 “The Strength To Go On”

2nd Corinthians 1:8-11
One hundred million people were martyred for their faith in Jesus Christ during the twentieth century.  That was more than in the previous nineteen centuries combined.  Today, an estimated 260 million Christians face persecution in the form of torture, homelessness, rape, slavery and death.

Have you ever faced death?

I’ll never forget Memorial Day weekend 2002.  Our family was vacationing at St. Simons Island, Georgia.  Our oldest son, Brett, and I were playing in the ocean when Brett got caught in a riptide.  I raced to him and lifted him out of the water but I couldn’t touch the sand without going under.  After two or three attempts to keep my head―and my son―above water I realized we were both on the verge of drowning.  Thankfully, by God’s grace, we were able to use the momentum of a wave to push us closer to shore so I could stand up.

Let’s turn to our Scripture reading, 2nd Corinthians 1:8-11.

Have you ever faced death because of your faith in Jesus?  I haven’t.  Most likely you haven’t either.  But persecuted Christians around the world live under the constant threat of death.
Paul knew what it was like to be persecuted to the point of death.  And what sustained Paul is what sustains persecuted believers today: the prayers of fellow Christians.  8We think you ought to know, dear brothers and sisters, about the trouble we went through in the province of Asia.  We were crushed and overwhelmed beyond our ability to endure, and we thought we would never live through it.  9In fact, we expected to die.  But as a result, we stopped relying on ourselves and learned to rely only on God, who raises the dead.  10And he did rescue us from mortal danger, and he will rescue us again.  We have placed our confidence in him, and he will continue to rescue us.  11And you are helping us by praying for us.  Then many people will give thanks because God has graciously answered so many prayers for our safety.

Today is the International Day of Prayer for the Persecuted Church, one of my favorite special days on the church calendar.  It’s not as well-known as World Communion Sunday, Ash Wednesday, or Good Friday—but it’s just as important because on this day we intentionally pause to lift up the needs of our suffering brothers and sisters around the world.
The persecuted church relies totally upon God.  Most believers who face persecution don’t possess Bibles or hymnbooks.  Many have no church buildings.  Many don’t even have pastors—and of those that do, many of them have no formal theological training.

Paul was an apostle, missionary and church planter who understood persecution all too well.  He discovered how important it was to rely upon God: We think you ought to know, dear brothers and sisters, about the trouble we went through in the province of Asia.  We were crushed and overwhelmed beyond our ability to endure, and we thought we would never live through it. In fact, we expected to die. But as a result, we stopped relying on ourselves and learned to rely only on God, who raises the dead.  Paul and his colleagues encountered near-fatal persecution.  In fact, he was running out of options and felt that the end of things was near.  So Paul surrendered to God’s care and sovereignty.  He quit trying to handle things on his own and put everything in God’s hands.
That’s what our persecuted brothers and sisters do.  They have nothing but God.  They often cannot rely on their families, much less their governments, to help them.  As a result, their faith is strong, real and crucial to them because they have nothing else.
In 1991 author Ken Anderson published his book Bold As a Lamb, which tells the story of Pastor Samuel Lamb, a Chinese layman who began preaching in the mid-1940s.  Pastor Lamb started a house church and after a while began to oppose the state-sponsored Three-Self Patriotic Movement―a government-sanctioned church that promoted the Communist state.  Samuel Lamb was arrested and sentenced to twenty years in harsh labor camps and coal mines.  He had to rely upon God for every single thing.
If persecuted Christians rely upon God, upon whom do we rely?  Is our faith as valuable to us?  Is our reliance upon God as strong?  The reason I wanted to travel to Vietnam in 2007 and aid persecuted believers was because I wanted to try and understand why their faith was so much more vital, energetic and sincere than mine.  I wanted to understand why and how they relied on God so much more than I did.
The persecuted church must also look to God for deliverance from persecution.  Paul was delivered from his near-death experience, and as a result he knew God could deliver him again.  No doubt Paul was familiar with the story of Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego before King Nebuchadnezzar in Daniel 3:17-18: “If we are thrown into the blazing furnace, the God whom we serve is able to save us…  But even if he doesn’t, Your Majesty can be sure that we will never serve your gods or worship the gold statue you have set up.”  As the persecuted church sees their prayers answered, their faith and hope are strengthened.
During his incarceration, Pastor Samuel Lamb suffered under harsh work conditions.  Yet he trusted in God, served out his two decade sentence, and was finally released.  But upon returning home he discovered that all of his pastoral books had been confiscated and destroyed.  And worst of all, his wife, Sui Ling, had died a year before he returned home.  Pastor Lamb, though having little of his own and losing his wife, continued to preach the gospel.  In 1950, China’s Christian population numbered about one million.  By the end of the twentieth century that number had skyrocketed to approximately fifty million, despite the threat of persecution!
If persecuted Christians look to God for deliverance, to whom do we look?
The persecuted church desperately covets our prayers.  They look to God for answers.  They rely on him for all that they have, and they look to us to lift them up in prayer.  Paul knew his deliverance was because of prayer:  And he did rescue us from mortal danger, and he will rescue us again.  We have placed our confidence in him, and he will continue to rescue us.  And you are helping us by praying for us.  Then many people will give thanks because God has graciously answered so many prayers for our safety.  Earlier I told you about almost drowning with my son, Brett.
When we returned home to Cleveland, Tennessee, I told one of the church’s great prayer warriors about our near-death experience.  She paused and asked what day that had been.  I told her.  She asked what time that had been.  I told her that as well.  A look of assurance came over her face and she told me that she had been praying for us at that exact moment!  God had told her to pray and she did.  People can say what they will, but I’ll go to my grave knowing that prayer was what saved Brett and I that day.
The prayers we lift up give the persecuted church strength to persevere in their faith, even when confronted with death.  Pastor Samuel Lamb had people praying for him during the twenty years he was in prison.  He was surrounded by prayer.  Even in the midst of persecution by the Chinese government, his house church ministry continued to thrive.  After his release, at one point he was conducting five secret worship services a week with over 800 people attending.

We’re fortunate in the United States.  Our Constitution guarantees us the right to worship who we choose, how we choose.  But millions of Christians aren’t as fortunate.  They face harassment, unemployment and torture.  Their families are separated; some are sold into slavery.  Children grow up as orphans, forced to convert to other faiths.  Homes, businesses and churches are burned to the ground.  Some cultures execute those who convert to Christianity.

These brothers and sisters in Christ look to us to support them in prayer.  They trust in God’s power and sovereignty.  They look to him for deliverance.  And all that is built on the foundation of prayer.

When Felicia and I visited Vietnam in 2007, we met with pastors and leaders of underground house churches—those being persecuted for their faith in Jesus.  They came to our hotel in secret and met in our rooms, telling us how the Holy Spirit was blessing the church across Vietnam.  When asked what they needed from us, every single one had the same request: “Ask your churches to pray for us.”  They didn’t ask for money.  They didn’t ask for buildings.  They didn’t ask for budgets.  They didn’t ask for more members.  They asked us to pray that they would be faithful to Jesus Christ in every situation and circumstance.
The persecuted church longs for us to remember them and pray for them.  Can we give them the strength to go on—in prayer?

When talking about the International Day of Prayer for the Persecuted Church in every appointment I’ve served, the thing I get asked the most is “What exactly can we pray for?”  Just praying for persecuted Christians seems very broad and general―and it is.  The more specific we can be―the more focused our prayers are―the easier it is to pray.  It’s the difference between praying “Oh, Lord, bless Judy” and praying “Oh Lord, bless Judy with strength and empower her to face each day in victory.”  You see the difference?


One way you can be specific about your prayers for persecuted Christians is to use the inserts in your bulletin.
If you’ve got a smart phone I highly recommend downloading a prayer app from Open Doors USA.  It’s called ‘Pray for the Persecuted’ and it’s free.  Each day it gives you a number of prayer requests with a brief backstory.  [GIVE EXAMPLE FROM THE APP].

Download it right now if you want.  Just go the App Store (or whatever app-delivery system your phone uses) and search for ‘Open Doors USA’.  I’ve found this app to be extremely beneficial in keeping me focused and reminding me to lift up those who suffer for the name of Jesus Christ.


We’re going to take a few minutes this morning to lift up our prayers.  You may use the bulletin inserts or your new app.  I’ll read a few of the prayer requests aloud for those who may not have a phone on hand, pausing afterward to give you time to pray.

And now, let’s remember our brothers and sisters in need…

. . . . . . . . . . . .

Please don’t limit your prayers for the persecuted church to only this day.  Lift them up whenever you pray.  Use the app to guide and direct your prayers to particular concerns.  Give your brothers and sisters the strength to go on through your prayerful support.


Let us pray:


God, you know the plight of people far away, oppressed by governments and vigilantes, in places where Christianity is an unpopular choice.  We want to intercede for our brothers and sisters in Christ who’re being persecuted around the world.  We lift up to you those who are experiencing discrimination and isolation because of their love for you—who are living in places with strict religious restrictions and are longing to be able to worship you freely.
God, you knew that the day would come here when truth-telling would be despised, and siding with the oppressed part of the road less travelled.  Have mercy, O God, upon persecuted Christians who’re willing to suffer consequences for speaking your name, in word or in deed, in defiance or in advocacy.  Comfort them with your loving presence, promise and faithfulness.  Grant courage and strength to all who would dare to live their convictions out loud.  Amen.
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