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�
I. OPENING TIME





	QUESTIONS:





What is ‘persecution’?


Do you know of anyone who has been ‘persecuted’?


Should people trying to live a godly life in Christ expect to be persecuted?


Do Christians in America experience persecution?





SCRIPTURE:


Matthew   5:


       1. Now when he saw the crowds, he went up on a mountainside and sat down. His disciples came to him,  2  and he began to teach them, saying:


       3 "Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.


       4  Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.


       5  Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.


       6  Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they will be filled.


       7  Blessed are the merciful, for they will be shown mercy.


       8  Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.


       9  Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called sons of God.


       10  Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.


       11  "Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me.


       12  Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.


What did Jesus say was a blessing in verses 10-12?


How do you suppose we are persecuted because of righteousness?


What (Who) is the source or cause of our persecution?


Jesus said,  “...in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you;...” Who were the ‘they’ Jesus spoke about? The ones who persecuted the prophets were the ‘people inside’, people who considered themselves God’s children.


Who persecuted Jesus?


Who persecutes us?


If we will experience persecution as we seek to follow Christ, who will be our persecutors? They may or may not be the people we expect...





Genesis  27


       41. Esau held a grudge against Jacob because of the blessing his father had given him. He said to himself, "The days of mourning for my father are near; then I will kill my brother Jacob."


Who was planning to persecute Jacob? (Jacob’s brother, Esau.)


What form of persecution was he planning? (Murder.)


What was the reason he hated Jacob? (A grudge...the result of envy and jealousy.)





Brotherly hatred and persecution obviously ‘ran in the family’. Many years later, Jacob’s eleventh son, Joseph, found himself at odds with his ten brothers...


Genesis  37


       4  When his brothers saw that their father loved him more than any of them, they hated him and could not speak a kind word to him.


       5. Joseph had a dream, and when he told it to his brothers, they hated him all the more.


       6  He said to them, "Listen to this dream I had:


       7  We were binding sheaves of grain out in the field when suddenly my sheaf rose and stood upright, while your sheaves gathered around mine and bowed down to it."


       8  His brothers said to him, "Do you intend to reign over us? Will you actually rule us?" And they hated him all the more because of his dream and what he had said.


How did Joseph’s brothers feel about him according to verse 4 and why did they feel that way?


What happened to their feelings in verses 5 and 8?





       12. Now his brothers had gone to graze their father's flocks near Shechem,


       13  and Israel said to Joseph, "As you know, your brothers are grazing the flocks near Shechem. Come, I am going to send you to them." "Very well," he replied.


       14  So he said to him, "Go and see if all is well with your brothers and with the flocks, and bring word back to me." Then he sent him off from the Valley of Hebron. When Joseph arrived at Shechem,


       15  a man found him wandering around in the fields and asked him, "What are you looking for?"


       16  He replied, "I'm looking for my brothers. Can you tell me where they are grazing their flocks?"


       17  "They have moved on from here," the man answered. "I heard them say, 'Let's go to Dothan.'" So Joseph went after his brothers and found them near Dothan.


       18  But they saw him in the distance, and before he reached them, they plotted to kill him.


       19  "Here comes that dreamer!" they said to each other.


       20  "Come now, let's kill him and throw him into one of these cisterns and say that a ferocious animal devoured him. Then we'll see what comes of his dreams."


According to verse 18, how much did their feelings for Joseph influence their actions?


Would their plans for their brother be considered a form of persecution?


What was their motivation to persecute their brother?





How do these stories about men who persecute their brothers because of envy and jealousy relate to us?





Matthew  10


       34  "Do not suppose that I have come to bring peace to the earth. I did not come to bring peace, but a sword.


       35  For I have come to turn "'a man against his father, a daughter against her mother, a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law--


       36  a man's enemies will be the members of his own household.' {[36] Micah 7:6}


       37  "Anyone who loves his father or mother more than me is not worthy of me; anyone who loves his son or daughter more than me is not worthy of me;


       38  and anyone who does not take his cross and follow me is not worthy of me.


       39  Whoever finds his life will lose it, and whoever loses his life for my sake will find it.


Whom did Jesus say our opposition could be?


Why would the people closest to us be the source of our persecution?





Luke  15


       1. Now the tax collectors and "sinners" were all gathering around to hear him.


       2  But the Pharisees and the teachers of the law muttered, "This man welcomes sinners and eats with them."


       3  Then Jesus told them this parable:


       4  "Suppose one of you has a hundred sheep and loses one of them. Does he not leave the ninety-nine in the open country and go after the lost sheep until he finds it?


There were jealous brothers in the first two Scriptures from Genesis. Who appears to be the jealous ‘brothers’ in verses 1 and 2? 


Why would the Pharisees be upset by Jesus associating with tax collectors and sinners?





       11. Jesus continued: "There was a man who had two sons.


       12  The younger one said to his father, 'Father, give me my share of the estate.' So he divided his property between them.


       13  "Not long after that, the younger son got together all he had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his wealth in wild living.


       14  After he had spent everything, there was a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in need.


       15  So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs.


       16  He longed to fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no one gave him anything.


       17  "When he came to his senses, he said, 'How many of my father's hired men have food to spare, and here I am starving to death!


       18  I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you.


       19  I am no longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your hired men.'


       20  So he got up and went to his father. "But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, threw his arms around him and kissed him.


       21  "The son said to him, 'Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you. I am no longer worthy to be called your son.


       22  "But the father said to his servants, 'Quick! Bring the best robe and put it on him. Put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet.


       23  Bring the fattened calf and kill it. Let's have a feast and celebrate.


       24  For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.' So they began to celebrate.


       25  "Meanwhile, the older son was in the field. When he came near the house, he heard music and dancing.


       26  So he called one of the servants and asked him what was going on.


       27  'Your brother has come,' he replied, 'and your father has killed the fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.'


       28  "The older brother became angry and refused to go in. So his father went out and pleaded with him.


       29  But he answered his father, 'Look! All these years I've been slaving for you and never disobeyed your orders. Yet you never gave me even a young goat so I could celebrate with my friends.


       30  But when this son of yours who has squandered your property with prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!'


       31  "'My son,' the father said, 'you are always with me, and everything I have is yours.


       32  But we had to celebrate and be glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found.'"


In response to the Pharisees’ criticism, Jesus told two parables...one about the lost sheep and the other about the prodigal son. What was He saying in these parables about who should expect persecution from whom and why?


How did the older son respond in verse 28 to his father’s actions when his brother returned? 


Why was the older son jealous and upset about the relationship between his father and brother?


How was the older son representative of the Pharisees?


Could the older son represent anyone today?


Have you ever watched a church or group of Christians more interested in ‘feeding the 99 in the pen’ than ‘searching for the one outside’? 


Do you know of any ‘christians’ who remind you of the older brother in verses 28-30?  





Matthew  20


       1. "For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire men to work in his vineyard.


       2  He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day and sent them into his vineyard.


       3  "About the third hour he went out and saw others standing in the marketplace doing nothing.


       4  He told them, 'You also go and work in my vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.'


       5  So they went. "He went out again about the sixth hour and the ninth hour and did the same thing.


       6  About the eleventh hour he went out and found still others standing around. He asked them, 'Why have you been standing here all day long doing nothing?'


       7  "'Because no one has hired us,' they answered. "He said to them, 'You also go and work in my vineyard.'


       8  "When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, 'Call the workers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last ones hired and going on to the first.'


       9  "The workers who were hired about the eleventh hour came and each received a denarius.


       10  So when those came who were hired first, they expected to receive more. But each one of them also received a denarius.


       11  When they received it, they began to grumble against the landowner.


       12  'These men who were hired last worked only one hour,' they said, 'and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day.'


       13  "But he answered one of them, 'Friend, I am not being unfair to you. Didn't you agree to work for a denarius?


       14  Take your pay and go. I want to give the man who was hired last the same as I gave you.


       15  Don't I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?'


       16  "So the last will be first, and the first will be last."


How did the workers who had been in the field longer respond in verse 11 to the landowner paying the same wage to everyone? 


How did the landowner respond in verses 13-15 to their complaint?


Who does this parable represent today?





1 Kings  22


       7  But Jehoshaphat asked, "Is there not a prophet of the LORD here whom we can inquire of?"


       8  The king of Israel answered Jehoshaphat, "There is still one man through whom we can inquire of the LORD, but I hate him because he never prophesies anything good about me, but always bad. He is Micaiah son of Imlah." "The king should not say that," Jehoshaphat replied.


       9  So the king of Israel called one of his officials and said, "Bring Micaiah son of Imlah at once."


       10  Dressed in their royal robes, the king of Israel and Jehoshaphat king of Judah were sitting on their thrones at the threshing floor by the entrance of the gate of Samaria, with all the prophets prophesying before them.


       11  Now Zedekiah son of Kenaanah had made iron horns and he declared, "This is what the LORD says: 'With these you will gore the Arameans until they are destroyed.'"


       12  All the other prophets were prophesying the same thing. "Attack Ramoth Gilead and be victorious," they said, "for the LORD will give it into the king's hand."


       13  The messenger who had gone to summon Micaiah said to him, "Look, as one man the other prophets are predicting success for the king. Let your word agree with theirs, and speak favorably."


       14  But Micaiah said, "As surely as the LORD lives, I can tell him only what the LORD tells me."





       18  The king of Israel said to Jehoshaphat, "Didn't I tell you that he never prophesies anything good about me, but only bad?"





       26  The king of Israel then ordered, "Take Micaiah and send him back to Amon the ruler of the city and to Joash the king's son


       27  and say, 'This is what the king says: Put this fellow in prison and give him nothing but bread and water until I return safely.'"


Why did Jehoshaphat persecute Micaiah?


Have you ever offered sound advice to a friend when you realized he/she was cruising headlong into a precarious situation? 


What risk did you take when you put yourself in that position?


Suppose a friend of yours was having an affair that threatened to destroy their marriage, offering as explanation, “I deserve to be happy!” Would you: 


a) Put yourself in the prophet Micaiah’s situation and give your friend Scriptural counsel 


about remaining faithful to God and spouse, knowing persecution from them and others for ‘sticking your nose in someone else’s business’ was a likely response? ...or


b) Stay out of it to avoid the persecution?





Mark   6


       17  For Herod himself had given orders to have John arrested, and he had him bound and put in prison. He did this because of Herodias, his brother Philip's wife, whom he had married.


       18  For John had been saying to Herod, "It is not lawful for you to have your brother's wife."


       19  So Herodias nursed a grudge against John and wanted to kill him. But she was not able to,


       20  because Herod feared John and protected him, knowing him to be a righteous and holy man. When Herod heard John, he was greatly puzzled; yet he liked to listen to him.


       21  Finally the opportune time came. On his birthday Herod gave a banquet for his high officials and military commanders and the leading men of Galilee.


       22  When the daughter of Herodias came in and danced, she pleased Herod and his dinner guests. The king said to the girl, "Ask me for anything you want, and I'll give it to you."


       23  And he promised her with an oath, "Whatever you ask I will give you, up to half my kingdom."


       24  She went out and said to her mother, "What shall I ask for?"


"The head of John the Baptist," she answered.


       25  At once the girl hurried in to the king with the request: "I want you to give me right now the head of John the Baptist on a platter."


       26  The king was greatly distressed, but because of his oaths and his dinner guests, he did not want to refuse her.


       27  So he immediately sent an executioner with orders to bring John's head. The man went, beheaded John in the prison,


       28  and brought back his head on a platter. He presented it to the girl, and she gave it to her mother.


What was the cost of persecution for righteousness for John the Baptist?


Would you be as willing to ‘stick your neck out’ and speak the truth as John the Baptist, knowing the possible costs? 





BOTTOM LINE:





Often when we consider persecution, we think of a wicked king, tyrant or despot in another part of the world who punishes and murders all the Christians in his country; however, Scripture is quite clear that our persecution can come from people very near to us...people from whom we least expect persecution. A proper awareness of our source of persecution can go a long way in helping us prepare ourselves for the persecution and a proper response from us when it comes.


Are we willing to obey God in spite of the possibility of persecution?





Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  "Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of me.  Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who were before you.








CLOSE WITH PRAYER.


�
II. TABLE TIME.


	


	QUESTION: Have you ever ‘taken flack’ for opposing some wrong for the right reasons?





SCRIPTURE:


Acts   5


       12. The apostles performed many miraculous signs and wonders among the people. And all the believers used to meet together in Solomon's Colonnade.


       13  No one else dared join them, even though they were highly regarded by the people.


       14  Nevertheless, more and more men and women believed in the Lord and were added to their number.


       15  As a result, people brought the sick into the streets and laid them on beds and mats so that at least Peter's shadow might fall on some of them as he passed by.


       16  Crowds gathered also from the towns around Jerusalem, bringing their sick and those tormented by evil spirits, and all of them were healed.


       17. Then the high priest and all his associates, who were members of the party of the Sadducees, were filled with jealousy.


       18  They arrested the apostles and put them in the public jail.


Why were the high priest and his associates persecuting the apostles?


Do you think the days of someone being jealous and persecuting someone because of their success in ministry are over? 





	What form can persecution take?





James   4


       11. Brothers, do not slander one another. Anyone who speaks against his brother or judges him speaks against the law and judges it. When you judge the law, you are not keeping it, but sitting in judgment on it.


What form of persecution is warned against in this verse? (Slander.)





James   1


       26  If anyone considers himself religious and yet does not keep a tight rein on his tongue, he deceives himself and his religion is worthless.


What does this verse say about the person who doesn’t ‘put the lid on’ persecuting others with their tongue?





Ephesians   4


       31  Get rid of all bitterness, rage and anger, brawling and slander, along with every form of malice.


1 Peter   2


       1. Therefore, rid yourselves of all malice and all deceit, hypocrisy, envy, and slander of every kind.


What do these verses recommend we do with these different methods and causes of persecuting others?





Romans   8


       35  Who shall separate us from the love of Christ? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword?


What are the limitations of the effects of persecution in our lives?





1 Corinthians   4


       12  We work hard with our own hands. When we are cursed, we bless; when we are persecuted, we endure it;


       13  when we are slandered, we answer kindly. Up to this moment we have become the scum of the earth, the refuse of the world.


How did Paul learn to respond to persecution and slander?





2 Timothy   3


       12  In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted,


Which of us should expect persecution?





Leviticus  19


       18  "'Do not seek revenge or bear a grudge against one of your people, but love your neighbor as yourself. I am the LORD.





Proverbs  20


       22. Do not say, "I'll pay you back for this wrong!" Wait for the LORD, and he will deliver you.





Proverbs  24


       29  Do not say, "I'll do to him as he has done to me; I'll pay that man back for what he did."





1 Thessalonians   5


       15  Make sure that nobody pays back wrong for wrong, but always try to be kind to each other and to everyone else.





Romans  12


       14  Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse.


       17  Do not repay anyone evil for evil. Be careful to do what is right in the eyes of everybody.





1 Peter   3


       9  Do not repay evil with evil or insult with insult, but with blessing, because to this you were called so that you may inherit a blessing.


How do these verses tell us we are to respond when someone persecutes us?





Matthew  13


       18  "Listen then to what the parable of the sower means:


       19  When anyone hears the message about the kingdom and does not understand it, the evil one comes and snatches away what was sown in his heart. This is the seed sown along the path.


       20  The one who received the seed that fell on rocky places is the man who hears the word and at once receives it with joy.


       21  But since he has no root, he lasts only a short time. When trouble or persecution comes because of the word, he quickly falls away.


       22  The one who received the seed that fell among the thorns is the man who hears the word, but the worries of this life and the deceitfulness of wealth choke it, making it unfruitful.


       23  But the one who received the seed that fell on good soil is the man who hears the word and understands it. He produces a crop, yielding a hundred, sixty or thirty times what was sown."


According to verses 20 and 21, what effect does persecution have on the person who doesn’t ‘put down strong spiritual roots’ after they commit to following Christ?





BOTTOM LINE:





Finally, all of you, live in harmony with one another; be sympathetic, love as brothers, be compassionate and humble.  Do not repay evil with evil or insult with insult, but with blessing, because to this you were called so that you may inherit a blessing.  For, "Whoever would love life and see good days must keep his tongue from evil and his lips from deceitful speech.  He must turn from evil and do good; he must seek peace and pursue it.  For the eyes of the Lord are on the righteous and his ears are attentive to their prayer, but the face of the Lord is against those who do evil."  Who is going to harm you if you are eager to do good?  But even if you should suffer for what is right, you are blessed. "Do not fear what they fear; do not be frightened." 


1 Peter   3:8-14





CLOSE WITH PRAYER.





Additional Scriptures relating to persecution...





Acts  13


       44  On the next Sabbath almost the whole city gathered to hear the word of the Lord.


       45  When the Jews saw the crowds, they were filled with jealousy and talked abusively against what Paul was saying.


       49  The word of the Lord spread through the whole region.


       50  But the Jews incited the God-fearing women of high standing and the leading men of the city. They stirred up persecution against Paul and Barnabas, and expelled them from their region.


Who instigated the persecution against Paul and Barnabas?


Why did the Jews (v.45) do this?


Who did they entice to become a part of this persecution? (God-fearing women...women who should have been Paul and Barnabas’ allies, not enemies.)


What should that tell us about the danger of our being tricked into persecuting someone? 





Acts  14


       1. At Iconium Paul and Barnabas went as usual into the Jewish synagogue. There they spoke so effectively that a great number of Jews and Gentiles believed.


       2  But the Jews who refused to believe stirred up the Gentiles and poisoned their minds against the brothers.





Acts  21


       27. When the seven days were nearly over, some Jews from the province of Asia saw Paul at the temple. They stirred up the whole crowd and seized him,


       28  shouting, "Men of Israel, help us! This is the man who teaches all men everywhere against our people and our law and this place. And besides, he has brought Greeks into the temple area and defiled this holy place."





Acts  23


       12. The next morning the Jews formed a conspiracy and bound themselves with an oath not to eat or drink until they had killed Paul.


       13  More than forty men were involved in this plot.





Matthew  27


       1. Early in the morning, all the chief priests and the elders of the people came to the decision to put Jesus to death.


       11. Meanwhile Jesus stood before the governor, and the governor asked him, "Are you the king of the Jews?" "Yes, it is as you say," Jesus replied.


       12  When he was accused by the chief priests and the elders, he gave no answer.


       13  Then Pilate asked him, "Don't you hear the testimony they are bringing against you?"


       14  But Jesus made no reply, not even to a single charge-- to the great amazement of the governor.


       15  Now it was the governor's custom at the Feast to release a prisoner chosen by the crowd.


       16  At that time they had a notorious prisoner, called Barabbas.


       17  So when the crowd had gathered, Pilate asked them, "Which one do you want me to release to you: Barabbas, or Jesus who is called Christ?"


       18  For he knew it was out of envy that they had handed Jesus over to him.


       19  While Pilate was sitting on the judge's seat, his wife sent him this message: "Don't have anything to do with that innocent man, for I have suffered a great deal today in a dream because of him."


       20  But the chief priests and the elders persuaded the crowd to ask for Barabbas and to have Jesus executed.





Acts   5


       41  The apostles left the Sanhedrin, rejoicing because they had been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name.





Notice that in each of the examples above, the persecution arises in the religious community...not even from a different religion, either. Jesus, Paul, Barnabas, and the other apostles were Jews; their persecutors were also Jews. The possibility of being persecuted by one of our own or of our unjustly persecuting one of our own is more than a possibility...it is something we should anticipate so as to avoid being caught off-guard when it happens.
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