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(In response to VOM 2008 conference)
What is important to us?  What are our priorities?  Do we, as American Christians, focus our lives on the petty things of this world, such as our money, our popularity, our jobs, and our possessions?  We work to get rich, we eat because we can, and we sleep because we are bored – all in the name of living the “American Dream.”  We are content to live comfortable and, if you will, boring lives.  I fall into this category as well.  I don’t necessarily appreciate hard times and challenges.  And I love to selfishly buy things and to have self-fulfilling fun.  Doing things for the sake of self-enjoyment top my priority list, along with anything else that has to do with me.  Me, myself, and I.  Looking out for number one.  These are my intentions, as messed up as they are.  Oh, and of course, we cannot forget our religious involvements.  But that’s how it is in real life, to, isn’t it?  We forget about the importance of God and fellowship with other believers.  We go to church, sing songs, smile, and half-listen to the sermon.  Then we go home, and if you’re anything like me, you get annoyed with your family, turn on the TV, and plop down on the couch for the rest of the afternoon.  Then your week starts all too early on Monday.  You go to work and fight through the temptation to complain.  Well, and give into those temptations from time to time.  Then Tuesday comes.  And then Wednesday.  And before you know it, you’re in the continual cycle of rushing around, focusing on yourself and your needs.  Except on Sundays, of course.  Wake up people!  We need to change!  We need to become difference makers and trend breakers!  We need to have courageous love!
Now, don’t get me wrong.  I am guiltier of this self-fulfilling mentality than anyone else.  But would you join me in saying that we need change?  In fact, most of us, I believe, desire change.  Wouldn’t we all like to live a courageous life, full of excitement, adventure, and a sense of fulfillment?  I know I would.  Think of the CIA and FBI agents that are so glorified in the movies.  They are constantly running around, working extremely hard for our country.  The adventures they face are endless (at least in Hollywood).  And every single person is pouring everything they have into their particular mission assignments.  They face danger without fear.  They are the true examples of courage.  They are the secret soldiers of our country, working behind the scenes to ensure protection and furthering our democratic society to others.  Would it not be adrenaline pumping and rewarding to do what they do?  Well, I guess I did fail to mention the risks of such daring missions, such as kidnapping, for one.  Still, the rewards of this job seem to outweigh the consequences.  What if I told you that you, to, can live a life of such courage and adventure?  This type of life, similarly, also has its risks and rewards.  It is called the “Christian life.”
The founder of the Christian life was the sinless, spotless Lamb of God: Jesus Christ.  The life of Jesus Christ was not all peaches and cream, as you well know.  He was openly persecuted and hated by many.  He was almost stoned during one occasion (John 8:48-59).  He was constantly harassed by the so-called religious leaders, foolishly attempting to sway Him from His beliefs (Matthew 22:15-22, 34-46).  He was wrongly accused; many absurd lies were brought against Him (Mark 14:53-65).  He was physically beaten, spit upon, and even flogged (Matthew 27:26-31).  Yet the extreme and courageous love that He had for these sinners was incredible.  This love eventually led God’s only Son, the Perfect Lamb, to be brutally martyred for His faithfulness and unwavering trust in His Father on a cruel, wooden cross.  This payment for our sins allowed us to gain eternal life in heaven, if we only have faith and believe in the truths that Jesus gave us.  Yet despite all the persecutions, Jesus was courageous and steadfast in the truth, even up till His last breath on the cross.  (Of course, it is necessary to note that Jesus rose again from the dead, conquering fear and death forever, thus giving us hope and reason to have courage against our dark enemy.)
The word “Christian” means “little Christ,” meaning that we should try to act like Jesus, the one called Christ.  Since we are called to imitate Christ, we will face hard times just like Jesus did (Ephesians 5:1).  Anytime you take a stand for truth, you will be persecuted.  Maybe not by physical beatings or death threats, but persecution can come in many forms.  For instance, in the United States, anytime people try to silence truth, it is a form of persecution.  When the Ten Commandments were removed from courthouses around the nation, this was an act of persecution toward the church, also known as the “body of believers”.  Since the United States is a democracy, offering freedom to all peoples, we will not be as openly persecuted as Christians in other non-democratic countries.  Communist countries, for example, are among the worst in persecuting Christians.  Although, through the persecutions, Christians remain courageous and fearless when taking a stand for truth, something “little Christs” are commanded to do (Ephesians 6:14).
This stand for truth, however, is not a new phenomenon.  Even in the Old Testament, before Jesus, followers of God and His truths were persecuted for taking a stand.  Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego and their refusal to bow down before the huge, golden idol that King Nebuchadnezzar had built is one of the earliest examples of courageous faith.  For their refusal to bow down before other gods (Exodus 20:4), they were thrown into a fiery furnace, a furnace so hot that it killed the guards who led them up to its flaming mouth.  As the three fell into the pit of fire, a fourth figure suddenly appeared.  This fourth figure seemed to resemble one of the sons of God (Daniel 3:25).  As King Nebuchadnezzar saw this, he was filled with amazement and commanded Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego to come out of the furnace.  Because of their faith and refusal to remain silent, God granted them His perfect grace to save them.
The story of Daniel is yet another story of courage during a time when truth was being attacked.  King Darius decreed during this time that the people should only pray to himself, and anyone caught praying to any other god would be thrown into a den of lions.  Daniel, knowing this law full well, continued to pray to the true God every day in his room.  Some palace officials soon discovered Daniel “breaking the law” and told King Darius about his treachery.  Daniel, not denying any of the accusations, was sentenced to the lion’s den.  As the pit was opened, the great iron bars creaking open on its hinges, I can just see Daniel’s face lighting up, his courageous spirit glowing, knowing that whatever happened, God would be glorified.  As the people gazed upon this spectacle, and Daniel was forced to go into the pit, he no doubt offered up a prayer, a cry, to God for help.  Once in the lion’s den, God answered: He shut the mouths of the lions so that they did not touch him.  I can just see Daniel, carefully at first, reaching out to touch the rough snout of one of the lions.  And noticing that God had saved him, gently stroking the mane until the big cat purred.  The next day, when King Darius came to the den to see if Daniel was still alive, all that was seen was the fact that God had been glorified.  As a matter of fact, God would have been glorified even if Daniel had been eaten by the lions, since Daniel stepped out in courage and faith that “God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His purposes” (Romans 8:28).
Just as the believers of old, Christians today are also persecuted.  Recently I attended a Voice of the Martyrs conference in Bartlesville, Oklahoma.  While I was there, I had the privilege to listen to several powerful stories of courageous faith from my brothers and sisters in Christ throughout the world.  Their stories were that of courageous evangelism, unafraid of what their enemies might do to them.  In each one of their stories, these fellow believers were certain that God would be glorified, through their life or death, as long as they were spreading the Gospel to nonbelievers in love.  Some had been imprisoned and tortured for their works of preaching to others.  Some had seen their families taken away from them; their very mothers, fathers, sons, or daughters beaten severely right in front of their faces.  And why?  Simply because these people were doing the work of God, showing His perfect love to all people.  They were actually living and fulfilling the verse, “they will know we are Christians by our love” (John 13:35).
The most amazing thing about all these believers was their “normalness”: all these people were just plain people, like you and me.  The one thing that set these Christians apart was their devotion to lovingly share the Gospel with the lost.  One Christian from Iraq, named Dr. Nagy, shared a very powerful point during one of the sessions as he talked to more than eight hundred other believers gathered in an auditorium.  Regarding the persecution that Christians face, he said, “Never have I heard Christians pray that the persecutions would stop; they only pray for the souls of those who persecute them.”  How can someone be so full of love, God’s love, that instead of cursing their torturers, they pray for their salvation?  These people surely know the truth of God’s love.  Often times, we, in the United States, are too concerned with losing our comfort and being unpopular to witness.  Mr. Shawqi, from the Arabian Peninsula, said that, “We need to lose our comfort!”  Granted, this is easier said than done.  But then again, what if Jesus had only ever talked about doing things, and never actually went through with it?  “People have so many projects they are trying to do to reach thousands of people.  We need to reach the one person that is next us!  One at a time!” Shawqi said regarding the fact that evangelism isn’t something that will happen overnight, necessarily.  Most often times, one person is reached by a simple act of passionate love.  We need to get off our “blessed assurance” and do some evangelizing and saving for the Kingdom of God!  But more than that, we need to love people, regardless if they ultimately come to salvation or not.  Over and over again at the conference, I kept hearing the phrase, “Love is what will bring people to Christ.”  But first, we have to go to the people.
Having courageous love in our witness towards nonbelievers is not easy, but it is also not that difficult.  God will be your strength when obstacles come.  Like Mr. Shawqi said, “We aren’t responsible for making sure that people come to the Lord; we are only responsible to sow the seeds.”  Mr. Bob Fu, a Christian from China, offered “3 Ups” for loving evangelism.  The first “Up,” is “Stand Up.”  There is no neutrality when it comes to God; either you love Him or you hate Him.  We need to stand up when God’s truth is under attack.  So what if we are scared; it doesn’t stop our brothers and sisters in China!  The second “Up” is “Speak Up.”  Be courageous; God will give you the words to say.  The important thing is to speak up for the truth; truth that includes God’s great love for us.  Finally, the third “Up” is, surprisingly, “Shut Up.”  This means, as Mr. Fu explained, to not speak when you don’t know the whole truth.  Basically, he reminded us to not overstep our boundaries or abilities.  Simply love those that God has placed around you.
If you really think about it, evangelizing to people, although it can be somewhat fearful, is really not that hard, as I said before.  The fear and embarrassment we may feel is solely from the devil trying to combat our all-powerful Heavenly Father.  This is all a spiritual battle, but God has already won the war.  All we must do is love people the way God loves us: unconditionally and generously.  If our brothers and sisters in chains can do this, then we, here in America, are certainly more than able.  One man from Iran, whose name was not given, became extremely emotional when he was talking about how the church in Iran has to hide in order to have church services, while we in the United States are able to have services freely.  He was not angry or envious, but rather he was filled with gratitude; that we would use our freedom to support them and pray for them.  Let us remember to always do this.  We, as Americans, have such freedoms and opportunities to share Christ, so why pass them up?  Not only should we evangelize, but we also should encourage our brothers and sisters, as the Iranian pastor said.  In the book God’s Missiles Over Cuba, author and executive director of The Voice of the Martyrs, Tom White, wrote, “What the apostles suffered was normal Christianity.  Today, Western Christians live under a special umbrella of protection, a blessing given to us by God for a time, for His purposes.”  This is our calling: to encourage and support those who need it the most.  However, this does not exempt us from still spreading the Gospel among our family, friends, and even (rather, especially) our enemies.
So, as a member of the American church, let us wake up and smell the freedom that we have to share the Gospel freely with everyone we meet!  Let us love always and change our selfish priorities to the desires of Christ.  I challenge you, along with myself, to change our selfish mindset and comfortable lives into lives that focus on others, losing our comfort in order to courageously love our lost brothers and sisters.  Let us ask the Holy Spirit to help us demonstrate God’s great love towards others each day, no matter how hard it may be.  Missionary Gracia Burnham, the lone survivor between her and her husband, Martin, after they were taken captive by Filipino guerillas in 2001, shared something at the conference that was very intriguing.  She shared that she was struggling, and rightfully so in her human strength, with loving her captors and bearing the fruits of the Spirit while in the Philippine jungles.  She finally realized that she needed to ask the Holy Spirit for the ability to love.  After her and her husband did this, they could see a miraculous change in their attitudes, thus affecting their captors.  This was an amazing lesson: that we should ask God for help in all things that we do.  After all, “through our weakness God is made strong” (II Corinthians 12:9).
In closing, I ask and plead with all of you, that we will remember our brothers and sisters in chains, those who face all kinds of tortures and bloodshed all in the name of love; courageous love.  My prayer is that we will not forget them.  Instead, we must remember them and learn from them.  After all, we are all in this together.  One of the most touching moments of this conference came when the speakers from all the represented nations sat in front of the congregation and answered questions.  As they answered the questions, some with interpreters, I was in awe of the many different skin colors, languages and dialects, accents, and cultures that were represented.  As they sat there, one right next to the other, I was reminded that we are not all that different from each other; we are all simple followers of Christ, called to courageously love those of the world and to share the good news of Jesus Christ with every tribe, every tongue, and every nation.  As surely as iron sharpens iron, we need each other.  Remember those in chains.  Go light your world.
