
PLEADING CHRISTIANS
How to Serve the Persecuted Church

2 Corinthians 8:1-15

Stories of Our Brothers & Sisters

A harsh shout shattered the slumber of the young girl in the dormitory of 
Nigeria’s Chibok Secondary School. Opening her eyes, she saw a man with a 
gun standing over her bed. “You’re going with us!!” he spat. Barely more than 
a child, she was herded out and into trucks along with some 274 other girls 
and women, destined to become a sex and labor slave for Boko Haram. The 
paramilitary group had targeted these students and teachers for one reason: 
They were Christians. 

In the thick forests of Eastern India’s Dantewada district, brother “Sadavir” 
shared his vibrant faith with other members of his Koya tribe. In response to his 
witness, a number of them had left Hinduism and become followers of Jesus. In 
time, a church of 72 people was meeting in Sadavir’s home. One recent 
morning, however, Sadavir answered a knock at his door and found a mob 
assembled outside. They dragged him out, tied him to a tree, and beat him 
with bamboo sticks till his flesh hung from his bones. Then they drove a three-
pronged pitchfork into his chest, ending his life here. 

When the masked men of Somalia’s Al-Shabab sect stormed into Kenya’s Garissa 
University College last month, no one knew why they’d come. When they 
began asking people whether they were Christians or not, their purpose was 
clear. 148 people dared to confess they were disciples of Jesus and the 
terrorists summarily massacred them. In far off Libya, a branch of ISIS similarly 
slaughtered 30 Christ-followers from the nation of Ethiopia. They’d done the 
same to 21 Egyptian Christians only two months before. 

In Uzbekistan one month ago, a man named Abdurahim was arrested, fined a 
week’s wages, and jailed for 10 days. His crime? He was found reading the 
Bible to patients in a rehab center for alcoholics and addicts. In Pakistan 2 
weeks ago, a 13-year-old named Nauman was approached by two men who 
asked him his religion. “I follow Jesus,” he said. Whereupon they doused him 
with gasoline and set him on fire. A few days later in Uganda, the 17-year-old 
daughter of a Christian pastor was gang-raped by five men as punishment for 
the fact that her father refused to close down his church. 

What In the World Is Happening?

I tell you these stories not to upset you but to alert you to a reality that often 
passes under the radar of the popular networks and magazines in our time. As 
our media swirls today with the latest heart-rending news of racial conflict in 



America and the death toll of a recent natural disaster, I want you to know of 
the shadow of a vastly larger wave of pain and injustice sweeping the world 
today and engulfing so many more lives.

According to the Pew Research Center, over 75% of the world’s population 
lives in areas with extreme or severe RELIGIOUS PERSECUTION and the vast 
majority of those oppressed are Christians -- your brothers and sisters. You will 
meet these people one day at the Great Banquet table. They will ask whether 
you knew of their plight, whether you cared for their situation, whether you 
responded in any way to circumstances that, had our positions been reversed, 
would leave us PLEADING for help.

The U.S. State Department now identifies some 60 countries where Christians 
face significant persecution. The top 10 nations where persecution is most 
EXTREME may not surprise you. They are frequently in the news today, though 
not always for this issue. The next 15 nations are places where persecution is 
SEVERE. You and I would be rioting in the streets were we treated the way 
Christians are treated there.

According to World Watch Research, an institute that studies global trends in 
religious conflict, there are TWO MAIN FORMS that persecution takes. The first 
they call “Squeezing.” This form involves publicly ridiculing Christians, 
constraining their right to meet or speak, boycotting them, paying them less, 
firing them from employment, or denying Christians opportunities open to 
others. I met last week a pastor from Belarus who described this kind of 
treatment as a regular feature of the life of his church.

The second form of persecution is called ”Smashing” and implies just what it 
sounds like. These are the tales of beatings, torture, sexual assault, shootings, 
enslavement, dismembering and beheading that have become front page news 
today, but occur on a vastly more widespread basis than most of us ever hear. 
Each month, an average of 322 Christians are killed for their faith. 214 
churches and Christian properties are destroyed. 722 acts of violence are 
committed against your brothers and sisters. 

Why Does Persecution Occur?

“Why is this happening?” It is partly because Christianity is often identified with 
America and the U.S. is not that popular in certain parts of our world. At the 
risk of sounding melodramatic, however, there is another reason. Satan hates 
the Church and everything else that offers true hope to this world. The Book of 
Revelation says that behind all of the events of our time is a great struggle 
between the work of God and the work of that ancient “serpent” (Rev 12:17) 
who from the beginning -- out of jealousy and pride -- has sought to destroy 
the good that God has made. 



This intelligent Evil is far too crafty, of course, to present himself in a red suit 
with horns. His strategy is far more subtle and sophisticated. He simply fans the 
flames of humanity’s most selfish and insecure passions and lets these wildfires 
do their work. Those flames spread through THREE MAJOR IMPULSES that run 
through so many cultures today: First of all, persecution arises out of tribalism 
– the belief so prevalent in ethnic, political, religious and even school conflicts 
that only our kind is good and others are a threat. Persecution is also driven by 
secularism – the conviction alive in communism and many campuses today that 
until God is dead humanity cannot truly live. And persecution grows as well in 
the soil of authoritarianism – the persuasion that we can build a better world 
through command and control. 

But the God we meet in Jesus Christ begs to differ. Contrary to the spirit of 
TRIBALISM, God says: “I love people of every tongue and tribe and give my life 
for them all.” Contrary to the idol of SECULARISM God says: “Recognizing and 
aligning oneself to my existence and generous character is the hope of human 
life.” And contrary to the impulse of AUTHORITARIANISM, God says: “It is not 
through command and control but through service of others that the power for 
human flourishing gets unleashed.” It will not be the squeezers and the 
smashers who finally define history. But “Blessed are the peacemakers, for 
they will be called children of God” (Matt 5:9).    

What Is Our Christian Response?

I suppose the more pressing question, then, is: “What can we do in the 
meantime to help?” The Bible clearly calls you and me to do SOMETHING for 
that little girl in Nigeria and those Somali Christians in Kenya, and that pastor’s 
family in India and Uganda, and those believers in Pakistan and Uzbekistan. We 
aren’t meant to just sit here twiddling our thumbs or exhaust our energies over 
manger scene wars.

Twenty-one centuries ago, the Apostle Paul let his heart be broken by the 
condition of the Persecuted Church – especially those Christians who were 
living in Jerusalem. Both the government and the dominant religion there were 
bent on destroying the blooming faith. They were boycotting Christian 
businesses, imprisoning Christian disciples, and even beheading leaders of the 
Church. Christians in Jerusalem were struggling and even starving for their faith 
– as many believers are today.

Moved by these conditions, the Apostle Paul sent out his special envoy, Titus, 
to plead the cause of the Jerusalem Christians and take up an offering for their 
aid. Paul expected the affluent churches of Rome, Ephesus, Philippi, or Corinth 
to provide the lead gifts in this effort. But to Paul’s utter surprise, it was the 
church in Macedonia that made the most generous response. The church there 
was poor by comparison with those major metropolitan centers. They were 
enduring persecution themselves. And yet Paul observes: “They urgently 



pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the 
Lord’s people” (2 Cor 8:4).

My question for today is: “What would it look like for you and me (and our 
Church) to act like the Macedonians? Or as the writer to the Hebrews said, to: 
"Continue to remember… those who are mistreated as if you 
yourselves were suffering" (Heb 13:3). So what should be our response to 
the Persecuted Church? Let me suggest a few answers.

FIRST of all, don't be surprised by persecution. Jesus promised that his 
followers would face this sort of resistance. “Remember what I told you: ‘A 
servant is not greater than his master.’ If they persecuted me, they 
will persecute you also” (John 15:20). The New Testament church endured 
it. Down through the centuries, many believers have experienced it. If you and 
I have largely escaped it so far, then we ought to be grateful, but not naive. If 
you wear the uniform of Christ, expect to be shot at.

SECONDLY, we ought to pray for our brothers and sisters under attack. That’s 
the most consistent request we hear from fellow Christians under assault around 
the world. Remarkably, they don’t say, “Deliver us from this evil. Spare us from 
all pain and suffering for the sake of the gospel.” No, what we hear most often 
is: “Please pray that we will remain faithful and strong and not give up our 
witness” (1 Thess 5:25).

THIRDLY, if you want to help your brothers and sisters, then advocate for the 
cause of persecuted Christians with our government. Contact your 
congresspersons and urge them to act on behalf of oppressed Christians. Ask 
them to exert pressure on unjust governments and to apply the force necessary 
to root out and stop persecutors. We live in a world where squeaky wheels get 
the grease. Plead loudly for the church. 

FOURTH, give to the Mission Fund of Christ Church. Our Missions Leadership 
Team is in regular contact with scores of Christians and churches in parts of the 
world where persecution is a daily experience. They tell us what they need. 
Your gifts to our Mission Fund have a direct impact on their welfare and every 
gift helps.

FIFTH, write a letter of encouragement to a persecuted Christian. Sit down this 
afternoon and pen a note to a Christian who is living under fire. Send it to the 
Mission Department here at Christ Church and we’ll put it in the hands of one of 
your brothers or sisters to whom it will come like water to a thirsty soul. Let 
those faithful but weary saints know that they are remembered. We must not 
leave them to struggle alone. 

SIXTHLY, if you want to help the Persecuted Church, then build a loving 
relationship with Muslims within your reach. The world needs moderate Muslims 



shouting in outrage over the heinous things being done to people of Christian 
faith. The likelihood that such voices will arise in greater numbers increases 
dramatically if such Muslims actually have deep friendships with Christian 
people. The truth is, only 0.6% of Americans are Muslims. But the likelihood 
that any of them will be subject to being radicalized also decreases dramatically 
if they have deep friendships with Christian people. 

We will never diminish the violence of our time through physical force alone. 
We need to fight the polarization which extremism fuels with “soul-force.” We 
have to be “peacemakers” in the way that Jesus modeled on the Cross. Only by 
undercutting with outreaching love, works of compassion, and relationship-
building will we slow down or stop the bloodshed. If we don’t get this then we 
don’t get Jesus OR the faith of the Persecuted Church around the world today. 
Do you know the number one request these believers make of us beyond 
prayer? They say: “Send us resources so we can do a better job of serving and 
discipling our neighbors.” We can learn from them.

Which brings me to my last point. If we want to encourage the Persecuted 
Church, then FINALLY, we ought to commit to deeper discipleship ourselves. 
Can you imagine how discouraging it would be if you were desperately working 
under the most severe kind of pressure to advance the Kingdom of God… if you 
were seeing your brothers and sisters suffering and going to their death as 
people of the Cross… and you looked across the world and saw Christians in 
America not even able to get along with one another? Not able to imagine how 
they could prioritize worshipping or reading the Bible over sleep, sports, and 
TV? Not able to summon up the courage to challenge simple wrongs in their 
workplace or share their faith with people across the street? Not able to 
conceive of how they could possibly give away more than 2% of their income 
to Kingdom causes? Not able to forgive people who simply hurt their feelings?

You want to encourage the Persecuted Church? Here’s the simplest idea: Let’s 
show them what disciples can do and the church can be in a land of full 
freedom.

Please pray with me…



Nations Where
EXTREME Persecution
of Christians Goes On:

North Korea
Somalia
Iraq
Syria
Afghanistan
Sudan
Iran
Pakistan
Eritrea
Nigeria

Nations Where
SEVERE Persecution
of Christians Goes On:

Maldives Qatar
Saudi Arabia Kenya
Libya Turkmenistan
Yemen India
Uzbekistan Ethiopia
Vietnam Egypt
Central African Republic Djibouti

Myanmar

DRIVERS OF PERSECUTION:

Impulses Expressions
Tribalism Religious extremism

Ethnic antagonism
Political partisanship
Family bias

Secularism Communist oppression
Aggressive atheism

Authori-
tarianism

Totalitarian paranoia
Organized crime
Military abuse
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