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Matthew 5:10-11; John 15:18-20; The Blessed Life Part 3 I.  Those who are Blessed II. How they are Blessed
Congregation of our Lord Jesus Christ, no one likes to be picked on.  It is a terrible feeling when others mock you, poke fun of you, or point and stare at you.  Most of us remember a time in grade school when we were singled out for being different- mocked for how we did our hair or how we spoke or spelled.  Most of us would rather be invisible than face the mocking ridicule of a classmate.  But today, Jesus says that those who are persecuted are actually the same ones that are blessed.  Once again, the upside-down nature of the Kingdom of God is clear.  The first shall be last, and the last- first.  If you seek your life you have to lose it.  Those who are accepted and praised by men will be kept out of the kingdom – but those who are persecuted will be blessed.  But how can this be- that those who have a hard, difficult and trying life are better off?  Well, it is only by grace and with the mind of Christ that we can understand these things!  If Jesus Christ is the king of kings- if He has overcome this world and defeated the Devil- why do we still face persecution?  Persecution is all around us- we read of the mass murder of Christians in Nigeria by Muslims.  In India the Hindu groups harass God’s people.  In North Korea and China, the government cracks down on Christian worship.  In Canada a law was proposed just last year that those who were convicted of “hate speech” could be fined and imprisoned for it.  For most people, the solution to persecution is to keep your head down and avoid at all costs.  This is hard for us to wrap our heads around- that those who are persecuted are really those who are blessed.  So today we conclude our study of the Beatitudes with this theme: the power of Jesus Christ enables us to stand and rejoice in the presence of persecution.  
I.  Those who are Blessed 
We start by again considering the identity of those who are blessed.  Blessed are those who are persecuted- v. 10.  The word, persecute, means to follow after in order to mock.  Prosecutors refuse to leave us alone.  You will remember that when King David was mocked by Shimei in II Sam. 16.  Simei followed after David- throwing rocks and dirt at him- cursing his name and ridiculing David as he fled in humiliation.  This is the idea of persecution- someone is chasing you as they drive you out of town.  Tarred and feathered was an old way of mocking someone.  But today we find Jesus saying- blessed are you when you are persecuted!  You are blessed by God when people throw rocks at you- drive you from their midst- and harass you!  So then, who persecutes and why do they persecute?  Well, the world persecutes the church.  Just as the Devil persecuted Christ by trying to tempt and destroy Him.  But why does the world persecute the church- and why does the Devil hate Christ and His followers?  The answer to this question is clear- the world hates Christ and His followers because of what Christ stands for.  People hate anything that is not comfortable and controllable.  Jesus could not be controlled and His message makes people uncomfortable.  As we read in John 15:19- the world hates the church because the church is not of the world.  The world is no friend to grace- and actually friendship with the world is hostility towards God.  So the world here stands for everything that is opposed to Christ and His Kingdom.  The way of the world represents the fallen nature and false teaching present today.  And the leader of the world is the Devil- who is the prince of the power of the air.  Even as Rev. 2:10 puts it, the Devil threw some of the members of the early church into prison- for in this world we will face tribulation.  Added to persecution- those outside of Christ will say all kinds of evil and untrue things about God’s people.  As v. 11 puts it, they will revile you and persecute you and say all kinds of evil against you.  So there are various forms and ways in which persecution can come.  V. 11 reveals that many forms of persecution come as verbal attacks.  When we think of persecution, we tend to think of prison and torture.  Or when someone is killed for their faith as a martyr- like Stephen the first NT martyr in Acts 7.  But here Jesus says that there are many other forms of persecution that God’s people might face.  Slander, public disgrace and lies told about God’s people is also a form of persecution.  Today this comes in the form of “cancel culture.”  If you speak the truth about gender, marriage, identity and any other cultural idol, people will hate you and attack you with their speech.  God’s people have been shouted down, cursed out and threatened.  They have lost out on job promotions or had income taken away when they are hauled to court and sued.  All of this is a clear form of persecution as well.  But I need to be clear, this persecution is linked to who we are and how we live.  Those who are blessed when they are persecuted are those who are persecuted for their identity and actions as a Christian.  That is what v. 10 says- persecuted for righteousness sake- persecuted on account of Jesus Christ v. 11 makes clear. So the persecution in view here is not a general inconvenience that we all face as we live in a fallen world.  Flat tires, sickness and general slander are not the focus.  So if someone picks on you because you are short or because you are tall or because you are obnoxious- this is not persecution for righteousness sake.  But if they slash your tires because you spoke the truth- that is religious persecution.  If you do not get the raise because of your unwillingness to work on Sunday- that is religious persecution.  As II Tim. 3:12 clarifies, all who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.  So it is not the general tribulation or hardship that Jesus has in mind- as this is shared by all people- the believer and the unbeliever.  Rather, religious persecution is that which we suffer because of righteousness- who we are in Christ.  We don’t fit in here- their goals and delights are not ours.  For the sake of our obedience to Christ and His word- when we are persecuted for this reason- then we are blessed!  When you live by Jesus’ standard and display His Kingdom on this earth!  Our obedience to Christ and identity as His disciples will rile the hostility of our enemies!  So why do we face persecution in this world?  Because the world hates Jesus and His Word!  If they hated Him, they will hate his followers!  
II. How they are Blessed
Now that we have considered the identity of those who will be persecuted- which is anyone who tries to live an obedient life as a follower of Jesus- in our second point we consider how they are blessed.  The blessed ones are those who will be rewarded.  They are highly favored by God.  Now this is sometimes hard to accept- that you are better off when you are persecuted than if you were not persecuted.  But the fact remains- there is a promised blessing and reward reserved for those who are harassed for their faith.  Those who are persecuted are the ones to whom the kingdom belongs- v. 10.  Theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  Now children, this promise should be very familiar.  Look back at v. 3- this is the same promised blessing we found in the first verse of the beatitudes.  In this, the Beatitudes come full circle.  They take us back to the beginning where it all started.  The kingdom is your- and will be given to you.  You already have the kingdom- you are a citizen in the kingdom that is coming.  And you can look forward to the kingdom- knowing that one you will have the full realization granted to you.  In the Lord’s Prayer we say- Yours is the kingdom.  But now Jesus says to us- to you is the kingdom!  And in order to further apply this fact- because it is so hard for our hearts to accept it as true- Jesus presses forward with these promised blessings in v. 11.  It’s almost like Jesus knows that this one will be hard for us to accept- that we are blessed when we suffer- that we are better off when we experience hardship- so Jesus states this truth again.  Blessed are you!  Not just- blessed are those- but this time we read- blessed are you.  The repeated blessing and direct, personal focus is now clear.  Blessed are you- this is yours!  The church is blessed to be sure- but you are blessed!  And again at the end of v. 12- your reward is great in heaven!  There are blessings, riches, honor and even glory reserved for you.  An in heritance kept in heaven for you!  If you are joined to Christ by faith- blessed are you!  True faith says this: that not only others, but I too have had my sins forgiven and been made forever right with God!  Do you believe this?  Do you think that those who are persecuted for their faith are blessed?  If so- then the next part is not too hard to understand.  V. 12- rejoice and be glad!  Did you catch that?  You can rejoice and be glad- even thankful for the opportunity to suffer for your faith!  In Acts 5 the apostles rejoiced that they were counted worthy to suffer for the name of Christ.  God’s people can leap for joy if you will- because they know what is coming!  Here is where we need to count the cost- consider the price that we are willing to pay.  Are you willing to suffer today in order to get blessings tomorrow?  Are you willing to give up this world in order to gain an inheritance in the life to come?  Are you willing to have your name slandered today in order to be called a son of God tomorrow?  Are you willing to let your earthly goods be plundered by your enemies today in order to receive a crown of glory that will never fade in the world to come?  Consider what you are willing to give up in order to gain what cannot be lost!  Here we find the principle of delayed gratification.  Those who live by faith are called to suffer short tern loss for long term gain.  It is kind of like saving for your retirement.  Every month you put some money into an IRA in the hope of gaining for the future.  You lose out on spending some today- in the hope that you will have more to spend in the future.  In a similar way, those who live by faith are willing to let go of the easy life today in order to gain the blessed life in the world to come.  So I ask again- do you think it is worth it?  Are you willing to have your name slandered- to be labeled a bigot or zealot or homophobic or transphobic or whatever title they give true believers?  Listen to I Peter 4:12-14.  If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you.
But before we close, there is one more aspect to this blessing.  The blessing of association found in the end of v. 12.  You were not the first, nor are you the last to suffer for the name of Christ.  We have the added comfort- indeed the privilege- of being associated with the prophets who have gone before.  Persecution puts us in the line of the prophets!  Just as Jeremiah was rejected- his written words cut up and he was cast into a pit.  Just as Daniel was throne into the lion’s den for praying.  As Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego were thrown into a fiery furnace for refusing to worship an idol.  Even as John was beheaded for speaking the truth- and Abel killed for offering a righteous sacrifice.  If these men did not escape persecution for the sake of righteousness, why would we?  In fact, being persecuted is a badge of honor if you will.  Being persecuted for our faith is a proof of our identity.  The world persecuted the prophets before us- and now the world persecutes us!  This is because the world hates the one whom we represent- whose words are found in our mouth.  Again as we found in I Peter 4.  In this suffering you share in Christ’s suffering- so that you may also rejoice and be glad when His glory is revealed.  Not only are you finding your place in the line of the prophets, you are sharing in the same suffering that Christ endured!  Persecution puts you in the line of thee Blessed Man.  Who stood for the truth and remained faithful to the end!  His riches and glory are now reserved for and shared with you!  
To conclude, persecution is expected and the natural consequence of living in a world where both the wheat and the weeds grow side by side.  The goats push against and butt their heads against the sheep.  The world loves their own- but they hate those who are not!  But Jesus says- when you are hated for your faith and persecuted for obeying Me- you are truly blessed!  Your is the kingdom- and great is your reward!  Knowing this makes all the difference!   The power of Jesus Christ enables us to stand and rejoice in the presence of persecution.  So may we all stand firm in the fire of persecution- even rejoicing at the promise of blessings to come!  
