
“The Gospel, Persecution, and the People of God”!
Mark 13:9-13!

Bonhoeffer was born in 1906, son of a professor of psychiatry and neurology at the University of 
Berlin. He was an outstanding student, and at the age of 25 became a lecturer in systematic 
theology at the same University. When Hitler came to power in 1933, Bonhoeffer became a 
leading spokesman for the Confessing Church, the center of Protestant resistance to the Nazis.  
He organized and for a time led the underground seminary of the Confessing Church.  
Bonhoeffer wrote about the life of the Christian community in that seminary, and his book The 
Cost of Discipleship attacks what he calls "cheap grace," meaning grace used as an excuse for 
moral laxity.  Bonhoeffer had been taught not to "resist the powers that be," but he came to 
believe that to do so was sometimes the right choice.  He was arrested in April 1943 and 
imprisoned in Berlin.  After the failure of the attempt on Hitler's life in April 1944, he was sent 
first to Buchenwald and then to Schoenberg Prison.  On Sunday April 8, 1945, he had just 
finished conducting a service of worship there at Schoenberg, when two soldiers came in, 
saying, "Prisoner Bonhoeffer, make ready and come with us," the standard summons to a 
condemned prisoner. As he left, he said to another prisoner, "This is the end—but for me the 
beginning—of life."  He was hanged the next day, less than a week before the Allies reached the 
camp.!

In his book, he dealt with the subject of Christian persecution:!

Dietrich Bonhoeffer - “The messengers of Jesus will be hated to the end of time. They will be 
blamed for all the division which rend cities and homes. Jesus and his disciples will be 
condemned on all sides for undermining family life, and for leading the nation astray; they will be 
called crazy fanatics and disturbers of the peace. The disciples will be sorely tempted to desert 
their Lord. But the end is also near, and they must hold on and persevere until it comes. Only he 
will be blessed who remains loyal to Jesus and his word until the end.”!

A careful look at this passage here in Mark 13 will reveal that Jesus is speaking about the 
gospel we preach and the way that the world responds to its message.  Those who truly believe 
the gospel also bear the gospel, and because they belong to Christ, disciples are persecuted 
and subject to harassment from an unbelieving world.!



It is here in these verses that we are vividly reminded of the cost of discipleship, something that 
is hard for us to imagine while we live in freedom and prosperity.  Yet many of our brothers and 
sisters in the world are paying the ultimate price of following Jesus.!

The culture we live in is becoming increasingly antagonistic toward evangelical Christianity.  I 
was given some statistics just this week that came from some research that was done a while 
back that showed how evangelical Christianity is in decline in America.  !

The research came from a survey of more than 35,000 Americans by the Pew Research Center, 
and it discovered that the percentage of adults (ages 18 and older) who describe themselves as 
Christians has dropped by nearly eight percentage points in just seven years, from 78.4% in 
2007 to 70.6% in 2014.  Over this same period, the percentage of Americans who are religiously 
unaffiliated – describing themselves as atheist, agnostic or “nothing in particular” – has jumped 
more than six points, from 16.1% to 22.8%.!

When it comes to religion, more people are identifying as unaffiliated than before.  Perhaps 
much of this stems from the fact that there is no longer a cultural pressure to identify as a 
Christian.  So, this means that with the passing of more time, Christianity will be increasingly 
marginalized in our society.!

Yet this is the way it has always been for believers world wide for the past 20 centuries.  Rather 
than appearing normal, those who hold to biblical Christianity are now viewed as weird and out 
of touch with society in what we believe.  But what about those who openly identify as the 
followers of Christ in, let’s say, Iran or North Korea?!

It has been estimated that more than 70,000 Christians are being held in concentration camps 
right now in North Korea.  According to Open Doors, last year it was reported in the South 
Korean press that 33 North Korean Christians faced execution after being charged with 
attempting to overthrow the regime.  Their crime?  They had worked with South Korean Baptist 
missionary Kim Jung Wook and received money to set up 500 underground churches. !

Paul Marshal, Lela Gilbert, Nina Shea, “Persecuted: The Global Assault on Christians - “A 
forty something woman, who lived in a city of North Pyongan Province [North Korea] was caught 
with a Bible in her home.  She was taken out of her home.  An army officer arrived to live there.  
The woman was publicly shot to death at a threshing floor of a farm.  Government officials 
demanded that there be one witness to the execution, who later said, ‘I was curious why she 



was to be shot.  Somebody told me she had kept a Bible at her home.  Guards tied her head, 
her chest, and her legs to a post, and shot her dead.  It happened in September 2005.’”!

Here’s a question that we should ask ourselves—Would you want to be a disciple if it could cost 
you your freedom, your livelihood, your comfort, and perhaps your very life?!

Persecution shouldn’t catch us by surprise when it happens, whatever form it may be packaged 
in, whether it be through an insult from a coworker, a jab from a family member, a law handed 
down from a legislative group, or an oppressive regime in some far away corner of the world.!

2 Timothy 3:12 - “In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be 
persecuted.”!

1 Peter 4:12-14 - “Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery trial when it comes upon you 
to test you, as though something strange were happening to you.  But rejoice insofar as 
you share Christ’s sufferings, that you may rejoice and be glad when His glory is 
revealed.  If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit 
of glory and of God rests upon you.”!

Jesus promised that His followers would experience persecution and difficulty in the world 
because we are not of the world.  This is true for us now, and Jesus says that it will be true for 
us in the future as we get closer and closer to His return.  Jesus says that persecution will 
increase for His followers as we get closer to His return.!

From this passage, I want to show you a few principles about the nature of the gospel, 
persecution, and the people of God.!

1.  Because we bear the gospel, we will experience DISCOMFORT in the world (13:9)!

“But be on your guard.  For they will deliver you over to councils, and you will be beaten in 
synagogues, and you will stand before governors and kings for My sake, to bear witness before 
them.”!

The first thing that Jesus mentions in this section has to do with diligence on the part of His 
disciples.  He says, “But be on guard.”  It carries the idea of alertness and watchfulness.!

In telling His disciples to be on guard, He is calling on them to be vigilant and sober.  They 
needed to understand what would be in store for them as His followers.  Jesus was always 



upfront and honest about what was involved with being His disciple.  He didn’t hide some of the 
more unpleasant details in the fine print, but plainly said that following Him would be costly.!

In a word, He said that discipleship involves discomfort.!

This goes against everything that we hear nowadays, and even against what we want to 
believe.  We want to believe that our lives will always be safe as Christ’s disciples.  Jesus 
always wants His disciples to be healthy, wealthy, and satisfied, or so we are led to believe by 
certain proponents of the posterity gospel.  Yet when we read Scripture, we discover that 
following Jesus is anything but safe.!

Consider what happened to those original disciples, aside from Judas:!

JAMES the brother of John was the first to die for his faith, and we read in the book of Acts that 
Herod put him to death with the sword.!

PETER was martyred in Rome about 66 AD, during the persecution under Emperor Nero.  
Tradition says he was crucified, upside down at his request, since he did not feel he was worthy 
to die in the same manner as his Lord.!

ANDREW went to the "land of the man-eaters," in what is now eastern Europe. Christians there 
claim him as the first to bring the gospel to their land. He also preached in Asia Minor, modern-
day Turkey, and in Greece, where he is said to have been crucified.!

THOMAS was probably most active in the area east of Syria. Tradition has him preaching as far 
east as India, where the ancient Marthoma Christians revere him as their founder. They claim 
that he died there when pierced through with the spears of four soldiers.!

PHILIP possibly had a powerful ministry in Carthage in North Africa and then in Asia Minor, 
where he converted the wife of a Roman proconsul. In retaliation the proconsul had Philip 
arrested and cruelly put to death.!

MATTHEW the tax collector and writer of a Gospel, ministered in Persia and Ethiopia. Some of 
the oldest reports say he was not martyred, while others say he was stabbed to death in 
Ethiopia.!



BARTHOLOMEW had widespread missionary travels attributed to him by tradition: to India with 
Thomas, back to Armenia, and also to Ethiopia and Southern Arabia. There are various 
accounts of how he met his death as a martyr for the gospel.!

JAMES the son of Alpheus, is one of at least three James referred to in the New Testament. 
There is some confusion as to which is which, but this James is reckoned to have ministered in 
Syria. The Jewish historian Josephus reported that he was stoned and then clubbed to death.!

SIMON THE ZEALOT, so the story goes, ministered in Persia and was killed after refusing to 
sacrifice to the sun god.!

JOHN is the only one of the company generally thought to have died a natural death from old 
age. He was the leader of the church in the Ephesus area and is said to have taken care of 
Mary the mother of Jesus in his home. During Domitian's persecution in the middle 90's, he was 
exiled to the island of Patmos. There he is credited with writing the last book of the New 
Testament—the Revelation. An early Latin tradition has him escaping unhurt after being cast 
into boiling oil at Rome.!

And let’s not forget about the apostle Paul.  He was perhaps the greatest and most influential 
Christian who ever lived, and from his own testimony, consider what he endured as a disciple:!

2 Corinthians 11:24-28 - “Five times I received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes 
less one.  Three times I was beaten with rods.  Once I was stoned.  Three times I was 
shipwrecked; a night and a day I was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in danger from 
rivers, danger from robbers, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger 
in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers; in toil and 
in hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in 
cold and exposure.  And, apart from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my 
anxiety for all the churches.”!

We have grown to believe that we are above discomfort in life.  In our selfish modern minds, the 
ultimate sin is for us to be uncomfortable.  Jesus didn’t tell His followers to pick up their cushion 
and follow Him; He said that I am to pick up a cross.!

Jesus said that if we want to follow Him, we need to count the cost.  We must embrace the 
cross to be His disciple, and that is an uncomfortable thing to carry.!



2.  Our mission is to be DILIGENT in proclaiming the gospel to the nations (13:10-11)!

“And the gospel must first be proclaimed to all nations.  And when they bring you to trial and 
deliver you over, do not be anxious beforehand what you are to say, but say whatever is given 
you in that hour, for it is not you who speak, but the Holy Spirit.”!

Jesus has clearly defined the nature of the disciple’s task.  In spite of persecution and difficulty, 
our mission as Christ’s disciples remains clear.  The gospel must be proclaimed to all nations.  
This is to be our singular focus.!

“Proclaimed” - word is ‘kerusso’ and means to herald, to publish!

“All Nations” - phrase is ‘pas ethnos’ which means to every race or tribe; specifically foreign 
peoples !

Far too many professing believers in the local church are satisfied with seeking their own 
creature comforts when they should be seeking ways to be obedient to participate in the mission 
Jesus has given to each of His disciples.!

In a remarkable fashion, God has often used the pain and difficulty brought on by persecution to 
get His church out of its comfort zone.  We see this vividly in the book of Acts.!

Acts 1:8 - “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon you, and you 
will be My witnesses in Jerusalem and in all Judea and Samaria, and to the end of the 
earth.”!

Acts 8:1 - “And there arose on that day a great persecution against the church in 
Jerusalem, and they were scattered throughout the regions of Judea and Samaria, except 
the apostles.”!

If we desire the coming of Jesus and His kingdom, then nothing will prove it more than our 
participation in making disciples among the nations.  The good news is that Christ’s Spirit 
empowers us to do this.!

We are given the power to stand.!

“…you will stand before governors and kings for My sake, to bear witness before them.”!



Jesus says that His disciples will be given the opportunity to give witness to the gospel before 
leaders and people of influence.  This calls to mind the opportunities that God gave the apostle 
Paul in Acts 27 and 28 as he stood before Felix and Festus and the emperor.!

You and I are given the opportunity of standing before others to testify of Christ.  This could be 
through your job or among classmates.  It could be through various avenues of community 
involvement.  But whatever the circumstance, God intends for all believers to give witness unto 
Christ.  We are to be salt and light.!

We are given the power to speak.!

“And when they bring you to trial and deliver you over, do not be anxious beforehand what you 
are to say, but say whatever is given you in that hour, for it is not you who speak, but the Holy 
Spirit.”!

Jesus promises power and unction to those who stand and speak in His name, even in the face 
of persecution.!

“Unction” - means to be anointed and empowered !

E.M. Bounds - “This divine unction is the feature which separates and distinguishes true gospel 
preaching from all other methods of presenting the truth, and which creates a wide spiritual 
chasm between the preacher who has it and the one who has it not.  It backs and impregns 
revealed truth with all the energy of God.  Unction is simply putting God in His own word and on 
His own preachers…This unction comes to the preacher not in the study but in the closet.”  !

More than technique, you and I need unction!!

Jesus has promised to supply His disciples with unction as they stand and speak for Him and 
share with others.  It is encouraging for us to know that the One who calls us to the mission also 
supplies us with the power we need to carry the mission out.  !

Your witness, no matter how small, is ever insignificant.  So, Jesus says that discipleship will 
bring discomfort, and we are to be diligent to  proclaim the gospel to all nations, but notice a 
third principle:!

3.  The gospel brings DIVISION to even the closest of human relationships (13:12-13)!



“And brother will deliver brother over to death, and the father his child, and children will rise 
against parents and have them put to death.  And you will be hated by all for My name’s sake.  
But the one who endures to the end will be saved.”!

Though the gospel is powerful, it is not always popular.!

Jesus says here that the gospel we preach and teach will bring division and strife to the closest 
of our human relationships.  The family will be divided.  Communities will be divided.  Jesus 
even says that His followers will be hated by all for the sake of His name.  This is true now, and 
it will be even more true as we get closer to His return.!

John 15:18-21 - “If the world hates you, know that it has hated Me before it hated you.  If 
you were of the world, the world would love you as its own; but because you are not of 
the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you.  Remember the 
word that I said to you: A servant is not greater than his master.  If they persecuted Me, 
they will also persecute you.  If they kept My word, they will also keep yours.  But all 
these things they will do to you on account of My name, because they do not know Him 
who sent Me.”!

Just what kind of relationships will be divided over the gospel?  Jesus says that brother will 
deliver brother to death.!

“Deliver” - Greek verb ‘paradidomi’ and speaks of arrest and imprisonment; also translated as 
‘betray’ !

Mark 14:10 - “Then Judas Iscariot, who was one of the twelve, went to the chief priests in 
order to betray Him to them.”!

The use of this word suggests that some of the persecution Jesus is describing will be instigated 
by those who have pretended to be friendly to the faith.  In other words, those who persecute 
believers will not just be those who militantly voice their opposition. The persecution will also 
come from those who are on the inside, from within the ranks.!

Matthew includes a word concerning apostasy in his account:!

Matthew 24:10 - “And then many will fall away and betray one another and hate one 
another.”!



“Fall Away” - word in Greek is ‘skandalizo’ which is the same word we get our word ‘scandal’ 
from; to stumble; rejection due to offense!

The idea is that of many who claim to believe the truth rejecting the truth because of its 
offensive nature.  Their rejection of the truth then becomes animosity toward those who believe 
the truth.!

Think about how we are seeing this literally take place in our own society.  Standards that were 
once respected and upheld are now sneered at and held in contempt, even by some who claim 
to be members of God’s church.  But if you listen closely and carefully to the seductive 
philosophy of the age, you will hear the hiss of the serpent.!

1 Timothy 4:1 - “Now the Spirit expressly says that in later times some will depart from 
the faith by devoting themselves to deceitful spirits and teachings of demons.”!

The persecution that the people of God will endure in the days before Christ comes again will 
involve pressure and attack.  When apostasy is combined with persecution, it always produces 
a powerful double attack upon legitimate faith in Christ.  The attack comes from those who do 
not believe as well as those who want to redefine the faith and rewrite Scripture to justify their 
own sinful appetites.!

In the last days, Jesus says that the masses will fall away and stumble at the truth.  They will 
then give themselves over to embrace the teachings and philosophies of those who are false 
prophets.!

“False Prophets” - not just religious teachers, but anyone who claims to speak authoritatively!

This could be anyone who is a leader of people, but who leads people away from the truth of 
God rather than to the truth.  Such rejection of the gospel will result in a loveless and selfish 
culture.  Once again, Matthew’s account says that because lawlessness will be increased, the 
love of many will grow cold.!

Ray Stedman - “The overthrow of moral boundaries always destroys love.  Those who feel they 
can live without moral boundaries invariably grow hard, callous, and cynical.  They become 
people who know the price of everything and the value of nothing.  Their lives become an 
endless quest for new pleasures, new experiences, because that is the drug they use to numb 
the pain of their meaningless, empty existence.” !



Jesus said that if the world hates you, know that it hated Me before it hated you.  A disciple is 
not above His teacher, or a servant greater than His Master.!

How do we respond to pressure and difficulty that often comes to us as the followers of Jesus?  
Remember this:!

• Difficulty in life may not always mean you are doing wrong—it may mean you are doing 
right.!

• Because Satan hates the gospel, he will always harass those who believe it and bear it forth 
to others.!

• Persecution and hardship often has a purifying effect on the church.  In this way, pain is 
profitable.!

• The one who endures to the end will be saved.!

Persecution is a reality for the believer—PREPARE for it.!

The spread of the gospel is to be our focus—PROCLAIM it.!

Jesus Christ is worth suffering for—PRAISE Him for it.


