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Blessed are the Persecuted
Matthew 5:1-12
Key Idea: Jesus’ statement about the persecuted being blessed in Matthew 5 raises questions about
our response to those who are suffering persecution. Do we really believe that they are blessed, if
so how, and are we willing to stand with those who find themselves in this situation? Testimonies
of persecuted individuals that can be used as powerful illustrations can be found at
www.SpeakFreedomTexas.org.

I.

Introduction
Introduce the topic by highlighting (1) why you decided to focus on the reality of
contemporary religious persecution, (2) some of the general facts related to persecution
today, and (3) a general background to the book of Matthew and the passage under study.
Use dialectic questions to help frame the sermon/teaching and to introduce the idea. What
does it mean to be blessed? How do our concepts of blessing compare or contrast with
blessing at the time of the New Testament? Do our concepts of blessing correspond to
Jesus’ teaching? If not, how do we align our theology – and just as importantly – our lives
with Jesus’ teaching?
Discuss the context of the Sermon on the Mount within the Gospel of Matthew.
Note that the concept of “blessed,” the Greek word (μακάριος, makarios), appears 50 times
in the New Testament, 13 of which are in Matthew and 9 of those just in Matthew 5:1-11.
In fact this Greek word is found more often in Matthew 5 than in any other single chapter
in the New Testament. This is therefore one of the most important passages around the
idea of “blessing” in the New Testament.
Read Matthew 5:1-12.
How do these descriptions of blessing correspond to our theology and to our lives?

II.

Is Religious Persecution a Contemporary Problem? – Matthew 5:10-12
Begin by rereading and focusing on Matthew 5:10-12.
Highlight that there is significant religious persecution around the world today. Consider:
•

•

More than 70% of the world lives in contexts where they receive persecution for their
religious convictions. Christians are the most persecuted faith community worldwide.
Scholars believe that on average 20 individuals are martyred for their faith each day;
Christians in northern Nigeria who have been displaced from their homes by Boko
Haram, experienced the burned destruction of their crops, and forced to live for
months at a time in literal physical caves;
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•

•

•

•

Christians in Iraq and Syria who have been displaced from their homes by the Islamic
State and forced to live as people without a home, without education, and without
employment; both in displacement camps inside Iraq and Syria and as refugees in
neighboring countries
Both Rohingya Muslims in Myanmar as well as Karen and Kachin Christians from
Myanmar who have experienced targeted destruction, rape, military violence and
extrajudicial killing that has forced many to become refugees;
Christians in China are experiencing the most severe persecution they have faced since
the Cultural War. Thousands of churches have been damaged or defaced by the
Government of China in just the last three years. Uighur Muslims also face significant
restrictions from the Government as do Tibetan Buddhists;
Evangelical Christians in the State of Chiapas in Mexico continue to face harassment
and legal restraints for their faith convictions.

The reality of persecution has been true for much of the history of the Church. Peter and
Paul both faced imprisonment. The early church was harassed and early Christians such as
Perpetua were martyred by the Roman Empire. Prior to the establishment of the United
States, Christians living in the colonies of the United States faced numerous restrictions and
certain imprisonment if they held to particular versions of Christianity. In the Armenian
Genocide of 1915-1917, hundreds of thousands of Christians were killed for their faith. The
Christian church was decimated by Communist officials in the USSR. The relative ease
experienced by the church in the United States over the previous seventy years is a
welcome but unusual experience within the long history of the global church. Even today
the vast majority of the church faces significant opposition or discrimination.
Therefore, the answer to the question – is religious persecution a contemporary problem –
remains a resounding yes.
Given that there are biblical, historical and contemporary examples of persecution,
consider:
•
•
•
•
•

III.

Jesus’ teaching on this subject in this passage;
Cross-reference to other passages where Jesus discusses the reality of persecution and
resistance by the world;
The extent to which are lives and circumstances correspond or differ from this more
normal lived experience of the persecution of Christians;
Concepts of blessing;
Willingness to personally experience this blessing and to stand with those who are.

What are the Causes of Religious Persecution?
Read Matthew 5:10
Focus on the word “persecution” (Greek: διώκω, diōkō); uses of the word “persecution” in
the Gospel of Matthew: Matthew 5:10, 5:11, 5:12, 5:44, 10:23. How do these different
passages add to our understanding?
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What causes religious persecution today?
•
•
•

•
•

IV.

Government oppression (China, North Korea, Saudi Arabia);
Militant religions (Islamic State, Boko Haram);
Religious intolerance (In some places, such as in Russia or in Mexico in the State of
Chiapas, a dominant Christian denomination reacts with restrictions or even hostilities
against other Christians. The same is true with other religions such as Islam or
Hinduism);
Mob violence (The stoning of Stephen in Acts 7 is being repeated frequently
throughout the world);
Family violence (Honor killings).

Why Did Jesus Say the Persecuted are Blessed? – Matthew 5:10-12
In the midst of this kind of persecution, what was Jesus’ choice of words? Matthew 5:10:
Blessed. Matthew 5:11: Blessed. Matthew 5:12: Rejoice and be glad. Why did Jesus say that
the persecuted are blessed? Explore three possibilities:
•
•
•

The reason for persecution – Jesus honors those who are persecuted for the sake of
righteousness, not those whose actions are obnoxious, rude, proud or judgmental;
The range of persecution – This includes those who are mistreated, slandered or face
greater threats (Matthew 5:10);
The reward for persecution – The reward is the Kingdom of Heaven (Matthew 5:10, 12).

Discuss embracing a Kingdom of Heaven worldview. Consider:
•
•
•
•

V.

How does this Kingdom of Heaven worldview free us to live with courage, boldness and
freedom today?
What are the fears and concerns preventing us from embracing this understanding of
blessing and public witness calling?
What are the fears and concerns preventing us from standing with those for whom this
is a reality?
Do we tend to define blessing and success in light of this world or that of the Kingdom
of Heaven? Why is that the case? How could this change in our lives? What are
practical steps that we could take in our own lives and in our churches that would help
encourage this change?

If the Persecuted are Blessed, Does that Release Us from Responsibility for the
Persecuted?
Perhaps our responsibility is to live out verse 9 and to seek to be “peacemakers” on behalf
of those experiencing conflict and persecution. Consider:
•

The listed order found within the beatitudes, especially in verses 9-12?
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•

•
•
•

If each of the beatitudes are not meant to be read in isolation but as building up
towards a culmination in verses 10-12, how might our understanding of persecution
change our interpretation and application of the preceding beatitudes?
How do verses 10-12 impact our understanding of what it means to be effective salt
and light (Matthew 5:13-16)?
Differences between desiring peace, hoping for peace, and working for peace.
What are practical steps you could take today to begin to be a peacemaker in the area
of those experiencing religious persecution? What would this look like within your
family, your community, your nation or on behalf of those experiencing the most active
and aggressive forms of persecution?

Matthew 5:9 is not alone in this regard. Other verses that call us to stand alongside the
persecuted:
•

•
•

•
•

VI.

The church is commanded to remember the prisoners (Hebrews 13:3, the word
“command” is the same kind of imperative command as is the word “make disciples” in
Matthew 28:19). Which of these imperatives do we tend to prioritize and why;
When the church responds to the needs of the hurting church they are following the
ministry pattern of Jesus (Luke 4:18);
Persecution often hinders the spread of the gospel in closed societies such as regions of
China, North Korea, Eritrea (Romans 10:14, “How will they believe in Him whom they
have not heard?”);
Ministry to the persecuted brings hope and comfort to the afflicted (Philippians 4:10,
16-18)
When the church speaks out it can make a difference.

Conclusion
Are the persecuted blessed? Yes. And so are those who are willing to live as peacemakers.
Perhaps this is the call and challenge for us, to become active peacemakers on behalf of
those who are experiencing persecution. One way to do so is to pray. One of the most
frequent and biggest requests of the persecuted is for prayer. But there are other action
steps that each one of us can take to be peacemakers in the midst of persecution. Just a
few examples include:
•

•
•
•
•

Generate more awareness by signing up for Alerts that highlight these realities and that
are often overlooked in many media coverages (recommended source:
www.21wilberforce.org with sign up at the top; or even consider having a simple signup form at the end of each row that could be passed down so that members can elect
in and then mail that form to the 21st Century Wilberforce Initiative for manual input);
Give to support organizations actively working in this area (suggested amount: $21 per
month through www.21wilberforce.org can make a significant difference);
Act as a voice multiplier by regularly posting about the reality of persecution to your
social media accounts;
Go on a mission trip to a country where persecution remains real;
If you are a student learn more by choosing this topic for a research project;
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•
•
•

•

Enhance religious freedom in your immediate area by inviting someone of another faith
to your home for dinner and shared conversation;
Reach out to refugees in your area and build an intentional friendship;
Encourage your elected representatives to prioritize these issues and to demonstrate
that priority by tasking one of their staff to track international religious freedom issues
(visit www.IRFscorecard.org to download a free scorecard that grades each Senator and
Congressmen on the degree to which their votes support this area);
Volunteer your background specialty such as: legal, research, teaching, micro-finance,
small business or medical.

Beyond these specific examples is a shift in mindset – a willingness to begin to define
blessing as living within the Kingdom of God:
•
•
•
•

If religious persecution is a contemporary problem.
If we understand the causes of religious persecution.
If we believe Jesus’ perspective that the persecuted are blessed and desire to be with
those whom Jesus blesses.
If we know that we are not released from the responsibility to help the persecuted.

What practical steps will we take today to align our theology and our actions with Jesus’
teaching and with those who are most actively facing these situations today?
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