


Endurance
Matthew 5:1-12

Ok, all of the beatitudes have been counter intuitive. Those who mourn don’t seem blessed. The meek don’t seem likely to be successful if they’re not assertive. The merciful are likely to be taken advantage of by being overly compassionate toward others. Pure in heart sounds good. Peacemakers sound like good friends. But then we come to this. 

“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Matthew 5:10

Persecution doesn’t sound very blessed. Certainly not very happy. But persecution for righteousness that sounds a little better. And the KINGDOM OF HEAVEN – now that sounds much better. And it should ring a bell.
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The beatitudes start and end with this beautiful promise: “Theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” The whole sermon on the mount is Jesus’ manifesto, outlining the nature of His kingdom. So it’s no surprise that the sermon begins with a powerful and memorable description of WHO belongs to His kingdom. 

Here is JESUS, the KING - the Anointed Messiah of Israel – the creator of the universe and ruler of all things – telling us who belongs to His kingdom. These are the truly BLESSED ones. Theirs is the kingdom of heaven. God’s kingdom belongs to these people! 

Significantly, it’s not the kingdom of THIS WORLD that belongs to these people. They have deliberately chosen, in fact, to forsake the pleasures and comforts of this world in order to become citizens in the kingdom of heaven. And Jesus makes it clear that what is at stake here is the kingdom of heaven and all of its rewards. Listen to versus 11-12.

“Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” Matthew 5:11-12

At first, this doesn’t sound very blessed. Reviled; persecuted; all kinds of evil spoken against you falsely… But notice why there is call to rejoice: GREAT is your reward in heaven. We have two parts to the message today. First WHY persecution is a blessing. And second, the KIND of persecution that is a blessing. Suffering alone and persecution alone are not necessarily blessed by God. Sometimes we bring problems on ourselves just for being obnoxious. Here is the key verse.

“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Matthew 5:10

The kingdom of heaven belongs to these people: those who are persecuted for RIGHTEOUSNESS’ sake. Not for the sake of being annoying to others. Not because you like to pound people over the head with the Bible. So let’s look first at WHY persecution is a blessing.

Why persecution is a blessing:
· It Confirms you as a citizen of God’s kingdom
“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Matthew 5:10

Since we follow Jesus, who was persecuted, why should we expect different treatment than our teacher and Master experienced? 

Following Jesus and pursuing His kingdom is about turning away from this world and our own kingdoms. We know it is possible to gain the whole world and forfeit your soul. So we are the wise ones who gladly turn away from the enticements of the world in order to save our souls!

We don’t follow the broad road that leads to destruction, even though most people in this world do. Instead, we bow the knee to enter through the narrow gate and follow the narrow path that leads to life. In other words, we follow Jesus. We trust in Him alone. 

And the way of Jesus is about carrying a cross. It’s about denying yourself, taking up your cross and following Jesus. The beatitudes have shown us what a citizen of His kingdom looks like – they are poor in spirit, they mourn over their sin, they meekly surrender to Jesus as King, they hunger and thirst for righteousness, they are merciful and compassionate to others as God has been to them, they are pure in heart, loving God first and above all, and they are peacemakers, agents of reconciliation. 
Do you see the blessings of all of these beatitudes? THIS is the person who is truly blessed because THEIRS is the kingdom of heaven. So even when we have to suffer in this life, even when we face terrible persecution for our faith in Jesus: even then we are blessed!

Why persecution is a blessing:
· It Confirms you as a citizen of God’s kingdom
“Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” Matthew 5:12

It’s not just that we can ENDURE persecution, but that we can REJOICE in suffering and persecution, because all of that reminds us that this world is not our true home. We were made for eternity. We were made to walk with Jesus and worship Him forever, in HIS eternal kingdom. 

So be encouraged, brother, sister. Being persecuted for righteousness is not a curse, it is not a punishment, it is a blessing because it confirms your identity and status as a citizen of God’s kingdom. Second.

Why persecution is a blessing:
· It Connects you with the experience of Jesus and the prophets
“Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account.” Matthew 5:11

The key phrase is at the end of this verse: “on my account.” To be treated as JESUS was treated and because of our association with Him – THAT is a true and wonderful blessing!

Now, the process isn’t pleasant! Reviled. Persecuted. Falsely accused. But don’t you see how that is exactly what Jesus experienced? And HE was completely innocent. Totally righteous. None of us can claim that. Yet still the Lord Jesus was accused of blasphemy and evil. He was falsely accused of preaching against the Law of Moses. And He was persecuted, beaten, flogged, whipped within an inch of his life. And then crucified. 

Why persecution is a blessing:
· It Connects you with the experience of Jesus and the prophets
“Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you.” Matthew 5:12

And so, we REJOICE when WE are treated as JESUS was treated. We connect with His experience, which was also how the prophets of old and the apostles were treated. 

Why persecution is a blessing:
· It Connects you with the experience of Jesus and the prophets
“Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord… not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which comes through faith in Christ… that I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death.” 
Philippians 3:8-10

Paul declared all his achievements, all he once thought was valuable, to be a trash heap compared to the worth of knowing Jesus. Experiencing the power of His resurrection and sharing in His sufferings, “becoming like him in his death.” 

Do YOU want to know Jesus that way? There is a price to pay for that kind of connection with the Lord Jesus: SUFFERING. When we suffer FOR Jesus; when we are persecuted for our association with His name – that is one of the greatest blessings, one of the greatest privileges in this life. But it feels like pain. It feels like suffering. 

If you want to step out of the kiddy pool and into the deep end of the Christian life, read The Insanity of God by Nik Ripken. He studied the persecuted church and was amazed by the miracles God performed to sustain His people in the midst of terrible suffering. One of the themes that comes up several times in the book is the “HEART SONG,” God gave to many of these precious persecuted believers at a moment of the deepest doubt and pain. 

Under the police station story - Insanity of God. (or the like)

No one wants to be locked up in the darkness under a middle eastern police station. But in those dark places believers often connect with the Lord in a personal and special way. Like Paul and Silas in the jail in Philippi. Like Jeremiah in the muddy well. One more reason persecution is a blessing. Back to verse 10.

Why persecution is a blessing:
· It challenges you to grow in Character to be more like Jesus 
“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Matthew 5:10

The key here is being persecuted for RIGHTEOUSNESS’ sake. Those are the ones who inherit the kingdom. And those are the ones who connect with the Lord in a special way in their pain and suffering. Those are the ones who not only hunger and thirst for righteousness but who are more and more satisfied as they grow into the righteousness of Christ. 

This is why we can and should REJOICE in our sufferings, because they draw us closer to Jesus and help us become more like Him!

Why persecution is a blessing:
· It challenges you to grow in Character to be more like Jesus 
“We rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance produces character, and character produces hope.” Romans 5:3-4

Do you see the progression? Suffering is like a furnace to refine us. It strengthen us to build endurance. Endurance forges Christ-like character. And character gives us more resilient HOPE in the Lord Jesus. James wrote along the same lines as Paul here.

Why persecution is a blessing:
· It challenges you to grow in Character to be more like Jesus 
“Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.” James 1:2-4

Trials and suffering test our faith and build up our steadfastness. When that endurance has its full effect look at the result: we will be PERFECT, lacking NOTHING! Peter ties it all together so let’s finish the WHY with 1 Peter 1. 

Why persecution is a blessing:
· It Confirms your faith; It Connects you with Jesus and; It grows your Character
“In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, so that the tested genuineness of your faith—more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ.” 1 Peter 1:6-7 

First, persecution and suffering prove the genuineness of our faith. Second, it draws us closer to Jesus, who suffered for us. And third, it refines and purifies our character, to the praise, glory and honor of the Lord Jesus!

So, while suffering and persecution don’t sound like BLESSINGS, we believe the Lord Jesus who told us we ARE blessed when we are persecuted, reviled and falsely accused for our association with Him. 

Now let’s come back to Matthew 5 to clarify the KIND of persecution that is a blessing.

The kind of persecution that is a blessing:
· For Righteousness
“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Matthew 5:10

Let’s be real here. Sometimes we bring suffering upon ourselves not because we are doing the RIGHT thing but instead, we are doing the ANNOYING thing.  That’s the first point Jesus makes about the blessed ones here: those who are persecuted for doing what is RIGHT, joining Jesus in the fight against evil and injustice and standing up for righteousness. 

The middle beatitude, remember, is the hunger and thirst for RIGHTEOUSNESS. 

We hosted a movie here a few years ago called Blind Eyes Opened, about the fight against human trafficking. It was a powerful and convicting documentary designed to raise awareness of the thousands of slaves bought and sold right here in Tampa and all over the world. Geoff and Kerri Rogers, who helped found the USIAHT and brought it here to TB on purpose, shared about the movie and their call to ministry. They told me it was the most spiritual warfare they had ever experienced – the five years it took to produce that film. 

That is the kind of persecution that is blessed. When you take on a true modern day Goliath like slavery, it puts you up against international mafia organizations and local gangs. It feels like stress and fear and weakness and sleepless nights. But that is what the fight against evil does. That’s what it looks like to stand up for righteousness. Peter says it this way in his first letter:

The kind of persecution that is a blessing:
· For Righteousness
“For this is a gracious thing, when, mindful of God, one endures sorrows while suffering unjustly. For what credit is it if, when you sin and are beaten for it, you endure? But if when you do good and suffer for it you endure, this is a gracious thing in the sight of God.” 1 Peter 2:19-20

This was specifically written to slaves in the first century, saying, “Don’t bring a beating on yourself for being disrespectful or lazy. Be sure you are focused on loving and serving the Lord. Then, if you are beaten for that, there is special grace there from the Lord.” The second kind of persecution that is a blessing is when it is:

The kind of persecution that is a blessing:
· For Jesus
“Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil things against you falsely on my account.” Matthew 5:11

“On MY account.” Not on YOUR account. Persecution for JESUS; for His Name. That is the kind of persecution that is blessed. 

I’m tempted to use a couple of examples of people I knew in college or at other times in ministry. But the truth is the one who best embodies the WRONG kind of persecution is ME. I can easily get frustrated with “the church” and specific people within a given church and feel like I am being persecuted for “righteousness,” when the issues have nothing to do with righteousness or Jesus, and everything to do with Darin. 

Often it is my own impatience or lack of sensitivity or lack of discernment that leads people to question my leadership or ideas. Then I feel “persecuted” or righteously indignant, but it’s not the blessed kind. It’s the self-inflicted kind.

I hope none of you can relate to that because you are wise and patient and righteous and walking closely with Jesus, not making things about YOU at work or at home or in your neighborhood or here at church. 

Charlie Kirk accomplished more by the age of 32 than the rest of us will if we live to be 100. I’m not saying that everything he did was 100% perfect. Any time you venture into the world of American politics, it’s all too easy to get tainted by something or other. 

But it seems clear that the reason Charlie was assassinated was for the stand he took on biological gender, as assigned at birth. And that is an important issue on which all Bible believing Christians need to stand firm these days. 

Kirk was involved with Hillsdale College in Michigan. A junior at the college wrote a nice tribune to Kirk that concluded with this:

“The best way we can honor Kirk is to never forget our gratitude and practice humility in all we do. The day we stop thanking God and start attributing ourselves with credit is the day we let Kirk’s legacy die.” Hillsdale.edu

Charlie’s message and legacy has rippled out and expanded since his death just a few months ago. His wife, Erika, has taken over leadership of Turning Point USA, and new chapters have opened up on college campuses one after another!

It wasn’t the KIND of blessing Charlie or Erika would have chosen, but they would affirm the words of Jesus, that those who are persecuted on account of Jesus are BLESSED. Which is a good illustration of our final point.

The kind of persecution that is a blessing:
· For Eternity
“Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they treated the prophets who were before you.” Matthew 5:12

This is what blessing really comes down to: are we living for THIS life and THIS world, or for heaven and eternity? If we settle in and get comfortable and seek first this world, we will almost certainly not face a lot of persecution for Jesus. 

But if we get serious about the gospel and eternal life and Jesus and His kingdom, you know what we should expect? Persecution. Trials. Spiritual attacks. Physical attacks. And BLESSING. 

Rejoice! The reward in this life will reduce or disappear, but the reward for eternity will grow. Because we are following the way of Jesus and the prophets who were before Him. 
· Moses was the first major prophet. Was everything easy for him? Hardly! The young nation of Israel frequently talked about stoning him to death! We think politics is rough today, Moses would argue it was much rougher back then. 
· Elijah did not have it easy. He had to run for his life from a king and his deranged wife. Yes, God provided for Elijah miraculously, but the prophet despaired of life and even asked God to let him die.
· As did Jonah. Jonah, the most reluctant missionary of all time, yet the most successful! The whole city of Nineveh repented, right up to the pagan king. But Jonah sat up on a hill and cried about his shade plant that got killed by a worm, so Jonah concluded life wasn’t worth living, the sun was so hot on his head. 
· And don’t get me started about Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Daniel.
The prophets of old did not have an easy life. They suffered constantly and intensely, usually getting the worst treatment from their fellow Jews. 

Here is how the writer to the Hebrews summarized the faith of the prophets:

“Some were tortured, refusing to accept release, so that they might rise again to a better life. 36 Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. 37 They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were killed with the sword. They went about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, afflicted, mistreated— 38 of whom the world was not worthy—wandering about in deserts and mountains, and in dens and caves of the earth.” Hebrews 11:35-38

Sounds pretty miserable. But two blessings are noted here. 

“Some were tortured, refusing to accept release, so that they might rise again to a better life. 36 Others suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. 37 They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were killed with the sword. They went about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, afflicted, mistreated— 38 of whom the world was not worthy… And all these, though commended through their faith, did not receive what was promised, 40 since God had provided something better for us, that apart from us they should not be made perfect.” Hebrews 11:35-40

First, the resurrection to eternal life. Salvation is a trade: this life for the next one, that will last forever. But don’t miss the blessing at the end of this chapter: being made PERFECT. How? By Faith. Even the prophets of old had to trust in the promises of God, and they weren’t made perfect apart from the apostles and the early church – and US, right here today.

As we trust in the same prophets and follow the same path: toward eternal life and glory. We are being perfected even now; sanctified… more and more like Jesus who suffered unimaginable persecution and yet was BLESSED. 

A Charlie Kirk from last century was Jim Elliot. Jim Elliot along with four of his friends from Wheaton college, was killed in Ecuador, trying to bring the good news of Jesus to a tribe that had never heard the name of Jesus. Hard to imagine more severe persecution than getting spears thrown at your chest by nearly naked cannibalistic tribesmen. 

But the name Jim Elliot and Nate Saint and also Elisabeth Elliot who was married to Jim and Nate’s sister Rachel Saint – those names have echoed down through history and continue to BLESS so many!

Why persecution is a blessing:
· It Confirms you as a citizen of God’s kingdom
· It Connects you with the experience of Jesus and the prophets 
· It challenges you to grow in Character to be more like Jesus 

Suffering and sacrifice like Jim and Nate and their friends confirm not only the genuineness of THEIR faith but also of our faith as we affirm the value of what they gave. “He is no fool who gives what he cannot keep to gain what he cannot lose.” That sentence from Jim Elliot continues to bear fruit to this day. 

Even as they spent time reaching out to a dangerous tribe, Elliot and Saint wrote about the blessings they felt of feeling close to the Lord Jesus and to each other. And they grew in character to be more like Jesus. 

The kind of persecution that is a blessing:
	· For Righteousness 
· For Jesus
· For Eternity
	“Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.” Matthew 5:10



Heroes like those missionaries and others with the courage to risk and to sacrifice, even their very lives, show that being persecuted for doing what is right, for Jesus and for eternity is the kind of persecution that is truly blessed. 

So this raises the question for us today: which world are WE living for? Are we choosing Jesus and His eternal kingdom or ourselves and this dark and dying world? 

Let’s take a minute now to search our hearts and see WHERE we are seeking blessing right now. Are we hunting for happiness in a place that cannot provide it? Are we digging around for water in a desert where there is no water? Or have we found in Jesus the fountain of living water and have we traded in everything in this world to have Him, the pearl of great price? 

Quiet prayer w/ instrumental.

I’ll close in prayer. 
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