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Suffering for being a Christian
Introduction;

In today’s post-modern culture, where all religions are considered to be equally valid, and it is expected that all faiths be tolerated, it is extremely easy for us to hide.  “That’s what we believe – take it or leave it”, we might say, hiding behind the relativism that dominates our society.  So it is easy in this liberal culture to avoid suffering for Christ’s name.  But the Bible insists that the hallmark of genuine faith is suffering.

Is suffering something all Christians should expect?

According to the New Testament suffering is an indispensable mark of every true Christian.  The inevitability of suffering is repeatedly stressed [2 Timothy 3 v12; Philippians 1 v29].  Jesus Himself warned of the costs of being one of His followers [John 15 v20 & 16 v33; Mark 10 v29 – 30], and Paul suffered a great deal for the sake of the Gospel [2 Corinthians 11 v23 –27].

What suffering did the church in Smyrna face?

The Church in Smyrna (Revelation 2 v8 – 11) suffered, or was going to suffer, in several ways;

· Poverty (v9); Smyrna was prosperous, so it was remarkable that any of its citizens should have been poor.  It seems probable that several things contributed to the material poverty of the Christians there; (i) they renounced shady business methods and so missed out on easy profits; (ii) Jews and pagans may have been unwilling to trade with them; (iii) some may not have been able to find employment; (iv) some may have had their homes pillaged.

· Slander (v9); Jews were spreading false rumours about the Christians 

· Prison (v10)

· Death (v10); Martyrdom was a real possibility, and in fact one of the best known Christian martyrs of all time, Bishop Polycarp, was a native of Smyrna.  He may even have read the letter that John wrote in Revelation 2!

How might we face suffering today?

· It is unlikely that we will ever have to face the type of physical persecution experienced by the early church, or by the church in other parts of the world today.  But opposition does not have to be physical.

· Being a Christian means that we no longer belong to this world (2 Corinthians 5 v1 – 5).  We are displaced; we belong in Heaven but are in this world, just as Christ was (Philippians 2 v5 – 8).  So if we truly are in the world but of Christ, then this in itself will mean we endure suffering, just as it was suffering for Christ to leave His Father’s right hand.  

· Nothing provokes opposition more than the Gospel.  It emphasises unpalatable doctrines such as human sin and guilt, the reality of God’s wrath and judgement, the impossibility of self-salvation, the necessity of the cross, the freeness of eternal life, and the danger of eternal death.  These truths undermine human pride and arouse human opposition.

· Christ’s moral standards are also unpopular.  Honesty in business, chastity before marriage and fidelity after it, contentment in place of covetousness, self-control, and sacrifice.  But we tend to dilute these things because we love the praise of our fellow human beings more than the praise of God.

· We don’t need to go looking for suffering.  If we refuse to compromise we will very soon face opposition!

Why can we face suffering with confidence?

· Christ is eternal (Revelation 2 v8)

· Christ is victorious - He has conquered death (Revelation 2 v8)

· Christ is all-knowing – He knows our afflictions (Revelation 2 v9)

· Christ has a true perspective – we may be poor but we are rich! (Revelation 2 v9; 2 Corinthians 8 v9)

· Christ is in control – no suffering can engulf us except with His permission.  The suffering of the church in Smyrna was in Christ’s hand – He limits those who will suffer to “some” and limits the length of their imprisonment to “ten days” (Revelation 2 v10).  The account of Job’s suffering also shows that God is in control.

· Christ is purposeful – He tests in order to refine.  As gold is purified in the furnace, so the fires of persecution can purge and strengthen our Christian faith (James 1 v2 – 4; 1 Peter 1 v7)

· Christ is generous in His reward – He promises the “crown of life” to he who overcomes (Revelation 2 v10).  It is not merited, it is a gift.  But Christ is generous in His gifts.  We will escape the second death (Revelation 2 v11), and enter into Heaven, which is the “crown of life”.

Conclusion;

Faith and fear cannot co-exist (Revelation 2 v10).  One displaces the other.  Either we can be fearful of suffering but find that this restricts our faith, or we can trust and have faith and find that our fear is banished.  
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2 Timothy 3:12 – “In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted”
Philippians 1:29 – “For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for Him”

John 15:20 – “Remember the words I spoke to you: ‘No servant is greater than His master’.  If they persecuted me, they will persecute you also.  If they obeyed my teaching, they will obey yours also”

John 16:33 – “I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace.  In this world you will have trouble.  But take heart!  I have overcome the world!”

Mark 10:9–30 – “‘I tell you the truth,’ Jesus replied, ‘no one who has left home or brothers or sisters or mother or father or children or fields for me and the gospel will fail to receive a hundred times as much in this present age (homes, brothers, sisters, mothers, children and fields – and with them, persecutions) and in the age to come, eternal life’.”  

2 Corinthians 11:23–27 – “I have worked much harder, been in prison more frequently, been flogged more severely, and been exposed to death again and again.  Five times I received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one.  Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, I spent a night and a day in the open sea, I have been constantly on the move, I have been in danger from rivers, in danger from bandits, in danger from my own countrymen, in danger from Gentiles, in danger in the city, in danger in the country, in danger at sea; and in danger from false brothers.  I have laboured and toiled and have often gone without sleep; I have known hunger and thirst and have often gone without food; I have been cold and naked”

Revelation 2:8–11 – “To the angel of the church in Smyrna write: ‘These are the words of Him who is the First and the Last, who died and came to life again.  I know your afflictions and your poverty – yet you are rich!  I know the slander of those who say that are Jews and are not, but are a synagogue of Satan.  Do not be afraid of what you are about to suffer.  I tell you, the devil will put some of you in prison to test you and you will suffer persecution for ten days.  Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life.  He who has an ear, let Him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.  He who overcomes will not be hurt at all by the second death’.”
2 Corinthians 5:1–5 – “Now we know that if the earthly tent we live in is destroyed, we have a building from God, an eternal house in heaven, not built by human hands.  Meanwhile we groan, longing to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling, because when we are clothed, we will not be found naked.  For while we are in this tent, we groan and are burdened, because we do not wish to be unclothed but to be clothed with our heavenly dwelling, so that what is mortal may be swallowed up by life.  Now it is God who has made us for this very purpose and has given us the Spirit as a deposit, guaranteeing what is to come”

Philippians 2:5–8 – “Your attitude should be the same as that of Christ Jesus: Who, being in very nature God, did not consider equality with God something to be grasped, but made Himself nothing, taking the very nature of a servant, being made in human likeness.  And being found in appearance as a man, he humbled Himself and became obedient to death – even death on a cross!” 

2 Corinthians 8:9 – “Though He was rich, yet for your sakes He became poor, so that you through His poverty might become rich”

James 1:2–4 – “Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your faith develops perseverance.  Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything”

1 Peter 1:7 – “[Trials] have come so that your faith – of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire – may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honour when Christ is revealed”

“Suffering then is the badge of the true Christian.  The disciple is not above his master … Luther reckoned suffering among the marks of the true church … Discipleship means allegiance to the suffering Christ, and it is therefore not at all surprising that Christians should be called upon to suffer” [Dietrich Bonhoeffer from The Cost of Discipleship (Bonhoeffer was hanged in a concentration camp in Germany in 1945)]

“I am not recommending that we develop a martyr-complex or that we court opposition.  I am just saying that if we compromised less, we would undoubtedly suffer more.  Smyrna was a suffering church because it was an uncompromising church” [John Stott from What Christ Thinks of the Church]
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