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The brain is a beautiful organ that effectively runs the rest of your body, its functions, and its interactions with the world. Your brain is also an effective warning system. There are a number of areas of the brain that deal with danger, assessing your surroundings and the situations you’re in to keep yourself as protected and safe as possible. Your brain will do what it can to avoid dangerous situations in the future, or, do its best to prepare you for those situations. I imagine this process kicked into high gear when the disciples were prepping to do some ministry and Jesus said these words: Look, I am sending you out as sheep among wolves. Not what I would call a great pep talk. What was Jesus telling his disciples? What you’re going out to do is dangerous, the world into which I’m sending you is dangerous, and for a number of reasons. 

You see two examples Jesus gave them. They will hand you over to councils, and they will whip you in their synagogues. You will be brought into the presence of governors and kings for my sake. Under Roman rule, the Jewish leaders were given a fair amount of authority to execute the law. When it came to religious matters, the Jewish leaders more often than not were able to deal with it themselves using the governmental authority prescribed to them. Hence they will whip you in their synagogues. The disciples were going into places of God, to the people of God, and they were going to be met with such a welcome. But we see the limit of what they could do without Roman approval in Jesus’ trial before Pilate. Pilate wanted nothing to do with Jesus’ case but what did the religious leaders say then? Well, we don’t actually have the authority to put anyone to death—that authority remains with Rome. Hence, Jesus said they would be brought into the presence of governors and kings because of the work they were going to do. Whether it be the people who were meant to be spiritual leaders or the government who was in place for protection and provision, the disciples were going to find themselves oppressed because of the name they bore, and there was nothing they’d be able to do about it.

But Jesus didn’t stop there! Brother will hand over his brother to death, and a father will do the same with his child. Children will rise up against parents and have them put to death. It’s gonna wreck your homes as well. Bearing the name of Jesus can put even your closest relationships under strain, because sin affects every relationship we have. Sometimes the people who know us best will struggle most to understand why we follow him. The disciples had already left their families because of Jesus. How did they feel? Their friends were probably scratching their heads watching them talk about salvation in Christ. Who knows what their parents thought. Jesus ultimately goes all–inclusive: You will be hated by all people because of my name. That’s a big request for a handful of men new to their Christian faith. Twelve men were heading out in the name of Jesus Christ into a world who hadn’t heard of him, a world that was not expecting him, a world that would reject him. And Jesus simply says expect trouble. Expect danger. Expect this to be the toughest thing you will ever have to do. Expect that when you tell the Jewish leaders their Savior has come that you’ll be beaten in the very house of God. Expect that when they can’t beat you anymore that they’ll hand you over to endure trials under a ravenous empire. Expect the people closest to you to give you that look every time they see you. Expect your parents to wonder what happened to you. Expect your siblings to hate you for what you’re telling people about me. Expect these things!

Give thanks to God that we don’t live in a culture that crucifies Christians. We live in a part of the world where the government cannot prevent us from worshiping our God or proclaiming the name of Jesus Christ. In America, Christians are not executed or tortured in the ways they were in the early Christian church. But you have brothers and sisters in Christ who are oppressed in a very real way, the same way that these disciples were. We have Christians in the eastern part of the world who hide any evidence of their worship so they don’t get arrested. There are governments that have banned people from talking about the Bible and Jesus. There are countries that regularly hunt those Christians down, not just to arrest but to kill. Jesus spoke to his disciples, his early church, and his older church: You will be hated by all people. What about you? This is a promise Jesus makes, even though it’s negative, God has still promised it; so, where do you see it? Are there places you don’t go or can’t go because they know what you believe and they can’t stand to be around you? Are there people who you normally hang out with that no longer want to get together because you don’t agree with their lifestyle? Are those people the ones who raised you? Are they the people you grew up with? Does someone close to you beg that you don’t bring Jesus up at Thanksgiving next month? Maybe you’ve had to resign a position because you couldn’t tolerate the ethical violations any longer. Maybe you have been estranged from family or friends who once knew their God but have decided to walk away, and because they walked away from him, they walked away from you too. 

But notice something remarkable about what Jesus says. He doesn't simply tell his disciples to expect trouble and then leave them to figure it out on their own. He promises them something. When they are dragged before governors and kings, when they stand in front of people who want to silence them, they don't need to be consumed with worry about what they will say. Why? Because their heavenly Father knows what they need, and the Spirit of their Father will speak through them. Their confidence isn't in their own courage, their own intelligence, or their ability to find the right words. Their confidence is in the God who sends them. And that same God is the one who keeps his people steadfast. God doesn’t necessarily tell us that he’s going to breathe divinely inspired answers through us when our faith is confronted, but he is as ever-present with us when the world opposes us as he was with his disciples. You’re gonna find yourselves in situations and with people that seek you harm or wish you ill because of Jesus. That doesn’t mean you need to seek those situations out. Sometimes you’re gonna have to assess a situation as a shrewd snake would, and ask yourself, do I need to be here? If I walk into my buddies house and their first thing he says is, “Aw man, the Christian’s here,” it might not be the place to go. Our missionaries are regularly assessing where they do their ministry because they’re in places where they could end up in prison or even dead. Jesus doesn’t say follow me so that you stay safe from this world that hates you. No, he says go out into that world. Our trust in Jesus doesn’t lead to an absence of persecution, but a steadfast faithfulness despite it. Our God is faithful and steadfast to us and through his Word he makes us his steadfast people. 

You live in a world that hates Jesus and his people. Maybe you don’t have to hear it. Maybe you hear it more often than you want to. But what do we do living in a world that has no respect for what we know and believe? We prepare. You may not have dealt with the hateful world thus far, but Christians will in fact have to deal with it at some point. So how do you prepare for a world that will reject you because of Jesus? You don't prepare by convincing yourself that you're strong enough. You prepare by returning to the promise that Jesus is strong enough. That's what Luther needed to learn. His salvation didn't depend on how faithfully he could serve God or how much suffering he could endure. His salvation depended on Jesus Christ, who had already done everything necessary to save him. And that same gospel is what God gives you today. Steadfast faith doesn't suddenly appear when trouble comes. God strengthens our faith through his Word long before the difficult moment arrives. And when that moment does arrive, we don't depend on the strength we've built up within ourselves. We depend on the promises God has placed before us in his Word. So don't wait until the difficult conversation, the strained relationship, or the moment of opposition to turn to God's Word. Hear it now. Study it now. Return to the promises of your Savior now. Not because your faith is strong enough to survive anything, but because God promises to work through his Word to strengthen and sustain your faith.
The world hated Jesus, and the world will not always welcome those who bear his name. Jesus doesn't promise that following him will be easy. He doesn't promise that everyone will understand you, that your family will always support you, or that you will never face opposition. But he does promise that whoever endures to the end will be saved. And that is not a promise that rests on how strong you are. Thank God for that! Because you and I know how weak our faith can be. We know how easily fear silences us and how quickly we look for an easier path. Our hope rests on Jesus, who remained faithful for us, suffered and died for us, and rose again to give us eternal life. And through his Word, God continues to forgive us, strengthen our faith, and keep us close to Christ. So remain in that Word. Hear the promises of your Savior. Return to them when the world rejects you, when your courage fails, and when you wonder whether you can keep going. You are not steadfast because you are strong enough. You are steadfast because your God is faithful. The God who called you to faith is the God who will sustain you in faith, because a steadfast God creates steadfast people. Amen.
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