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“Watch Out for the Great Red Dragon”
by Kevin Springer

INTRO: Completed my Merit Badge! 2 20-mile hikes I Malibu + 20 mile-hike in Galilee…

On June 3rd, I hiked in Israel from the Mount of Beatitudes into the town of Tabgha, on the Sea of Galilee, and prayed at the Church of the Multiplication of the Loaves and Fishes. On June 17th the Church of the Multiplication of the Loaves and Fishes was torched by Jewish extremists, causing extensive damage.  The Hebrew words “false gods [read: Jesus] will be eliminated” were painted on the church walls. Over 50 acts of violence against Christian institutions in Israel have been committed by Muslim and Jewish extremist groups in Israel in the past three years. 
Israeli officials called the attack "terrorism.” 2,000 years ago on the Mount of Beatitudes Jesus called it “persecution”:
Matthew 5:10 [Jesus] “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”
Not all persecutions are alike; yet one type—martyrdom—has been persistent and pervasive since the first century. Martyrdom, perhaps the best barometer of persecution, is a reminder that Satan comes “only to steal and kill and destroy,” as Jesus taught in John 10:10.
The English word “martyr” is derived from the Greek martys, which means “witness”—specifically witnessing to Christ’s resurrection. Martyrs lose their lives prematurely, because they are witnessing for Christ in a hostile culture. Reliable statistics on martyrdom are staggering. Barrett & Johnson estimate in the past 2,000 years:

70 Million Martyrs

· 76 events with over 100K Martyrs
· 27 events with over 500K Martyrs
· 15 events with over 1M Martyrs

45.4M Christians were martyred in the past century! The current annual rate of martyrdom worldwide is 160K.
Jesus taught the Beatitudes shortly after calling the Twelve Disciples as he walked through Galilee preaching the gospel of the kingdom of God while healing the sick & casting out demons. This attracted a following of curious—though mostly uncommitted—Jews. The crowd, along with his disciples, formed the audience to the Sermon on the Mount.
The eight Beatitudes, Dallas Willard points out, clarify which life is the good life. Today’s beatitude is a whopper: Jesus says that you are blessed when you “are persecuted for righteousness’ sake.” Really? 
Were my wife Suzanne and I blessed when we led a Bible study for high school students in a small New England town, and some people in the town responded by planting a black cross and crown of thorns on our front lawn in the middle of the night and vandalizing our car?
And verses like 2 Timothy 3:12 don’t particularly comfort me: “All who desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.” That’s a premise with a promise: (a) If you live a godly life (b) you will be persecuted.
So the idea of persecution begs many questions, like:
· Why are Christ-followers blessed when persecuted?

· Are all persecutions created equal?

· Why are Christ-followers persecuted? 
· How do Christ-followers respond to persecution?
1. Why does Jesus say that Christ-followers are blessed when persecuted? 
When Jesus taught the Beatitudes, the Disciples were beginning a transformation tour with Jesus. They were un-discipled disciples, but as good Galilean Jews they were committed to becoming just like their Rabbi. Their goal was to think and act like Jesus. Jesus is saying, “This is my goal is for your life—total transformation into my character and way of life. This is what you will look like.”

The Beatitudes, then, are neither (1) virtues to follow that qualify you to enter heaven, nor are they (2) rules of conduct for new converts. The Beatitudes are signs of grace that come as a result of following Christ.
So, Jesus says, you are blessed when persecuted because as a committed Christ follower your words and actions will put you in constant conflict with the values of the world—which is confirmation that Christ is first in your life. You can’t serve two masters!
All of the Disciples, with the possible exception of the Apostle John, were martyred for their faith. What Christ announced in Matthew 5:10, they experienced—and they were blessed. 
2. Are all persecutions created equal? Let’s take another look at the 8th Beatitude, reading the two verses that follow:
Matthew 5:10-12 [Jesus] “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness' sake, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 11 Blessed are you when others revile you and persecute you and utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account. 12 Rejoice and be glad, for your reward is great in heaven, for so they persecuted the prophets who were before you.”
Notice that Jesus doesn’t say. He doesn’t say…
· Blessed are those who are persecuted because they are obnoxious & foolish and generally crazy; or

· Blessed are those who are persecuted because they are fanatical & overzealous; or

· Blessed are those who are persecuted for promoting conservative, capitalistic democracy; or
· Blessed are those who are persecuted for promoting progressive socialism that wants the 1% to pay their fair share; or, even…
· Blessed are those who are persecuted for being good or noble or self-sacrificing. 
A few comments on this last point: The world generally praises and admires the good & the noble & self-sacrificing; the world only persecutes the righteous. How, then, are those persecuted for righteousness’ sake different from the noble and self-sacrificing? After all, has any person ever lived that approached Christ’s level of self-sacrifice, nobility and goodness? What sets him apart? 
What does the Beatitude mean when it says blessed are those who are persecuted for “righteousness’ sake”?

According to verse 11, practicing righteousness means being like Jesus. It means suffering, Jesus says, “on my account.” This Beatitude teaches that…

(1) You are blessed when persecuted for believing, acting and speaking like Jesus; and 
(2) If you are like Jesus, you will be persecuted.


Verse 12 adds that the persecuted will be rewarded, just like the prophets. What do prophets do? They are truth tellers; their words challenge the religious, cultural and political elites. And for that, they are persecuted. That’s what it means to suffer “on [his] account.”
Now, persecution for righteousness sake manifests itself in a broad spectrum, from mildly to intensely hostile—from ridicule, harassment and discrimination, to torture, imprisonment, and murder; from verbal insult to violence.
Two weeks ago the United States hit a persecution tipping point; there will be no turning back from the repercussions that were released by the Supreme Court’s decision making gay marriage a basic right. This decision could be used to force the church to the margins of society.

Yet—and here is an irony—the church is almost always attractive when it’s pushed to the margins of society. We have an exciting opportunity to advance the Gospel. King’s Harbor, this is a wakeup call from God. A few thoughts…
1. It isn’t the government’s job to be the church.
2. We Christ worshippers hold an historic, orthodox biblical view of marriage: One man & one woman.

3. And so King’s Harbor—you!—are being given an opportunity to display the truth about sexuality in word and deed through attractive marriages and families, and then witness to the power of the Gospel.

The Point: If we are going to say it, we need to live it. Jesus always held unwaveringly to the truth, and in love he attracted everyone & witnessed to the truth of the Gospel. The cost of being Christ followers is going up, but the opportunity of being effective disciples—of being fruitful witnesses—goes up with it. 
3. Why are Christ-followers persecuted? More specifically, “What is the ultimate source of Christians’ persecution?” Well, it isn’t legal, sociological, economic or political.

The answer is found in Revelation 12, which is a window into God’s perspective on persecution. In it God shows the Apostle John the underlying cause for persecution. Here’s a summary of the chapter, focusing on Revelation 12:11…
First, John sees a “great sign in heaven”: a pregnant woman (12:1-2). This woman represents the Messianic Community—Israel—and she is ready to give birth to Christ.
In 12:3-4 a second sign appears, a “great red dragon,” identified in 12:9 as the “ancient serpent… the devil & Satan, the deceiver of the whole world.” The punch line is 12:4b…
Revelation 12:4b And the dragon stood before the woman who was about to give birth, so that when she bore her child he might devour it.
The red dragon is grotesque, reflecting Satan’s rage against the arriving Messiah. He wants to “devour”—literally eat—the child!
This isn’t a chapter about Jesus’ triumph; that’s found back in Revelation 4-5 where Jesus is seated at the right hand of God, ruling the universe as the Lion and the Lamb—both the reigning King and the bloody sacrifice. In fact, Revelation 12 runs through Jesus’ earthly life in a single verse:
Revelation 12:5 She gave birth to a male child, one who is to rule all the nations with a rod of iron, but her child was caught up to God and to his throne.
Chapter 12, then, is about the woman and her children, the ones left behind—the Messianic Community—Israel before Christ; and after his ascension, the church—us, you and me. 12:17 describes the woman as “those who obey God’s commands and hold the testimony of Jesus.” (Matthew 28)
So, here’s a summary: After dying on the cross, Jesus ascended to heaven to defeat Satan; and then Michael and the angels threw Satan down to earth, banishing him from heaven for eternity. Jesus saw it this way:
Luke 10:18 [Jesus] “I saw Satan fall like lightning from heaven.” 
Revelation 12 is God’s cosmic perspective of life for Christians on earth until Christ’s Second Coming. Satan is banished and confined to earth until Christ’s return.
And that is what enrages Satan; he’s so angry that he unleashes his fury on the only target he can get to: Christ’s followers = you and me. His sphere of authority is restricted to the earth and his time is short. Listen…
Revelation 12:12-13 Therefore, rejoice, O heavens and you who dwell in them! But woe to you, O earth and sea, for the devil has come down to you in great wrath, because he knows that his time is short. And when the dragon saw that he had been thrown down to the earth, he pursued the woman who had given birth to the male child.
So persecution comes not because Satan is too strong but because he’s defeated & his time is short. But don’t underestimate the Devil. A defeated enemy can be the most dangerous enemy. Think Japan in the last days of WW2 ordering kamikaze attacks (1,465 planes!) during the battle of Okanowa; 200,000 Japanese soldiers and civilians fought to the death before being defeated in 82 days.
4. How do Christ-followers respond to persecution? How do Christians overcome satanic rage? Listen carefully…
Revelation 12:10-11 And I heard a loud voice in heaven, saying, “Now the salvation and the power and the kingdom of our God and the authority of his Christ have come, for the accuser of our brothers has been thrown down, who accuses them day and night before our God. 11 And they [= we] have conquered him by the blood of the Lamb and by the word of their testimony, for they loved not their lives even unto death.”

Notice that God doesn’t call us to form a new political party or organize a movement to fight for Christian civil rights. For sure, we need to understand and address the sociological, economic and political dimensions of persecution, but Revelation 12 calls for a different response. We are in a spiritual battle, and so we have a spiritual response…
Here are the three keys to overcoming satanic rage:
First, we overcome Satan by the blood of the Lamb:

Revelation 12:11a And they have [past tense] conquered him by the blood of the Lamb.

Satan’s defeat isn’t based on what you do; it isn’t “living the Beatitudes” or trying harder. It’s based on the blood of the Lamb—what Christ accomplished on the Cross for us. So every time Satan accuses you of being scum or unworthy of God, your response is: “Wrong! I am forgiven and worthy of heaven because of the blood of the Lamb!”

This answers the question of identity: We know who we are—children of the King—because of what he did for us. We are the spittin’ image of the Father, which is why Satan hates us! But, because of the Lamb’s blood, he can’t touch us.
Second, we overcome Satan by the word of our testimony:

Revelation 12:11b …and by the word of their testimony

Satan works through politics, corruption, the media, the courts, the state, declining morals, secularism, pluralism, educational systems, and false religions. That’s his realm.
We fight back through the Word—we bear witness to Christ; we gossip the Gospel; we evangelize in word and deed. Just like Jesus, we proclaim and demonstrate the Gospel of the kingdom of heaven again and again and again.
And this is the only reason God keeps us here and allows Satan to vent his rage on us—so we can share the Gospel and bring to heaven as many Christ-followers that we possibly can. And if—no, s—we die in the process, well, so be it. 
This answers the question of purpose, a description of what God wants me to do with my life. This is why God created you! You have purpose that matters for eternity!
Third, we overcome Satan by our wiliness to die for Christ:
Revelation 12:1c …for they loved not their lives even unto death.
And so we come full circle… Paul said it this way:

Philippians 1:21 [Paul] “For to me, to live is Christ [=promoting the Gospel], and to die is gain [=gain, because he’s witness to the resurrection].”
This answers the question of cost: Cost of following Christ is everything. You must be willing to die to this world in order to live for eternity!


Jesus taught that we must die daily:

Luke 14:27 [Jesus] “Whoever does not bear his own cross [= symbol of death] and come after me cannot be my disciple.”
So, if you don’t get anything else that I say here today, understand that we Christ followers are dead men and dead women walking. That’s a perfect description of what Jesus meant when he spoke of a disciple carrying his cross. 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer said it best: “When Christ calls a man, he bids him come and die.”[image: image2.png]
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