AA 431.2}
{COL 414.3} “Not only is Satan leading the world captive, but his deceptions are leavening the professed churches of our Lord Jesus Christ. The great apostasy will develop into darkness deep as midnight, impenetrable as sackcloth of hair. To God's people it will be a night of trial, a night of weeping, a night of persecution for the truth's sake. But out of that night of darkness God's light will shine.”  {COL 414.3}
Let us remember the encouraging words of Isaiah in chapter 43 verse 2, "When thou passest through the waters, I will be with thee; and through the rivers, they shall not overflow thee: when thou walkest through the fire, thou shalt not be burned; neither shall the flame kindle upon thee." Isaiah 43:2
{PK 512-513} “Important are the lessons to be learned from the experience of the Hebrew youth on the plain of Dura. In this our day, many of God's servants, though innocent of wrongdoing, will be given over to suffer humiliation and abuse at the hands of those who, inspired by Satan, are filled with envy and religious bigotry. Especially will the wrath of man be aroused against those who hallow the Sabbath of the fourth commandment; and at last a universal decree will denounce these as deserving of death.  {PK 512.1}

     The season of distress before God's people will call for a faith that will not falter. His children must make it manifest that He is the only object of their worship, and that no consideration, not even that of life itself, can induce them to make the least concession to false worship. To the loyal heart the commands of sinful, finite men will sink into insignificance beside the word of the eternal God. Truth will be obeyed though the result be imprisonment or exile or death.  {PK 512.2}

     As in the days of Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego, so in the closing period of earth's history the Lord will work mightily in behalf of those who stand steadfastly for the right. He who walked with the Hebrew worthies in the fiery furnace will be with His followers wherever they are. His abiding presence will comfort and sustain. In the midst of the time of trouble--trouble such as has not been since there was a nation--His chosen ones will stand unmoved. Satan with all the hosts of evil cannot destroy the weakest of God's saints. Angels that excel in strength will protect them, and in their behalf Jehovah will reveal Himself as a "God of gods," able to save to the uttermost those who have put their trust in Him.”  {PK 513.1}
I close with one last “Testimony of Jesus” and one last scripture for your encouragement. “When the testing time shall come, those who have made God's word their rule of life will be revealed. In summer there is no noticeable difference between evergreens and other trees; but when the blasts of winter come, the evergreens remain unchanged, while other trees are stripped of their foliage. So the falsehearted professor may not now be distinguished from the real Christian, but the time is just upon us when the difference will be apparent. Let opposition arise, let bigotry and intolerance again bear sway, let persecution be kindled, and the halfhearted and hypocritical will waver and yield the faith; but the true Christian will stand firm as a rock, his faith stronger, his hope brighter, than in days of prosperity.”  {GC88 602.1}

2 Tim. 3:12, “Yea, and all that will live godly in Christ Jesus shall suffer persecution.” 

Let us pray …
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