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The Place of martyrdom in Christendom – past and present.

Jesus has called us to suffer for His sake; to follow Him to Golgotha. Do we remember those suffering for his sake? Jesus warns us of terrible times ahead but promises his presence through it.

Jesus told his first disciples of what he knew he would have to go through to attains God's purpose. At first they opposed him. His earthly ministry would not be crowned with earthly success as the Jews believed their Messiah would experience. His followers would have to experience the same as he – to pick up their crosses, follow him, lose their lives for his sake.

John 15:18-21  The devil hates the church and wants to subdue it to his will. He cannot subdue Christ so he attempts to turn followers of Christ against God. early Christians experienced just what Jesus had told them-martyrdom for his sake. The nearer the day of the return of Christ the sharper will be the attacks of the devil. He will shake and try to divert Christians from their heavenly master.

In Matthew 24 and the book of Revelation persecution is seen as an apocalyptic feature of the end times. Throughout history when Christians have spread gospel into new countries there have been martyrs. The established governments even killed indigenous converts. First Zulu converts were also martyred.

The 20th century was the bloodiest century in Christian history. Marxism and Islam have denied the omnipotence of the trinity and thus are enemies to the cross of Christ. Marxism resists any religion which does not allow for man to be his own God. Islamic fundamentalists align Christianity with American Imperialism and western decadence. Muslim parents and brothers have been known to murder other family members who have converted to Christianity because it is an unforgivable sin in Islamic law.

In Sudan over 2 million Christians were killed in the 40 year war. Others were enslaved. There are organisations which try to alleviate the sufferings of such Christians.

The Great Blessing of Martyrdom to Christ's Church

During suffering the natural reaction is one of anxiety and a desire to escape. Jesus refused to give in to these because of the divine necessity for His suffering. He never interpreted suffering as tragedy or attributed it to failure. It was a divinely appointed pathway and our suffering leads the same way. It is part of the transition to everlasting life. Joy emerges during suffering not only after it. The point of suffering is to unite us to Christ. When we unite with those who suffer we draw closer to Christ himself. We are united with our forerunners in the faith also. Jesus was the suffering servant. He works more deeply in us as we fellowship closer with him. In the midst of our sufferings he makes us more than conquerors. 2 Corinthians4:16 and Philippians 1:29.

Christ is near to all suffering Christians and gives exceptional grace which surpasses that given under normal conditions. This grace given edifies the whole church. A martyr bears witness to the truth of the gospel. The word “martyr”means witness-one who gives evidence about a matter being disputed. Through true witnesses truth is established. We must be witnesses of divine realities not just a set of doctrines. Wherever the believers have been faithful unto death the church has grown. “The blood of the saints is the seed of the church”

Martyrdom calls for Solidarity

Christians are called to unity in one body under the headship of Christ. If one suffers we all suffer. If one rejoices we are all to rejoice. Do we care about the suffering church today? Not many churches or individuals in the western world care for those in Eastern Europe or communist countries – Vietnam, China, Korea where Christians are persecuted. Opendoors,  Frontline Fellowship and other organisations help to highlight their plight and encourage involvement.

We need to identify and support suffering Christians. If we don't we disturb the unity in the body of Christ and betray Christ himself. What we do to the least of the brethren we do to Christ. Korean widow of martyred pastor husband said, “Only those  who take up the cross of Christ can share the glory of Christ.”

“Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness because theirs is the kingdom of heaven” Matthew 5:10

