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The Persecuted Church 
 
My father was a chaplain in WWII, in the Pacific and the Mediterranean. He said that the 
hymn that we just sang, “What a friend we have in Jesus”, was the most requested 
hymn on board ship. It is perfect for people under distress, war, and persecution.   
 
I want to take our attention to people today under persecution.  
 
But first I want to tell you about a fantasy I enter into occasionally. I try to imagine what it 
would be like if I were born in a different place, and what life would be like there.  
 
Take Finland. If I were born there, I would be part of the life of the watermen, getting 
used to the sun staying up all day now and not appearing at all in January. Or the 
Amazon. The other day I read a book about guys who took the entire Amazon in 
kayaks. After it flattened out––for thousands of miles––they ran across many collections 
of a few huts. I tried to think of my life in one of those hut communities, no education, no 
medical help. Or I imagine life as a Fulani herdsman, with my precious cows, walking 
every day, worrying about intrusions and hostile farmers. 
 
I would like you to join me in a fantasy of being part of the Christian community of 
Nineveh. That is today’s Mosul, where the Islamic State has just taken over and forced 
Christians to leave. Actually they gave the choice of converting to Islam or leaving. For 
former Muslims the choice was more stark––return to Islam or be shot. 
 
They have told the Christians to leave. Just go. Take nothing. One woman had her life 
savings of $40,000. She asked to keep $100. They took everything, even her rings.  
 
So we joint the exiting procession. Carrying not mattresses, not anything. No food. No 
meds. And no cars, so we are walking. We pass by several churches––Assyrian, 
Chaldean, Syrian Orthodox, Orthodox Arabs. The crosses are all removed. Quranic 
verses are spray painted on the walls. We walk past St. Matthew’s Monastery, more 
vibrant and older than Monte Cassino ever was. Thousands of monks living there. Now 
turned out. Gone. We do not want to look up as we walk. Then we would see Christians 
hung and dead, attached to crosses. Our older neighbors and the sick have all stayed 
behind. Their fate is not a mystery. 
 
That, you may know, is a sanitized fantasy. The reality is far, far worse.  
 



This persecution is not unprecedented in the history of the church, nor is this the worst 
endured. If we look back through all of Christian history and trace the experience of 
martyrdom, we find that research shows that just under 1% of all Christians have 
suffered martyrdom. That would be 0.8%. The dubious honor of the worst persecution of 
the faithful came under Tamerlane. The fifty years between 1950 and 2000 brought 
upon the church some of the very worst horrors of persecution. The average death rate 
for that fifty years was 400 martyrs per day. 
 
Today 50 countries have serious persecution going on. A couple of examples would be 
drug gangs in Mexico, the Boko Haram of Nigeria, Sudan, and India. India has just 
elected a strident Hindu, and cases of persecution are already mounting. A few weeks 
ago a London paper printed an article saying that in 30 years China would have more 
Christians than any other country. As a result of that article the Chinese government has 
cracked down on several churches away from Beijing.  
 
But our attention must turn to the current scenes where the Islamic State is trying to 
eliminate all Christians. The devastation is likened to the Ebola outbreak with the 
potential unimaginable. 
 
I will divide my comments in two parts: The persecuted and God, and the persecuted 
and us. 
 
The persecuted and God. How do we get into the heads and hearts of these believers? 
How can we fathom their dialogue with God as they face death and these dire 
circumstances we hear about?  
 
I will use the three lessons we have just heard as giving insights into their faith. 
 
We start with Jonah. Jonah was sent to Nineveh, Mosul, where he preached mightily 
and they responded. Jonah was buried there in Nineveh. We have just heard that the IS 
has destroyed his grave. 
 
The passage from Jonah, the second chapter, catches Jonah in the belly of the whale. 
He describes himself as we might imagine these Christians today might also. He cries 
out to God to be heard. He says he has been thrown down, cast out, deserted. He 
recognizes the hand of God. He cries out to God for deliverance. He has been 
abandoned and in despair pleads with God to rescue him.  
 
Surely those expressions, with much greater intensity, come from the hearts of these 
Mosul Christians today. Jonah speaks for them. 
 
The Romans passage fits this situation also. This is the opening of the ninth chapter 
and brings the argument of the letter to a critical point. Last week Jeff preached a strong 
sermon on courage, using the climactic close of Romans 8. We might well get the 



impression that the main part of Romans ends with that chapter. Actually, Paul is 
moving the argument to a severe challenge to God’s faithfulness. 
 
From the beginning of the letter he has promised that the Jews are part of God’s 
covenant. “The Gospel is the Good News, for the Jew first and also for the Greek.” The 
challenge is arising from the Jews who are asking Paul what has happened to the 
covenant that was supposed to include them. Since the resurrection of Christ, most of 
the followers of Christ have been Gentile. What about the Jews? Are they abandoned 
by him? Has he cut them out of his covenant? Paul takes this challenge in the three 
chapters of 9 through11. More on that next week. 
 
Can’t we hear the same challenge coming to God, not from the Jews but from the 
persecuted Christians? Their challenges must come out loud, with tears, in desperate 
voices. “And us––do you really love us? If so, how can you be letting this happen? Are 
we part of your covenant or have you left us out on behalf of others?” 
 
The Gospel passage tells the hope that these thousands of people want to hear. The 
disciples are in an unexpected storm, one of those that comes up quickly down in the 
bowl of the Sea of Galilee. Waves and wind are tossing their boat like a cork. Will they 
be drowning soon? Where is the Lord when they need him? 
 
Then they see the Lord coming to them. Jesus is walking towards the boat through the 
wind and through the waves. And he speaks to them. “Take heart, it is I. Take courage.” 
 
For the persecuted Christians the Lord they see in the midst of their storm is different 
from the one the disciples saw. The Lord the Christians see today has the scars of His 
crucifixion on his hands and feet. They know that their Lord, the one speaking to them, 
He has been through agonizing death. He experienced excruciating death and lonely 
abandonment at the hands of cruel and ruthless men. He is the one who has died and 
has come to them. It is His voice they hear, telling them, “Take heart. It is I. I am with 
you.” 
 
They know He is also telling them, “Take courage. The atrocities will not end. Worse 
things are coming to you. But take heart. I have gone to prepare a place for you. I will 
greet you. My presence brings you comfort and hope.” 
 
Something like that––the persecuted people and God.  
 
What about us? What can we do that is meaningful, while these horrors are going on 
across the world? Let me suggest three things. 
 
First, let it hurt.  Read the stories.  Look at the pictures. Sense their sorrow, their 
unfathomed grief, their pain, their fear, and their courage. 
 



These are our brothers and sisters in the Lord. We will never meet them and we don’t 
know any of them. But we will. Not in this life but in the eternity of heaven we will sit with 
them, we will walk with them. We will hear their stories. 
 
We will easily tell who they are. They will be wearing white robes. John tells us that in 
his Revelation. When the angel breaks the fifth seal, those who have been martyred will 
come forth and the Lord will give them white robes. So let it hurt. Let us build love 
toward them now. 
 
Second, let them teach us a lesson. The lesson of the unparalleled and unequal worth 
of the Christian faith and hope––how holy is the name of Jesus, how precious to us His 
crucifixion and resurrection, how reassuring His ascension to prepare a place for us. 
The value of knowing He is the Lord––now––and king, ruling over His world. How 
infinitely more valuable than cars, bank accounts, even the uncertainty of tomorrow’s 
food.  
 
Yes, you and I share that faith; we may know it is all true. But these, “those who have 
loved their lives not unto death”, they have much to teach us of the worth, value, and 
reality of our faith. 
 
And third, and most obviously, we must pray for them.   
 

• Pray that God will sustain them, the living, with necessary food and shelter, that 
He will protect them and care for them. 

 
• Pray that He will hold them in the palm of His hand, that they will know His 

sorrow, tears, and anguish at their torture and grief. Pray that He will give them 
courage and peace. 

 
• Pray that the long reach of His mercy will cover the Yazidis and other minorities 

who are also facing execution. 
 

• Pray that He will bind, defeat, and destroy the evil hatred and poison of Satan 
and his legions. 

 
• Pray that God will give them the heart of Stephen as he faced his execution––

that they too will have the grace to forgive their tormentors. 
 
And pray that they can see Christ coming to them through the wind and waves. Pray 
that they can hear his voice as He walks with them through the storm. Pray that they 
can see His tears and hear His voice, “Take courage, take comfort. It is I.” 
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