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For anyone  

who’s ever wondered  

why the earliest followers of Jesus were so courageous  

and loving  

when faced  

with death. 



Prologue 

It is a trustworthy statement: For if we died with Him, we will also live with 
Him; if we endure, we will also reign with Him; if we deny Him, He also will 
deny us; if we are faithless, He remains faithful, for He cannot deny Himself. 

- 2 Timothy 2:11-13 

During the fall of 2020, I had a dream that scared me more than anything I’ve 
ever experienced. Similar to Frodo and Sam at the end of The Lord of the 
Rings: The Return of the King, I was alone in an apocalyptic setting. Suddenly, 
a gigantic eagle scooped me up in its talons and lifted me higher and higher 
into the air. Looking back, this was probably a picture of deliverance, but in 
the moment I couldn’t have been more terrified.  

Instantly, I realized that I had completely lost all control over my life. No 
haggling or discussing the situation could change my destiny. Struggling and 
fighting were futile endeavors. This was it. This was the end, and there was 
nothing I could do about it. I shot up in my bed drenched in sweat and 
shaking like a leaf, but relieved that I was awake and alive. 

In the past, I’ve prayed that God would grant me the ability to die for Him. I’d 
like to believe that if that opportunity presents itself, God would grant me the 
grace to endure whatever comes. However, that dream proved to be a strong 
reminder that I’m much more afraid of death than I would like to admit, and 
thus probably not yet possessing the courage and love necessary to remain 
faithful through that type of fiery trial.  

The author of the book of Hebrews speaks to the power that a fear of death 
wields over humanity in chapter two of his letter. “Therefore, since the 
children share in flesh and blood, He Himself (Jesus) likewise also partook of 
the same, that through death He might render powerless him who had the 
power of death, that is, the devil, and might free those who through fear of 
death were subject to slavery all their lives.”  1

 Hebrews 2:14-15 1

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Hebrews+2%3A14-15&version=NASB1995 
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At some level, the fear of death has an enslaving effect on the entire human 
race. That’s why the stories of Christian martyrs are fascinating to me. 
Somehow, these men, women, boys and girls over the last 2,000 years have 
stared death in the face, yet courageously and faithfully overcome.  

Though many accounts of early Christian martyrdom will be told, the intent 
of this book is not to simply give the accounts these martyrs’ stories. 
Incredible works like Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, Jesus Freaks Volumes One and 
Two and i am n have already provided that service for us. This book is more 
about the why than the what.  

Why did they choose faithfulness over fear? Why did they choose dying over 
killing? Why did they choose self-sacrifice over revenge? Why did they have 
such peace and joy in the midst of unimaginable torture? By AD 313, why 
had roughly 10% of the Roman Empire’s population embraced Christianity, 
when it was both illegal and incredibly dangerous to do so?  Why did they 2

view the absolute loss of control that occurs at death as a moment a follower 
of Jesus should celebrate?  

Faithful Witness is a book about the theology of martyrdom that developed 
over the first 300 years of Christianity, and why that theology proved so 
powerful in the early years of our faith. As you read the pages ahead, I pray 
the Holy Spirit will both challenge and inspire you to adopt the early 
Christians’ mindset, which is the same mindset as that of our Lord Jesus 
Christ. 


 https://ehrmanblog.org/the-rate-of-christian-growth/  2

It’s important to note that Bart Ehrman rejects Christianity, yet admit this fact.

https://ehrmanblog.org/the-rate-of-christian-growth/


Chapter 1. Jesus Christ: The Faithful Witness 

Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the 
kings of the earth. To Him who loves us and released us from our sins by His 
blood.  

- Revelation 1:5 

As we dig into the theology of martyrdom in the early Church, I feel it’s 
important that we first define our terms. These are my definitions for the three 
ideas which are driving this book: 

Theology: The study of God.  3

Martyr: One who gives his or her life to bear witness to the truth of the gospel 
in a manner consistent with the gospel.  4

Early Church: Followers of Jesus during roughly the first 300 years of 
Christendom.   5

If we are to wrap our heads around the early Church’s theology of 
martyrdom, we must first discover how Scripture either foreshadows or flat-
out declares that the Lord God is the ultimate martyr. What I hope to 
demonstrate in this chapter is that from Genesis to Revelation, the Scriptures 
depict Jesus Christ our God as the ultimate Faithful Witness. 

In Genesis 3, God has already created Adam and Eve as His image bearers, 
and set them in the Garden of Eden to steward His creation. Also, as His 
image bearers, they are created with free will, and are given an opportunity 
to display their love for and dependence upon God by choosing to obey the 
one commandment He has given them in Genesis 2:16-17, "From any tree of 

 https://www.blueletterbible.org/Comm/stewart_don/faq/bible-basics/question1-what-is-christian-3

theology.cfm 

 https://www.studylight.org/dictionaries/eng/hbd/m/martyr.html?hilite=Martyr 4

 https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/early-church-fathers/ante-nicene/ 5
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the garden you may eat freely; but from the tree of the knowledge of good 
and evil you shall not eat, for in the day that you eat from it you will surely 
die.” 

We then see the serpent confront Eve and question God’s character in chapter 
3:1-7:  
  
Now the serpent was more crafty than any beast of the field which the Lord 
God had made. And he said to the woman, "Indeed, has God said, #You shall 
not eat from any tree of the garden!?” The woman said to the serpent, "From 
the fruit of the trees of the garden we may eat; but from the fruit of the tree 
which is in the middle of the garden, God has said, #You shall not eat from it 
or touch it, or you will die.’” The serpent said to the woman, "You surely will 
not die! For God knows that in the day you eat from it your eyes will be 
opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil.” When the woman 
saw that the tree was good for food, and that it was a delight to the eyes, and 
that the tree was desirable to make one wise, she took from its fruit and ate; 
and she gave also to her husband with her, and he ate. Then the eyes of both 
of them were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed 
fig leaves together and made themselves loin coverings. 

In effect, Adam and Eve were tempted to rid themselves of their need for God 
by rebelling against Him. We immediately see negative effects of their 
prideful fall in their sudden awareness of shame, and their feeble attempt at 
covering themselves. Leaves broken from their life source may appear 
unharmed for a while, but it’s only a matter of time before they crumble to 
dust.  

It would be up to the Lord to provide an acceptable solution to the nakedness 
of Adam and Eve. Verse 21 tells us, “The Lord God made garments of skin for 
Adam and his wife, and clothed them.” An unblemished, perfect animal was 
sacrificed by the Lord to cover His image bearers. 

Shame would not be the only result of the duo’s rebellion, though, as curses 
were then pronounced. In addition to sin coming into the world, Adam’s 
work would no longer be pleasant, but rather filled with thorns and hardship. 



Eve would now experience overwhelming pain in childbirth, and would seek 
to come out from under her husband’s authority, yet, he would still rule over 
her. Also, like the fig leaves the couple plucked from the tree, both would 
now eventually face death. Lastly, the Lord God humiliated the serpent, and 
then prophesied his eventual demise by an offspring of the woman.  

The Lord God said to the serpent in Genesis 3:15, “And I will put enmity 
between you and the woman, and between your seed and her seed; He 
shall bruise you on the head, and you shall bruise him on the heel.” 

Apparently, a descendant of Adam would be the one to finally bring 
destruction to the adversary of humanity. However, it would not be an easy 
endeavor. The offspring of Eve would have to suffer in order to save the world. 
Early Christian apologist, Irenaeus, wrote about this first picture of the gospel 
around the year AD 180: 

He took compassion upon man, who, through want of care no doubt, but still 
wickedly [on the part of another], became involved in disobedience; and He 
turned the enmity by which [the devil] had designed to make [man] the 
enemy of God, against the author of it, by removing His own anger from 
man, turning it in another direction, and sending it instead upon the serpent. 
As also the Scripture tells us that God said to the serpent, "And I will place 
enmity between thee and the woman, and between thy seed and her seed. 
He shall bruise thy head, and thou shall bruise his heel.” And the Lord 
summed up in Himself this enmity, when He was made man from a woman, 
and trod upon his [the serpent!s] head.   6

Ireneaus believed that the Lord Himself would be the one Genesis 3 
prophetically stated would suffer in order vanquish the evil one. But is that 
the testimony of Scripture? Let’s dig deeper. 

In Genesis 12:1-3, God chooses a childless couple named Abram and Sarai 
to carry the messianic hope.  

 Irenaeus, Against Heresies, Book 4.40.3 6

https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/early-church-fathers/ante-nicene/vol-1-apostolic-with-
justin-martyr-irenaeus/irenaeus/book-iv.html 
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Now the Lord said to Abram, "Go forth from your country, and from your 
relatives and from your father!s house, to the land which I will show you; 
and I will make you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name 
great; and so you shall be a blessing; and I will bless those who bless you, 
and the one who curses you I will curse. And in you all the families of the 
earth will be blessed. 

Several years later, Abram is still childless, and the word of the Lord comes to 
him in a vision at night to make a covenant with him, assuring Abram that 
what God has promised will come to pass.  

And He took him outside and said, "Now look toward the heavens, 
and count the stars, if you are able to count them.” And He said to him, "So 
shall your descendants be.” Then he believed in the Lord; and He reckoned it 
to him as righteousness. And He said to him, "I am the Lord who brought you 
out of Ur of the Chaldeans, to give you this land to possess it.” He said, "O 
Lord God, how may I know that I will possess it?” So He said to him, "Bring 
Me a three year old heifer, and a three year old female goat, and a three year 
old ram, and a turtledove, and a young pigeon.” Then he brought all these to 
Him and cut them in two, and laid each half opposite the other; but he did 
not cut the birds. The birds of prey came down upon the carcasses, and 
Abram drove them away. Now when the sun was going down, a deep sleep 
fell upon Abram; and behold, terror and great darkness fell upon him. … It 
came about when the sun had set, that it was very dark, and behold, there 
appeared a smoking oven and a flaming torch which passed between these 
pieces.  7

There’s a lot going on here that I can’t get into, but what happened in Genesis 
15 was the cutting of a Suzerain/Vassal Covenant, or a covenant between a 
greater and lesser party. Covenants were cut, not made, because animals 
were slaughtered to symbolize what would happen to a person who broke 

 Genesis 15:5-12, 17 7
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the terms of the covenant. Both parties would then walk though the blood of 
the animals, the greater party followed by the lesser. What’s so amazing about 
Genesis 15 is that Abram never walks through the blood. The Lord God 
passes through twice. It’s as if God is saying to Abram, “If you don’t live up to 
your end of the covenant, may it be done to Me as it was done to these 
animals.”  

Ray Vander Laan writes about this covenant, "There are no more serious 
relationships than those that are a commitment of life itself. Thus God's use of 
covenants to describe his relationship with his people (Gen. 15; Heb. 
13:20-21) is striking for several reasons. It shows that God wanted to bond 
eternally with a people who persistently rejected him. It shows that God was 
willing to prove his devotion to the relationship by offering his own life. 
Finally, and probably most stunning of all, it shows that God not only was 
willing to offer his own life to keep the covenant, but he also was willing to 
pay the price for any covenant failure on the part of the human beings with 
whom he was in relationship. This promise certainly exceeded the limits of 
human covenant-making practices.”  8

Moving forward, it’s been a few decades since God first called Abram in 
Genesis 12. Now in Genesis 22, the Lord God has shown Himself faithful to 
the covenant, and given Abram, now Abraham, a son with his wife, Sarah. 
Isaac is a young man, and though Abraham’s faith has been tested before, 
he’s never encountered a trial like this. 

Now it came about after these things, that God tested Abraham, and said to 
him, "Abraham!” And he said, "Here I am.” He said, "Take now your son, 
your only son, whom you love, Isaac, and go to the land of Moriah, and offer 
him there as a burnt offering on one of the mountains of which I will tell 
you.” So Abraham rose early in the morning and saddled his donkey, and 
took two of his young men with him and Isaac his son; and he split wood for 
the burnt offering, and arose and went to the place of which God had told 
him.  

 Ray Vander Laan, “A Covenant Guarantee” 8

https://www.thattheworldmayknow.com/a-covenant-guarantee.
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On the third day Abraham raised his eyes and saw the place from a distance. 
Abraham said to his young men, "Stay here with the donkey, and I and the 
lad will go over there; and we will worship and return to you.” Abraham took 
the wood of the burnt offering and laid it on Isaac his son, and he took in his 
hand the fire and the knife. So the two of them walked on together. Isaac 
spoke to Abraham his father and said, "My father!” And he said, "Here I am, 
my son.” And he said, "Behold, the fire and the wood, but where is the lamb 
for the burnt offering?” Abraham said, "God will provide for Himself the lamb 
for the burnt offering, my son.” So the two of them walked on together.  

Then they came to the place of which God had told him; and Abraham 
built the altar there and arranged the wood, and bound his son Isaac and laid 
him on the altar, on top of the wood. Abraham stretched out his hand and 
took the knife to slay his son. But the angel of the Lord called to him from 
heaven and said, "Abraham, Abraham!” And he said, "Here I am.” He said, 
"Do not stretch out your hand against the lad, and do nothing to him; for 
now I know that you fear God, since you have not withheld your son, your 
only son, from Me.” Then Abraham raised his eyes and looked, and behold, 
behind him a ram caught in the thicket by his horns; and Abraham went and 
took the ram and offered him up for a burnt offering in the place of his son.  
Abraham called the name of that place The Lord Will Provide, as it is said to 
this day, "In the mount of the Lord it will be provided.”  9

On Mount Moriah (Jerusalem), just like in the Garden of Eden, God will be 
the one who provides the sacrifice for His people. A ram caught by its horns 
in a thicket, as if wearing a crown of thorns, would be the substitute for Isaac.  

Several hundred years later, Abraham’s descendants have become slaves in 
Egypt under a cruel Pharaoh. The Lord has chosen Moses to lead His people 
out, but it will take God unleashing 10 plagues upon Egypt for Pharaoh to 
finally relent and let the Israelites go. The last of those plagues became known 
as the Passover, an event so important to the Lord that He restructured the 

 Genesis 22:1-14 9
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Hebrews’ calendar around it, and commanded them to celebrate it every 
year. In Exodus 11:4-5, 12:1-3, 21-24, we read: 

Moses said, "Thus says the Lord, #About midnight I am going out into the 
midst of Egypt, and all the firstborn in the land of Egypt shall die, from the 
firstborn of the Pharaoh who sits on his throne, even to the firstborn of the 
slave girl who is behind the millstones; all the firstborn of the cattle as well.” 
… Now the Lord said to Moses and Aaron in the land of Egypt, “This month 
shall be the beginning of months for you; it is to be the first month of the year 
to you. Speak to all the congregation of Israel, saying, #On the tenth of this 
month they are each one to take a lamb for themselves, according to their 
fathers!$households, a lamb for each household.’” …Then Moses called for all 
the elders of Israel and said to them, "Go and take for yourselves lambs 
according to your families, and slay the Passover lamb. You shall take a bunch 
of hyssop and dip it in the blood which is in the basin, and apply some of the 
blood that is in the basin to the lintel and the two doorposts; and none of you 
shall go outside the door of his house until morning. For the Lord will pass 
through to smite the Egyptians; and when He sees the blood on the lintel and 
on the two doorposts, the Lord will pass over the door and will not allow the 
destroyer to come in to your houses to smite you. And you shall observe this 
event as an ordinance for you and your children forever.  10

Again, a perfect lamb would be slain for the salvation of God’s people. Justin 
Martyr wrote circa AD 160 how the Passover lamb was prepared, "For the 
lamb, which is roasted, is roasted and dressed up in the form of the cross. For 
one spit is transfixed right through from the lower parts up to the head, and 
one across the back, to which are attached the legs of the lamb.”  Several 11

hundred years later, Isaiah prophesied of a greater lamb who would be Lord’s 
Servant. Like the Passover lamb, this Righteous Servant of God would also be 
pierced, not for His own transgressions, but for ours.  

 Exodus 11:4-5, 12:1-3, 21-24 10

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?
search=Exodus+11%3A4-5%2C+12%3A1-3%2C+21-24&version=NASB1995 

 Justin Martyr, “Dialogue With Trypho, a Jew,” 40  11

https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/early-church-fathers/ante-nicene/vol-1-apostolic-with-
justin-martyr-irenaeus/justin-martyr/dialogue-of-justin.html 
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Surely our griefs He Himself bore, and our sorrows He carried; yet we 
ourselves esteemed Him stricken, smitten of God, and afflicted. But He was 
pierced through for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities; the 
chastening for our well-being fell upon Him, and by His scourging we are 
healed. All of us like sheep have gone astray, each of us has turned to his own 
way; but the Lord has caused the iniquity of us all to fall on Him. He was 
oppressed and He was afflicted, yet He did not open His mouth; like a lamb 
that is led to slaughter, and like a sheep that is silent before its shearers, so He 
did not open His mouth.  

By oppression and judgment He was taken away; and as for His generation, 
who considered that He was cut off out of the land of the living for the 
transgression of my people, to whom the stroke was due? His grave was 
assigned with wicked men, yet He was with a rich man in His death, because 
He had done no violence, nor was there any deceit in His mouth. But the 
Lord was pleased to crush Him, putting Him to grief; if He would render 
Himself as a guilt offering, He will see His offspring, He will prolong His days, 
and the good pleasure of the Lord will prosper in His hand. As a result of the 
anguish of His soul, He will see it and be satisfied; by His knowledge the 
Righteous One, My Servant, will justify the many, as He will bear their 
iniquities. Therefore, I will allot Him a portion with the great, and He will 
divide the booty with the strong; because He poured out Himself to death, 
and was numbered with the transgressors; yet He Himself bore the sin of 
many, and interceded for the transgressors.  12

God’s Righteous Servant was led like a lamb to the slaughter, and was pierced 
for our transgressions. Later, another prophet named Zechariah spoke of One 
like a firstborn son, who would also be pierced.  

Thus declares the Lord who stretches out the heavens, lays the foundation of 
the earth, and forms the spirit of man within him, … “I will pour out on the 
house of David and on the inhabitants of Jerusalem, the Spirit of grace and of 
supplication, so that they will look on Me whom they have pierced; and they 

 Isaiah 53:4-12 12
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will mourn for Him, as one mourns for an only son, and they will weep 
bitterly over Him like the bitter weeping over a firstborn.   13

In this passage, we clearly see that it is the Lord God who is speaking. Thus, it 
is the Lord who says that the inhabitants of Jerusalem will look on Him whom 
they have pierced. But how is that possible? How could people pierce God, 
and then mourn over Him as one mourns for an only son?  

The author of the book of Revelation, the Apostle John, provides the answer 
to our question in the first chapter of that book.  

John to the seven churches that are in Asia: Grace to you and peace, from 
Him who is and who was and who is to come, and from the seven Spirits 
who are before His throne, and from Jesus Christ, the faithful witness, the 
firstborn of the dead, and the ruler of the kings of the earth. To Him who loves 
us and released us from our sins by His blood—and He has made us to be a 
kingdom, priests to His God and Father—to Him be the glory and the 
dominion forever and ever. Amen. Behold, He is coming with the clouds, and 
every eye will see Him, even those who pierced Him; and all the tribes of the 
earth will mourn over Him. So it is to be. Amen.  14

According to John, who was pierced, God or Jesus? John says that the answer 
to this question is the Lord Jesus Christ, our God and Faithful Witness. 

The word ‘witness’ is %&'()* (pronounced mar-toos) in Koine Greek. As 
stated at the beginning of this chapter, from a Christian perspective, it means 
one who gives his or her life to bear witness to the truth of the gospel. What 
did the early Christians say about our God, Jesus Christ, being the ultimate 
faithful martyr?  

 Zechariah 12:1, 10 13
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He Himself took on Him the burden of our iniquities, He gave His own Son 
as a ransom for us, the holy One for transgressors, the blameless One for the 
wicked, the righteous One for the unrighteous, the incorruptible One for the 
corruptible, the immortal One for them that are mortal. For what other thing 
was capable of covering our sins than His righteousness? By what other one 
was it possible that we, the wicked and ungodly, could be justified, than by 
the only Son of God? O sweet exchange! O unsearchable operation! O 
benefits surpassing all expectation! that the wickedness of many should be 
hid in a single righteous One, and that the righteousness of One should justify 
many transgressors! Having therefore convinced us in the former time that 
our nature was unable to attain to life, and having now revealed the Savior 
who is able to save even those things which it was [formerly] impossible to 
save, by both these facts He desired to lead us to trust in His kindness, to 
esteem Him our Nourisher, Father, Teacher, Counselor, Healer, our Wisdom, 
Light, Honor, Glory, Power, and Life, so that we should not be anxious 
concerning clothing and food. … For the love which He had toward us, Jesus 
Christ our Lord has given His blood for us by the will of God, and His flesh for 
our flesh, and His life for our lives.  - Clement of Rome A.D. 96  15

The early Christians did not merely view Jesus as a good teacher, they viewed 
Him as He is: the Lord of heaven and earth. How do you view Jesus? This is 
such an important question to answer honestly, because how you view Him 
affects how you view both people and your purpose. 

Though the Scriptures were clearly telegraphing a suffering Servant, accepting 
a martyred Messiah would prove to be a difficult task for 1st century Jews, 
even those who had spent years with Jesus.  When Jesus and His disciples 16

travel to Caesarea Philippi in Mark 8, Jesus is already in His third year of 
ministry. It is at this point that Jesus asks His disciples, “Who do people say 
that I am?” The disciples answer with John the Baptist, Elijah or one of the 
prophets.  
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And He continued by questioning them, “But who do you say that I am?” 
Peter answered and said to Him, "You are the Christ.” And He warned them 
to tell no one about Him. And He began to teach them that the Son of Man 
must suffer many things and be rejected by the elders and the chief priests 
and the scribes, and be killed, and after three days rise again. And He was 
stating the matter plainly. And Peter took Him aside and began to rebuke 
Him. But turning around and seeing His disciples, He rebuked Peter and 
said, “Get behind Me, Satan; for you are not setting your mind on God!s 
interests, but man!s.”   17

One reason Peter could not fathom the Messiah suffering and being killed is 
due to some Jewish beliefs surrounding the title Son of Man. Far from being a 
mere statement of the Messiah’s humanity, Daniel chapter seven describes the 
Son of Man as God’s chosen eternal earthly King.  

I kept looking in the night visions, and behold, with the clouds of heaven one 
like a Son of Man was coming, and He came up to the Ancient of Days and 
was presented before Him. and to Him was given dominion, glory and a 
kingdom, that all the peoples, nations and men of every language might serve 
Him. His dominion is an everlasting dominion which will not pass away; and 
His kingdom is one which will not be destroyed.  18

Thus, in Mark 8, Peter basically says, “Hold on, Jesus. That can’t be right. If 
You are the Son of Man, no one can or will kill You. You will reign forever 
and ever, and people from all over the world will worship and serve You.” To 
be fair, part of what Peter said is true. People from all over the world will 
serve Jesus, but the means Jesus chose to accomplish that end were self-
sacrificial persuasion, not authoritarian compulsion.  
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Peter wasn’t the only apostle who struggled understanding Jesus’ servant-
leadership approach. In Mark chapter ten, Jesus again tells His disciples 
about what will soon happen to the Son of Man, and now James and John 
show they still don’t understand Jesus’ approach to ministry.  

"Behold, we are going up to Jerusalem, and the Son of Man will be delivered 
to the chief priests and the scribes; and they will condemn Him to death and 
will hand Him over to the Gentiles. They will mock Him and spit on Him, and 
scourge Him and kill Him, and three days later He will rise again.” James and 
John, the two sons of Zebedee, came up to Jesus, saying, "Teacher, we want 
You to do for us whatever we ask of You.” And He said to them, “What do 
you want Me to do for you?” They said to Him, "Grant that we may sit, one 
on Your right and one on Your left, in Your glory.” But Jesus said to them, “You 
do not know what you are asking. Are you able to drink the cup that I drink, 
or to be baptized with the baptism with which I am baptized?” They said to 
Him, "We are able.” And Jesus said to them, “The cup that I drink you shall 
drink; and you shall be baptized with the baptism with which I am baptized.  
But to sit on My right or on My left, this is not Mine to give; but it is for those 
for whom it has been prepared.” Hearing this, the ten began to feel indignant 
with James and John. Calling them to Himself, Jesus said to them, “You know 
that those who are recognized as rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them; and 
their great men exercise authority over them. But it is not this way among 
you, but whoever wishes to become great among you shall be your servant; 
and whoever wishes to be first among you shall be slave of all. For even the 
Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give His life a 
ransom for many.”  19

Again, how you view Jesus affects how you view both people and your 
purpose. James and John still didn’t yet grasp the concept of the Son of Man 
being a suffering Servant, so they thought anyone who stood in their way 
should be eliminated. However, if you really believe that He is the Son of 
Man, the King of the earth, and He has come to give His life as a ransom for 
all of us, shouldn’t we adopt the same mindset? If Jesus really is God, doesn’t 
He know the best approach to convince the human heart and mind of the 

 Mark 10:33-45 19

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+10%3A33-45&version=NASB1995.

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Mark+10:33-45&version=NASB1995


truth of the gospel? And yet, we, like Peter, James and John can spend years in 
relationship with Jesus while still not fully trusting His methodology.  

It is no wonder, then, that Jesus’ first words in the Gospel of Mark are a call to 
repentance.  

The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God. … Now after 
John had been taken into custody, Jesus came into Galilee, preaching the 
gospel of God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God is at 
hand; repent and believe in the gospel.”  20

At its essence, the word repent means to change one’s mind, particularly with 
reference to the acceptance of the will of God. So, from what are we called 
to repent? In short, we are called to repent of belief in a false gospel.  

People living in the Roman Empire during the first century AD were fully 
aware of the gospel of Rome; the supposed good news that Caesar Augustus 
had brought peace and prosperity to the world. For us in the 21st century, 
there are the gospels of nationalism and patriotism. The gospels of oneness 
and unity. The gospels of positivity and affirmation. The gospel of self esteem. 
The gospel of liberalism. The gospel of conservatism. The gospel of 
licentiousness. The gospel of capitalism. The gospels of communism and 
socialism. The gospel of materialism. The New Age gospel. The gospel of 
good works. All of these are false gospels.  

Picture the gospel of Jesus Christ as a two-sided coin. One side is the way 
into Jesus’ kingdom, and the other side is the way of Jesus’ kingdom. Though 
the words differ, the picture on both sides of the coin is a slain lamb. To help 
illustrate this point, take a moment and read Revelation chapter five. 

I saw in the right hand of Him who sat on the throne a book written inside 
and on the back, sealed up with seven seals. And I saw a strong angel 
proclaiming with a loud voice, "Who is worthy to open the book and to break 
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its seals?” And no one in heaven or on the earth or under the earth was able 
to open the book or to look into it. Then I began to weep greatly because no 
one was found worthy to open the book or to look into it; and one of the 
elders said to me, "Stop weeping; behold, the Lion that is from the tribe of 
Judah, the Root of David, has overcome so as to open the book and its seven 
seals.” 

And I saw between the throne (with the four living creatures) and the elders 
a Lamb standing, as if slain, having seven horns and seven eyes, which are the 
seven Spirits of God, sent out into all the earth. And He came and took the 
book out of the right hand of Him who sat on the throne. When He had 
taken the book, the four living creatures and the twenty-four elders fell down 
before the Lamb, each one holding a harp and golden bowls full of incense, 
which are the prayers of the saints. And they *sang a new song, saying, 
"Worthy are You to take the book and to break its seals; for You were slain, 
and purchased for God with Your blood men from every tribe and tongue and 
people and nation. "You have made them to be a kingdom and priests to our 
God; and they will reign upon the earth.” 

Then I looked, and I heard the voice of many angels around the throne and 
the living creatures and the elders; and the number of them was  myriads of 
myriads, and thousands of thousands, saying with a loud voice, "Worthy is 
the Lamb that was slain to receive power and riches and wisdom and might 
and honor and glory and blessing.” And every created thing which is in 
heaven and on the earth and under the earth and on the sea, and all things in 
them, I heard saying, "To Him who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb be 
blessing and honor and glory and dominion forever and ever.”And the four 
living creatures kept saying, "Amen.” And the elders fell down and worshiped. 

Interestingly, the first description we get of Jesus in Revelation 5 is not of a 
lamb, but of a lion. Like he does so often throughout the book of Revelation, 
John is citing an Old Testament prophecy. In Genesis 49:9-10, Israel blesses 
his son, Judah, "Judah is a lion!s whelp; from the prey, my son, you have gone 
up. He couches, he lies down as a lion, and as a lion, who dares rouse him 
up? The scepter shall not depart from Judah, nor the ruler!s staff from between 



his feet.” This is widely believed to be a prophetic statement that the Messiah 
would come though the tribe of Judah, of which King David was a member.  

So, the voice John hears calling Jesus a lion from the tribe of Judah is a 
reference to His authority to rule. However, while Jesus is called a lion once 
in chapter 5, He is referred to as a Lamb four times in the same chapter. In 
fact, Jesus is referred to as a Lamb roughly 30 times in the book of Revelation, 
while the reference to Jesus being like a lion in chapter 5 is the only place 
that connection is made in the entire book. Perhaps this enormous statistical 
disparity is highlighted by John because the story of the Lamb flows from the 
beginning to the end, from Genesis to Revelation. 

Jesus is the slain lamb of God who lives and triumphantly reigns over His 
enemies. He dominates sin, death and the dragon, not by lording His 
authority over all creation, but by giving His life as a ransom. The Servant of 
all becomes the greatest of all. Jesus Christ our Lord and God is the ultimate 
Faithful Witness. The Lamb who was pierced for our transgressions is the real 
Savior of the world. The Lamb who was slain is the real Son of God that 
brings the true gospel. Jesus Christ, the Lamb of God, paid the ultimate price 
to cover our shame and take away the sin of the world. With His blood, 
He purchased for God people from every tribe and tongue and people and 
nation. It is faith in the Lord Jesus Christ, His life, death and resurrection for 
the forgiveness of sins, that gives us new life and transfers us out of the 
kingdom of darkness and into the kingdom of God.  

But faith in the Lamb of God is also the way of the kingdom of heaven, for He 
has made us to be a kingdom of priests to our God. Priests represent the 
people to God, but they also represent God to the people. We are supposed 
to be the Lord’s ambassadors to the world, imitating the ultimate Faithful 
Witness and showing them what the kingdom of God is like. Jesus said in 
John 10:27, “My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow 
Me.” He also said in John 18:37 that everyone who is on the side of truth 
listens to His voice. You may believe in the Lamb as the way into the 
kingdom of God, but do you believe in the Lamb as the way of the kingdom 
of God?  



What about the Apostles? Did they listen to His voice? Did they repent, 
believe the gospel, and follow the way of the Lamb? 



Chapter 2. The Apostles: Faithful Witnesses to the Ends of the Earth 

"It is not for you to know times or epochs which the Father has fixed by His 
own authority; but you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come 
upon you; and you shall be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea 
and Samaria, and even to the remotest part of the earth.” 

- Acts 1:7-8 

When I was given my grandmother’s Bible, I immediately noticed a sheet of 
paper tucked inside with writing on it. It was a list of how each of the 
Apostles died based on Foxe’s Book of Martyrs.  Though we can’t be certain 21

of how most of them died, it is fair to say that all of the Apostles used their 
lives to be faithful witness to the truth of the gospel.  

However, in the previous chapter we saw two examples of the Apostles 
reacting poorly to Jesus’ prophetic statements of His impending martyrdom. 
Three-and-a-half years of personal discipleship by the Son of God still had 
not yet produced in them a change of mind about the Messiah’s mission. So, 
on His last night with His followers, Jesus tried again to help the Apostles 
grasp both His purpose and theirs. Repeatedly, He called them to understand 
and believe in the way of the Lamb.  

In John 13:1-4, 12-17 we read: 

Now before the Feast of the Passover, Jesus knowing that His hour had come 
that He would depart out of this world to the Father, having loved His own 
who were in the world, He loved them to the end. During supper, the devil 
having already put into the heart of Judas Iscariot, the son of Simon, to betray 
Him, Jesus, knowing that the Father had given all things into His hands, and 
that He had come forth from God and was going back to God, got up from 
supper, and laid aside His garments; and taking a towel, He girded Himself. 
… So when He had washed their feet, and taken His garments and reclined 
at the table again, He said to them, "Do you know what I have done to you? 
You call Me Teacher and Lord; and you are right, for so I am. If I then, the 
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Lord and the Teacher, washed your feet, you also ought to wash one another!s 
feet. For I gave you an example that you also should do as I did to you. Truly, 
truly, I say to you, a slave is not greater than his master, nor is one who is sent 
greater than the one who sent him. If you know these things, you are blessed 
if you do them.” 

Jesus washed the feet of Judas. He humbled Himself, took the position of a 
servant and ministered to His betrayer. The Lamb of God modeled for His 
disciples divine meekness, and called them to holy imitation. The Lord then 
informed His followers that the time had come for to Him to leave them, and 
that news did not set well with them. So, in John 14, Jesus said:  

"Do not let your heart be troubled; believe in God, believe also in Me. In My 
Father!s house are many dwelling places; if it were not so, I would have told 
you; for I go to prepare a place for you. If I go and prepare a place for you, I 
will come again and receive you to Myself, that where I am, there you may be 
also. And you know the way where I am going.” Thomas said to Him, "Lord, 
we do not know where You are going, how do we know the way?” Jesus said 
to him, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father 
but through Me.”  

As is His custom, when Jesus answers a question, He usually addresses more 
than the surface issue. Yes, He is the one and only way to the Father. There 
are not many roads leading to the same destination; He is the only road. But, 
in addition to being the way to the Father, He is also the way of the Father. In 
fact, He tells them in verse nine that whoever has seen Him has seen the 
Father.  Thus, Jesus is the embodiment of righteousness.  22

Then, similarly to His charge in John 13 to imitate His example of servant 
leadership, Jesus again calls them to walk as He walked with the gracious 
assistance that He will provide. The Lord God exhorts them in John 14:12, 
15-16, “Truly, truly, I say to you, he who believes in Me, the works that I do, 
he will do also; and greater works than these he will do; because I go to the 
Father. … If you love Me, you will keep My commandments. I will ask the 

 Other examples include John 1:18 and 5:19.22



Father, and He will give you another Helper, that He may be with you 
forever.” 

You’ve probably heard that the word conveying the highest form of love 
mentioned in the New Testament is agape, meaning unconditional love. Well, 
that’s not exactly how Jesus uses the word. Here in John 14, Jesus defines the 
verb form of agape (agapao) as keeping His commandments with the 
empowering help of the Holy Spirit.  To practice agape love is to choose 23

God’s choices by His power. And, God has chosen for us to do the same 
works as His Son by the help of His Spirit. Followers of the Lamb are called to 
be faithful witnesses just like the Faithful Witness.  

Of course, walking as Jesus walks is sure to bring the same responses that 
Jesus received. The Lord warns His followers of what’s coming their way in 
John 15:18-21, 26-27: 

"If the world hates you, you know that it has hated Me before it hated you. If 
you were of the world, the world would love its own; but because you are 
not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, because of this the world 
hates you. Remember the word that I said to you, #A slave is not greater than 
his master.!$If they persecuted Me, they will also persecute you; if they kept 
My word, they will keep yours also. But all these things they will do to you for 
My name!s sake, because they do not know the One who sent Me. … When 
the Helper comes, whom I will send to you from the Father, that is the Spirit 
of truth who proceeds from the Father, He will testify about Me, and you will 
testify also, because you have been with Me from the beginning.” 

Did you notice the same servant/master analogy from John 13? If Jesus served 
His persecutors, so should we, and if He was hated for it, we will be as well. 
The Lord reminds them, though, that this is happening for His name’s sake. As 
Jesus’ parable states in Matthew 22:1-13, the Father wants His house full, but 
this godly end must be accomplished through godly means. Therefore, the 

 https://biblehub.com/greek/25.htm 23

https://biblehub.com/greek/25.htm


Spirit of truth will help servants of the Lamb to faithfully testify to the truth of 
the gospel in the same way as their Lord.   24

Contrary to what some believe, following Jesus does not make one’s life 
easier. In fact, Jesus flat out tells His followers that difficult times are coming 
so that they can prepare themselves in advance. He continues in John 16:1-4, 
32-33: 

”These things I have spoken to you so that you may be kept from stumbling. 
They will make you outcasts from the synagogue, but an hour is coming for 
everyone who kills you to think that he is offering service to God. These 
things they will do because they have not known the Father or Me. But these 
things I have spoken to you, so that when their hour comes, you may 
remember that I told you of them. … Behold, an hour is coming, and has 
already come, for you to be scattered, each to his own home, and to leave 
Me alone; and yet I am not alone, because the Father is with Me. These 
things I have spoken to you, so that in Me you may have peace. In the world 
you have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world.” 

Followers of Jesus will be hated, persecuted, excommunicated and killed by 
people who believe they are actually serving God by doing such things. Jesus 
tells us this in advance so that we can be kept from stumbling and so that we 
may have peace. Those persecuting us do not know Him, and Jesus wants to 
change that. And just incase you missed it, Jesus tells us clearly that His 
followers are going to face tribulation while we are in the world, but we can 
take courage because He has overcome the world.  

The Lord Jesus Christ, the Faithful Witness, would be beaten, mocked, 
scourged and crucified the next morning. However, just before dawn on 
Sunday, the slain Lamb of God overcame sin, death and the devil, rising 
triumphantly from the tomb. Though Jesus appeared in resurrected bodily 
form to Mary Magdalene that morning, the Apostles didn’t see Jesus until later 
that evening. John 20:19-22 records: 

 See also Matthew 10:19-2024



When it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and when the 
doors were shut where the disciples were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus came 
and stood in their midst and said to them, “Peace be with you.” And when 
He had said this, He showed them both His hands and His side. The disciples 
then rejoiced when they saw the Lord. So Jesus said to them again, “Peace be 
with you; as the Father has sent Me, I also send you.” And when He had said 
this, He breathed on them and said to them, “Receive the Holy Spirit.”  

Huddled together with the doors locked, the Apostles were certainly 
believing Jesus’ promise from John 16 that trouble was coming their way. 
However, their anxiety soon turned to exuberant rejoicing when the risen 
Prince of Peace walked into the room. After twice blessing them with His 
peace, notice what He says. First, “As the Father has sent Me, I also send 
you.” Jesus’ followers are commissioned with the same calling to be God’s 
faithful witnesses to the world. Then, as the Lord God did for Adam in 
Genesis 2, Jesus breathed life into the disciples, regenerating them with the 
breath of heaven as He said, “Receive the Holy Spirit.”  

A few weeks later, Jesus appears again to the disciples and they ask Him, 
"Lord, is it at this time You are restoring the kingdom to Israel?” He said to 
them, “It is not for you to know times or epochs which the Father has fixed by 
His own authority; but you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come 
upon you; and you shall be My witnesses both in Jerusalem, and in all Judea 
and Samaria, and even to the remotest part of the earth.”  25

The resurrection of Jesus and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit changed 
everything for the disciples. I will speak more on the resurrection in the 
Epilogue, but for the rest of this chapter, I will focus on the two Apostles given 
the most attention in the book of Acts: Peter and Paul. Let us now investigate 
how the Holy Spirit transformed these two men to be powerful and faithful 
witnesses to the gospel of the risen Lamb. 
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Before the outpouring of the Holy Spirit in Acts 2, we see Peter as boastful, 
assaulting nonbelievers and denying his Lord three times.    However, 26 27 28

after the Holy Spirit came upon him, Peter is seen boldly testifying, extending 
his hand to heal rather than hurt, and humbly glorifying God instead of 
exalting himself. Let’s check out each of those scenes from Pentecost forward, 
as well as a few more.  

In Acts 2, Jerusalem is packed because every Jewish male from around the 
world is required to attend the Feast of Pentecost. After the Holy Spirit is 
poured out on the disciples, they begin speaking in foreign languages, and 
many in the crowd understand what is being said. Others, however, mock the 
disciples and accuse them of being drunk.   

But Peter, taking his stand with the eleven, raised his voice and declared to 
them: "Men of Judea and all you who live in Jerusalem, let this be known to 
you and give heed to my words. … Jesus the Nazarene, a man attested to you 
by God with miracles and wonders and signs which God performed through 
Him in your midst, just as you yourselves know— this Man, delivered over by 
the predetermined plan and foreknowledge of God, you nailed to a cross by 
the hands of godless men and put Him to death. But God raised Him up 
again, putting an end to the agony of death, since it was impossible for Him 
to be held in its power. … Therefore let all the house of Israel know for certain 
that God has made Him both Lord and Christ—this Jesus whom you 
crucified.” Now when they heard this, they were pierced to the heart, and 
said to Peter and the rest of the apostles, "Brethren, what shall we do?” Peter 
said to them, "Repent, and each of you be baptized in the name of Jesus 
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Christ for the forgiveness of your sins; and you will receive the gift of the Holy 
Spirit.”  29

What an example of courage! To give some context as to why Peter’s speech 
was so incredibly brave, the disciples’ leader was just arrested by the Jews for 
being a blasphemous and idolatrous false prophet (crimes which are 
punishable by death), and executed by the Romans for committing high 
treason against Caesar. It was not exactly safe to be associated with someone 
like that in Roman-occupied Jerusalem. Yet Peter gets right to the point, and 
calls them to repent of murdering Jesus the Messiah. He also tells them that 
because God raised Him to life, they can be forgiven and given new life by 
repenting and being baptized in His name. That kind of confession in 
Jerusalem could get someone killed, especially when it leads 3,000 Jews to 
publicly identify themselves as followers of Jesus. 

Sometime later, Peter and John are walking to the temple, and cross paths 
with a man who has been unable to walk from birth. He asks the Apostles for 
money, but Peter gives him something far better. Acts 3:6-8 records, “But 
Peter said, "I do not possess silver and gold, but what I do have I give to 
you: In the name of Jesus Christ the Nazarene—walk!” And seizing him by 
the right hand, he raised him up; and immediately his feet and his ankles 
were strengthened. With a leap he stood upright and began to walk; and he 
entered the temple with them, walking and leaping and praising God.” 

In the Gospels, Peter is depicted as a bit of a glory-chaser. Now, Peter humbly 
and gladly gives credit where credit is due. Acts 3:11-15 continues, “While 
he was clinging to Peter and John, all the people ran together to them at the 
so-called portico of Solomon, full of amazement. But when Peter saw this, he 
replied to the people, ‘Men of Israel, why are you amazed at this, or why do 
you gaze at us, as if by our own power or piety we had made him walk? The 
God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob, the God of our fathers, has glorified His 
servant Jesus, the one whom you delivered and disowned in the presence of 
Pilate, when he had decided to release Him. But you disowned the Holy and 
Righteous One and asked for a murderer to be granted to you, but put to 
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death the Prince of life, the one whom God raised from the dead, a fact to 
which we are witnesses.’”  

Not only does Peter continue to glorify His risen Savior, but he again boldly 
calls the people to repent. This time, the leaders decide to put a stop to the 
movement. The priests, the captain of the temple guard and the Sadducees 
approach Peter and John, arrest them and throw them in jail. The Jewish 
leaders’ actions, however, don’t produce the results they hoped for. Acts 4:4 
tells us that the Apostles’ willingness to suffer in order to faithfully witness to 
the resurrection of Messiah Jesus plays a pivotal role in 2,000 more Jewish 
men and women giving their lives to Him.  

The next day, virtually the entire Jewish governing body, along with many 
priests and scribes gather together to confront Peter and John about the 
miracle. But Peter, filled with the Spirit, does not shrink back from the task 
ahead. For a third time, he calls the people to repent of murdering their 
Messiah; except now, he rebukes the High Priest to his face.  

Peter exhorts them in Acts 4:8-12, "Rulers and elders of the people, if we 
are on trial today for a benefit done to a sick man, as to how this man has 
been made well, let it be known to all of you and to all the people of Israel, 
that by the name of Jesus Christ the Nazarene, whom you crucified, whom 
God raised from the dead—by this name this man stands here before you in 
good health. He is the stone which was rejected by you, the builders, but 
which became the chief corner stone. And there is salvation in no one else; 
for there is no other name under heaven that has been given among men by 
which we must be saved.” 

The rulers are amazed at the confidence of Peter and John and recognize that 
they were Jesus’ disciples. Apparently, it was already clear that Jesus’ 
followers were doing the same works that He did and walking as He walked. 
The leaders commanded them not to speak or teach at all in the name of 
Jesus, But Peter and John answered and said to them in 4:19-20, "Whether it 
is right in the sight of God to give heed to you rather than to God, you be the 
judge; for we cannot stop speaking about what we have seen and heard.” 
And, they didn’t stop speaking about Jesus’ resurrection from the dead 
because it really happened.  



When we get to Acts 5, many signs and wonders are taking place among the 
people, and vast multitudes of Jews are becoming followers of the risen 
Lamb. What follows is a powerful account of Peter and the other Apostles that 
offers strong proof that they really did witness the resurrection. Acts 5:17-21, 
26-32 records: 

But the high priest rose up, along with all his associates (that is the sect of the 
Sadducees), and they were filled with jealousy. They laid hands on the 
apostles and put them in a public jail. But during the night an angel of the 
Lord opened the gates of the prison, and taking them out he said, “Go, stand 
and speak to the people in the temple the whole message of this Life.” Upon 
hearing this, they entered into the temple about daybreak and began to 
teach. … Then the captain went along with the officers and proceeded to 
bring them back without violence (for they were afraid of the people, that 
they might be stoned). When they had brought them, they stood them before 
the Council. The high priest questioned them, saying, "We gave you strict 
orders not to continue teaching in this name, and yet, you have filled 
Jerusalem with your teaching and intend to bring this man!s blood upon us.” 
But Peter and the apostles answered, "We must obey God rather than men. 
The God of our fathers raised up Jesus, whom you had put to death by 
hanging Him on a cross. He is the one whom God exalted to His right hand 
as a Prince and a Savior, to grant repentance to Israel, and forgiveness of sins. 
And we are witnesses of these things; and so is the Holy Spirit, whom God 
has given to those who obey Him.” 

Jealousy was a primary motivator in the Jewish authorities conspiring against 
Jesus.  Here, it plays an integral role in their persecution of the Apostles. 30

However, just like their Rabbi, the Apostles are in no way deterred from their 
mission by threats and imprisonment. In fact, they continue to call the Jewish 
authorities to repent for murdering their Messiah. This time, though, the 
persecution does not end with a short stay in jail. The authorities have all of 
the Apostles beaten before releasing them. What’s incredible is how the 
Apostles respond to this persecution. “So they went on their way from the 
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presence of the Council, rejoicing that they had been considered worthy to 
suffer shame for His name. And every day, in the temple and from house to 
house, they kept right on teaching and preaching Jesus as the Christ.”  31

After the resurrection of Jesus and outpouring of the Holy Spirit, Peter’s 
mindset completely changed concerning the way of the Lamb. He didn’t just 
see it as the road for the Messiah to walk, he viewed that path as his purpose 
as well. In fact, he believed that anyone who wished to be a faithful witness 
of the gospel would have to embrace the same calling as Jesus Christ.  

Peter writes in his first epistle, “For you have been called for this purpose, 
since Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example for you to follow in 
His steps, who committed no sin, nor was any deceit found in His mouth; 
and while being reviled, He did not revile in return; while suffering, He 
uttered no threats, but kept entrusting Himself to Him who judges 
righteously; and He Himself bore our sins in His body on the cross, so that 
we might die to sin and live to righteousness; for by His wounds you were 
healed. For you were continually straying like sheep, but now you have 
returned to the Shepherd and Guardian of your souls. … Beloved, do not be 
surprised at the fiery ordeal among you, which comes upon you for your 
testing, as though some strange thing were happening to you; but to the 
degree that you share the sufferings of Christ, keep on rejoicing, so that also 
at the revelation of His glory you may rejoice with exultation. If you are 
reviled for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and 
of God rests on you.”  32

One of the most interesting observations about those words is that when Peter 
quotes Isaiah 53, “for by His wounds you were healed,” he doesn’t apply 
them to physical healing. He implies that we have been healed from our 
propensity to stray from the way of the Lamb. Isn’t that exactly what you see 
happen when you study Peter in Acts? He now embraces persecution with joy 
for the sake of Christ, because in those moments the Spirit of God rests 
powerfully on him and more lost sheep are brought home.  

 Acts 5:40-42 31
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Peter’s transformation has undoubtedly been an encouragement to countless 
Christians throughout the last 2,000 years. However, as drastic the change 
was that occurred in Peter, it doesn’t hold a candle to Paul’s experience. 
Other than Jesus, it is arguable that Paul is the most important person in 
human history, as the Lord called him to be the main apostle to bring the 
gospel to the gentiles, which we see in Acts 9:15. As a side note, from Acts 7-
Acts 13, Paul is known by his birth name, Saul, but for clarity’s sake, I will 
refer to him as Paul.  

Though Paul was a Jew, he was born a Roman citizen.  Also, in Acts 22:3, he 33

tells us, "I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city, 
educated under Gamaliel, strictly according to the law of our fathers, being 
zealous for God just as you all are today.” Paul continues on this theme in 
Galatians 1:13-14, “For you have heard of my former manner of life in 
Judaism, how I used to persecute the church of God beyond measure and 
tried to destroy it; and I was advancing in Judaism beyond many of my 
contemporaries among my countrymen, being more extremely zealous for 
my ancestral traditions.” 

Paul was an incredibly sincere, disciplined and zealous Jew. He wanted to 
know and love God with all of his heart, and love his neighbors as himself. 
Most likely, he viewed Jesus of Nazareth the way Deuteronomy 13 describes 
false prophets, and Paul was not going to let a false prophet corrupt his 
people. Moses commanded the Israelites in Deuteronomy 13:1-5:  

"If a prophet or a dreamer of dreams arises among you and gives you a sign 
or a wonder, and the sign or the wonder comes true, concerning which he 
spoke to you, saying, #Let us go after other gods (whom you have not known) 
and let us serve them,’ you shall not listen to the words of that prophet or that 
dreamer of dreams; for the Lord your God is testing you to find out if you love 
the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul. You shall follow 
the Lord your God and fear Him; and you shall keep His commandments, 
listen to His voice, serve Him, and cling to Him. But that prophet or that 
dreamer of dreams shall be put to death, because he has counseled rebellion 

 Acts 22:25-2833



against the Lord your God who brought you from the land of Egypt and 
redeemed you from the house of slavery, to seduce you from the way in 
which the Lord your God commanded you to walk. So you shall purge the 
evil from among you.” 

As I wrote in the previous chapter, how we view Jesus affects how we view 
both people and our purpose. For Paul, even though Jesus had done many 
signs and wonders, by claiming to be the Son of God, He was leading the 
people astray. In Paul’s mind, Jesus absolutely deserved to be put to death, as 
did anyone else who confessed Him as Lord. This was a test of Paul’s loyalty 
to and love for Yahweh, and he would destroy this dangerous cult or die 
trying.  

However, Luke, an eventual traveling companion of Paul records in Acts 
9:1-9: 

Now Saul, still breathing threats and murder against the disciples of the Lord, 
went to the high priest, and asked for letters from him to the synagogues at 
Damascus, so that if he found any belonging to the Way, both men and 
women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. As he was traveling, it 
happened that he was approaching Damascus, and suddenly a light from 
heaven flashed around him; and he fell to the ground and heard a voice 
saying to him, “Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?” And he said, "Who 
are You, Lord?” And He said, “I am Jesus whom you are persecuting, but get 
up and enter the city, and it will be told you what you must do.” The men 
who traveled with him stood speechless, hearing the voice but seeing no one. 
Saul got up from the ground, and though his eyes were open, he could see 
nothing; and leading him by the hand, they brought him into Damascus. And 
he was three days without sight, and neither ate nor drank. 

To say that Paul was shocked by what transpired that day would be a gross 
understatement. He not only thought Jesus was dead, Paul thought of Jesus as 
an antichrist-type figure. Paul thought he saw Jesus clearly, but he had to be 
blinded by the glory of the Lord to understand how mistaken he actually was. 
The Lord Jesus had been raised from the dead, Paul was completely wrong 
about Him and now he’s trying to destroy his fellow countrymen who are 
actually in the right. It’s no wonder that Paul went three days without eating 



or drinking anything. He knew full well that he deserved the full extent of 
God’s wrath, and in an act of genuine repentance, Paul begins to mourn over 
what he has done to the Lord and His people.  

A blinded and fasting Paul is led by the hand into Damascus, where the Lord 
has already been preparing the way for this enemy of the cross to be 
transformed. Luke continues in Acts 9:10-19: 

Now there was a disciple at Damascus named Ananias; and the Lord said to 
him in a vision, “Ananias.” And he said, "Here I am, Lord.” And the Lord 
said to him, “Get up and go to the street called Straight, and inquire at the 
house of Judas for a man from Tarsus named Saul, for he is praying, and he 
has seen in a vision a man named Ananias come in and lay his hands on him, 
so that he might regain his sight.” But Ananias answered, "Lord, I have heard 
from many about this man, how much harm he did to Your saints at 
Jerusalem; and here he has authority from the chief priests to bind all who 
call on Your name.” But the Lord said to him, “Go, for he is a chosen 
instrument of Mine, to bear My name before the Gentiles and kings and the 
sons of Israel; for I will show him how much he must suffer for My name!s 
sake.” So Ananias departed and entered the house, and after laying his hands 
on him said, "Brother Saul, the Lord Jesus, who appeared to you on the road 
by which you were coming, has sent me so that you may regain your sight 
and be filled with the Holy Spirit.” And immediately there fell from his eyes 
something like scales, and he regained his sight, and he got up and was 
baptized; and he took food and was strengthened. 

Of course, the Lord could have miraculously given Paul back his sight 
without using any human interaction, but He thought it better to let Paul 
witness firsthand one of His followers walking as He walked. Like Jesus 
healing the ear of Malchus in John 18, Ananias lays merciful hands on the 
one who had orders arrest him. Paul then regains his sight and is baptized, 
publicly aligning himself with the way of the risen Lamb. Now, with the same 
zeal that formerly propelled him to destroy the Church, he immediately 
begins his mission to turn the world from darkness to light and from the 
dominion of Satan to God, that they may receive forgiveness of sins and 
an inheritance among those who have been sanctified by faith in Jesus.  



Acts 9:19-25 states:  
Now for several days he was with the disciples who were at Damascus, and 
immediately he began to proclaim Jesus in the synagogues, saying, "He is the 
Son of God.” All those hearing him continued to be amazed, and were 
saying, "Is this not he who in Jerusalem destroyed those who called on this 
name, and who had come here for the purpose of bringing them bound 
before the chief priests?” But Saul kept increasing in strength and 
confounding the Jews who lived at Damascus by proving that this Jesus is 
the Christ. When many days had elapsed, the Jews plotted together to do 
away with him, but their plot became known to Saul. They were also 
watching the gates day and night so that they might put him to death; but his 
disciples took him by night and let him down through an opening in the wall, 
lowering him in a large basket.  

To say the least, Paul had become an extreme embarrassment to the 
unbelieving Jews. This man who was so well known throughout Judaism for 
his persecution of Jesus’ followers had now become one himself. Even if he 
were to never speak again, his story alone could be enough to inspire 
countless Jews to follow his lead. But Paul was not silent. No, this master of 
the Scriptures was confounding the Jews of Damascus by proving from what 
we call the Old Testament that Jesus is the Messiah. So, many of the Jews of 
Damascus decided Paul must be murdered like his new Master, Jesus of 
Nazareth. God, however, had other plans, and the disciples helped Paul 
escape to Jerusalem. Luke records in Acts 9:26-31: 

When he came to Jerusalem, he was trying to associate with the disciples; but 
they were all afraid of him, not believing that he was a disciple. But Barnabas 
took hold of him and brought him to the apostles and described to them how 
he had seen the Lord on the road, and that He had talked to him, and how at 
Damascus he had spoken out boldly in the name of Jesus. And he was with 
them, moving about freely in Jerusalem, speaking out boldly in the name of 
the Lord. And he was talking and arguing with the Hellenistic Jews; but they 
were attempting to put him to death. But when the brethren learned of it, 
they brought him down to Caesarea and sent him away to Tarsus. So the 
church throughout all Judea and Galilee and Samaria enjoyed peace, being 
built up; and going on in the fear of the Lord and in the comfort of the Holy 
Spirit, it continued to increase. 



I don’t fault the disciples in Jerusalem for being scared of Paul. After all, the 
man was a genius with the tenacity of a honey badger. Praise God for people 
like Barnabas, who are willing to die in order that enemies can potentially 
become friends! And, friends they became. In fact, Acts 13 shows Paul and 
Barnabas as missionary partners launching from Syria, and taking the gospel 
to many cities in southern Galatia. A large section of the text is devoted to 
their time in Pisidian Antioch, where they powerfully preach in the local 
synagogue. They are so effective that the entire town shows up to hear Paul 
speak, which causes the Jewish leadership to be filled with jealousy and 
begin blaspheming.    

Luke then writes:  

Paul and Barnabas spoke out boldly and said, “It was necessary that the word 
of God be spoken to you first; since you repudiate it and judge yourselves 
unworthy of eternal life, behold, we are turning to the Gentiles. For so the 
Lord has commanded us, #I have placed You as a light for the Gentiles, that 
You may bring salvation to the end of the earth.’” When the Gentiles heard 
this, they began rejoicing and glorifying the word of the Lord; and as many 
as had been appointed to eternal life believed. And the word of the Lord was 
being spread through the whole region. But the Jews incited the devout 
women of prominence and the leading men of the city, and instigated a 
persecution against Paul and Barnabas, and drove them out of their district.  

Anyone who thinks jealousy isn’t that big of a deal really needs to spend 
more time in the Gospel narratives and Acts. This wicked sin of the heart 
repeatedly leads to attempted (and sometimes actual) murder. What’s 
interesting here is that even though Paul and Barnabas are persecuted for 
their faith, many Jews and Gentiles believed in the Lord Jesus Christ, and the 
message of the gospel spreads like wildfire.  

In Acts 14, Paul and Barnabas then go to Iconium, where a similar sequence 
of events unfolds. They powerfully proclaim the gospel of the grace of God, 
the city is divided between those who believe in Jesus and those who reject 
Him, and then the Apostles are persecuted. This time, however, they are not 



just driven out of town. An attempt is made to have them stoned to death, so 
they flee to another city in Galatia called Lystra.  

Again, the Lord testifies to the truth of the gospel by doing miracles through 
Paul. The people of Lystra believe that this is actually a visitation of Zeus and 
Hermes in disguise, so they try to worship and make sacrifices to Paul and 
Barnabas. As the Apostles are trying to correct the misguided zeal of the 
people, Jews from Antioch and Iconium show up and convince the crowds to 
drag Paul outside the city and have him stoned, which they finally 
accomplish. The Bible isn’t clear about how Paul survives this stoning, but 
miraculously, he does.  

What’s equally incredible is that after being revived, Paul immediately goes 
back into the city. The next day, he and Barnabas travel to a neighboring city 
called Derbe, and after preaching there and making many disciples, they 
return again to Lystra. There, they strengthen the souls of the disciples and 
urge them to continue in the faith, saying, "Through many tribulations we 
must enter the kingdom of God.”  If it wasn’t before his time in Lystra, it had 34

now been made abundantly clear to Paul that the way of the risen Lamb 
involves suffering for His name. He strongly believed King Jesus’ words to the 
disciples in John 16:33, “In the world you will have tribulation, but take 
courage; I have overcome the world.”  

Eventually, the faithful witnesses return to their home base of Antioch in 
Syria, and report to the believers the way God opened wide a door of faith for 
the gentiles. Just as Jesus promised, in the face of strong opposition, the 
gospel was going out to the ends of the earth. After a long time, Acts 16:1-2 
shows Paul travel to Lystra yet again. There, he finds a disciple named  
Timothy, whom he takes under his wing. Undoubtedly, the Lord used Paul’s 
willingness to lay down his life for the gospel to play a pivotal role in bringing 
the future missionary to faith in Jesus.  

 Acts 14:21-22  34
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Later in life, Paul wrote a letter to encourage Timothy, as the young man had 
become one of the leaders in the church at Ephesus.  Here, Paul gives his 35

testimony again: a powerful account that I have witnessed firsthand bring 
battle-tested veterans of war to tears. As you read, keep in mind that in verse 
15, Paul basically says that if there was ever something you could bet your 
life on, this is it. 

I thank Christ Jesus our Lord, who has strengthened me, because He 
considered me faithful, putting me into service, even though I was formerly a 
blasphemer and a persecutor and a violent aggressor. Yet I was shown mercy 
because I acted ignorantly in unbelief; and the grace of our Lord was more 
than abundant, with the faith and love which are found in Christ Jesus. It is a 
trustworthy statement, deserving full acceptance, that Christ Jesus came into 
the world to save sinners, among whom I am foremost of all. Yet for this 
reason I found mercy, so that in me as the foremost, Jesus Christ might 
demonstrate His perfect patience as an example for those who would believe 
in Him for eternal life.  36

Through Paul, Jesus did demonstrate His perfect patience, just as He did 
through Peter. And, according to another disciple who most likely spent time 
with both followers of the risen Lamb, Peter and Paul were both eventually 
killed for their the faith in Jesus at Rome. Clement of Rome wrote around AD 
95:  

“Let us come to the most recent spiritual heroes. Let us take the noble 
examples furnished in our own generation. Through envy and jealousy, the 
greatest and most righteous pillars [of the Church] have been persecuted and 
put to death. Let us set before our eyes the illustrious apostles. Peter, through 
unrighteous envy, endured not one or two, but numerous labours and when 
he had at length suffered martyrdom, departed to the place of glory due to 
him. Owing to envy, Paul also obtained the reward of patient endurance, after 
being seven times thrown into captivity, compelled to flee, and stoned. After 
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preaching both in the east and west, he gained the illustrious reputation due 
to his faith, having taught righteousness to the whole world, and come to the 
extreme limit of the west, and suffered martyrdom under the prefects. Thus 
was he removed from the world, and went into the holy place, having proved 
himself a striking example of patience.”   37

Church tradition holds that all of the Apostles were killed for the faith except 
John. However, scholar and apologist, Sean McDowell, states that we can 
only be certain that James the brother of John, Peter, Paul and James the 
brother of Jesus were killed for their faith.  Even if those are the only four 38

Apostles who literally died as martyrs, should we look at the others with any 
less reverence? Not at all. As Acts 5 reveals, they all were more than willing 
to suffer to bring the gospel message to the world. Each of them demonstrated 
what all followers of Jesus are called to do: use our lives as testimonies to the 
truth of the life, death, resurrection and return of Jesus Christ. They all were 
faithful witnesses to the way of the Lamb, and they all practiced a lifestyle of 
martyrdom.
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Chapter 3. Lifestyle Martyrdom 

“Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is wide and the way is broad that 
leads to destruction, and there are many who enter through it. For the gate is 
small and the way is narrow that leads to life, and there are few who find it.”  

- Matthew 7:13-14 

The earliest followers of Jesus were not called Christians until the gospel 
reached Antioch of Syria in Acts 11. Originally, they were called followers of 
the Way.  Most likely, they derived this term from the Lord Jesus calling 39

Himself the Way in John 14:6. However, we can see the concept of the way 
of the Lord originating in the first book of the Bible.  

In Genesis 18:17-19, The Lord and two angelic beings have been speaking 
with Abraham about the birth of Issac, which God promises will come the 
next year. Just before leaving Abraham, the Lord decides to tell Abraham what 
is about to happen to the corrupt city where his cousin, Lot, is staying. 
The Lord says, "Shall I hide from Abraham what I am about to do, since 
Abraham will surely become a great and mighty nation, and in him all the 
nations of the earth will be blessed? For I have chosen him, so that he 
may command his children and his household after him to keep the way of 
the Lord by doing righteousness and justice." 

Here, we find that the way of the Lord is closely tied to acting righteously and 
justly. Those two words are frequently tied together, and in a general sense, 
they speak to human actions of which God approves. Think of Micah 6:8, 
when the Lord says that His followers are required, “to do justice, to love 
kindness, and to walk humbly with your God.”  

Just as we see the antitheses of righteousness and justice in unrighteousness 
and injustice, the Bible sets forth two ways or two paths. Before the Israelites 
enter the Promised Land, Moses addresses the people in Deuteronomy 28 
and informs them that God has set before them two paths to choose between: 
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the way of blessing and the way of cursing. The way of blessing is taken by 
acting in accordance with what God approves, and the way of cursing is 
chosen by rebelling against His commands. Moses summarizes these two 
paths in Deuteronomy 30:15-20. 

"See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, and death and adversity; 
in that I command you today to love the Lord your God, to walk in His ways 
and to keep His commandments and His statutes and His judgments, that 
you may live and multiply, and that the Lord your God may bless you in the 
land where you are entering to possess it. But if your heart turns away and 
you will not obey, but are drawn away and worship other gods and serve 
them, I declare to you today that you shall surely perish. You will not prolong 
your days in the land where you are crossing the Jordan to enter and possess 
it. I call heaven and earth to witness against you today, that I have set before 
you life and death, the blessing and the curse. So choose life in order that you 
may live, you and your descendants, by loving the Lord your God, by obeying 
His voice, and by holding fast to Him; for this is your life and the length of 
your days, that you may live in the land which the Lord swore to your fathers, 
to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to give them.” 

Unfortunately, the book of Judges shows us that it wasn’t long after taking 
possession of the Promised Land that the people began to stray from the way 
of life. Perhaps, that’s because lessons are better caught than taught. So, 
several hundred years later, the Lord hints through the prophet Isaiah that one 
day the Lord Himself would visibly show and tell us how to follow Him. 
Isaiah 30:20-21 declares, “Although the Lord has given you bread of privation 
and water of oppression, He, your Teacher will no longer hide Himself, but 
your eyes will behold your Teacher. Your ears will hear a word behind you, 
‘This is the way, walk in it,’ whenever you turn to the right or to the left.” 

Just like He always does, God kept His promise. One day, on the shores of 
the See of Galilee, the people did behold the Lord their Teacher. Matthew 
4:18-22 records, “Now as Jesus was walking by the Sea of Galilee, He saw 
two brothers, Simon who was called Peter, and Andrew his brother, casting a 
net into the sea; for they were fishermen. And He said to them, “Follow Me, 
and I will make you fishers of men.” Immediately they left their nets and 
followed Him. Going on from there He saw two other brothers, James the son 



of Zebedee, and John his brother, in the boat with Zebedee their father, 
mending their nets; and He called them. Immediately they left the boat and 
their father, and followed Him.” 

Ray Vander Laan believes that what you just read looks very similar to 
interactions between rabbis and their prospective disciples who had excelled 
in Beth Midrash, which is kind of like high school for Jewish boys in the 1st 
Century.  Most young men didn’t even attend Beth Midrash, for if they 40

weren’t considered the best of the best, the Rabbi’s would tell the students 
that though they love God, they need to learn their father’s trade. This would 
apply to most of Jesus’ disciples, for we see many of them working their 
father’s trade, and are called by the Sanhedrin unschooled, ordinary men.  41

So, for Rabbi Jesus to call young men like Peter and John to follow Him was a 
bit strange, since they were not considered the best of the best. 

Vander Laan continues, “A few (very few) of the most outstanding Beth 
Midrash students sought permission to study with a famous rabbi, often 
leaving home to travel with him for a lengthy period of time. These students 
were called talmidim … in Hebrew, which is translated disciple. There is 
much more to a talmid than what we call student. A student wants to know 
what the teacher knows for the grade, to complete the class or the degree or 
even out of respect for the teacher. A talmid wants to be like the teacher, that 
is to become what the teacher is. That meant that students were passionately 
devoted to their rabbi and noted everything he did or said. … As the rabbi 
lived and taught his understanding of the Scripture his students, (talmidim) 
listened and watched and imitated so as to become like him. … Since a 
talmid was totally devoted to becoming like the rabbi he would have spent 

 Ray Vander Laan, Rabbi and Talmidim, https://www.thattheworldmayknow.com/rabbi-and-40

talmidim   
Ray Vander Laan believes that the Mishnah contains the Jewish oral traditions present during the 
1st century BC to 1st century AD, and therefore would reflect what was true during Jesus' lifetime. 
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his entire time listening and observing the teacher to know how to 
understand the Scripture and how to put it into practice.”  42

As we saw in John 13:1-11, the disciples’ Lord and Teacher didn’t just talk the 
talk, He modeled the way He expected His disciples to walk. So, in calling 
His disciples to put others above themselves, serve each other and their 
enemies, Jesus washed their feet and the feet of His betrayer. He then said in 
verses 13-17, “You call Me Teacher and Lord; and you are right, for so I am. If 
I then, the Lord and the Teacher, washed your feet, you also ought to wash 
one another!s feet. For I gave you an example that you also should do as I did 
to you. Truly, truly, I say to you, a slave is not greater than his master, nor is 
one who is sent greater than the one who sent him. If you know these things, 
you are blessed if you do them.” 

Being that He is both Lord and God, Jesus rightly taught with authority. 
However, we must be careful not to read Scripture through a 21st century 
lens. Vander Laan again helps us understand the concept of a rabbi’s 
authority from a 1st Century AD standpoint, “Jesus seems to be a type of 
rabbi believed to have s'mikhah or authority to make new interpretations. 
Most of the teachers were Torah teachers (teachers of the law) who could only 
teach accepted interpretations. Those with authority … could make new 
interpretations and pass legal judgments. Crowds were amazed because Jesus 
taught with authority (Hebrew s'mikhah, Greek exousia) not as their Torah 
teachers (Matt. 7:28-29). … Rabbis invited people to learn to keep the Torah. 
This was called taking ‘the yoke of Torah’ or ‘the yoke of the kingdom of 
heaven’. Rabbis with s’mikah would have a new interpretation or yoke.” 

We first see Jesus teaching with authority and explaining His yoke in the 
Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5-7). Here, Jesus frequently says, “You have 
heard it said, … but I say unto you,” which demonstrates He was a rabbi with 
s’mikah. The Beatitudes, which are found at the beginning of Matthew 5, give 
a summation of Rabbi Jesus’ yoke. 

 Vander Laan,  42
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Jesus was going throughout all Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and 
proclaiming the gospel of the kingdom. … When Jesus saw the crowds, He 
went up on the mountain; and after He sat down, His disciples came to Him. 
He opened His mouth and began to teach them, saying, "Blessed are the 
poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are those who 
mourn, for they shall be comforted. Blessed are the gentle, for they shall 
inherit the earth. Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, 
for they shall be satisfied. Blessed are the merciful, for they shall receive 
mercy. Blessed are the pure in heart, for they shall see God. Blessed are the 
peacemakers, for they shall be called sons of God. Blessed are those who 
have been persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom 
of heaven. Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute you, and 
falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of Me. Rejoice and be glad, 
for your reward in heaven is great; for in the same way they persecuted the 
prophets who were before you.  43

Remember, a true rabbi will not merely speak his yoke, he will live it. 
Perhaps the best singular statement which displays the Lord Jesus embodying 
the Beatitudes is found in Philippians chapter 2. In what is called The Christ 
Hymn, Paul writes, “Have this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ 
Jesus, who, although He existed in the form of God, did not regard equality 
with God a thing to be grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a 
bond-servant, and being made in the likeness of men. Being found in 
appearance as a man, He humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the 
point of death, even death on a cross. For this reason also, God highly exalted 
Him, and bestowed on Him the name which is above every name, so that at 
the name of Jesus every knee will bow, of those who are in heaven and on 
earth and under the earth, and that every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ 
is Lord, to the glory of God the Father.” 

Notice that Jesus’ life of humility for the kingdom of heaven brought Him 
extreme exaltation in the end. If there was ever an example of what it looks 
like to be poor in spirit, it was the Lord of heaven and earth taking up the role 
of a slave. The sinless Prince of Peace was scourged and crucified in order to 

 Matthew 4:23, 5:1-12 43

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?
search=Matthew+4%3A23%2C+5%3A1-12&version=NASB1995 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+4:23,+5:1-12&version=NASB1995
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew+4:23,+5:1-12&version=NASB1995


bring peace to His enemies. Want to see true meekness? Look at the Son of 
Man emptying Himself of His right to do whatever He wants, and instead 
choosing to let Himself be crucified that we might become sons and 
daughters of God. 

This is the way of the Lamb. This is the way of life, and it is not for the faint of 
heart. In fact, toward the end of the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus told His 
disciples in Matthew 7:13-14, "Enter through the narrow gate; for the gate is 
wide and the way is broad that leads to destruction, and there are many who 
enter through it. For the gate is small and the way is narrow that leads to life, 
and there are few who find it.” The word ‘narrow’ is thlibo in Koine Greek, 
which can also mean ‘pressure’ or ‘persecute’.   44

In case His disciples still didn’t understand just how difficult the way of the 
Lord is after hearing the Sermon on the Mount, He made it crystal clear when 
He called the 12 to be His apostles. As you read these verses from Matthew 
10, try to make a mental list of various difficulties and forms of persecution 
Jesus says are coming to the Apostles.  

Behold, I send you out as sheep in the midst of wolves; so be shrewd as 
serpents and innocent as doves. But beware of men, for they will hand you 
over to the courts and scourge you in their synagogues; and you will even be 
brought before governors and kings for My sake, as a testimony to them and 
to the Gentiles. But when they hand you over, do not worry about how or 
what you are to say; for it will be given you in that hour what you are to 
say. For it is not you who speak, but it is the Spirit of your Father who speaks 
in you. 

Brother will betray brother to death, and a father his child; and children will 
rise up against parents and cause them to be put to death. You will be hated 
by all because of My name, but it is the one who has endured to the end who 
will be saved. But whenever they persecute you in one city, flee to the next; 
for truly I say to you, you will not finish going through the cities of Israel until 
the Son of Man comes. A disciple is not above his teacher, nor a slave above 
his master. It is enough for the disciple that he become like his teacher, and 
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the slave like his master. If they have called the head of the house Beelzebul, 
how much more will they malign the members of his household! 

Therefore do not fear them, for there is nothing concealed that will not be 
revealed, or hidden that will not be known. What I tell you in the darkness, 
speak in the light; and what you hear whispered in your ear, proclaim upon 
the housetops. Do not fear those who kill the body but are unable to kill the 
soul; but rather fear Him who is able to destroy both soul and body in hell. 
Are not two sparrows sold for a cent? And yet not one of them will fall to the 
ground apart from your Father. But the very hairs of your head are all 
numbered. So do not fear; you are more valuable than many sparrows. 
Therefore everyone who confesses Me before men, I will also confess him 
before My Father who is in heaven. But whoever denies Me before men, I will 
also deny him before My Father who is in heaven. 

Do not think that I came to bring peace on the earth; I did not come to bring 
peace, but a sword. For I came to set a man against his father, and a daughter 
against her mother, and a daughter-in-law against her mother-in-law; and a 
man!s enemies will be the members of his household. He who loves father or 
mother more than Me is not worthy of Me; and he who loves son or daughter 
more than Me is not worthy of Me. And he who does not take his cross and 
follow after Me is not worthy of Me. He who has found his life will lose it, and 
he who has lost his life for My sake will find it."  45

Jesus’ followers will be hunted. Arrested. Scourged and tortured. Betrayed by 
family members. Hated by the world. Maligned and slandered. Threatened 
with death. Tempted to deny their faith. Murdered. And all of these things will 
happen because they take up the yoke of their Rabbi Jesus, the way of the 
Lamb. As difficult as it can be to believe, the way of the Lamb is the way of 
truth … the way of blessing … the way of life. 

Scripture teaches that there are two ways. There is God’s way, and then there 
is our way. In Isaiah 55:7-9, the Lord declares: “Let the wicked forsake his 
way and the unrighteous man his thoughts; and let him return to the Lord, 
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and He will have compassion on him, and to our God, for He will abundantly 
pardon. For My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways My ways. 
… For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than 
your ways and My thoughts than your thoughts.” 

The Apostle Paul lived out these verses from Isaiah. He truly makes them 
come alive. Standing before the Sanhedrin in Acts 22:3-8, Paul testifies:  

"I am a Jew, born in Tarsus of Cilicia, but brought up in this city, educated 
under Gamaliel, strictly according to the law of our fathers, being zealous for 
God just as you all are today. I persecuted this Way to the death, binding and 
putting both men and women into prisons, as also the high priest and all the 
Council of the elders can testify. From them I also received letters to the 
brethren, and started off for Damascus in order to bring even those who were 
there to Jerusalem as prisoners to be punished. But it happened that as I was 
on my way, approaching Damascus about noontime, a very bright light 
suddenly flashed from heaven all around me, and I fell to the ground and 
heard a voice saying to me,+#Saul, Saul, why are you persecuting Me?’ And I 
answered, #Who are You, Lord?!$And He said to me,+#I am Jesus the Nazarene, 
whom you are persecuting.!” 

Paul sincerely thought he was following the way of the Lord, but his heart had 
deceived him. He believed he had a righteous pursuit, but it was actually 
wicked. Fortunately, Paul forsook his thoughts and ways, repented and turned 
to the Lord, who poured out great compassion and forgiveness upon him.  

Not long after Luke wrote the book of Acts, another document was written 
known as ‘The Didache’, or ‘The Teaching’. The document!s actual title is 
‘The Teaching of the Lord to the Gentiles, Through the Twelve Apostles.’ The 
author is unknown, but The Didache is the earliest extra-biblical Christian 
document, and from the very beginning it contrasts the two ways. In chapter 
one, we read: 

There are two ways, one of life and one of death, and there is a great 
difference between the two ways. The way of life is this. First of all, you shall 
love the God who made you; secondly, your neighbor as yourself. And do 



nothing to another that you would not have befall yourself. Now of these 
words the doctrine is this. Bless those who curse you, and pray for your 
enemies and fast for those who persecute you; for what merit is it, if you love 
those who love you? Do not even the Gentiles do the same? But love those 
who hate you, and you shall not have an enemy.  46

That sounds a lot like the Sermon on the Mount, doesn’t it? Following the 
teachings of Jesus, specifically those found in the Sermon on the Mount, truly 
was a way of life for the earliest Christians because they viewed Jesus’ 
teachings as they are: the way of life. And this passionate belief in and 
adherence to the commands of Jesus by the early Christians was not limited 
to the 1st century AD.  

A disciple of the Apostle John named Ignatius of Antioch also wrote about the 
two ways at the beginning of the 2nd century, “All things must come to an 
end, and there are two alternatives before us. They are life and death; and 
every one of us will have to go to his own particular place. There are two 
different coinages, so to speak, in circulation, God’s and the world’s, each 
with its own distinctive marking. Unbelievers carry the stamp of the world; 
while the faithful in love bear the stamp of God the Father, through Jesus 
Christ. Unless we are ready and willing to die in conformity with His passion, 
His life is not in us.”  47

Later in the 2nd century, a persecution of Christians began after Emperor 
Hadrian was initiated into a secret society known as the Eleusinian Mysteries, 
a group devoted to the greek fertility goddess, Demeter. A Christian named 
Aristedes delivered a powerful apology to the emperor around AD125 to 
demonstrate to Hadrian that Christians alone worship the true God. Aristedes 
defends the faith by describing the way of the Christians: 
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The Christians, O King, went about and searched, and they have found the 
truth. As I have learned from their writings, they have come nearer to the 
truth and genuine knowledge than the rest of the nations. For they know and 
trust in God, the Creator of heaven and of earth, in whom and from whom 
are all things. … Whatever they would not wish others to do to them, they do 
not do to others. … They comfort their oppressors and make them their 
friends. … They follow the commandments of their Christ with much care, 
living justly and seriously, just as the Lord their God commanded them.  48

Following Jesus’ commands was a matter of life and death for the early 
Christians. His yoke was not viewed as hyperbole, an ideal to be admired 
intellectually, or merely suggestive. If they didn’t follow the commandments 
of Christ with much care, unbelievers would remain under God’s wrath. The 
early Christians wanted the world whom Jesus died for to be saved. Thus, 
Justin Martyr wrote in his first apology, “Let it be understood that those who 
are not found living as He taught are not Christians - even though they 
profess with the lips the teachings of Christ.” I realize that sounds harsh to our 
privileged modern ears, but if the early Christians didn’t live out what they 
preached, their influence on the world would’ve been significantly 
diminished. 
  
‘A Letter to Diognetus’ is another 2nd century defense of Christianity to the 
Roman empire, which also uses the lifestyle of followers of Jesus as one of its 
main appeals to the reader. This is going to be a long quote, but it’s more than 
worth your time. 

For the Christians … are in the flesh, but they do not live after the flesh. They 
pass their days on earth, but they are citizens of heaven. They obey the 
prescribed laws, and at the same time surpass the laws by their lives. They 
love all men, and are persecuted by all. They are unknown and condemned; 
they are put to death, and restored to life. They are poor, yet make many rich; 
they are in lack of all things, and yet abound in all; they are dishonoured, and 
yet in their very dishonour are glorified. They are evil spoken of, and yet are 
justified; they are reviled, and bless; they are insulted, and repay the insult 
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with honour; they do good, yet are punished as evil-doers. When punished, 
they rejoice as if quickened into life; they are assailed by the Jews as 
foreigners, and are persecuted by the Greeks; yet those who hate them are 
unable to assign any reason for their hatred. … 

To sum up all in one word - what the soul is in the body, Christians are in the 
world. … The flesh hates the soul, and wars against it, though itself suffering 
no injury, because it is prevented from enjoying pleasures; the world also 
hates the Christians, though in nowise injured, because they abjure pleasures. 
The soul loves the flesh that hates it, and [loves also] the members; Christians 
likewise love those that hate them. The soul is imprisoned in the body, yet 
preserves that very body; and Christians are confined in the world as in a 
prison, and yet they are the preservers of the world. … The soul, when but ill-
provided with food and drink, becomes better; in like manner, the Christians, 
though subjected day by day to punishment, increase the more in number.  49

As you can see, the way of the Lord is not merely about physically dying in 
order to receive a heavenly reward. The way of the Lamb is a lifestyle. The 
way of life is about being a living sacrifice. Once the Apostle Paul met Jesus, 
he adopted the yoke of His Rabbi. Paul’s belief in lifestyle martyrdom as 
articulated by Jesus in the Beatitudes is clearly seen in Romans chapter 12: 

Therefore I urge you, brethren, by the mercies of God, to present your bodies 
a living and holy sacrifice, acceptable to God, which is your spiritual service 
of worship. And do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by 
the renewing of your mind, so that you may prove what the will of God is, 
that which is good and acceptable and perfect. … Let love be without 
hypocrisy. Abhor what is evil; cling to what is good. Be devoted to one 
another in brotherly love; give preference to one another in honor; not 
lagging behind in diligence, fervent in spirit, serving the Lord; rejoicing in 
hope, persevering in tribulation, devoted to prayer, contributing to the needs 
of the saints, practicing hospitality. 
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Bless those who persecute you; bless and do not curse. Rejoice with those 
who rejoice, and weep with those who weep. Be of the same mind toward 
one another; do not be haughty in mind, but associate with the lowly. Do not 
be wise in your own estimation. Never pay back evil for evil to anyone. 
Respect what is right in the sight of all men. If possible, so far as it depends 
on you, be at peace with all men. Never take your own revenge, beloved, but 
leave room for the wrath of God, for it is written, "Vengeance is Mine, I will 
repay,” says the Lord. “But if your enemy is hungry, feed him, and if he is 
thirsty, give him a drink; for in so doing you will heap burning coals on his 
head.” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.  50

Paul took up the yoke of his Rabbi and called all disciples of Jesus to do the 
same. Blessed are the poor in spirit. Blessed are those who mourn. Blessed 
are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness. Blessed are the meek and 
gentle. Blessed are the merciful. Blessed are the pure in heart. Blessed are the 
peacemakers. Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake. 
As followers of the Lamb, we are to be living sacrifices who take up our 
crosses daily. We are called to a lifestyle of martyrdom.  

In 1956, Jim and Elisabeth Elliot, along with several other missionaries, 
moved to Ecuador to bring the gospel to the Aucas, a violent tribe now called 
the Waodani. However, the missionaries believed that the same God who 
transformed the Apostle Paul from a violent aggressor into a faithful witness 
could do the same work in the Aucas. So, Jim and the others began to 
strategize and plan how to make inroads with the people.  51

The missionaries decided to use a supply plane to drop supplies and gifts into 
the Aucas’ village. They also used a loudspeaker to communicate friendly 
messages to the people in the Auca language. After many months of laying 
this foundation, Jim and the others felt it was time to make contact on the 
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ground. One day, some of the Aucas shared a meal with the missionaries, and 
they even took one member of the tribe for a ride in the supply plane. 

Unfortunately, the goodwill demonstrated by the Aucas did not last. While 
the missionaries were waiting in the usual meeting spot, two female Aucas 
suddenly came out of the jungle. However, as they drew near, Jim and the 
other male missionaries saw many Auca warriors following behind with 
raised spears. Though Jim was carrying a gun, he refused to draw it on the 
Aucas. The missionaries had determined not to kill the Aucas in self defense, 
since they did not yet know Jesus. Almost immediately, the warriors murdered 
Ed McCully, Roger Youderian, Nate Saint, Pete Fleming and Jim Elliot. 

However, the ministry to the Aucas did not end that day. Just less than two 
years later, Elisabeth Elliot and her daughter, Valerie, as well as Nate Saint’s 
sister, Rachel, went back to the Auca village and lead many of the people to 
become born again disciples of Jesus Christ. Thus, as stated earlier, following 
the teachings of Jesus truly is a matter of life and death.  

Even though Elisabeth, Valerie and Rachel didn’t die as martyrs at the hands 
of the Auca, they boldly and courageously followed the way of the Lamb. If 
you asked the early Christians, those women should be held in just as high 
regard as their husbands for embracing lifestyle martyrdom. They too were 
faithful witnesses of Jesus. 

Origen wrote in the early 3rd Century, “Everyone who bears testimony to the 
truth - whether he supports it by words or by deed, or in any way whatever - 
may properly be called a witness. However, it has come to be the custom of 
the brotherhood to keep the name of witness more properly for those who 
have borne witness to the mystery of godliness by shedding their blood for it. 
… Still, the Savior gives the name of witness to everyone who bears witness to 
the truth.”  Fellow third century Christian writer, Commodianus, agrees, 52

"Even now, if you have conquered by good deeds, you are a martyr in Him. 
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You, therefore, who seek to extol martyrdom with your word, in peace, clothe 
yourself with good deeds and be secure.”  53

Over a decade ago, I came to believe intellectually in the way of the Lamb. 
However, to be honest, I struggle terribly with living it out. I think the reason 
for this internal struggle is that the way of Jesus is almost never immediately 
beneficial. One rarely sees God causing suffering to work out for the good 
instantaneously. So, I think the main area of repentance I need prayer for is 
that even though I know the way of the Lamb is right, my heart doesn’t trust 
that it’s beneficial. When trials bring me to a potentially painful fork in the 
road, far too often I choose my feelings over the truth and take the easy path. 
But the easy, wide road ends in destruction. As the Letter to Diognetus stated, 
the body and the soul constantly fight against each other: the body cries out 
for the easy road, and the soul urges us to choose the narrow way of life.  

In closing, I encourage you to humbly read these Sprit-filled words from the 
Apostle Paul, which illuminate the two paths between which we must daily 
choose, and which call us to embrace lifestyle martyrdom. Paul writes in 
Romans 8:11-17, 28-30: 

If the Spirit of Him who raised Jesus from the dead dwells in you, He who 
raised Christ Jesus from the dead will also give life to your mortal bodies 
through His Spirit who dwells in you. So then, brethren, we are under 
obligation, not to the flesh, to live according to the flesh— for if you are living 
according to the flesh, you must die; but if by the Spirit you are putting to 
death the deeds of the body, you will live. For all who are being led by the 
Spirit of God, these are sons of God. For you have not received a spirit of 
slavery leading to fear again, but you have received a spirit of adoption as 
sons by which we cry out, "Abba! Father!” The Spirit Himself testifies with our 
spirit that we are children of God, and if children, heirs also, heirs of God and 
fellow heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him so that we may also be 
glorified with Him. … And we know that God causes all things to work 
together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according 
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to His purpose. For those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to 
become conformed to the image of His Son, so that He would be the 
firstborn among many brethren; and these whom He predestined, He also 
called; and these whom He called, He also justified; and these whom He 
justified, He also glorified. 

Disciples like Paul who follow the way of the Lamb, always have the end goal 
in mind of being with and becoming like Jesus. In the next chapter, we will 
begin to explore this end goal by looking at the first story of Christian 
martyrdom in Acts: The martyrdom of Stephen. 




Chapter 4. The Perfection of Martyrdom 

“You are to be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.”  
- Matthew 5:48 

In a book about martyrdom, it would be foolish to not highlight the first 
follower of Jesus to meet that end. Interestingly, other than when one of my 
small groups walked verse-by-verse through the book of Acts, I’ve never 
heard someone teach on Stephen’s trial and martyrdom in Acts 6-7. That’s 
quite unfortunate, given that Stephen’s account contains what is easily the 
longest speech in the entire book. Luke, the author of Acts, clearly thought 
this scene was imperative for his readers to understand, especially since 
James’ martyrdom in chapter 12 is only given one verse.   54

Acts 6 first introduces us to Stephen as a man the entire congregation of 
believers thought was full of the Spirit and of wisdom, who humbly embraced 
the responsibility of making sure widows were taken care of during the daily 
distribution of food. Luke goes on to describe Stephen as full of faith and of 
the Holy Spirit, full of grace and power, and someone who was performing 
great wonders and signs among the people. We are also told that Stephen 
spoke boldly about the gospel in the synagogues, and argued so persuasively 
that no one was able to cope with the wisdom and the Spirit with which he 
was speaking.  

Acts 6:7 tells us, “The word of God kept on spreading; and the number of the 
disciples continued to increase greatly in Jerusalem, and a great many of the 
priests were becoming obedient to the faith.” Just as the Jewish authorities 
became envious of the crowds that followed Jesus, frustration began to 
consume the Jews who debated with Stephen. Also similar to his Rabbi, 
Stephen is dragged before the Sanhedrin and given a sham of a trial, with 
false witnesses brining unfounded accusations against him.  

In verse 15, Luke adds an important detail which we will come back to later, 
“And fixing their gaze on him, all who were sitting in the Council saw his face 

 Acts 12:2  54
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like the face of an angel.” F. B. Meyer writes about this scene, “All the 
Sanhedrists saw the countenance of Stephen angelically glorified; a 
superhuman, angel-like ,-./ (glory) became externally visible to them.”  55

Keep that picture in mind as you read on. 

Stephen begins his address by stating that the God of glory appeared to 
Abraham. The first time the phrase ‘God of glory’ is used in the Bible is in 
Psalm 29, a short Psalm about the power of the voice of the Lord and a call 
to ascribe to the Lord the glory due His name. Not surprisingly, one of the 
main themes of Stephen’s speech is that the Israelites have historically failed 
to do just that. As a pattern, they reject the voice of the Lord and oppress His 
messengers like Joseph and Moses. In fact, that’s the whole reason Stephen is 
on trial.  

Concerning the people’s treatment of Moses, Stephen says, "This Moses 
whom they disowned, saying, #Who made you a ruler and a judge?!$is the one 
whom God sent to be both a ruler and a deliverer with the help of the angel 
who appeared to him in the thorn bush. This man led them out, 
performing wonders and signs in the land of Egypt and in the Red Sea and in 
the wilderness for forty years. This is the Moses who said to the sons of Israel, 
#God will raise up for you a prophet like me from your brethren.!” Peter cited 
the same prophecy in Acts 3, which led to his and John’s arrest by the 
Sanhedrin.  

Another aspect of Stephen’s address is that the people are just as prone to 
idolatry as they are to persecuting God’s messengers. They have a habit of 
preferring the works of their own hands to the worship of the invisible, 
glorious God. He then concludes with this sharp rebuke, “The Most High 
does not dwell in houses made by human hands; as the prophet says: 
#Heaven is My throne, and earth is the footstool of My feet; what kind of 
house will you build for Me?!$says the Lord, #Or what place is there for My 
repose? Was it not My hand which made all these things?! You men who 
are stiff-necked and uncircumcised in heart and ears are always resisting the 
Holy Spirit; you are doing just as your fathers did. Which one of the prophets 
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did your fathers not persecute? They killed those who had previously 
announced the coming of the Righteous One, whose betrayers and 
murderers you have now become; you who received the law as ordained by 
angels, and yet did not keep it.”   56

When Stephen mentioned ‘the Righteous One’, he was was calling two things 
to mind. First, Peter used the same title when referring to the murder of Jesus 
in Acts 3:14-15, “But you disowned the Holy and Righteous One and asked 
for a murderer to be granted to you, but put to death the Prince of life, the 
one whom God raised from the dead, a fact to which we are witnesses.” 
Additionally, Stephen is calling the Sanhedrin’s mind back to Isaiah 24:15-16, 
“Glorify the Lord in the east, the name of the Lord, the God of Israel, in the 
coastlands of the sea. From the ends of the earth we hear songs, ‘Glory to the 
Righteous One,’ but I say, "Woe to me! Woe to me! Alas for me! The 
treacherous deal treacherously, and the treacherous deal very treacherously.”  

Stephen just told the men who were supposed to be responsible for helping 
God’s people stay faithful to His covenant, that they murdered God in the 
flesh. As you can imagine, these same men who orchestrated the execution of 
the Messiah, the same men who had imprisoned, threatened and beaten all 
of the Apostles did not take kindly to Stephen’s words. The treacherous dealt 
very treacherously with the one seeking to glorify the Lord. However, the 
God of glory had a few more messages to deliver through his shining 
messenger. Luke records in Acts 7:54-8:1: 

Now when they heard this, they were cut to the quick, and they began 
gnashing their teeth at him. But being full of the Holy Spirit, he gazed intently 
into heaven and saw the glory of God, and Jesus standing at the right hand of 
God; and he said, "Behold, I see the heavens opened up and the Son of Man 
standing at the right hand of God.” But they cried out with a loud voice, and 
covered their ears and rushed at him with one impulse. When they had 
driven him out of the city, they began stoning him; and the witnesses laid 
aside their robes at the feet of a young man named Saul. They went on 
stoning Stephen as he called on the Lord and said, "Lord Jesus, receive my 
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spirit!” Then falling on his knees, he cried out with a loud voice, "Lord, do not 
hold this sin against them!” Having said this, he fell asleep. Saul was in hearty 
agreement with putting him to death. 

There are so many connections one can draw between Stephen, the faithful 
witness, and Jesus, The Faithful Witness. B. L. Blackburn writes, “Readers of 
Luke-Acts have long noticed that various details in the story of Stephen 
closely correlate him to Jesus. … Stephen, like Jesus … is a Spirit-filled man 
whose empowerment is manifest in both speech and miracles. … Stephen is 
especially at one with Jesus … with respect to the opposition that they 
endured at the hands of Jewish unbelievers, particularly the authorities. 
Stephen, like Jesus, was rejected in the synagogue, arrested and brought 
before the Sanhedrin, faced trumped-up charges, appealed to the Son of Man 
at God’s right hand, committed his spirit to the Lord, prayed that his 
executioners would be forgiven and died as a martyr outside Jerusalem’s 
walls.”  57

But the connection to Jesus doesn’t end there, for Stephen is one of three 
people in the Bible whose faces shine. Exodus 34 records that Moses’ face 
shines after meeting with God in the Tabernacle, Jesus’ face shines on the 
Mount of Transfiguration in Matthew 17, and Stephen’s face shines here in 
Acts 6-7. It’s not coincidental that other than the God of glory, the shining 
Stephen refers to Moses more than anyone else in his address. Was there a 
deeper theological truth that Luke, the missionary companion of Paul, was 
using narrative to convey to us?  

In 2 Corinthians 3, Paul speaks about the Mosaic Covenant, calling it the 
ministry of death and condemnation. He contrasts this covenant to the New 
Covenant, the life-giving covenant which he deems the ministry of the Spirit 
and righteousness.  He uses Moses to contrast the two covenants by 58

describing the transfigurational effect the God of glory had on Moses’ 
appearance when they met together in the Tabernacle. He says in verses 7-9, 
“But if the ministry of death, in letters engraved on stones, came with glory, 
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so that the sons of Israel could not look intently at the face of Moses because 
of the glory of his face, fading as it was, how will the ministry of the Spirit fail 
to be even more with glory? For if the ministry of condemnation has glory, 
much more does the ministry of righteousness abound in glory.”  

As Paul continues, think about Stephen standing before the Sanhedrin with 
his face radiating the glory of the Lord. “Therefore having such a hope, we 
use great boldness in our speech, and are not like Moses, who used to put a 
veil over his face so that the sons of Israel would not look intently at the end 
of what was fading away. But their minds were hardened; for until this very 
day at the reading of the old covenant the same veil remains unlifted, 
because it is removed in Christ. But to this day whenever Moses is read, a veil 
lies over their heart; but whenever a person turns to the Lord, the veil is taken 
away. Now the Lord is the Spirit, and where the Spirit of the Lord is, there is 
liberty. But we all, with unveiled face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the 
Lord, are being transformed into the same image from glory to glory, just as 
from the Lord, the Spirit.” 

When Paul wrote 2 Corinthians, the second temple in Jerusalem was still 
standing. The Jewish leadership still believed that it was the place on earth 
where the glory of God dwelt. However, what did Stephen say to the 
Sanhedrin? The Most High does not dwell in houses made by human hands.  59

So, where does the Lord of glory dwell? Paul writes in 2 Corinthians 6:16, 
“We are the temple of the living God; just as God said, ‘I will dwell in them 
and walk among them; and I will be their God, and they shall be My 
people.’” Thus, Paul reasons that since Moses shone with the glory of God 
after meeting with Him, shouldn’t we shine all the more if He dwells within 
us, for by His power the Lord is transforming us into His glorious image.  

Is that what we see happening in Stephen while he is on trial for the gospel? 
As we noted, there are so many correlations between the Lord and Stephen in 
Acts 6-7, particularly in the words he speaks while he is being stoned by the 
Sanhedrin. Is it possible that Paul had this scene in mind when he wrote these 
words in 2 Corinthians?  
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“For God, who said, "Light shall shine out of darkness,” is the One who 
has shone in our hearts to give the Light of the knowledge of the glory of God 
in the face of Christ. But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, so that the 
surpassing greatness of the power will be of God and not from ourselves; we 
are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not despairing; 
persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; always 
carrying about in the body the dying of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus also may 
be manifested in our body. For we who live are constantly being delivered 
over to death for Jesus!$sake, so that the life of Jesus also may be manifested in 
our mortal flesh. … Therefore we do not lose heart, but though our outer man 
is decaying, yet our inner man is being renewed day by day. For 
momentary, light affliction is producing for us an eternal weight of glory far 
beyond all comparison, while we look not at the things which are seen, but at 
the things which are not seen; for the things which are seen are temporal, but 
the things which are not seen are eternal.”   60

It seems that Luke’s account of Stephen harmonizes quite well with these 
words from Paul. From an eternal perspective, Stephen’s momentary, light 
affliction was producing an eternal weight of glory far beyond all 
comparison. For Paul, this is the end goal for followers of Jesus. He writes in 
Romans 8, “For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not 
worthy to be compared with the glory that is to be revealed to us. … For 
those whom He foreknew, He also predestined to become conformed to the 
image of His Son, so that He would be the firstborn among many brethren; 
and these whom He predestined, He also called; and these whom He called, 
He also justified; and these whom He justified, He also glorified.”   61

Notice that Paul used the past tense for each of the words concerning what 
Jesus has done for us starting with ‘predestined’ and concluding with 
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‘glorified’. Of course, our full glorious transformation into the image of the 
Lord does not reach its climax until the second coming of Christ and the 
resurrection of the dead.  The process of glorification is similar to the 62

kingdom of God, in that it is somehow yet, but not yet. It is now, but not fully. 
It is a current reality, but is not fully realized until the Lord of glory returns.  

There is another biblical word that describes this process of becoming 
conformed to the image of Christ: Perfection. Paul discusses the perfection 
process in his letter to the Philippians, describing how it too is yet, but not 
yet.    

“I count all things to be loss in view of the surpassing value of knowing Christ 
Jesus my Lord … that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection 
and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death; in order 
that I may attain to the resurrection from the dead. Not that I have already 
obtained it or have already become perfect, but I press on so that I may lay 
hold of that for which also I was laid hold of by Christ Jesus. Brethren, I do 
not regard myself as having laid hold of it yet; but one thing I do: forgetting 
what lies behind and reaching forward to what lies ahead, I press on toward 
the goal for the prize of the upward call of God in Christ Jesus. Let us 
therefore, as many as are perfect, have this attitude. … For our citizenship is 
in heaven, from which also we eagerly wait for a Savior, the Lord Jesus 
Christ; who will transform the body of our humble state into conformity 
with the body of His glory, by the exertion of the power that He has even 
to subject all things to Himself.”  63

The word translated ‘perfect’ in verse 12 is (0102-3, which means to 
consummate, reach the end-stage or to work through the entire process to 
reach the final phase or conclusion.  For Paul, the end goal is to know Christ 64
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fully and become like Him in all things, including suffering death for the sake 
of the kingdom of God, resurrection, and bodily glorification. Those all are 
future events in Paul’s mind, and yet, he adds in verse 15, “Let us therefore, 
as many as are perfect, have this attitude.”  

Evidently, there are perfect people who haven’t yet died and been perfected. 
Yet, but not yet. These perfect people “have this attitude,” which is a phrase 
Paul used earlier in Philippians. Remember Philippians 2:3-11?  

Do nothing from selfishness or empty conceit, but with humility of mind 
regard one another as more important than yourselves; do not merely look 
out for your own personal interests, but also for the interests of others. Have 
this attitude in yourselves which was also in Christ Jesus, who, although He 
existed in the form of God, did not regard equality with God a thing to be 
grasped, but emptied Himself, taking the form of a bond-servant, and being 
made in the likeness of men. Being found in appearance as a man, He 
humbled Himself by becoming obedient to the point of death, even death on 
a cross. For this reason also, God highly exalted Him, and bestowed on Him 
the name which is above every name, so that at the name of Jesus every knee 
will bow, of those who are in heaven and on earth and under the earth, and 
that every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to the glory of God the 
Father.  

According to Paul, one who is perfect has taken on the humble mindset of 
Christ, which puts others above oneself, even at the cost of one’s life, in order 
to glorify God. And don’t think that Paul came up with this idea himself. He is 
just passing on what his Rabbi taught and lived out.  

Jesus said in Matthew 5:43-48, “You have heard that it was said, #You shall 
love your neighbor and hate your enemy.’ But I say to you, love your enemies 
and pray for those who persecute you, so that you may be sons of your Father 
who is in heaven; for He causes His sun to rise on the evil and the good, and 
sends rain on the righteous and the unrighteous. For if you love those who 
love you, what reward do you have? Do not even the tax collectors do the 
same? If you greet only your brothers, what more are you doing than others? 
Do not even the Gentiles do the same? Therefore you are to be perfect, as 
your heavenly Father is perfect." 



The word translated here as perfect is (41025*, which is basically a derivative 
of (0102-3, the word Paul used in Philippians 3.  Again, in Koine Greek, 65

perfect carries the idea of something that has gone through the necessary 
stages to become mature and complete. It’s like Jesus is saying, "God is kind 
toward those who hate Him, and blesses those who could never repay Him. 
Grow to reflect His character and act like Him.”  

In God’s eyes, being perfect is not about avoiding mistakes. Perfection is 
about being like Jesus, and He illustrates this clearly in His interaction with 
the man known as the rich young ruler. We read in Matthew 19:16-22: 

And someone came to Him and said, "Teacher, what good thing shall I do 
that I may obtain eternal life?” And He said to him, “Why are you asking Me 
about what is good? There is only One who is good; but if you wish to enter 
into life, keep the commandments.” Then he said to Him, "Which ones?” And 
Jesus said, “You shall not commit murder; you shall not commit adultery; you 
shall not steal; you shall not bear false witness; honor your father and mother; 
and you shall love your neighbor as yourself.” The young man said to Him, 
"All these things I have kept; what am I still lacking?” Jesus said to him, "If you 
wish to be complete, go and sell your possessions and give to the poor, and 
you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow Me.” But when the young 
man heard this statement, he went away grieving; for he was one who owned 
much property. 

When Jesus says, “If you wish to be complete,” He uses the word (41025* 
again, just like He did in Matthew 5:48. He is asking the man if he truly 
wants to reflect the character of God. Jesus left the riches of heaven behind to 
bring us into His family; He embodied the command to love our neighbors as 
ourselves. Jesus fully demonstrated His yoke and became our perfect High 
Priest by loving His enemies at the cost of His own life. The author of 
Hebrews writes, “For it was fitting for Him, for whom are all things, and 
through whom are all things, in bringing many sons to glory, to perfect 
the author of their salvation through sufferings. …  And having been 
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made perfect, He became to all those who obey Him the source of eternal 
salvation.”  66

Jesus consistently modeled the character of His Father all the days of His life, 
and yet, He too had to become perfect in order to be perfected. He had to 
finish His journey in order to reach His end goal.  He had to completely 67

glorify His Father in order to be fully glorified. All of us who are perfect are to 
have that same attitude.  

The early Christians shared that mindset. Starting in the early 2nd century AD, 
we begin to see them use the idea of perfection to mean imitation of the 
Lord. Polycarp, a personal disciple of the Apostle John, wrote in his letter to 
the Philippians, “Let us never relax our grasp on the Hope and pledge of our 
righteousness; I mean Jesus Christ. … Let us imitate that patient endurance of 
His; and if we do have to suffer for His name’s sake, why then, let us give 
glory to Him. For that is the example He set us in His own person, and in 
which we have learned to put our faith. … Stand firm, then, in these ways, 
taking the Lord for your example. Be fixed and unshaken in your faith. … Pray 
for all God’s people. Pray too for our sovereign lords and for all governors and 
rulers; for any who mistreat you or dislike you; and for the enemies of the 
cross. Thus the fruits of your faith will be plain for all to see, and you will be 
perfected in Him.”  

Polycarp says we move toward perfection by imitating Jesus!$example of 
patiently enduring suffering and blessing those who persecute us. Sounds a 
lot like lifestyle martyrdom. One of Polycarp’s disciples, Irenaeus, echoed this 
usage of perfection around AD 180, “True knowledge … renders us like unto 
Christ, if we experience ‘the power of his resurrection and the fellowship of 
His sufferings.’ For this is the affinity of the apostolical teaching and the most 
holy ‘faith delivered unto us.’ … For truly the first thing is to deny one!s self 
and to follow Christ; and those who do this are borne onward to perfection, 
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having fulfilled all their Teacher!s will, becoming sons of God by spiritual 
regeneration, and heirs of the kingdom of heaven.”   68

The early Christians viewed lifestyle martyrdom as foundational for Christian 
perfection. As we will see with the next quote, they called actual martyrdom 
the ultimate way to complete one’s earthly mission of following the Lamb 
wherever He goes. The perfection or completion of walking as Jesus walked. 
Clement of Alexandria illustrates this point in AD 195, “In love to the Lord, 
the spiritual man will most gladly depart from this life - perhaps giving thanks 
both to him who afforded the cause of his departure from here, and to him 
who laid the plot against him. … With good courage, then, he goes to the 
Lord, his friend, for whom he voluntarily gave his body. … We call martyrdom 
perfection, not because the man comes to the end of his life as others, but 
because he has exhibited the perfect work of love.”  69

Perhaps no other early Christian writer explains how martyrdom is the perfect 
work of love better than Ignatius. Ignatius was a personal disciple of the 
Apostle John, and became the bishop of Antioch only about a decade after 
Paul’s first missionary journey. Ignatius was condemned to death during the 
great persecution of Christians during the reign of Emperor Trajan sometime 
between AD 105-107. During the long journey to Rome, Ignatius took time to 
write seven letters, six of them to prominent churches, and one of them to his 
friend, Polycarp, the bishop of Smyrna. In his letter to the Romans, Ignatius 
inspirationally explains his desired goal to die for the name of Jesus.  

“I hope as a prisoner in Christ Jesus to salute you, if indeed it be the will of 
God that I be thought worthy of attaining unto the end. … Only request in 
my behalf both inward and outward strength, that I may not only speak, but 
[truly] will; and that I may not merely be called a Christian, but really be 
found to be one. For if I be truly found [a Christian], I may also be called one, 
and be then deemed faithful, when I shall no longer appear to the world. … I 
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am truly in earnest about dying for God. … Let fire and the cross; let the 
crowds of wild beasts; let tearings, breakings, and dislocations of bones; let 
cutting off of members; let shatterings of the whole body; and let all the 
dreadful torments of the devil come upon me: only let me attain to Jesus 
Christ. All the pleasures of the world, and all the kingdoms of this earth, shall 
profit me nothing. It is better for me to die in behalf of Jesus Christ, than to 
reign over all the ends of the earth. For what shall a man be profited, if he 
gain the whole world, but lose his own soul? Him I seek, who died for us: 
Him I desire, who rose again for our sake.”  70

Unfortunately, what is pure often gets polluted by selfish desires. Since the 
early Christians like Ignatius viewed martyrdom as the ultimate example and 
proof of one’s faith in Jesus, some began to see it as a way to secure their own 
salvation. They did this, in part, because of certain verbiage used by their 
peers in works like The Martyrdom of Polycarp. Even though the authors 
wrote that, “true love desires not only one!s own salvation, but the salvation 
of all our brothers,” they also made comments that seemed to suggest 
salvation could be attained through martyrdom itself. For instance, “By the 
grace of Christ they despised all the cruelties of this world, redeeming 
themselves from eternal punishment by the suffering of a single hour. The fire 
of their savage executioners appeared cool to them, because they fixed their 
eyes on their escape from the eternal unquenchable fire and the good things 
promised to those who endure.”   71

Certain professing Christians who didn’t want to follow the way of Jesus in life 
twisted statements like these to convince themselves that they could gain 
Christ in death by simply being killed in His name. However, this line of 
thinking was strongly rebuked. Commodianus wrote around AD 240, “Since 
… thou desirest martyrdom, hear. … First of all, overcome the evil one with 
thy good acts by living well; and when He thy King shall see thee, be thou 
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secure. … Many indeed err who say, ‘With our blood we have overcome the 
wicked one.’ … Thou wearest such great words vainly, who in one moment 
seekest without labour to raise a martyrdom to Christ.”  We may be able to 72

fool others with ostensible grand gestures of religiosity, but we can’t fool 
God. 

The early Christians did view sincere martyrdom as perfection, but they did 
not believe one should seek it out. They followed the example of their Lord, 
and Jesus told His disciples in Matthew 10:23, “Whenever they persecute 
you in one city, flee to the next.” In Luke 4, Jesus preaches His first sermon to 
the people of His home town, Nazareth. After He highlights the faith of two 
gentiles, the people fly into a rage. Verses 29-30 state, “and they got up and 
drove Him out of the city, and led Him to the brow of the hill on which their 
city had been built, in order to throw Him down the cliff. But passing through 
their midst, He went His way.” 

While in Jerusalem later in His ministry, Jesus confronts the sinful desires and 
actions of the Jewish leaders. Like the people of Nazareth, the authorities do 
not take kindly to Jesus’ words. Then, after Jesus truthfully highlights His 
divinity, “they picked up stones to throw at Him, but Jesus hid Himself and 
went out of the temple.”   73

In John 10, Jesus again confronts the Jewish leaders and asserts His oneness 
with the Father. So, “The Jews picked up stones again to stone Him. Jesus 
answered them, ‘I showed you many good works from the Father; for which 
of them are you stoning Me?’ The Jews answered Him, ‘For a good work we 
do not stone You, but for blasphemy; and because You, being a man, make 
Yourself out to be God.’ … Therefore they were seeking again to seize Him, 
and He eluded their grasp."  74
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The Book of Acts depicts the followers of Jesus taking this same approach 
when facing persecution. Acts 8:3-4 shows Jesus’ followers’ response to the 
persecution brought on by Paul, “Saul began ravaging the church, entering 
house after house, and dragging off men and women, he would put them in 
prison. Therefore, those who had been scattered went about preaching the 
word.” After Paul’s conversion, he learned that the Jews of Damascus were 
conspiring to kill him. “But his disciples took him by night and let him down 
through an opening in the wall, lowering him in a large basket.”  Paul then 75

went to Jerusalem, where the Hellenistic Jews also began plotting his murder. 
So, “when the brethren learned of it, they brought him down to Caesarea 
and sent him away to Tarsus.”  76

The principle holds true that if Jesus taught and lived it, and the New 
Testament believers did the same, you can be certain the early Christians 
followed suit. Though Clement of Alexandria described martyrdom as 
perfection, he also wrote around AD 195, “When, again, He says, “When 
they persecute you in this city, flee to another,”  … He who is truly brave, 77

with the peril arising from the hostility of the multitude before his eyes, 
courageously awaits whatever comes. In this way, he is distinguished from 
others who are called martyrs. For some furnish occasions for themselves and 
rush into the heart of dangers. … In contrast, those who are in accordance 
with right reason protect themselves. Then, upon God really calling them, 
they promptly surrender themselves and confirm the call.”   78

Here, Clement says that by avoiding persecution when we are able, we 
prevent our persecutors from committing sin against us. However, once we 

 Acts 9:25 75

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+9%3A25&version=NASB1995 

 Acts 9:30 76

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+9%3A30&version=NASB1995 

 Clement of Alexandria, “The Stromata,” 4.10, https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/early-77

church-fathers/ante-nicene/vol-2-second-century/clement-of-alexandria/book-iv.html.

 Clement of Alexandria, “The Stromata,” 7.11, https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/early-78

church-fathers/ante-nicene/vol-2-second-century/clement-of-alexandria/book-vii.html. 

https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/early-church-fathers/ante-nicene/vol-2-second-century/clement-of-alexandria/book-iv.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/early-church-fathers/ante-nicene/vol-2-second-century/clement-of-alexandria/book-iv.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/early-church-fathers/ante-nicene/vol-2-second-century/clement-of-alexandria/book-iv.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/early-church-fathers/ante-nicene/vol-2-second-century/clement-of-alexandria/book-vii.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/early-church-fathers/ante-nicene/vol-2-second-century/clement-of-alexandria/book-vii.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/early-church-fathers/ante-nicene/vol-2-second-century/clement-of-alexandria/book-vii.html
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+9:25&version=NASB1995
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Acts+9:30&version=NASB1995


are certain that God is calling us to surrender, we should courageously, 
humbly and gently embrace death. Origen agrees with Clement as he writes 
around AD 245, “The letter teaches us to withdraw as far as it is in our power 
from those who persecute us and from expected conspiracies through words. 
To do so is to act according to prudence. … When a trial comes that is not in 
our power to avoid, we must endure it with exceeding nobleness and 
courage. But when it is in our power to avoid it, not to do so is rash.”  79

The aforementioned Martyrdom of Polycarp displays that early faithful 
witness following the way set forth for him by Jesus and reinforced by the 
Apostles. When learning that the Empire wants to kill him, Polycarp follows 
the advice of the believers and flees to a less populated area. However, once 
God tells him that it is his time glorify God with his death, he does his best to 
reflect Jesus to his persecutors. What follows is an abbreviated account of that 
story. 

We are writing to you, brothers, with an account of the martyrs, especially the 
blessed Polycarp, whose death brought the persecution to a close. Almost all 
the events that led up to it reveal it to be another martyrdom in the divine 
pattern that we see in the Gospel. For he waited for his betrayal, just like the 
Lord did, so that we might follow him, in looking out for the needs of others 
as well as ourselves. … This is why we do not approve of voluntary 
martyrdom, something the Gospel does not teach us to do. … 

When he heard about this (that he was going to be arrested for being a 
Christian), the redoubtable Polycarp was not in the least upset, and was 
happy to stay in the city, but eventually he was persuaded to leave. He went 
to friends in the nearby country, where as usual he spent the whole time, day 
and night, in prayer for all people and for the churches throughout the world. 
… Three days before Polycarp was arrested, while he was praying, he had a 
vision of the pillow under his head in flames. He said prophetically to those 
who were with him, ”I will be burnt alive.” 
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Those who were looking for him were coming near, so he left for another 
house. They immediately followed him, and when they could not find him, 
they seized two young men from his own household and tortured them into 
confession. … The police and horsemen came with the young man at 
suppertime on the Friday with their usual weapons, as if coming out against a 
robber. That evening, they found him lying down in the upper room of a 
cottage. He could have escaped but he refused saying, "God!s will be done.” 
When he heard that they had come, he went down and spoke with them. 
They were amazed at his age and steadfastness, and some of them said,$"Why 
did we go to so much trouble to capture a man like this?” Immediately he 
called for food and drink for them, and asked for an hour to pray 
uninterrupted. They agreed, and he stood and prayed, so full of the grace of 
God, that he could not stop for two hours. The men were astounded and 
many of them regretted coming to arrest such a godly and venerable old man. 

When he finished praying… they put him on a donkey, and took him into the 
city…. As Polycarp was being taken into the arena, a voice came to him from 
heaven: "Be strong, Polycarp, and play the man!” No one saw who had 
spoken, but our brothers who were there heard the voice. When the crowd 
heard that Polycarp had been captured, there was an uproar. The Proconsul 
asked him whether he was Polycarp. On hearing that he was, he tried to 
persuade him to apostatize, saying, "Have respect for your old age, swear by 
the fortune of Caesar. Repent, and say, #Down with the Atheists!’” Polycarp 
looked grimly at the wicked heathen multitude in the stadium, and gesturing 
towards them, he said, "Down with the Atheists!” “Swear,” urged the 
Proconsul, "reproach Christ, and I will set you free.” “86 years have I served 
Him,” Polycarp declared, "and He has done me no wrong. How can I 
blaspheme my King and my Savior?” 

"I have wild animals here,” the Proconsul said. "I will throw you to them if 
you do not repent.” “Call them,” Polycarp replied. "It is unthinkable for me to 
repent from what is good to turn to what is evil. I will be glad though to be 
changed from evil to righteousness.” “If you despise the animals, I will have 
you burned.” “You threaten me with fire which burns for an hour, and is then 
extinguished, but you know nothing of the fire of the coming judgment and 



eternal punishment, reserved for the ungodly. Why are you waiting? Bring on 
whatever you want.” …  

The crowd collected wood and bundles of sticks from the shops and public 
baths. … When the pile was ready, Polycarp took off his outer clothes, undid 
his belt, and tried to take off his sandals – But when they went to fix him with 
nails, he said, "Leave me as I am, for he that gives me strength to endure the 
fire, will enable me not to struggle, without the help of your nails.” … Then 
the fire was lit, and the flame blazed furiously. We who were privileged to 
witness it saw a great miracle, and this is why we have been preserved, to tell 
the story. The fire shaped itself into the form of an arch, like the sail of a ship 
when filled with the wind, and formed a circle around the body of the martyr. 
… Eventually, when those wicked men saw that his body could not be 
consumed by the fire, they commanded an executioner to pierce him with a 
dagger. … 

This is the story of the blessed Polycarp, the twelfth martyr in Smyrna, though 
he has a unique place in the memory of all people, being remembered even 
by all the heathen. He was not merely an illustrious teacher, but also a pre-
eminent martyr, whose death all desire to imitate, being altogether consistent 
with the Gospel of Christ. Having overcome the unjust governor with 
patience and acquired the crown of immortality, he now, with the apostles 
and all the righteous, glorifies God the Father with joy, and blesses our Lord 
Jesus Christ, the Savior of our souls  80

Like Stephen, the first Christian martyr, Polycarp used his life to faithfully 
testify to the truth of the gospel in a manner that reflected the gospel. 
Additionally, like the martyrdom of Stephen, unbelievers took notice of the 
Christlike way that Polycarp carried himself during the trial. Though we don’t 
know the names of any unbelieving onlookers who eventually gave their lives 
to Jesus after watching Polycarp’s execution, Stephen’s martyrdom clearly 
made an indelible mark in Paul’s memory. Because he faithfully bore witness 
to the gospel and manifested Jesus!$command to be perfect as our heavenly 
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Father is perfect, Stephen planted evangelistic seeds in Paul that eventually 
produced much fruit for the kingdom of God.




Chapter 5. Evangelistic Martyrdom 

“Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, 
it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit. … If I am lifted up from the 
earth, I will draw all men to Myself.”  

- John 12:24; 32 

After being in various teaching positions for over 15 years, I know the 
importance of communicating to your audience in a way that they can 
understand. We must use words, pictures and analogies that our listeners are 
familiar with so they can fully grasp what is being communicated. 
Unfortunately, I am no master communicator. Jesus, on the other hand, 
excelled in this regard.  

Perhaps one of the best examples of Jesus’ incredible, personalized teaching 
method is found in the Gospel of Mark. Most likely written to a Roman 
audience during the reign of Emperor Nero, Mark 1:1 begins with the 
declaration, “The beginning of the gospel of Jesus Christ, the Son of God.“  81

These words would have shocked Mark’s 1st Century Roman audience, for 
there was already one who claimed the title ‘Son of God’, who brought the 
gospel, good tidings or good news to the empire.  

Between 29-19BC, Roman poet, Virgil, wrote, “This is he whom you have so 
often heard promised to you, Augustus Caesar, son of a god, who shall again 
set up the Golden Age.”  An inscription from 6BC called the Priene Calendar 82

declares that Augustus was given by Providence to, “benefit humankind, 
sending him as a savior, both for us and for our descendants, that he might 
end war and arrange all things.” It also stated that, “the birthday of the god 
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Augustus was the beginning of the good tidings for the world that came by 
reason of him.”  83

It would’ve been considered seditious for Mark to begin his Gospel by saying 
that Jesus Christ was the true Son of God who brought the true good news. 
That was a direct affront on lordship of Caesar. Thus, it’s almost unimaginable 
that the Centurion overseeing Jesus’ crucifixion would exclaim, "Truly this 
man was the Son of God!”  And yet, those words of extreme disloyalty to the 84

emperor flowed freely from his lips. How did Jesus convince His executioner 
to transfer his allegiance away from Caesar to the real Savior of the world? 
Similarly, what tactic did Mark use to convince his Roman audience that 
Jesus is Lord and God, not Nero? The answer is that they displayed Jesus’ 
crucifixion as a subverted Roman Triumph. 

Thomas Schmidt writes that a Roman Triumph was, “a celebration in which 
victorious generals and emperors paraded through Rome, putting their 
accomplishments on display for the populace. … After about 20 B.C., the 
triumph became the exclusive privilege of the emperor. Now it was a tribute 
to an all-powerful individual. … Ultimately, for the mid-first-century tyrants 
Gaius (more familiarly known as Caligula) and Nero, this privilege brought 
the triumph together with the notion of the imperator!s own deification. Thus 
the ceremony became reconnected with its roots as a display of the ruler as a 
god.”   85

Ray Vander Laan discusses the ten steps of a Roman Triumph:   86
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“Shortly before Jesus’ time, it became the way the emperors called 
themselves god. … And if followed a fairly well laid out program. …  

1. The Praetorian Guard … would gather at the building called the 
Praetorium. …   

2. The commander of the Praetorians would take the purple robe off the god’s 
statue in the temple of Jupiter, and put it on Caesar. … The wreath that was 
on the head of the statue of the god was removed and placed on Caesar’s 
head in order, again, to say that Caesar is lord and god. … 

3. The Praetorians would hail Caesar as lord and god. … When he had been 
declared lord and god by the Praetorians, the procession would begin. … 

4. Going on the streets of Rome on the Via Sacra … in that procession was 
the emperor in front, and he would be shown leading a sacrificial animal, 
usually a cow or a bull. Next to him was a soldier with the instrument of 
death that would kill the bull. …  

5. They came to a place called Capitoline Hill. ‘Capit’ in Latin means ‘head’. 
So they went to Head Hill. …  

6. The Emperor who was to be called lord and god was offered wine mixed 
with myrrh, which he refused and poured out. …  

7. As the crowd watched, a sacrifice was made and the bull was killed. … A 
sacrificial offering to Jupiter in thanks that his son the emperor is now our 
king. … 

8. Then Caesar would climb the steps of the temple of Jupiter and his favored 
assistants on his right and his left. …  

9. They stood at the top of the steps facing the crowd, and then the crowd 
would acclaim them. ‘Hail Caesar! Lord and god!’ …  



10. They would stand and wait for a sign from the gods. As they stood for the 
memorial for Julius Caesar declaring his son, Octavian, lord and god, a comet 
appeared in the sky so bright you could see it at noontime. … They said, ‘You 
see, the gods are declaring that Caesar is lord and god.’”  87

However, the true Via Sacra is actually the Via Dolorosa. Mark now details 
Jesus’ anti-triumph by suffering for His enemies:  

1.  The soldiers took Him away into the palace (that is, the Praetorium), and 
they called together the whole Roman cohort.  

- Mark 15:16 

2. They dressed Him up in purple, and after twisting a crown of thorns, they 
put it on Him.  

- Mark 15:17 

3. And they began to acclaim Him, "Hail, King of the Jews!” They kept 
beating His head with a reed, and spitting on Him, and kneeling and bowing 
before Him. 

- Mark 15:18-19 

4. And they led Him out to crucify Him. They pressed into service a passer-by 
coming from the country, Simon of Cyrene (the father of Alexander and 
Rufus), to bear His cross. 

- Mark 15:20-21 

5. Then they brought Him to the place Golgotha, which is translated, Place of 
a Skull. 

- Mark 15:22 

6. They tried to give Him wine mixed with myrrh; but He did not take it.  
- Mark 15:23 
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7. And they crucified Him, and divided up His garments among themselves, 
casting lots for them to decide what each man should take. It was the third 
hour when they crucified Him. The inscription of the charge against Him 
read, "THE KING OF THE JEWS.”  

- Mark 15:24-26 

8. They crucified two robbers with Him, one on His right and one on His left.  
- Mark 15:27  

9. Those passing by were hurling abuse at Him, wagging their heads, and 
saying, "Ha! You who are going to destroy the temple and rebuild it in three 
days, save Yourself, and come down from the cross!” In the same way the 
chief priests also, along with the scribes, were mocking Him among 
themselves and saying, "He saved others; He cannot save Himself. Let this 
Christ, the King of Israel, now come down from the cross, so that we may see 
and believe!” Those who were crucified with Him were also insulting Him. 

- Mark 15:29-32 

10. When the sixth hour came, darkness fell over the whole land until the 
ninth hour. At the ninth hour Jesus cried out with a loud voice, “Eloi, Eloi, 
lama sabachthani?” which is translated, “My God, My God, why have You 
forsaken Me?” When some of the bystanders heard it, they began saying, 
"Behold, He is calling for Elijah.” Someone ran and filled a sponge with sour 
wine, put it on a reed, and gave Him a drink, saying, "Let us see whether 
Elijah will come to take Him down.” And Jesus uttered a loud cry, and 
breathed His last. And the veil of the temple was torn in two from top to 
bottom. When the centurion, who was standing right in front of Him, saw the 
way He breathed His last, he said, "Truly this man was the Son of God!” 

- Mark 15:33-39 

Timothy Schmidt summarizes Mark’s anti-triumph this way, “The opening 
sentence of Mark!s gospel identifies Jesus as ‘the Son of God,’ but no human 
voice gives him that title until after he dies. Struck with wonder as he watches 
Jesus breathe his last, a Roman centurion gasps, ‘Truly this man was God!s 
Son!’ (Mark 15:39). The moment of Jesus!$death, the moment of his sacrifice, 



is the culmination of Mark!s parable of triumph. But Mark presents the 
crucifixion as an ‘anti-triumph’—with Jesus mocked and killed—to show that 
the seeming scandal of the cross is actually an exaltation of Christ.”   88

Jesus’ decision to lose His life in a manner that not only fulfilled numerous 
biblical prophecies, but also subverted a Roman Triumph, was power 
evangelism on display. As Paul wrote about the word of the cross in 1 
Corinthians 1:18, “To us who are being saved it is the power of God.”  

Mark spent a considerable amount of time on mission with Paul, and he 
chose to employ the image of a Roman Triumph to not only teach us about 
Christ, but also about our purpose. The apostle writes in 2 Corinthians 
2:14-16, “Thanks be to God, who always leads us in triumph in Christ and 
manifests through us the sweet aroma of the knowledge of Him in every 
place. For we are a fragrance of Christ to God among those who are being 
saved and among those who are perishing; to the one an aroma from death 
to death, to the other an aroma from life to life."  

Schmidt comments about Paul’s use of the Triumph imagery, “Even the 
references to scent may evoke the image of first-century triumphs, which 
included the distribution of aromatic substances along the route of the 
procession to signify the preservation of the life of the triumphator and 
possibly the death of his captives, some of whom would be killed. … There 
can be no mistaking his allusion to Christ as triumphator.”  Evidently, when 89

Paul says Christ leads us in triumph, he is identifying himself as one of Jesus’ 
captives. And he’s grateful for that! One, because the alternative is being a 
slave of sin and the devil.  Two, because it’s infinitely better to be a 90

doorkeeper in the house of the Lord than to dwell in the tents of the 
wicked.  And three, because we get to play a crucial part in others coming 91

to an awareness of and giving their allegiance to the true Triumphator, Jesus.  
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Paul illustrates the part we play in Jesus’ mission by way of another analogy in 
2 Corinthians 5:11, 20, “Knowing the fear of the Lord, we persuade men. … 
We are ambassadors for Christ, as though God were making an appeal 
through us.” Paul says that our job is to persuade people by being 
ambassadors for the kingdom of God. This means that we are to, "act as an 
established statesman (diplomat) – a trusted, respected ambassador who is 
authorized to speak as God's emissary (represent His kingdom).”  Thus, God 92

is using followers of the Lamb who model the way of the Lamb to persuade 
the world to transfer their allegiance to the kingdom of the Lamb.  

We see Paul living out this message in Acts 16, as he acts as an ambassador 
of the kingdom of heaven to the people of Philippi. Just as Jesus’ self-
sacrificial death for His enemies awakened the Centurion overseeing His 
execution, Paul and Silas’ implementation of the way of the Lamb led to the 
evangelization of their Philippian Roman Jailer. To set the stage, we need to 
give some background on Philippi.  

Soon after Octavian (Caesar Augustus) and Mark Antony defeated Brutus and 
Cassius at Philippi, it was made a Roman colony.  Octavian established it as 93

a place for Roman veterans of war to live.  As a Roman Colony, Philippi was 94

supposed to be reflection of Rome and its gospel of the worldwide peace 
brought by Caesar. So, Augustus graced the colony with many Roman 
Benefactions, or good works, to help those visiting understand what it was 
like to visit the great city. Some of these ‘good works’ included aqueducts, 
paved streets, temples, theaters and the imperial games.  Because of their 95

military background and the great kindness demonstrated to them by the 
emperor, the Philippians possessed an intense devotion to their Roman lord 
and savior. 
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While Paul, Silas, Luke and Timothy are walking the streets of Philippi in Acts 
16, they encounter a slave-girl possessing a spirit of divination who brought 
her masters (who are basically pimps) much profit by telling the future.  The 96

evil spirit is actually called a Python spirit, which is connected with the 
oracle at Delphi.  For many days, she follows the missionaries, crying out, 97

"These men are bond-servants of the Most High God, who are proclaiming to 
you the way of salvation.” It’s a clever tactic of the enemy; using a clearly 
demonized individual to truthfully state the purpose for the disciples’ visit. 
However, the evil spirit is no longer able to undermine the missionaries as 
Paul turns and says to the spirit, “I command you in the name of Jesus Christ 
to come out of her!”  The Python spirit is cast out, and the girl is freed.  98

The girl’s masters don’t view this miracle as a blessing, however. They 
become enraged that they can no longer exploit this child of God for their 
own financial gain, seize Paul and Silas, and drag them into the market place 
before the authorities. The crowed is stirred up against the missionaries, and 
the city officials have them beaten with rods and imprisoned with their feet 
fastened in stocks.   99

No matter how many times I read this story, I’m always amazed at Paul and 
Silas’ response to being unjustly tortured. Luke records in Acts 16:25, “But 
about midnight Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns of praise to 
God, and the prisoners were listening to them.” Their choice to praise God in 
the midst of persecution perfectly reflects the attitude Jesus called His 
disciples to have in Matthew 5:10-12, “Blessed are those who have been 
persecuted for the sake of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. 
Blessed are you when people insult you and persecute you, and falsely say all 
kinds of evil against you because of Me. Rejoice and be glad, for your reward 
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in heaven is great; for in the same way they persecuted the prophets who 
were before you.” 

In the same way that the poor in spirit are somehow able to experience the 
kingdom of heaven in real time, so too are those who are persecuted because 
of their faith in Jesus.  Thus, Paul and Silas are rejoicing because they know 100

God is using this trial to further transform them to be more like their Lord. But 
there’s more. I am convinced they are also rejoicing because they know the 
Holy Spirit is up to something.  

Jesus told His disciples in Luke 21:12-15 that they should view these trials of 
persecution as an opportunity for Him to move in the hearts of their 
oppressors. "They will lay their hands on you and will persecute you, 
delivering you to the synagogues and prisons, bringing you before kings and 
governors for My name!s sake. It will lead to an opportunity for your 
testimony. So make up your minds not to prepare beforehand to defend 
yourselves; for I will give you utterance and wisdom which none of your 
opponents will be able to resist or refute.”  

Maybe the utterance and wisdom He gives isn’t always a sermon. Maybe the 
utterance and wisdom He gives is a song of thanksgiving in the midst of 
suffering. There’s something about songs that allows them to reach the soul in 
ways that speeches rarely do. So, Paul and Silas, led by the Holy Spirit, praise 
their Lord and God while others listen. And then, God moved.  

“Suddenly there came a great earthquake, so that the foundations of the 
prison house were shaken; and immediately all the doors were opened and 
everyone!s chains were unfastened. When the jailer awoke and saw the 
prison doors opened, he drew his sword and was about to kill himself, 
supposing that the prisoners had escaped. But Paul cried out with a loud 
voice, saying, ‘Do not harm yourself, for we are all here!’ And he called for 
lights and rushed in, and trembling with fear he fell down before Paul and 
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Silas, and after he brought them out, he said, ‘Sirs, what must I do to be 
saved?’”   101

Dwell on the meekness of Paul and Silas. Notice how they bless their 
persecutor. Though they weren’t executed, think about how they put the way 
of the Lamb on display. Watch how Jesus triumphs over His enemies. 

Now, thinking about the jailer, remember that for the Roman colony of 
Philippi, there was already one who had saved them: Caesar, and the people 
were fiercely loyal to him. Thus, with his question, the jailer was walking on 
dangerous ground. Then, Paul raises the tension as he responds in verse 31, 
"Believe in the Lord Jesus, and you will be saved, you and your household.” 
Again, it was seditious in 1st Century Rome to profess faith in and fidelity to 
someone other than Caesar as Lord and King.  Yet, the faithful witness of 102

Paul and Silas encouraged the jailer to follow suit.  

“And they spoke the word of the Lord to him together with all who were in 
his house. And he took them that very hour of the night and washed their 
wounds, and immediately he was baptized, he and all his household. And he 
brought them into his house and set food before them, and rejoiced greatly, 
having believed in God with his whole household.”   103

After Paul and Silas are brought back to the jail the next morning, we find out 
that Paul was a Roman Citizen.  Being so, Paul had rights and privileges 104

which included, “a fair public trial for a citizen accused of any crime, 
exemption from certain ignominious forms of punishment, and protection 
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against summary execution.”  Therefore, it was illegal for the magistrates to 105

have beaten and imprisoned him without a trial. Also, because Roman 
citizenship was such a prized possession, many citizens carried proof of their 
citizenship at all times.  So, why did Paul wait to prove his citizenship?  106

In a word, he did not view himself first and foremost as a Roman citizen. As 
Paul wrote in his letter to the Philippians, “For our citizenship is in heaven, 
from which also we eagerly wait for a Savior, the Lord Jesus Christ.”  Paul 107

had a new, heavenly country, and gave his allegiance to the real Savior and 
Lord. So, he followed his Lord and emptied himself of his right to use his 
Roman citizenship for his own advantage. He humbled himself and took the 
role of a bondservant, becoming obedient even through torture, so that 
someone new might also pledge their allegiance to Lord Jesus.  108

Many years later, Paul was in house arrest in Rome because of his faith in and 
faithfulness to the Lord Jesus. From there, he wrote his letter to the saints at 
Philippi who were also going through a fiery trial. Paul framed both his 
situation and theirs with words that would have certainly brought the 
circumstances of Acts 16 to their minds.  

Now I want you to know, brethren, that my circumstances have turned out 
for the greater progress of the gospel, so that my imprisonment in the cause of 
Christ has become well known throughout the whole praetorian guard and to 
everyone else, and that most of the brethren, trusting in the Lord because of 
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my imprisonment, have far more courage to speak the word of God without 
fear.  109

Similar to the opportunity that being beaten for the gospel opened for Paul 
with the Roman jailer, Paul says that his current persecution is again causing 
the gospel to progress. The word ‘progress’ carries a picture similar to a man 
wielding a machete in the jungle to cut a path through the bush.  He backs 110

up his claim by explaining how the true gospel is reaching the Praetorian 
guard and emboldening the saints in Rome to faithfully testify to the way of 
the Lamb, just like the jailer who courageously transferred his allegiance from 
Caesar to Jesus. Paul then exhorts the followers of the Way in Philippi: 

Only conduct yourselves in a manner worthy of the gospel of Christ, so that 
whether I come and see you or remain absent, I will hear of you that you 
are standing firm in one spirit, with one mind striving together for the faith of 
the gospel; in no way alarmed by your opponents—which is a sign of 
destruction for them, but of salvation for you, and that too, from God. For to 
you it has been granted for Christ!s sake, not only to believe in Him, but also 
to suffer for His sake, experiencing the same conflict which you saw in me, 
and now hear to be in me.   111

When Paul calls the Philippians to conduct themselves in a manner worthy of 
the gospel, he’s actually calling them to live like citizens of heaven. The word 
‘conduct’ (6512(075%/) literally means to live as a citizen. Think about the 
scene in Acts 16. Which did Paul live like: a citizen of Rome or a citizen of 
heaven? Was Paul actively or passively living out his faith?  

Just as Paul aggressively advanced the gospel through the implementation of 
the the Sermon on the Mount, he calls the believers in Philippi to do the 
same. The words ‘strive together’ (8)9/:143) in Philippians 1:27 carry a 
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picture of a group of people competing and cooperating together to 
accomplish a common mission. Think about Paul and Silas choosing to be 
beaten and imprisoned together, then deciding to pray and sing together, and 
neither running out of the jail when they had the chance. Why? To 
accomplish the mission of bringing their persecutor into the family of God.  

Finally, Paul says that putting Jesus’ commands into action brings unbelievers 
to a crossroads of sorts. Seeing us willing to suffer and even bless our 
oppressors without causing them harm, “is a sign of destruction for them, but 
of salvation for you.”  It’s like they suddenly become confronted by Jesus 112

with the fact that they will one day stand before His judgement seat to be 
recompensed for their deeds in the body, according to what they have done, 
whether good or bad. According to Paul, one of the most powerful forms of 
evangelism occurs when faithful witnesses follow the way of the Lamb.  

The early Christians also viewed lifestyle and actual martyrdom as one of the 
most effective ways to advance the gospel. In the middle of the 2nd Century,  
Justin Martyr wrote about Christians all over the world, “We who were filled 
with war, and mutual slaughter, and every wickedness, have each through the 
whole earth changed our warlike weapons,— our swords into ploughshares, 
and our spears into implements of tillage, —and we cultivate piety, 
righteousness, philanthropy, faith, and hope, which we have from the Father 
Himself through Him who was crucified. … Now it is evident that no one can 
terrify or subdue us who have believed in Jesus over all the world. For it is 
plain that, though beheaded, and crucified, and thrown to wild beasts, and 
chains, and fire, and all other kinds of torture, we do not give up our 
confession; but the more such things happen, the more do others and in 
larger numbers become faithful, and worshippers of God through the name of 
Jesus. For just as if one should cut away the fruit-bearing parts of a vine, it 
grows up again, and yields other branches flourishing and fruitful; even so the 
same thing happens with us.” 

At the end of the 2nd Century, Tertullian wrote similar statements about 
followers of Jesus in his defense of Christianity to the Roman Emperor. “His 
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disciples also, spreading over the world, did as their Divine Master bade 
them; and after suffering greatly themselves from the persecutions of the 
Jews, and with no unwilling heart, as having faith undoubting in the truth, at 
last by Nero!s cruel sword sowed the seed of Christian blood at Rome. … The 
more often we are mown down by you, the more in number we grow. The 
blood of Christians is seed. … For who that contemplates it, is not excited to 
inquire what is a the bottom of it? Who, after inquiry, does not embrace our 
doctrines?”  113

Long before COVID-19, the Plague of Cyprian wreaked havoc on the Roman 
empire. Some reports claimed that at times this mid-3rd Century pandemic 
took the lives of 5,000 people a day in the city of Rome.   Cyprian 114 115

himself detailed the varied and grotesque symptoms of the deadly pestilence 
in his work ‘On the Mortality’, “The bowels loosened into a flux and exhaust 
the strength of the body, that a fever contracted in the very marrow of the 
bones breaks out into ulcers of the throat, that the intestines are shaken by 
continual vomiting, that the blood-shot eyes burn, that the feet of some or 
certain parts of their members are cut away by the infection of diseased 
putrefaction, that, by a weakness developing through the losses and injuries 
of the body, either the gait is enfeebled, or the hearing impaired, or the sight 
blinded.”  116

So, how did the early Christians respond to this plague that was decimating 
the Roman Empire? Dionysius, who was the Bishop of Alexandria, Egypt 
during the pandemic, gives us an eye-witness account. This is a long quote, 
but I feel that it’s an important contrast to our modern practices.  
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Now, indeed, everything is tears and every one is mourning, and wailings 
resound daily through the city because of the multitude of the dead and 
dying. But … The most of our brethren were unsparing in their exceeding 
love and brotherly kindness. They held fast to each other and visited the sick 
fearlessly, and ministered to them continually, serving them in Christ. And 
they died with them most joyfully, taking the affliction of others, and drawing 
the sickness from their neighbors to themselves and willingly receiving their 
pains. And many who cared for the sick and gave strength to others died 
themselves having transferred to themselves their death. …  

Truly the best of our brethren departed from life in this manner, including 
some presbyters and deacons and those of the people who had the highest 
reputation; so that this form of death, through the great piety and strong faith 
it exhibited, seemed to lack nothing of martyrdom. And they took the bodies 
of the saints in their open hands and in their bosoms, and closed their eyes 
and their mouths; and they bore them away on their shoulders and laid them 
out; and they clung to them and embraced them; and they prepared them 
suitably with washings and garments. And after a little they received like 
treatment themselves, for the survivors were continually following those who 
had gone before them. 

But with the heathen everything was quite otherwise. They deserted those 
who began to be sick, and fled from their dearest friends. And they cast them 
out into the streets when they were half dead, and left the dead like refuse, 
unburied. They shunned any participation or fellowship with death; which 
yet, with all their precautions, it was not easy for them to escape.  117

As callous as the actions of the unbelievers seem, they are actually quite 
normal. It is normal to be scared of death.  In fact, from a biblical point of 118
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view, someone who has rejected Jesus should be terrified of death.  Cyprian 119

illuminates this thought well in ‘On the Mortality’. 

“Let him certainly be afraid to die who, not having been reborn of water and 
the spirit is delivered up to the fires of hell. Let him be afraid to die who is not 
listed under the cross and passion of Christ. Let him be afraid to die who will 
pass from this death to a second death. Let him be afraid to die whom, on 
departing from the world, the eternal flame will torment with everlasting 
punishments. Let him be afraid to die to whom this is granted by a longer 
delay, that his tortures and groans meanwhile may be deferred.”  120

So, what effect did the faithful witness of the Christians during the plague 
have upon the unbelieving population of the mid-3rd Century? Cyprian 
continues, “By the dread of the mortality and of the time the lukewarm are 
inflamed, the slack are nerved up, the slothful are stimulated, the deserters 
are compelled to return, the heathens are constrained to believe, the ancient 
congregation of the faithful is called to rest, the new and abundant army is 
gathered to the battle with a braver vigor, to fight without fear of death when 
the battle shall come, because it comes to the warfare in the time of the 
mortality.”  121

The early Christians’ adherence to the others-centered way of the Lamb in the 
face of the excruciating torment of the Plague of Cyprian caused unbelievers 
throughout the Roman Empire to embrace Jesus and fight for the souls of their 
neighbors. Again, the willingness to lovingly die for the sake of the gospel 
proved a powerful method of evangelism for the early Church.  

In Foxe!s Book of Martyrs, we get an account of the tribulation the Roman 
Empire unleashed on the Christians during the Diocletian Persecution of the 
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early 4th Century. “No distinction was made of age or sex; the name of 
Christian was so obnoxious to the pagans that all indiscriminately fell 
sacrifices to their opinions. Many houses were set on fire, and whole Christian 
families perished in the flames; and others had stones fastened about their 
necks, and being tied together were driven into the sea. The persecution 
became general in all the Roman provinces, but more particularly in the east; 
and as it lasted ten years. … Racks, scourges, swords, daggers, crosses, 
poison, and famine, were made use of in various parts to dispatch the 
Christians; … many of them having their ears cut off, their noses slit, their 
right eyes put out, their limbs rendered useless by dreadful dislocations, and 
their flesh seared in conspicuous places with red-hot irons."  122

Lactantius, an early 4th Century writer who lived through the Diocletian 
Persecution, detailed how the faithfulness of the Christians affected the 
unbelievers of the empire. “Our number is continually increased from the 
worshippers of gods, but is never lessened, not even in persecution itself. … 
People see that Christian men are lacerated by various kinds of tortures. Yet, 
those men retain their forbearance unsubdued - while the executioners are 
wearied. Seeing this, the crowd realizes (as is really the case) that neither the 
agreement of so many persons nor the constancy of the dying is without 
meaning. They realize that endurance alone could not overcome such great 
tortures, without the aid of God. After all, robbers and men of robust frame 
are unable to endure lacerations of this kind.”   123

Just a few days before he was tortured and executed for committing sedition 
against Caesar, Jesus said, "The hour has come for the Son of Man to be 
glorified. Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth 
and dies, it remains alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruit.”  Those words 124

Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, “The Tenth Persecution, Under Diocletian, A.D. 303,” https://122

www.biblestudytools.com/history/foxs-book-of-martyrs/the-tenth-persecution-under-diocletian-a-
d-303.html.  

 Lactantius, The Divine Institutes, 4.13, https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/early-church-123

fathers/ante-nicene/vol-7-third-fourth-centuries/lactantius/book-v-of-justice.html. 

 John 12:23-24 124

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+12%3A23-24&version=NASB1995

https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/early-church-fathers/ante-nicene/vol-7-third-fourth-centuries/lactantius/book-v-of-justice.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/early-church-fathers/ante-nicene/vol-7-third-fourth-centuries/lactantius/book-v-of-justice.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/early-church-fathers/ante-nicene/vol-7-third-fourth-centuries/lactantius/book-v-of-justice.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/foxs-book-of-martyrs/the-tenth-persecution-under-diocletian-a-d-303.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/foxs-book-of-martyrs/the-tenth-persecution-under-diocletian-a-d-303.html
https://www.biblestudytools.com/history/foxs-book-of-martyrs/the-tenth-persecution-under-diocletian-a-d-303.html


perfectly encapsulate not only the ministry of Jesus, but also that of the early 
Church. As Tertullian said, the blood of the Christians is seed.  

In the previous chapter, we covered Stephen, the first follower of Jesus to be 
martyred. Now we will take a brief glance at the story of the first apostle to 
meet that fate. Luke tells us in Acts 12:1-2, “Herod the king laid hands on 
some who belonged to the church in order to mistreat them. And he had 
James the brother of John put to death with a sword.”  

That’s not much detail for such an important event in the history of 
Christendom. Fortunately, Clement of Alexandria fills in the gaps for us with 
the tradition handed down to him. At the end of the 2nd Century, he wrote, 
“As James was led to the place of martyrdom, his accuser was brought to 
repent of his conduct by the apostle's extraordinary courage and 
undauntedness, and fell down at his feet to request his pardon, professing 
himself a Christian, and resolving that James should not receive the crown of 
martyrdom alone. Hence they were both beheaded at the same time.”  

James’ willingness to lovingly die for the gospel produced much fruit as 
another soul was transferred out of the kingdom of darkness and brought into 
the kingdom of God’s Son. The early Christians were not pacifists. They were 
absolutely engaged in evangelistic warfare, and communicated the truth of 
the gospel in a manner that their persecutors struggled to shake from their 
thoughts. These faithful witnesses fought and overcame the enemy in the 
same manner as the true Triumphator and Savior of the world, the Lord Jesus 
Christ, the Son of God. 




Chapter 6. Martyrdom as Warfare 

“These will wage war against the Lamb, and the Lamb will overcome them, 
because He is Lord of lords and King of kings, and those who are with Him  
are the called and chosen and faithful.” 

- Revelation 17:14 

I began the first chapter of this book by defining terms. For ‘martyr’, I wrote: 
One who gives his or her life to bear witness to the truth of the gospel in a 
manner consistent with the gospel.  It’s important to get a clear 125

understanding of these words because they can be easily twisted by people 
promoting their own agendas. Unfortunately, Martin Luther is a prime 
example of this phenomenon. 

In 1525, German Lutheran peasants revolted against the oppressive and 
unjust practices of the nobility class. They justified their actions with Luther’s 
teaching that loving one’s neighbor involves avenging wrongs done to them. 
The peasants took up arms and attacked the estates of the German princes. 
Luther initially had sympathy for the the peasants and advocated for peace 
between the two sides; however, he eventually sided with the those who held 
power, money and influence.  In the midst of the revolt, he wrote a 126

document to the princes encouraging them that they must do God’s work and 
destroy the peasants.  

“Anyone who can be proved to be a seditious person is an outlaw before 
God and the emperor; and whoever is the first to put him to death does right 
and well. … Therefore let everyone who can, smite; slay, and stab, secretly or 
openly, remembering that nothing can be more poisonous, hurtful, or devilish 
than a rebel. It is just as when one must kill a mad dog; if you do not strike 
him, he will strike you, and a whole land with you. … They cloak this terrible 
and horrible sin with the gospel, call themselves ‘Christian brethren.’ … Thus 
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they become the worst blasphemers of God and slanderers of his holy name. 
Under the outward appearance of the gospel, they honor and serve the devil, 
thus deserving death in body and soul ten times over. I have never heard of a 
more hideous sin. …  

This is not a time to sleep. And there is no place for patience or mercy. This is 
the time of the sword, not the day of grace. … Thus, anyone who is killed 
fighting on the side of the rulers may be a true martyr in the eyes of God, if he 
fights with the kind of conscience I have just described, for he acts in 
obedience to God!s word. On the other hand, anyone who perishes on the 
peasants!$side is an eternal firebrand of hell, for he bears the sword against 
God!s word and is disobedient to him, and is a member of the devil. … These 
are strange times, when a prince can win heaven with bloodshed better than 
other men with prayer!  127

If we take Luther at his word, a martyr for Jesus doesn’t have to act like Jesus. 
A martyr for Jesus can act like the Sanhedrin and the Romans as long as they 
are in positions of government. But it doesn’t stop there. For Luther, if you’re 
in authority, you can actually earn your salvation if you die while killing 
people who are resisting authority. Where in the world did Martin Luther get 
such strange ideas?  

In AD 1505, Luther became a monk in the order of Augustine of Hippo, who 
most people call St. Augustine.  Augustine (AD 354-430) grew up in a 128

Christian home, apostatized, found a mistress, became a Stoic philosopher, 
spent 9-10 years as a Manichaean Gnostic, and eventually converted back to 
Christianity after hearing St. Ambrose of Milan preach. At first, Augustine’s 
writings strongly mirrored those of the early Church. However, his theology 
changed in AD 412, a year after the Visigoths sacked Rome.  He and 129

Ambrose introduced "just war” theology, and soon began to promote the 
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torture and execution of people deemed heretics, even though he was the 
one now advocating as orthodox several doctrines that early Christians called 
heresies.   130 131

In Book 1, chapter 21 of ‘City of God’, Augustine detailed the cases in which 
Christians may put men to death without incurring the guilt of murder. As you 
read this, please keep in mind that at this point in history, the religion of the 
Roman Empire was Christianity and there was no separation of Church and 
State. “He to whom authority is delegated, and who is but the sword in the 
hand of him who uses it, is not himself responsible for the death he deals. 
And, accordingly, they who have waged war in obedience to the divine 
command, or in conformity with His laws, have represented in their persons 
the public justice or the wisdom of government, and in this capacity have put 
to death wicked men; such persons have by no means violated the 
commandment, ‘You shall not kill.’”  132

Things drift even further from the way of the Lamb in AD 416, when 
Augustine justifies Christians torturing Christians deemed heretics in ‘Of the 
Correction of the Donatists’, Letter 185.  

“There is a persecution of unrighteousness, which the impious inflict upon the 
Church of Christ; and there is a righteous persecution, which the Church of 
Christ inflicts upon the impious. She therefore is blessed in suffering 
persecution for righteousness!$sake; but they are miserable, suffering 
persecution for unrighteousness. Moreover, she persecutes in the spirit of 
love, they in the spirit of wrath; she that she may correct, they that they may 
overthrow: she that she may recall from error, they that they may drive 
headlong into error. Finally, she persecutes her enemies and arrests them, 
until they become weary in their vain opinions, so that they should make 
advance in the truth. …  
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It is indeed better (as no one ever could deny) that men should be led to 
worship God by teaching, than that they should be driven to it by fear of 
punishment or pain; but it does not follow that because the former course 
produces the better men, therefore those who do not yield to it should be 
neglected. For many have found advantage (as we have proved, and are daily 
proving by actual experiment), in being first compelled by fear or pain, so 
that they might afterwards be influenced by teaching, or might follow out in 
act what they had already learned in word. While those are better who are 
guided aright by love, those are certainly more numerous who are corrected 
by fear.”  133

For Augustine, it’s best if people repent simply due to hearing good teaching. 
However, it’s more effective and efficient if the Church will just torture them 
into ‘repentance’. After all, righteous persecution supposedly helps those who 
are unrighteous experience the Church’s compelling ‘spirit of love’.  

It’s important to note that both Luther and Augustine contributed many good 
things to the body of Christ. Unfortunately, though, one of the most important 
lessons we can learn from their legacies is that Christians being in highly 
influential positions of earthly government is eventually going to prove 
disastrous for Christendom’s reputation. In many conversations with 
unbelievers, I’ve found that a main reason they reject Christianity is that 
Christians seem to reject Christ’s teachings. Specifically, unbelievers often 
find it impossible to follow the teachings of Jesus in the Sermon on the Mount 
and put people to death at the same time. Interestingly, the early Christians 
felt the same, and that’s why they generally chose to stay out of vocations 
where they would be forced to choose between loyalty to Caesar and 
allegiance to Jesus. 

In AD 197, Tertullian defended Christianity to the rulers of the Roman Empire 
by writing, “The Caesars too would have believed on Christ, if either the 
Caesars had not been necessary for the world, or if Christians could have 
been Caesars. … As those in whom all ardour in the pursuit of glory and 
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honour is dead, we have no pressing inducement to take part in your public 
meetings; nor is there aught more entirely foreign to us than affairs of state. 
We acknowledge one all-embracing commonwealth—the world.  … No 134

conspiracy has ever broken out from our body: no Caesar!s blood has ever 
fixed a stain upon us, in the senate or even in the palace; no assumption of 
the purple has ever in any of the provinces been affected by us.”   135

There was more than one reason that the early Christians believed someone 
couldn’t be Caesar and a Christian at the same time. However, one sticking 
point is that Caesars wore the purple. Though some robes with purple could 
be worn by the elite class, they were generally reserved for magistrates, 
generals or Caesars. Early 3rd Century writer, Hippolytus writes about certain 
careers that would have to be renounced in order for someone to be 
baptized, "If someone is a military governor, or the ruler of a city who wears 
the purple, he shall cease or he shall be rejected.”  It!s true that Jesus wore 136

the purple on Good Friday, but His robe was drenched in the blood He shed 
to save His enemies. That’s quite a different way to rule.  

In his response to pagan writer Celsus, Origen reveals another reason behind 
the early Church’s refusal to use governmental authority to defend 
Christianity. “Celsus also urges us to ‘take office in the government of the 
country, if that is required for the maintenance of the laws and the support of 
religion.’ But we recognise in each state the existence of another national 
organization, founded by the Word of God, and we exhort those who are 
mighty in word and of blameless life to rule over Churches.”  In the last 137

chapter, I stated that the early Christians were not pacifists in the sense that 
they absolutely believed in defending the gospel. However, they believed that 
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the gospel was most effectively defended, as Peter says, by sanctifying Christ 
as Lord in our hearts and treating those who oppose us with gentleness and 
reverence.   138

Lactantius writes concerning the way Christians should defend the truth of the 
gospel, “For religion is to be defended, not by putting to death, but by dying; 
not by cruelty, but by patient endurance; not by guilt, but by good faith: for 
the former belong to evils, but the latter to goods; and it is necessary for that 
which is good to have place in religion, and not that which is evil. For if you 
wish to defend religion by bloodshed, and by tortures, and by guilt, it will no 
longer be defended, but will be polluted and profaned. … The right method 
therefore is, that you defend religion by patient endurance or by death; in 
which the preservation of the faith is both pleasing to God Himself, and adds 
authority to religion. … Therefore the worship of God, since it belongs to 
heavenly warfare, requires the greatest devotedness and fidelity.”   139

The worship of God belongs to heavenly warfare, which is fought through 
faith that produces patient endurance, even unto death. The book of 
Revelation is filled with warfare verbiage. One of the main ideas we see 
throughout the book of Revelation is the need to overcome. Overcome 
(92;&3) is a word that you find throughout Revelation, and one which means 
to conquer or carry off the victory, and it implies a battle.   140

Revelation 12 highlights this theme clearly. “And the great dragon was 
thrown down, the serpent of old who is called the devil and Satan, who 
deceives the whole world; he was thrown down to the earth, and his angels 
were thrown down with him. Then 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 brethren has been 
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thrown down, he who accuses them before our God day and night. And 
they overcame him because of the blood of the Lamb and because of the 
word of their testimony, and they did not love their life even when faced with 
death.’ … So the dragon was enraged with the woman, and went off to make 
war with the rest of her children, who keep the commandments of God 
and hold to the testimony of Jesus.”  141

To be honest, warring against an unseen, spiritual enemy is a difficult concept 
for us. We like to live by sight, not by faith. But the truth is, we are not at war 
with the people who are persecuting us, but rather with unseen, powerful, 
evil spiritual beings. Bombs and bullets accomplish nothing against these 
forces, so how in the world are we supposed to fight against that? The answer 
can be found in the opening lines of the Sermon on the Mount. “Blessed are 
the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.”  The answer begins 142

with humility.  

We read in James 4:6-8, “God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the 
humble. Submit therefore to God. Resist the devil and he will flee from 
you. Draw near to God and He will draw near to you.” The warfare 
terminology in this passage is often overlooked. ‘Opposed’ (<9(2(&885%/2) is, 
“a very old military term, was used for placing a soldier in a specific platoon 
(with a specific function) – i.e. in a definite order to attack or resist.”  143

Basically, God is at war with the proud, but gives special divine help to the 
humble. Before we discuss the power of humility, we need to understand this 
word ‘proud’. To be proud (=60'>?/95*) carries the idea of exalting 
ourselves above others. However, it literally means to over-shine, particularly 
in the case of one’s relationship with God.  

Perhaps the best example of God opposing the proud is seen in Isaiah 
14:12-15, where a taunt is taken up against the king of Babylon, who serves 
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as a metaphor for the devil. "How you have fallen from heaven, o star of the 
morning, son of the dawn! You have been cut down to the earth, you who 
have weakened the nations! But you said in your heart, #I will ascend to 
heaven; I will raise my throne above the stars of God, and I will sit on the 
mount of assembly in the recesses of the north. I will ascend above the 
heights of the clouds; I will make myself like the Most High.! Nevertheless 
you will be thrust down to Sheol, to the recesses of the pit.” 

The king of Babylon (and the one of whom he is a type) believed he should 
be first. He believed he should rule. He believed he should be worshiped, 
and he acted accordingly. He tried to over-shine the Lord of heaven and 
earth, and quickly found himself in a war he could not win. But the reality of 
Satan’s impending defeat does not stop him from fighting. Apparently, he has 
decided that if he can’t defeat God, he will do his best to destroy anyone who 
bears God’s image.  

1 Peter 5 serves as a companion passage to James 4, displaying the heavenly 
battle we find ourselves in, and also how to overcome the devil. Peter writes 
in verses 5-9, “All of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, 
for God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble. Therefore 
humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at 
the proper time, casting all your anxiety on Him, because He cares for you. 
Be of sober spirit, be on the alert. Your adversary, the devil, prowls around like 
a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour. But resist him, firm in your faith, 
knowing that the same experiences of suffering are being accomplished by 
your brethren who are in the world.”  

Again we see the command to humble ourselves, for God is opposed to the 
proud, but gives divine help to the humble. We are told that the devil is 
neither passive nor neutral, but is actively opposing us.  Like a lion stalking 144

its prey, our adversary is attempting to hunt us down and consume us.  145

However, Peter doesn’t compare us to hyenas, elephants or any other creature 
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that might stand a fighting chance against the king of the jungle. No, Peter 
calls us sheep, and that doesn’t have the appearance of a fair fight.   146

Regardless, Peter commands followers of Jesus to resist the devil. ‘Resist’ does 
not mean exercising self control, like refusing to fall into the temptation of 
eating another cookie. The word ‘resist’ (<9:@8(A%2) is a cousin of ‘oppose’; 
and similarly, it too was an ancient military term that paints a picture of an 
army taking its stand against an opponent as a resistance force.  This is not a 147

call to pacifism. This is a call to war. But we do not wage war against the 
devil using worldly weapons.  Like James, Peter calls us to fight with 148

humility. 

Antithetical to the word ‘proud’, humility means, “living in complete 
dependence on the Lord, i.e. with no reliance on self.”  When we choose 149

to humble ourselves in our fight against the devil, we choose to depend on 
God’s power and in His ways. We do not rely on our understanding or 
experiences; we do not exalt ourselves as if we can handle the battle on our 
own.  

Paul beats the drum for humility in our fight against the devil in Ephesians 
6:10-18. As you read, pay careful attention to all the warfare language he 
uses.  

Finally, be strong in the Lord and in the strength of His might. Put on the full 
armor of God, so that you will be able to stand firm against the schemes of 
the devil. For our struggle is not against flesh and blood, but against the 
rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this darkness, against 
the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places. Therefore, take up 
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the full armor of God, so that you will be able to resist in the evil day, and 
having done everything, to stand firm. Stand firm therefore, having girded 
your loins with truth, and having put on the breastplate of righteousness, and 
having shod your feet with the preparation of the gospel of peace; in addition 
to all, taking up the shield of faith with which you will be able to extinguish all 
the flaming arrows of the evil one. And take the helmet of salvation, and the 
sword of the Spirit, which is the word of God. With all prayer and petition 
pray at all times in the Spirit, and with this in view, be on the alert with all 
perseverance and petition for all the saints. 

Though Paul never uses the word, you can see humility all throughout his 
exhortation. Because our adversary does not consist of flesh and blood, we 
can’t use material weapons to combat him. Though it is counterintuitive, we 
cannot lean on our own understanding and experiences to successfully wage 
war against a spiritual foe. We must humbly choose take up God’s armor, 
depend on His power, and fight in a manner worthy of the gospel. When we 
take up weapons like prayer and the word of God, we demonstrate the 
humility He desires in us and He battles on our behalf.  

A great picture of this type humility is found in the story of Virginia Prodan. 
As a 23-year-old Romanian human rights attorney, she overcame evil by 
depending fully on God and practicing the way of the Lamb.  In Romania 150

during the 1980s, Christians were being incarcerated for evangelizing or 
possessing Bibles even though the country purported to support religious 
freedom. As an attorney, Virginia fought in court for these persecuted 
Christians, and it cost her dearly.  

First, the socialist Romanian government tried to intimidate Virginia by 
beating and torturing her. Yet she continued to fight in the humble way of 
Jesus. Describing those events, she recounts, “I remember full of blood, full of 
pain as many of them were hitting me and I looked straight up to them and I 
said, ‘I don't like what you're doing, but God loves you and I choose to love 
you,’ and they had to turn their faces because they were crying.”  Through a 151
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series of events, she managed to get documents to the American embassy 
proving the inhumane treatment of Christians by the Romanian dictator. 

Needless to say, her choice ratcheted up the persecution. Concerning the 
response of the dictator, Virginia tells, “He decided to send a 'client' to my 
office, the assassin.” "He said to me I'm not your client, I'm here to kill you, 
and he pointed the gun to me, and I thought 'I'm going to die.’”  … “I 152

feared for my life, but I heard God’s whisper, ‘Share the Gospel with him.’ 
And I started to share the Gospel word-by-word from the Bible.”  …  “He 153

was just a human being like me looking for the truth like I used to look many 
years ago. … As I shared the Gospel with him I noticed, I looked at the man 
who screamed a few seconds ago, melting under God's power.” Like Paul and 
the Philippians jailer, she then led her would-be assassin to receive Jesus as 
his Lord and Savior.  154

Prayer is not always a petition. Sometimes, prayer is listening closely to hear 
directives from the Lord. Both are acts of humility. But Virginia didn’t stop 
there. Virginia followed the command of Christ, and launched a spiritual 
assault in enemy territory and lovingly preaching the gospel to her would-be 
assassin. By overcoming evil with good, Virginia played a crucial role in 
opening his eyes so that he would turn from darkness to light and from the 
dominion of Satan to God, that he would receive forgiveness of sins and 
an inheritance among those who have been sanctified by faith in Jesus.  155

Because she humbled herself under the Lord’s mighty hand, Virginia was able 
to play the role of priest for her persecutor. In doing so, she lived out what 
Peter writes about followers of Jesus in 1 Peter 2:9-12. Think about her story 
as you read Peter’s words. “But you are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a 
holy nation, a people for God!s own possession, so that you may proclaim the 
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excellencies of Him who has called you out of darkness into His marvelous 
light; for you once were not a people, but now you are the people of God; 
you had not received mercy, but now you have received mercy. Beloved, I 
urge you as aliens and strangers to abstain from fleshly lusts which wage war 
against the soul. Keep your behavior excellent among the Gentiles, so that in 
the thing in which they slander you as evildoers, they may because of your 
good deeds, as they observe them, glorify God in the day of visitation.” 

A royal priesthood. A kingdom of priests. I believe this is a major part of what 
Jesus meant when He stood before Pilate and said, "My kingdom is not of this 
world. If My kingdom were of this world, then My servants would be fighting 
so that I would not be handed over to the Jews; but as it is, My kingdom is 
not of this realm.”  Dr. Alan Streett says of this passage, “It doesn’t mean 156

that His kingdom is in heaven. … It means His kingdom doesn’t operate 
according to worldly principles. How do the kingdoms of the world operate? 
They operate on force. They operate based on military might. In order to 
defend themselves, they fight. In order to sustain their kingdoms, they fight. 
… But not Jesus’ kingdom.”  Jesus’ kingdom is a kingdom of priests.  157

Chapter one of the book of Numbers begins with a census of counting the 
sons of Israel by their fathers!$households, from twenty years old and upward, 
whoever was able to go out to war in Israel. However, the tribe of Levi is not 
included in the census. The Levites would not go out to fight with the other 
tribes, for they were responsible for guarding the Tabernacle and taking care 
of all its furnishings.  It’s not that they were pacifists; they just fought in a 158

different way as everyone else. In this sense, they foreshadowed the warfare 
approach of the true High Priest who also battled in a counterintuitive way. 
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Speaking of how Jesus went to war for us as our High Priest, the author of the 
book of Hebrews writes, “Therefore, since the children share in flesh and 
blood, He Himself likewise also partook of the same, that through death He 
might render powerless him who had the power of death, that is, the devil, 
and might free those who through fear of death were subject to slavery all 
their lives. For assuredly He does not give help to angels, but He gives help to 
the descendants of Abraham. Therefore, He had to be made like His brethren 
in all things, so that He might become a merciful and faithful high priest in 
things pertaining to God, to make propitiation for the sins of the people. For 
since He Himself was tempted in that which He has suffered, He is able to 
come to the aid of those who are tempted.”  159

The author of Hebrews says the devil held the human race in slavery. And 
how did Jesus render the devil powerless over us? Through death. It’s 
counterintuitive, isn’t it? In AD 207, Tertullian wrote about how Messiah Jesus 
was and is misunderstood:  

"You suppose that He is predicted as a military and armed warrior, instead of 
one who in a figurative and allegorical sense was to wage a spiritual warfare 
against spiritual enemies, in spiritual campaigns, and with spiritual weapons. 
… Christ also must be understood to be an exterminator of spiritual foes, who 
wields spiritual arms and fights in spiritual strife. … Therefore it is of such a 
war as this that the Psalm may evidently have spoken: ‘The Lord is strong, The 
Lord is mighty in battle.’ For with the last enemy death did He fight, and 
through the trophy of the cross He triumphed.”  160

This is the path to victory. This is the pattern we must follow. This is how we 
triumph over the devil and his forces. 3rd Century writer, Origen, pushed 
back against the complaint that Christians refuse to fight in the military by 
appealing to our calling to be priests for God.  
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"Celsus urges us, ‘to help the king with all our might, and to labour with him 
in the maintenance of justice, to fight for him; and if he requires it, to fight 
under him, or lead an army along with him.’ To this our answer is, that we do, 
when occasion requires, give help to kings, and that, so to say, a divine help, 
‘putting on the whole armour of God.’ … And to those enemies of our faith 
who require us to bear arms for the commonwealth, and to slay men, we can 
reply: ‘Do not those who are priests at certain shrines, and those who attend 
on certain gods, as you account them, keep their hands free from blood, that 
they may with hands unstained and free from human blood offer the 
appointed sacrifices to your gods; and even when war is upon you, you never 
enlist the priests in the army.  

If that, then, is a laudable custom, how much more so, that while others are 
engaged in battle, these too should engage as the priests and ministers of 
God. … And as we by our prayers vanquish all demons who stir up war, and 
lead to the violation of oaths, and disturb the peace, we in this way are much 
more helpful to the kings than those who go into the field to fight for them. … 
And none fight better for the king than we do. We do not indeed fight under 
him, although he require it; but we fight on his behalf, forming a special army
—an army of piety—by offering our prayers to God.’”   161

Though we’re an army of priests, none fight better than we do. By our 
prayers, we vanquish the demons who stir up war. Again, we are not pacifists. 
We just fight differently. As Paul wrote in 2 Corinthians 10:3-4, “For though 
we walk in the flesh, we do not war according to the flesh, for the weapons 
of our warfare are not of the flesh, but divinely powerful for the destruction of 
fortresses.” Jesus’ kingdom of priests overcomes the powers of Satan by the 
blood of the lamb and the word of our testimony, for we do not love our lives 
even when faced with death. Because of this, we serve as priests as we 
represent the kingdom of heaven to those who serve as our persecutors.  

Mark Felix writes in AD 200 about the evangelistic impact of the battle 
Christians wage when faced with martyrdom, “How beautiful is the spectacle 
to God when a Christian does battle with pain! When he is drawn up against 
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threats, punishments, and tortures! When, mocking the noise of death, he 
treads under foot the horrors of the executioner! … When, triumphant and 
victorious, he tramples on the very man who has pronounced sentence 
against him! For the person who has obtained the thing for which he 
contends is a conqueror.”   162

Cyprian, too, describes the battle Christians fight for the souls of their 
executioners. “The multitude of those who were present saw with admiration 
the heavenly contest - the contest of God, the spiritual contest, the battle of 
Christ. … How willingly did He both fight and conquer in such servants of 
His! … You are fighting under the eyes of a present Lord. … He is not 
someone who only looks on His servants. Rather, He Himself also wrestles in 
us; He Himself is engaged in the struggle.  … If it is glorious for soldiers of 163

this world to return in triumph to their country when the enemy is defeated, 
how much more excellent and greater is the glory to return in triumph to 
Paradise, when the devil is overcome? To bring back victorious trophies to 
that place from which Adam was ejected as a sinner.”   164

Jesus is not just Immanuel at Christmas. He is God with us always, and 
especially when we battle for the souls of those still enslaved by the devil. As 
Peter wrote, “If you are reviled for the name of Christ, you are blessed,  
because the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you.”  Peter saw thousands 165

of people give their lives to Jesus due to the Spirit of God working through 
followers of Jesus who laid down their lives for others to believe the truth of 
the gospel. And in doing so, he saw victory after victory be won over the 
devil. Make no mistake, though, there are many more battles to be fought.  
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“And the great dragon was thrown down, the serpent of old who is called the 
devil and Satan, who deceives the whole world. … And they overcame him 
because of the blood of the Lamb and because of the word of their testimony, 
and they did not love their life even when faced with death.’ … So the dragon 
was enraged with the woman, and went off to make war with the rest of her 
children, who keep the commandments of God and hold to the testimony of 
Jesus.”  166

Regardless of your views on eschatology, please understand the main point 
John is making. You were born into a war for the souls and allegiance of 
humanity. It’s not between you and whatever Caesar currently rules your 
country, or whoever may persecute you. God and His children are at war 
against the serpent of old who is called the devil and Satan. Just as it was with 
the earliest Christians, we still overcome evil with good, and in the last days it 
will be the same. We conquer our adversary by being faithful witnesses to the 
one who is the true Faithful Witness and High Priest of our confession, Jesus 
Christ, the victorious Lamb of God. 
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Chapter 7. Martyrdom in the End Times 

"The dragon was enraged with the woman, and went off to make war with 
the rest of her children, who keep the commandments of God and hold to 
the testimony of Jesus.”  

- Revelation 12:17 

The subject of eschatology is polarizing, to say the least, with people 
generally falling into one of two camps. Some are extremely opinionated, 
while others are apathetic and take the pan-Trib stance, meaning that things 
will pan out in the end. I fall in the opinionated party, but hold strongly to the 
belief that I’m going to end up being wrong in many areas. After all, how 
many folks in the 1st Century got everything right about Jesus’ first advent?  

Other than the issue of Jesus' Millennial reign, the main divisive 
eschatological topic in modern Christendom appears to be whether or not 
Christians will face the wrath of the Antichrist and experience martyrdom at 
his hands. The universal testimony of the earliest Christians is that followers of 
Jesus will be persecuted by the Antichrist, and many Christians will fall away 
from the faith during his reign of terror. Also, they believed that though 
Christians will experience the wrath of Satan and the Antichrist, true believers 
who faithfully persevere will not experience the wrath of God. When Jesus 
returns in flaming fire with resurrected believers and His mighty angels to 
pour out His wrath upon the earth, He will gather us who remain to Himself 
and transform us to be in conformity with His glorious and incorruptible 
body. 

Standing in stark contrast to the eschatological wringings of the early 
Christians is the doctrine of pre-Tribulationism. Pre-Tribulationism is the 
belief that just before the Great Tribulation begins, Jesus suddenly and 
secretly returns to rapture true Christians from the earth so they won!t 
experience the persecution of the Antichrist and the accompanying 
catastrophic events of those seven years. Then, at the end of the Great 
Tribulation, Jesus visibly returns again to triumph over the enemies of God. 
Of this belief, Dr. Craig Keener writes, “Around 1830, John Nelson Darby 
formulated traditional dispensationalism, and with it the idea of a pre-



Tribulational Rapture. … There is no record of anyone promoting a pre-
Tribulational Rapture before about 1830.”  Yet, it eventually became 167

exceedingly popular in the United States of America, and is now taught by 
several major seminaries as the orthodox Christian position.     168 169 170

However, as stated earlier, the doctrine of a pre-Tribulational secret return of 
Jesus to Rapture the Church is completely absent from the writings of the 
earliest Christians. Only a person who is highly skilled in eisegesis and 
hermeneutical gymnastics could claim to find compelling evidence to the 
contrary in their writings.  I admit the possibility that those early believers 171

could be wrong about this issue, but it’s clear they were all in agreement. 
Thus, I will begin this chapter by showing eight examples of early Christian 
writings which demonstrate their assertion that the Church will be persecuted 
by the Antichrist. Then, I will deal with three common objections to their 
belief.   

The Didache, AD 80-120  
Watch over your life. Do not let your lamps burn out, nor your waist be 
ungirded, but be ready, for you do not know when our Lord is coming. And 
gather together frequently, seeking what is necessary for your souls, for all 
your years of faith will count for nothing unless you are perfected in the last 
days. In the last days, false prophets and corrupters will multiply, and the 
sheep will turn into wolves, and love will be turned into hate. As lawlessness 
increases, men will hate and persecute and betray one another. And then the 
Deceiver of the world will appear as a son of God, and will do signs and 
wonders, and the earth will be delivered into his hands. He will commit 
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abominations which have never been seen since the world began. Then all 
mankind will come to the fire of testing, and many will fail and perish. But 
those who endure in their faith will be saved by him who was accursed. And 
then shall the signs of the truth appear: first a sign of a rift in the heavens, 
then a sign of a voice of a trumpet, and thirdly the resurrection of the dead. 
Yet not of all, but as it was said: The Lord shall come and all His saints with 
Him. Then shall the world see the Lord coming upon the clouds of heaven 
with power and dominion to repay each man according to his works, with 
justice, before all men and the angels. Amen.  172

The Shepherd of Hermas, AD 150 
Happy are you who endure the great tribulation that is coming. And happy 
are they who will not deny their own life. For the Lord hath sworn by His Son, 
that those who denied their Lord have abandoned their life in despair.   173

Justin Martyr, AD 160 
Two advents of Christ have been announced. In the first one, He is set forth 
as suffering, inglorious, dishonored, and crucified. However, in the other 
advent, He will come from heaven with glory, when the man of apostasy, 
who speaks strange things against the Most High, will venture to do unlawful 
deeds on the earth against us Christians.  174

Irenaeus, AD 180 
We will not, however, incur the risk of pronouncing positively as to the name 
of Antichrist; for if it were necessary that his name should be distinctly 
revealed in this present time, it would have been announced by him who 
beheld the apocalyptic vision. For that was seen … towards the end of 
Domitian's reign. But he indicates the number of the name now (666), that 
when this man comes we may avoid him, being aware who he is. … But 
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when this Antichrist shall have devastated all things in this world, he will reign 
for three years and six months, and sit in the temple at Jerusalem; and then 
the Lord will come from heaven in the clouds, in the glory of the Father, 
sending this man and those who follow him into the lake of fire.   175

  
Hippolytus, AD 205 
When the times are fulfilled, and the ten horns spring from the beast in the 
last days, then the Antichrist will appear among them. When he makes war 
against the saints and persecutes them, then we can expect the manifestation 
of the Lord from heaven.  176

Commodianus, AD 240  
From heaven will descend the city in the first resurrection. … We shall arise 
again to Him, who have been devoted to Him. And they shall be 
incorruptible, even already living without death. And neither will there be any 
grief nor any groaning in that city. They shall come also who overcame cruel 
martyrdom under Antichrist, and they themselves live for the whole time, and 
receive blessings because they have suffered evil things.   177

Cyprian, AD 250 
Antichrist, when he shall begin to come, shall not enter into the Church 
because he threatens; neither shall we yield to his arms and violence, 
because he declares that he will destroy us if we resist.  … For you ought to 178

know and to believe, and hold it for certain, that the day of affliction has 
begun to hang over our heads, and the end of the world and the time of 
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Antichrist to draw near, so that we must all stand prepared for the battle; nor 
consider anything but the glory of life eternal, and the crown of the 
confession of the Lord. … A severer and a fiercer fight is now threatening, for 
which the soldiers of Christ ought to prepare themselves with uncorrupted 
faith and robust courage.   179

Victorinus, AD 270-310 
The little season signifies three years and six months, in which with all his 
power the devil will avenge himself under Antichrist against the Church. 
Finally, he says, after that the devil shall be loosed, and will seduce the 
nations in the whole world, and will entice war against the Church, the 
number of whose foes shall be as the sand of the sea.   180

Victorinus is one of a few 3rd Century Christians who began to articulate 
Amillennial views on Jesus’ earthly reign. Despite this small difference of 
opinion on Jesus’ millennial kingdom, all of the early Christians believed the 
Church would be persecuted by the Antichrist. Again, the overwhelming 
testimony of the earliest Christians is that many faithful followers of Jesus will 
be martyred by the Antichrist before Jesus Raptures the Church. Now, I will 
put forward three common objections to the early Church’s stance on this 
matter, and give Scriptural refutations to those objections. Additionally, I will 
let Hippolytus, a spiritual great-grandson of the Apostle John, respond to 
these objections via his Treatise on Christ and Antichrist.   181 182

1. How can the Church be persecuted by the Antichrist if the Bible 
says that we are not destined for wrath? 
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It’s true; Paul writes to believers in 1 Thessalonians 5:9, "For God has not 
destined us for wrath, but for obtaining salvation through our Lord Jesus 
Christ, who died for us, so that whether we are awake or asleep, we will live 
together with Him.” However, is the Antichrist’s persecution what Paul had in 
mind when mentioning God’s wrath? First, note that Paul does not contrast 
wrath with escaping the reign of the Antichrist; he contrasts wrath with 
obtaining salvation. The better contrast to salvation is eternal damnation, not 
persecution.  

Since the Bible is best interpreted in context, let’s look at the way Paul uses 
the same term ‘wrath’ (B'C>) in other places of the same book.   In 1 183

Thessalonians 1:6-10, Paul writes, “You also became imitators of us and of 
the Lord, having received the word in much tribulation with the joy of the 
Holy Spirit, so that you became an example to all the believers in Macedonia 
and in Achaia. For the word of the Lord has sounded forth from you, not only 
in Macedonia and Achaia, but also in every place your faith toward God has 
gone forth, so that we have no need to say anything. For they themselves 
report about us what kind of a reception we had with you, and how you 
turned to God from idols to serve a living and true God, and to wait for His 
Son from heaven, whom He raised from the dead, that is Jesus, who rescues 
us from the wrath to come.” 

Here, Paul praises the the Christians in Thessalonica for joyfully staying 
faithful to the Lord in the midst of much tribulation. Does Paul then write that 
Jesus rescues us from the wrath of Satan, or is He saying that Jesus delivers us 
from hell?  

Next, in 1 Thessalonians 2:14-16, Paul discusses the scene in Acts 17, where 
Jews became jealous of Paul and Silas’ evangelistic success and began to 
persecute some of the new converts.  We read, “For you, brethren, became 184

imitators of the churches of God in Christ Jesus that are in Judea, for you also 
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endured the same sufferings at the hands of your own countrymen, even as 
they did from the Jews, who both killed the Lord Jesus and the prophets, and 
drove us out. They are not pleasing to God, but hostile to all men, hindering 
us from speaking to the Gentiles so that they may be saved; with the result 
that they always fill up the measure of their sins. But wrath has come upon 
them to the utmost.”  

Is Paul saying that the Jewish leaders who orchestrated Jesus’ murder will be 
persecuted by the Antichrist, or that they will be destroyed in hell? Is he 
saying that people who reject the gospel will be persecuted by the Antichrist, 
or that they will be eternally damned? If we combine the way these three 
passages discuss God’s wrath, it seems that Paul is reminding the 
Thessalonians that though followers of Jesus may have to endure tribulation 
and persecution, Christians don’t go to hell.  

In his writings, Paul makes a clear distinction between wrath and tribulation. 
Unlike wrath, Paul actually sees tribulation in a redemptive light. For 
example, take Romans 5:3-5. “We also exult in our tribulations, knowing that 
tribulation brings about perseverance; and perseverance, proven character; 
and proven character, hope; and hope does not disappoint.” Paul says that 
we should boast about tribulations because God uses them to make us like 
Jesus, which fills us with hope. 

He goes even further in Romans 8:35-37. “Who will separate us from the love 
of Christ? Will tribulation, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, 
or peril, or sword? Just as it is written, ’For Your sake we are being put to 
death all day long; we were considered as sheep to be slaughtered.’ But in all 
these things we overwhelmingly conquer through Him who loved us.” Here, 
Paul literally writes that in tribulation and persecution, even in being put to 
death by the sword, Christians are completely and overwhelmingly 
victorious.  Again, Paul does not view tribulation as something like wrath, 185

which we should hope to avoid. That’s because while God can redeem the 
experience of being tortured and executed and use it for our good, the 
experience of a wrath-filled afterlife cannot be redeemed. 
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As promised, here is a quote from Hippolytus demonstrating he clearly 
believes the Church is going to be persecuted by the Antichrist. “Now, 
concerning the tribulation of the persecution which is to fall upon the Church 
from the adversary, John also speaks thus: … ‘And the dragon was wroth with 
the woman, and went to make war with the saints of her seed, which keep 
the commandments of God, and have the testimony of Jesus. … And to the 
woman were given two wings of the great eagle, that she might fly into the 
wilderness, where she is nourished for a time, and times, and half a time, 
from the face of the serpent.’ That refers to the one thousand two hundred 
and threescore days (the half of the week) during which the tyrant is to reign 
and persecute the Church.”  186

2. The word ‘church’ (D;;1A8@/)  is not mentioned in the Book of 187

Revelation after chapter three. Isn’t that John’s way of telling us 
that the Church won’t be persecuted by the Antichrist? 

Dr. John MacArthur uses this reasoning when explaining his support for a pre-
Tribulational Rapture.  Though the man is brilliant, there are two issues that 188

need to be addressed concerning his argument. First, the word ‘church’ is 
completely missing from the Gospels of Mark, Luke and John, as well as the 
letters of 2 Timothy, 1 Peter, 2 Peter, 1 John, 2 John and Jude. Does that mean 
those books aren’t meant for the Church? Of course not. Second, there are 
several New Testament words and phrases besides ‘church’ that refer to Jesus’ 
followers. Here are eight; many of which we have already discussed.  

Disciples - So when it was evening on that day, the first day of the week, and 
when the doors were shut where the disciples were, for fear of the Jews, Jesus 
came and stood in their midst and said to them, “Peace be with you.” And 
when He had said this, He showed them both His hands and His side. The 
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 John MacArthur, “John MacArthur explains the Rapture,” https://www.youtube.com/watch?188
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disciples then rejoiced when they saw the Lord. So Jesus said to them again, 
"Peace be with you; as the Father has sent Me, I also send you.” 

- John 20:19-21 

Christians - And he (Barnabas) left for Tarsus to look for Saul; and when he 
had found him, he brought him to Antioch. And for an entire year they met 
with the church and taught considerable numbers; and the disciples were first 
called Christians in Antioch. 

- Acts 11:25-26 

Followers of the Way - Now Saul, still breathing threats and murder against 
the disciples of the Lord, went to the high priest, and asked for letters from 
him to the synagogues at Damascus, so that if he found any belonging to the 
Way, both men and women, he might bring them bound to Jerusalem. 

- Acts 9:1-2 

Believers - You also became imitators of us and of the Lord, having received 
the word in much tribulation with the joy of the Holy Spirit, so that you 
became an example to all the believers in Macedonia and in Achaia. 

- 1 Thessalonians 1:6-7 

Four down, four to go. Before proceeding, remember that while these terms 
have their distinctions, they are all used to describe followers of Jesus. This 
matters because of MacArthur’s reasoning that since the word ‘church’ isn’t 
used after Revelation 3, the Church must have been Raptured at the 
beginning of Revelation 4.  However, as we will see, these last four 189

synonyms for ‘church’ deal that theory quite a blow, as they are all found in 
the latter chapters of Revelation.  

Brethren - Therefore, brethren, be all the more diligent to make certain about 
His calling and choosing you; for as long as you practice these things, you 
will never stumble; for in this way the entrance into the eternal kingdom of 
our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ will be abundantly supplied to you. 

- 2 Peter 1:10-11 

 Some contend that Revelation 4:1 is a picture of the Rapture of the Church.189



We read in Revelation 6:9-11, “When the Lamb broke the fifth seal, I saw 
underneath the altar the souls of those who had been slain because of the 
word of God, and because of the testimony which they had maintained; and 
they cried out with a loud voice, saying, ‘How long, O Lord, holy and true, 
will You refrain from judging and avenging our blood on those who dwell on 
the earth?’ And there was given to each of them a white robe; and they were 
told that they should rest for a little while longer, until the number of their 
fellow servants and their brethren who were to be killed even as they had 
been, would be completed also.”  

There are several reasons this passage is interesting. First, the souls crying out 
to God are believers who were slain just like the Lamb in Revelation 5.   190 191

Also like the Lamb, they were violently killed because they bore witness to 
the word of God. Secondly, as stated in the pre-Tribulational tradition, 
Christians are Raptured at the end of Revelation 3 and then the Great 
Tribulation begins with God pouring out His wrath of judgement upon the 
earth. But if that’s the case, why are these brethren asking God why He is 
refraining from judging the earth? Perhaps that’s because God has not yet 
begun to pour out His wrath upon the earth.  

Finally, Revelation 6:9-10 is strikingly similar to Paul’s encouragement to the 
brethren in 2 Thessalonians 1 who are faithfully enduring persecution and 
affliction because of their obedience to the gospel of the Lord Jesus Christ. 
Paul writes, “We ourselves speak proudly of you among the churches of God 
for your perseverance and faith in the midst of all your persecutions and 
afflictions which you endure. This is a plain indication of God!s righteous 
judgment so that you will be considered worthy of the kingdom of God, for 
which indeed you are suffering. For after all it is only just for God to repay 
with affliction those who afflict you, and to give relief to you who are 
afflicted and to us as well when the Lord Jesus will be revealed from heaven 
with His mighty angels in flaming fire, dealing out retribution to those who do 
not know God and to those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus. 
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These will pay the penalty of eternal destruction, away from the presence of 
the Lord and from the glory of His power, when He comes to be glorified in 
His saints on that day, and to be marveled at among all who have believed.” 
It seems like John and Paul had similar messages for the Church. God is going 
to avenge His martyrs at Jesus’ Second Coming.  

Bond-servants - Paul and Timothy, bond-servants of Christ Jesus, to all the 
saints in Christ Jesus who are in Philippi, including the overseers and deacons. 

- Philippians 1:1 

The term ‘bond-servant' is one of Paul’s favorite descriptors of Christians.  I 192

don’t know if you caught it, but this term was in the section we just read from 
Revelation 6, only in a slightly different manner. Revelation 6:11 says, “they 
were told that they should rest for a little while longer, until the number of 
their fellow servants and their brethren who were to be killed even as they 
had been, would be completed also.” The difference between ‘bond-servant’ 
and ‘fellow servants’ is literally as minimal as the difference between ‘worker’ 
and ‘coworkers’.  But there’s more. 193

Just before the seventh seal is opened, John records in Revelation 7:1-3, 
“After this I saw four angels standing at the four corners of the earth, holding 
back the four winds of the earth, so that no wind would blow on the earth or 
on the sea or on any tree. And I saw another angel ascending from the rising 
of the sun, having the seal of the living God; and he cried out with a loud 
voice to the four angels to whom it was granted to harm the earth and the 
sea, saying, "Do not harm the earth or the sea or the trees until we have 
sealed the bond-servants of our God on their foreheads.” 

This scene is reminiscent of the events found in Ezekiel 9. God has just 
shown the prophet Ezekiel a series of abominations being committed by His 
people in the temple in Jerusalem, and He has had enough. However, just 
before the angelic executioners pour out God’s wrath on the city, He instructs 
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another angel to put a mark on the foreheads of His faithful servants who 
mourn over the sins of the people.    

Then, Ezekiel writes, “To the others He said in my hearing, "Go through the 
city after him and strike; do not let your eye have pity and do not spare. 
Utterly slay old men, young men, maidens, little children, and women, but do 
not touch any man on whom is the mark; and you shall start from My 
sanctuary.” So they started with the elders who were before the temple. And 
He said to them, "Defile the temple and fill the courts with the slain. Go out!” 
Thus they went out and struck down the people in the city. As they were 
striking the people and I alone was left, I fell on my face and cried out saying, 
"Alas, Lord God! Are You destroying the whole remnant of Israel by pouring 
out Your wrath on Jerusalem?” Then He said to me, "The iniquity of the house 
of Israel and Judah is very, very great, and the land is filled with blood and the 
city is full of perversion; for they say, #The Lord has forsaken the land, and 
the Lord does not see!’ But as for Me, My eye will have no pity nor will I 
spare, but I will bring their conduct upon their heads.”  194

  
Notice that while God is pouring out His wrath on the city, those who are 
sealed remain in the city. They are not removed from the chaos, but they are 
protected from His wrath. Keep that in mind.  

In Revelation 9:1-6, we see the sealed bond-servants of God being protected 
from certain horrific aspects of the Tribulation. “Then the fifth angel sounded, 
and I saw a star from heaven which had fallen to the earth; and the key of 
the bottomless pit was given to him. He opened the bottomless pit, and 
smoke went up out of the pit, like the smoke of a great furnace; and the sun 
and the air were darkened by the smoke of the pit. Then out of the smoke 
came locusts upon the earth, and power was given them, as the scorpions of 
the earth have power. They were told not to hurt the grass of the earth, nor 
any green thing, nor any tree, but only the men who do not have the seal of 
God on their foreheads. And they were not permitted to kill anyone, but to 
torment for five months; and their torment was like the torment of a scorpion 
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when it stings a man. And in those days men will seek death and will not find 
it; they will long to die, and death flees from them.” 

Like the Hebrews in Goshen during the plagues in Exodus, the Lord’s bond-
servants are present, but protected.  Does that mean that none of the 195

judgements that come upon the earth will affect the followers of Jesus? I 
highly doubt it.  

However, the type of protection we can count on relates to what Jesus told 
His disciples in Luke 21:10-19, "Nation will rise against nation and kingdom 
against kingdom, and there will be great earthquakes, and in various places 
plagues and famines; and there will be terrors and great signs from heaven. 
But before all these things, they will lay their hands on you and will persecute 
you, delivering you to the synagogues and prisons, bringing you before kings 
and governors for My name!s sake. It will lead to an opportunity for your 
testimony. So make up your minds not to prepare beforehand to defend 
yourselves; for I will give you utterance and wisdom which none of your 
opponents will be able to resist or refute. But you will be betrayed even by 
parents and brothers and relatives and friends, and they will put some of you 
to death, and you will be hated by all because of My name. Yet not a hair of 
your head will perish. By your endurance you will gain your lives.” 

The Lord’s bond-servants who are willing to use their lives to testify to the 
truth of the gospel in a manner worthy of the gospel can be sure that even if 
they are killed, they will not perish. In fact, by not loving their lives even unto 
death, they gain their lives. Wherever and whenever we find ourselves, we 
bond-servants are called to be faithful witnesses, and Jesus is going to take 
care of His faithful witnesses.  

Witness - The One who has the sharp two-edged sword says this: “I know 
where you dwell, where Satan!s throne is; and you hold fast My name, and 
did not deny My faith even in the days of Antipas, My witness, My faithful 
one, who was killed among you, where Satan dwells.” 

- Revelation 2:12-13 
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Notice that the Lord is the One who truly holds the power of the sword. As 
Jesus said in Luke 12:4-5, "Do not be afraid of those who kill the body and 
after that have no more that they can do. But I will warn you whom to 
fear: fear the One who, after He has killed, has authority to cast into hell; yes, 
I tell you, fear Him!” We don’t know for certain how Antipas was killed, but 
we know that because he was a faithful witness of the Lord, he has no need 
to fear the Lord’s wrath. 

The last time the word ‘witness’ is used after Revelation 3 is in Revelation 17, 
where we see a pronouncement of Babylon the Great’s destruction. John 
writes, “Then one of the seven angels who had the seven bowls came and 
spoke with me, saying, ‘Come here, I will show you the judgment of the great 
harlot who sits on many waters, with whom the kings of the earth committed 
acts of immorality, and those who dwell on the earth were made drunk with 
the wine of her immorality.’ And he carried me away in the Spirit into a 
wilderness; and I saw a woman sitting on a scarlet beast, full of blasphemous 
names, having seven heads and ten horns. The woman was clothed in purple 
and scarlet, and adorned with gold and precious stones and pearls, having in 
her hand a gold cup full of abominations and of the unclean things of her 
immorality, and on her forehead a name was written, a mystery, ‘BABYLON 
THE GREAT, THE MOTHER OF HARLOTS AND OF THE ABOMINATIONS 
OF THE EARTH.’ And I saw the woman drunk with the blood of the saints, 
and with the blood of the witnesses of Jesus.”  196

One of the many reasons Babylon the Great is so interesting is that she is 
riding a beast that, just like the Antichrist in Revelation 13:1, has seven heads 
and ten horns which are full of blasphemous names. Obviously, she is 
intimately connected with the Antichrist, and is drunk with the blood of the 
witnesses of Jesus.  

The first time the word ‘witness’ is used after Revelation 3 is in Revelation 11, 
where we see a showdown between the beast which comes out of the abyss  
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and the Lord’s two witnesses. This is the same beast of Revelation 13:1 and 
17:3-8.  This is the Antichrist. 197

We read, “‘I will grant authority to my two witnesses, and they will prophesy 
for twelve hundred and sixty days, clothed in sackcloth.’ These are the two 
olive trees and the two lampstands that stand before the Lord of the earth. 
And if anyone wants to harm them, fire flows out of their mouth and devours 
their enemies; so if anyone wants to harm them, he must be killed in this way. 
These have the power to shut up the sky, so that rain will not fall during the 
days of their prophesying; and they have power over the waters to turn them 
into blood, and to strike the earth with every plague, as often as they desire. 
When they have finished their testimony, the beast that comes up out of 
the abyss will make war with them, and overcome them and kill them.”  198

Who are the two witnesses? We don’t know for certain; however, the majority 
view from the early Christians is that they are Enoch and Elijah.  Their 199

reasoning is that since Hebrews 9:27 says, “it is appointed for men to die 
once and after this comes judgment,” and Enoch and Elijah were both 
miraculously translated from the earth to be with the Lord, they are still 
required to face a physical death. Regardless, though the two witnesses were 
martyred at the hands of the Antichrist, their story isn’t over.  

Continuing in Revelation 11:8-13, “And their dead bodies will lie in the street 
of the great city which mystically is called Sodom and Egypt, where also their 
Lord was crucified. Those from the peoples and tribes and tongues and 
nations will look at their dead bodies for three and a half days, and will not 
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permit their dead bodies to be laid in a tomb. And those who dwell on the 
earth will rejoice over them and celebrate; and they will send gifts to one 
another, because these two prophets tormented those who dwell on the 
earth. But after the three and a half days, the breath of life from God came 
into them, and they stood on their feet; and great fear fell upon those who 
were watching them. And they heard a loud voice from heaven saying to 
them, "Come up here.” Then they went up into heaven in the cloud, and their 
enemies watched them. And in that hour there was a great earthquake, and a 
tenth of the city fell; seven thousand people were killed in the earthquake, 
and the rest were terrified and gave glory to the God of heaven.” 

The two witnesses’ resurrection and gathering by the Lord to meet Him in the 
clouds seems a lot like the Rapture, doesn’t it? Also worth noting is that those 
events occur right before incredible wrath is poured out on the people who 
are left behind. Then, the promise God made to His slain bond-servants back 
in Revelation 5 begins to be fulfilled. 

John writes in Revelation 11:15-19, “Then the seventh angel sounded; and 
there were loud voices in heaven, saying, ‘The kingdom of the world has 
become the kingdom of our Lord and of His Christ; and He will reign forever 
and ever.’ And the twenty-four elders, who sit on their thrones before God, 
fell on their faces and worshiped God, saying, "We give You thanks, O Lord 
God, the Almighty, who are and who were, because You have taken Your 
great power and have begun to reign. And the nations were enraged, and 
Your wrath came, and the time came for the dead to be judged, and the time 
to reward Your bond-servants the prophets and the saints and those who fear 
Your name, the small and the great, and to destroy those who destroy the 
earth.” And the temple of God which is in heaven was opened; and the ark of 
His covenant appeared in His temple, and there were flashes of lightning and 
sounds and peals of thunder and an earthquake and a great hailstorm.” As 
the kingdom of the world becomes the kingdom of our Lord and of His 
Christ, the time comes to reward God’s bond-servants, prophets and saints.  

Saints - Paul, a bond-servant of Christ Jesus, called as an apostle, set apart 
for the gospel of God … to all who are beloved of God in Rome, called as 
saints.      

- Romans 1:1, 7 



Not counting the Gospels and Revelation, there are over 40 examples of 
believers in Jesus being referred to as saints in the New Testament.  200

However, as we’ve gone through many passages in Revelation, you’ve 
probably already noticed John use the word ‘saints’ several times after 
chapter four. Regardless, to conclude this section, we will look at one final 
passage where the term is used. As previously stated, Revelation 13 depicts 
the rise of the Antichrist from the abyss and describes his satanic reign of 
terror. Though we will only look at Revelation 13:1-7, you really should study 
the whole chapter.   201

“And the dragon stood on the sand of the seashore. Then I saw a beast 
coming up out of the sea, having ten horns and seven heads, and on his 
horns were ten diadems, and on his heads were blasphemous names. And 
the beast which I saw was like a leopard, and his feet were like those of a 
bear, and his mouth like the mouth of a lion. And the dragon gave him his 
power and his throne and great authority. I saw one of his heads as if it had 
been slain, and his fatal wound was healed. And the whole earth was 
amazed and followed after the beast; they worshiped the dragon because 
he gave his authority to the beast; and they worshiped the beast, saying, 
"Who is like the beast, and who is able to wage war with him?” There was 
given to him a mouth speaking arrogant words and blasphemies, and 
authority to act for forty-two months was given to him. And he opened his 
mouth in blasphemies against God, to blaspheme His name and His 
tabernacle, that is, those who dwell in heaven. It was also given to him 
to make war with the saints and to overcome them, and authority over every 
tribe and people and tongue and nation was given to him.” 

Just as Jesus ruled with the power and authority of God, the Antichrist rules 
with the power and authority of Satan. Just as Jesus was given authority to 
minister for 3.5 years, the Antichrist is given authority to act for roughly 3.5 
years. Just as Jesus had followers, so will the Antichrist. Just like Jesus was 

 Biblegateway, “Saints," https://www.biblegateway.com/quicksearch/?200

qs_version=NASB1995&quicksearch=saints&begin=47&end=73.  

 Please read the whole chapter. For time and space’s sake, we’re only covering the first 7 verses.  201

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=revelation+13&version=NASB1995 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=revelation+13&version=NASB1995
https://www.biblegateway.com/quicksearch/?qs_version=NASB1995&quicksearch=saints&begin=47&end=73
https://www.biblegateway.com/quicksearch/?qs_version=NASB1995&quicksearch=saints&begin=47&end=73
https://www.biblegateway.com/quicksearch/?qs_version=NASB1995&quicksearch=saints&begin=47&end=73


killed and rose from the dead, it appears the Antichrist will as well. Just as 
Jesus was worshipped as God, so will be the Antichrist. Just as Jesus declared 
Himself to be God in God’s temple, so will the Antichrist.  However, 202

though Jesus didn’t make war on the people who refused to worship Him, the 
Antichrist will make it his mission to slaughter the saints.  

Hippolytus agrees with this assessment, only he says that the persecution and 
martyrdom of the saints comes at the request of all the peoples of the world. 
“Having the mystery of God in our heart, we ought in fear to keep faithfully 
what has been told us by the blessed prophets, in order that when those 
things come to pass, we may be prepared for them, and not deceived. For 
when the times advance, he (the Antichrist) too, of whom these thing are 
said, will be manifested. … For he will allure mankind to himself, wishing to 
gain possession of those who are not his own, and promising deliverance to 
all. … He then, having gathered to himself the unbelieving everywhere 
throughout the world, comes at their call to persecute the saints, their 
enemies and antagonists. … And he, being puffed up with pride by their 
subserviency, will begin to despatch missives against the saints, commanding 
to cut them all off everywhere, on the ground of their refusal to reverence and 
worship him as God.”  Just because the word ‘church’ isn’t used from 203

Revelation 4 onward, there is ample Biblical support that Christians will 
suffer greatly during the Antichrist’s reign.   

3. Doesn’t the Bible teach that Jesus’ return is imminent, that He 
can return at any moment to Rapture the Church before the 
Tribulation?  

Before discussing the problems with this objection, I will again turn to John 
MacArthur to define the doctrine of imminence. “The NT is consistent in its 
anticipation that the return of Christ might occur at any moment. … Nothing 
in the NT ever suggests we should defer our expectation of Christ!s appearing 
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until other preliminary events can occur. … So the consistent teaching of the 
NT is that Christians should be looking for the imminent coming of Christ for 
His church.”  For MacArthur and similarly minded authors, there are no 204

signs we can observe to know the Rapture of the Church is coming soon.  

Additionally, the doctrinal statement on The Rapture of the Church from The 
Master’s Seminary states, "We teach the personal, bodily return of our Lord 
Jesus Christ before the seven-year tribulation (1 Thessalonians 4:16; Titus 
2:13) to translate His church from this earth (John 14:1-3; 1 Corinthians 
15:51-53; 1 Thessalonians 4:15-5:11) and, between this event and His 
glorious return with His saints, to reward believers according to their works (1 
Corinthians 3:11-15; 2 Corinthians 5:10).”  Notice that Dr. MacArthur 205

appeals to 1 Thessalonians 4:15-5:11 as a section of Scripture speaking to the 
imminent Rapture of the Church. Importantly, in 1 Thessalonians 4:15, Paul 
tells us he received His understanding of the Lord’s return and the Rapture of 
the Church directly from the Lord Himself.  206

One of the verses from that passage which some use to support the doctrine 
of imminence is 1 Thessalonians 5:2, where Paul says the day of the Lord will 
come just like a thief in the night. Peter uses that same imagery of a thief in 2 
Peter 3:10, "But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, in which the 
heavens will pass away with a roar and the elements will be destroyed with 
intense heat, and the earth and its works will be burned up.” It’s no 
coincidence that these two pillars of the Church appeal to thief imagery 
concerning Christ’s return since their Rabbi Jesus did the same thing. The Lord 
Jesus told His disciples in Matthew 24:42-44, “Therefore be on the alert, for 
you do not know which day your Lord is coming. But be sure of this, that if 
the head of the house had known at what time of the night the thief was 
coming, he would have been on the alert and would not have allowed his 
house to be broken into. For this reason you also must be ready; for the Son 
of Man is coming at an hour when you do not think He will.”  
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Jesus also uses the analogy of coming like a thief when He says to the church 
at Sardis in Revelation 3:1-3, “I know your deeds, that you have a name that 
you are alive, but you are dead. Wake up, and strengthen the things that 
remain, which were about to die; for I have not found your deeds completed 
in the sight of My God. So remember what you have received and heard; and 
keep it, and repent. Therefore if you do not wake up, I will come like a thief, 
and you will not know at what hour I will come to you.” Observe that Jesus 
calls these believers to wake up, so that He will not come to them like a thief.  

Coming back to 1 Thessalonians 5, Paul uses similar verbiage about the day 
of the Lord. We read in verses 2-6, “For you yourselves know full well that the 
day of the Lord will come just like a thief in the night. While they are saying, 
"Peace and safety!” then destruction will come upon them suddenly like labor 
pains upon a woman with child, and they will not escape. But you, brethren, 
are not in darkness, that the day would overtake you like a thief; for you are 
all sons of light and sons of day. We are not of night nor of darkness; so then 
let us not sleep as others do, but let us be alert and sober.”  Jesus, Peter 207

and Paul all call disciples of Jesus to stay alert so that we are not caught by 
surprise on the day of the Lord’s coming. 

Joel 2:1-2, 30-31 also talks about the day of the Lord, but calls the reader to 
be on the lookout for two celestial signs. “Blow a trumpet in Zion, and sound 
an alarm on My holy mountain! Let all the inhabitants of the land tremble, for 
the day of the Lord is coming; surely it is near, a day of darkness and gloom, 
a day of clouds and thick darkness. … I will display wonders in the sky and 
on the earth, blood, fire and columns of smoke. The sun will be turned into 
darkness and the moon into blood before the great and awesome day of the 
Lord comes.” For Joel, before the day of the Lord comes, there are going to be 
unmistakable celestial signs with the sun and moon.  

Isaiah 13:6-10 also connects the day of the Lord with signs in the sun and 
moon. “Wail, for the day of the Lord is near! It will come as destruction from 
the Almighty. Therefore all hands will fall limp, and every man!s heart will 
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melt. They will be terrified, pains and anguish will take hold of them; they will 
writhe like a woman in labor, they will look at one another in astonishment, 
their faces aflame. Behold, the day of the Lord is coming, cruel, with fury and 
burning anger, to make the land a desolation; and He will exterminate its 
sinners from it. For the stars of heaven and their constellations will not flash 
forth their light; the sun will be dark when it rises and the moon will not shed 
its light.” 

It probably shouldn’t surprise us that we see the same celestial occurrences in 
the Book of Revelation. What may shock some readers is that they are found 
with the opening of the sixth seal in Revelation 6:12-17. John writes, “I 
looked when He broke the sixth seal, and there was a great earthquake; and 
the sun became black as sackcloth made of hair, and the whole moon 
became like blood; and the stars of the sky fell to the earth, as a fig tree casts 
its unripe figs when shaken by a great wind. The sky was split apart like a 
scroll when it is rolled up, and every mountain and island were moved out of 
their places. Then the kings of the earth and the great men and the 
commanders and the rich and the strong and every slave and free man hid 
themselves in the caves and among the rocks of the mountains; and they said 
to the mountains and to the rocks, ‘Fall on us and hide us from the presence 
of Him who sits on the throne, and from the wrath of the Lamb; for the great 
day of their wrath has come, and who is able to stand?’” 

At the very least, the great day of the wrath of the Lamb, the day of the Lord, 
is imminent when these signs occur. Paul also specifically writes about the 
day of the Lord in 2 Thessalonians 2:1-10. Though he doesn’t mention the sun 
or moon being darkened before that day, he does give two other events to 
look for.  

“Now we request you, brethren, with regard to the coming of our Lord Jesus 
Christ and our gathering together to Him, that you not be quickly shaken 
from your composure or be disturbed either by a spirit or a message or a 
letter as if from us, to the effect that the day of the Lord has come. Let no one 
in any way deceive you, for it will not come unless the apostasy comes first, 
and the man of lawlessness is revealed, the son of destruction, who opposes 
and exalts himself above every so-called god or object of worship, so that he 
takes his seat in the temple of God, displaying himself as being God. Do you 



not remember that while I was still with you, I was telling you these things? 
And you know what restrains him now, so that in his time he will be revealed. 
For the mystery of lawlessness is already at work; only he who now restrains 
will do so until he is taken out of the way. Then that lawless one will be 
revealed whom the Lord will slay with the breath of His mouth and bring to 
an end by the appearance of His coming; that is, the one whose coming is in 
accord with the activity of Satan, with all power and signs and false wonders, 
and with all the deception of wickedness for those who perish, because they 
did not receive the love of the truth so as to be saved.”  

Paul states that before Jesus returns and believers on earth are gathered to 
Him, before the day of the Lord, the Antichrist will declare himself to be God 
in God’s temple and a great falling away will occur. Not surprisingly, Jesus 
discusses the same four previously stated events in Matthew 24:15-21, 29-31.  

"Then they will deliver you to tribulation, and will kill you, and you will be 
hated by all nations because of My name. At that time many will fall away 
and will betray one another and hate one another. … Therefore when you 
see the abomination of desolation which was spoken of through Daniel the 
prophet, standing in the holy place  (let the reader understand), then those 208

who are in Judea must flee to the mountains. Whoever is on the housetop 
must not go down to get the things out that are in his house. Whoever is in 
the field must not turn back to get his cloak. But woe to those who are 
pregnant and to those who are nursing babies in those days! But pray that 
your flight will not be in the winter, or on a Sabbath. For then there will be a 
great tribulation, such as has not occurred since the beginning of the world 
until now, nor ever will. … But immediately after the tribulation of those days 
the sun will be darkened, and the moon will not give its light, and the stars 
will fall from the sky, and the powers of the heavens will be shaken. And then 
the sign of the Son of Man will appear in the sky, and then all the tribes of the 
earth will mourn, and they will see the Son of Man coming on the clouds of 
the sky with power and great glory. And He will send forth His angels with a 
great trumpet and they will gather together His elect from the four winds, 
from one end of the sky to the other.”  

 Daniel 11:31-37 208

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Daniel+11%3A31-37&version=NASB1995 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Daniel+11:31-37&version=NASB1995


Notice how Jesus says that after the tribulation of those days, He will appear 
and gather His elect to Himself. However, Jesus does teach a form of 
imminence in the same chapter. After describing all of these signs, Jesus says 
in Matthew 24:32-33, “Now learn the parable from the fig tree: when its 
branch has already become tender and puts forth its leaves, you know that 
summer is near; so, you too, when you see all these things, recognize that 
He is near, right at the door.” 

Remember when we discussed how Paul claims to have received his 
understanding of the Lord coming as a thief from the Lord Himself? Dr. Alan 
Kurschner details 30 parallels between Paul’s two letters to the Thessalonians 
and Matthew 24.  I strongly encourage you to check out the fine work Dr. 209

Kurschner has done showing these connections. It’s a truly remarkable 
demonstration of a disciple following the tradition of his Rabbi. 

Finally, in the last chapter of the last book of the Old Testament, Malachi 4:5 
gives us this prophecy about the day of the Lord, “Behold, I am going to send 
you Elijah the prophet before the coming of the great and terrible day of the 
Lord.” Hippolytus tells us that this prophecy is ultimately fulfilled when the 
events in Revelation 11 unfold. And as we detailed earlier, just after Elijah is 
killed, the time of God’s wrath comes.  Hippolytus writes: 210

“It is a matter of course that His forerunners must appear first, as He says by 
Malachi and the angel, "I will send to you Elias the Tishbite before the day of 
the Lord, the great and notable day, comes; and he shall turn the hearts of the 
fathers to the children, and the disobedient to the wisdom of the just, lest I 
come and smite the earth utterly.” These, then, shall come and proclaim the 
manifestation of Christ that is to be from heaven; and they shall also perform 
signs and wonders, in order that men may be put to shame and turned to 
repentance for their surpassing wickedness and impiety. … ‘The beast that 
ascendeth out of the bottomless pit shall make war against them, and shall 

 Dr. Alan Kurschner, “Antichrist Before the Day of the Lord: What Every Christian Needs to 209

Know About the Return of Christ,” (Pompton Lakes, Eschatos Publishing) 309-313. 

 Revelation 11  210
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overcome them, and kill them,’ because they will not give glory to Antichrist. 
… These things, then, being to come to pass, … and the abomination of 
desolation being manifested then, and the two prophets and forerunners of 
the Lord having finished their course, and the whole world finally 
approaching the consummation, what remains but the coming of our Lord 
and Saviour Jesus Christ from heaven, for whom we have looked in hope?”  211

The early Church believed in a version of imminence because the Lord taught 
a version of imminence. Like Jesus, the early Christians said that once the 
signs preceding the day of the Lord happen, then His return is truly 
imminent.  Though there are more, we have determined five signs the 212

Scriptures teach we can observe before the day of the Lord and the Rapture of 
the Church. 1. The sun is darkened. 2. The moon is darkened. 3. The 
Antichrist declares himself to be God in God’s temple. 4. Massive amounts of 
Christians fall away from the faith. 5. Elijah and the other witness return, are 
killed and then resurrected.  

So where does this chapter’s discussion leave us? It leaves us examining the 
source of our hope. Is our hope in escaping suffering? Is our hope in being 
saved from the wrath of the Antichrist? John MacArthur teaches that the 
blessed hope of Titus 2:13 is a pre-Tribulational Rapture of the Church, and 

 Hippolytus, “Treatise on Christ and Antichrist,” 46, 64, https://biblehub.com/library/hippolytus/211

the_extant_works_and_fragments_of_hippolytus/treatise_on_christ_and_antichrist.htm.  

 Again, read this previously quoted passage from the Didache: All your years of faith will count 212

for nothing unless you are perfected in the last days. In the last days, false prophets and corrupters 
will multiply, and the sheep will turn into wolves, and love will be turned into hate. As lawlessness 
increases, men will hate and persecute and betray one another. And then the Deceiver of the 
world will appear as a son of God, and will do signs and wonders, and the earth will be delivered 
into his hands. He will commit abominations which have never been seen since the world began. 
Then all mankind will come to the fire of testing, and many will fail and perish. But those who 
endure in their faith will be saved by him who was accursed. And then shall the signs of the truth 
appear: first a sign of a rift in the heavens, then a sign of a voice of a trumpet, and thirdly the 
resurrection of the dead. Yet not of all, but as it was said: The Lord shall come and all his saints with 
Him. Then shall the world see the Lord coming upon the clouds of heaven with power and 
dominion to repay each man according to his works, with justice, before all men and the angels. 
Amen 
https://legacyicons.com/content/didache.pdf 
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he may be right.  The early Christians, however, held that our blessed hope 213

is the final appearing of the glory of our great God and Savior, Jesus Christ, 
not the Church escaping tribulation, torture or murder at the hands of the 
Antichrist.  214

Though they did not believe they were destined for God’s wrath, the early 
Church did not fear the wrath of Satan or his Antichrist. They were not afraid 
of living through the Tribulation, and saw doing so as an opportunity to war 
against the devil by testifying to the truth of the gospel in a manner worthy of 
the gospel. I don’t know if I’m ready for that yet. My anxiety concerning 
martyrdom tells me that I still need to grow in my understanding of God’s 
goodness. I need to grow in my understanding of Jesus’ worth.  

In Matthew 13:44, Jesus tells this parable: “The kingdom of heaven is like a 
treasure hidden in the field, which a man found and hid again; and from joy 
over it he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field.” There are two 
ways we can look at this parable. The first describes Jesus’ love for us. He so 
highly valued us, the treasure in the field, that He joyfully gave all that He 
had to make us His own. The second view of this parable describes what a 
proper response to His sacrifice should entail. If we truly understand Jesus’ 
worth, we too would happily give all we have to be with Him forever. The 
loss of all things, no matter how initially painful, would be seen as rubbish 
compared to the everlasting joy of gaining Christ.  

Do you treasure Jesus the way that He has treasured you? 

The early Christians treasured Jesus above all, and thus viewed martyrdom as 
a blessing, a privilege and a powerful means of demonstrating to the world 
the indescribable worth of Christ. Also, they did not fear those who could kill 

 https://www.tms.edu/m/tmsj11a.pdf   213

MacArthur writes, “The Christian who is not living a holy and obedient life with heavenly priorities 
is a Christian who does not grasp the significance of the Lord’s imminent return. If we genuinely 
are expecting our Lord to appear at any time, that blessed hope should move us to be faithful and 
walk properly.”

 Titus 2:11-14  214
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the body, because they believed when Jesus returns we will be resurrected 
with incorruptible bodies like His and we will be with Him forever. That was 
their blessed hope. If you share that hope, as Paul wrote, your hope is not in 
vain.  
215

 1 Corinthians 15:12-24, 50-58 215
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Epilogue: The Resurrection 

After eight days His disciples were again inside, and Thomas with them. Jesus 
came, the doors having been shut, and stood in their midst and said, “Peace 
be with you.” Then He said to Thomas, “Reach here with your finger, and see 
My hands; and reach here your hand and put it into My side; and do not be 
unbelieving, but believing.” 

- John 20:26-27 

Christian martyrdom makes absolutely no sense without Jesus’ resurrection. 
Dying while trying to kill your enemies carries logical weight if one is doing 
so for the perceived protection or betterment of your family or country. On 
the other hand, testifying to the truth of the gospel by peacefully giving your 
life for the betterment of your enemies is the epitome of absurdity if Jesus 
didn’t rise from the dead. However, Jesus was raised from the dead just like 
He promised, proving that everything He said is true and we must now adjust 
our lives accordingly.  216

  
Clement of Rome demonstrates how the 1st Century followers of Jesus 
believed Jesus’ resurrection was the ultimate attestation to His authority as 
Lord and Christ. “The apostles have preached the Gospel to us from the Lord 
Jesus Christ. … Christ therefore was sent forth by God, and the apostles by 
Christ. … Having therefore received their orders, and being fully assured by 
the resurrection of our Lord Jesus Christ, and established in the word of God, 
with full assurance of the Holy Ghost, they went forth proclaiming that the 
kingdom of God was at hand.”  217

Arguably, the two most prominent current authorities on the resurrection of 
Jesus are Gary Habermas and Michael Licona, who have co-written an over 
700 page book on this subject called The Case for the Resurrection of Jesus. If 
you are a skeptic, but are intellectually honest and earnestly desire to know 

 Luke 24  216
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the truth, read this book. It’s long, but easily digestible. In it, they employ a 
strategy known as the minimal facts approach. 

Habermas and Licona write, "While we hold that the Bible is trustworthy and 
inspired, we cannot expect the skeptical nonbeliever with whom we are 
dialoguing to embrace this view. So, in order to avoid a discussion that may 
divert us off of our most important topic, we would like to suggest that we 
adopt a ‘minimal facts approach.’ This approach considers only those data 
that are so strongly attested historically that they are granted by nearly every 
scholar who studies the subject, even the rather skeptical ones. … One of the 
strengths of this approach is that it avoids debate over the inspiration of the 
Bible.”  As you read these five minimal facts about Jesus’ resurrection, 218

remember that virtually all non-Christian scholars attest to their veracity.  

1. Jesus died by crucifixion. 
2. Jesus’ disciples believed that He rose and appeared to them. 
3. Paul, the persecutor of the Church, was suddenly changed. 
4. James, the skeptical brother of Jesus, was suddenly changed.  
5. The empty tomb. 

Habermas and Licona summarize these five minimal facts in their Appendix, 
“1. Jesus' disciples sincerely believed he rose from the dead and appeared to 
them. 2. External evidence and events support the authenticity of their belief 
in his resurrection: the conversion of the church persecutor Paul, the 
conversion of the skeptic James, and the empty tomb. 3. Since no plausible 
opposing theories exist that can account for the historical facts, Jesus' 
resurrection is the only plausible explanation.”   219 220

 Gary R. Habermas; Michael R. Licona, “The Case for the Resurrection of Jesus,” (Grand Rapids: 218

Kregel Publications, 2004), 80. 
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For the remainder of this epilogue, I want to offer one more proof to the 
resurrection of Jesus. In Luke 24, a bodily resurrected Jesus appears to His 
disciples, shows them His hands and feet and eats some fish they give Him. 
He then says in verses 42-44, "These are My words which I spoke to you 
while I was still with you, that all things which are written about Me in the 
Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.” Luke 
continues in verses 45-46, “Then He opened their minds to understand the 
Scriptures, and He said to them, ‘Thus it is written, that the Christ would 
suffer and rise again from the dead the third day.’”  

Some of you reading may already be thinking, “Wait a minute. You can’t use 
the Bible to prove the Bible.” That seems like a logical argument, but the 
Bible isn’t like any other book. The Bible boldly declares its trustworthiness 
by prophesying events to come with pinpoint accuracy. Chuck Missler writes, 
"There are no other religious books on planet earth that have the audacity to 
hang their track record on their ability to predict the future.”  And, just as I 221

have already demonstrated that the Old Testament Scriptures prophesied the 
suffering and death of the Messiah, they also prophesied His resurrection. 
Though there are certainly more, I would like to show 5 ways the Old 
Testament either prophesied directly or foreshadowed the Messiah’s 
resurrection.  

Psalm 16 

Psalm 16 was written in the late 10th Century BC by David, over 1,000 years 
before Jesus’ death and resurrection.   It is the second main passage of 222 223

Scripture Peter uses in his defense of the gospel on the feast of Pentecost, and 
explains how though David wrote the Psalm, he could not have been 
referring to himself.  

 Chuck Missler. “Learn the Bible in 24 Hours.” p. 320221
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Peter addressed the crowd in Acts 2:25-32 “For David says of Him, #I saw the 
Lord always in my presence; for He is at my right hand, so that I will not be 
shaken. #Therefore my heart was glad and my tongue exulted; moreover my 
flesh also will live in hope; because You will not abandon my soul to Hades, 
nor allow Your Holy One to undergo decay. #You have made known to me the 
ways of life; You will make me full of gladness with Your presence.! Brethren, I 
may confidently say to you regarding the patriarch David that he both died 
and was buried, and his tomb is with us to this day. And so, because he was a 
prophet and knew that God had sworn to him with an oath to seat one of his 
descendants on his throne, he looked ahead and spoke of the resurrection of 
the Christ, that He was neither abandoned to Hades, nor did His flesh suffer 
decay. This Jesus God raised up again, to which we are all witnesses.”  

Genesis 1  224

Though its oral tradition goes back to the beginning of humanity, scholars 
believe that the book of Genesis was written somewhere between the 13th 
and 15th Centuries BC. While the creation account in Genesis 1 is not meant 
to be understood like a biology text book, it is designed to teach theology. 
We learn that God is the Creator of all things, and everything He created was 
good.  

Speaking of the creation, Psalm 19:1 says, “The heavens are telling of the  
glory of God; and their expanse is declaring the work of His hands.” Paul 
agrees in Romans 1:20, “For since the creation of the world His invisible 
attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being 
understood through what has been made.” The author of Hebrews writes, 
“God, after He spoke long ago to the fathers in the prophets in many portions 
and in many ways, in these last days has spoken to us in His Son, whom He 
appointed heir of all things, through whom also He made the world. And He 
is the radiance of His glory and the exact representation of His nature, and 
upholds all things by the word of His power.”   225

 Genesis 1, https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis+1&version=NASB1995.  224
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If Jesus is the radiance of God’s glory, and creation declares the glory of God 
and reveals His eternal power and divine nature, is it possible that creation 
itself was designed to give evidence of the resurrection? First, consider the 
order of events in Genesis 1.  Plants are created on day three, and the earth 226

brings forth vegetation, plants yielding seed after their kind, and trees bearing 
fruit with seed in them, after their kind. Yet, the sun is not created until day 
four. How is that possible? This is an example of the way Genesis is seeking 
to tell us who created the world and why, not so much how. This book is 
about theology, not biology. Thus, theologically speaking, we see that on the 
third day, God miraculously brings life out of the ground.  

Also, Genesis 1 has an interesting way of concluding each day’s events. We 
read, “And there was evening and there was morning, one day.”  Evening to 227

morning, darkness to light, death to life, dying and rising. As stated in the first 
chapter of this book, the Passover event completely restructured Israel’s 
calendar. Originally, the first month of the year was in the fall, around 
September.  We can see further evidence by the way the Old Testament 228

refers to the rainy season in Israel, with the early rains beginning in the fall 
and the late rains occurring in the spring.  Thus, the seasons follow the 229

same pattern of each day: death to life. Creation declares the glory of the 
Lord our God, who was raised from the dead.  230
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Leviticus 23  231

The book of Leviticus was written in the same timeframe as Genesis. In 
Leviticus 23, we are introduced to the seven annual Feasts of the Lord; the 
Sabbath is included in the chapter, but I am not counting it since it is 
observed weekly. The Lord’s annual Feasts are as follows:  

1. Passover  
2. Unleavened Bread  
3. First Fruits  
4. Pentecost  
5. Trumpets  
6. Day of Atonement 
7. Tabernacles. 

Interestingly, Jesus the Lamb of God was murdered on Passover, placed in the 
tomb on Unleavened Bread and resurrected on First Fruits. However, if He 
died at 3pm on Friday and was resurrected before dawn on Sunday, that is 
nowhere close to three days. I discuss one way to resolve this issue in my 
previous book, New: Wineskins and the Simple Words of Christ.  

 “It!s easy to get flustered concerning the prospect of Jesus not being in    
 the tomb for a full 72 hours. Admittedly, it frustrated and confounded   
 me for many years. Even if Jesus had been immediately brought to the   
 tomb after He breathed His last on Friday around 3 pm, and then raised  
 right around sunrise on Sunday, He would have only been buried for 39 
 hours at most. However, if we understand Jesus came to fulfill His feast   
 days, it makes all the sense in the world that He said He would rise on   
 the third day. 

 Paul picks up on this connection between Jesus, the resurrection, and   

 Firstfruits when he writes, "If Christ has not been raised, your faith is  

 Leviticus 23  231
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 worthless; you are still in your sins. . . . But now Christ has been raised  
 from the dead, the first fruits of those who are asleep. For since by a    
 man came death, by a man also came the resurrection of the dead. For  
 as in Adam all die, so also in Christ all will be made alive. But each in   
 his own order: Christ the first fruits, after that those who are Christ!s at   
 His coming, then comes the end, when He hands over the kingdom to   
 God the Father, when He has abolished all rule and all authority and   
 power” (1 Corinthians 15:20-24).   

 Twice in this passage Paul calls Jesus the Firstfruits. I!ve heard this  
 section of Scripture taught innumerable times, and on each occasion  
 the point was always that if Christ had not been raised from the dead  
 our faith would be worthless; however, since Christ was raised, we can  
 have supreme confidence in life and in death. Those points are true, but  
 they miss one of the main points Paul is making: Christ is the Firstfruits  
 of God.”   232

Daniel 6  233

The book of Daniel was written over several decades of the 6th Century BC 
while Daniel was living as an exile in Babylon.  What I want to do in this 234

section is walk through the sixth chapter of Daniel and point out the 
overwhelming connections it has to the life, death and resurrection of Jesus. 
The original chapter from Daniel will be in italics, and the connection to 
Jesus will be in bold print. As you read, please note that the events of Jesus’ 
life, death and resurrection which correspond to Daniel 6 do not flow in 
chronological order.  

(6:3-4) Then this Daniel began distinguishing himself among the 
commissioners and satraps because he possessed an extraordinary spirit, and 
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the king planned to appoint him over the entire kingdom. Then the 
commissioners and satraps began trying to find a ground of accusation 
against Daniel in regard to government affairs; but they could find no ground 
of accusation or evidence of corruption, inasmuch as he was faithful, and no 
negligence or corruption was to be found in him. Then these men said, "We 
will not find any ground of accusation against this Daniel unless we find it 
against him with regard to the law of his God.”  

Matthew 27:18 - Pilate knows it is due to envy that the Jewish authorities 
handed Jesus over to him.  
John 18:38 - Pilate tells the Jewish authorities he finds no fault in Jesus.  
John 19:7 - The Jewish authorities say Jesus must die because He committed 
blasphemy in saying He is the Son of God. 

(6-9) Then these commissioners and satraps came by agreement to the king 
and spoke to him as follows: "King Darius, live forever! All the commissioners 
of the kingdom, the prefects and the satraps, the high officials and the 
governors have consulted together that the king should establish a statute and 
enforce an injunction that anyone who makes a petition to any god or man 
besides you, O king, for thirty days, shall be cast into the lions’ den. Now, O 
king, establish the injunction and sign the document so that it may not be 
changed, according to the law of the Medes and Persians, which may not be 
revoked.” Therefore King Darius signed the document, that is, the injunction.  

John 11:47-57 - The Jewish authorities conspire together to kill Jesus.   

(10) Now when Daniel knew that the document was signed, he entered his 
house (now in his roof chamber he had windows open toward Jerusalem); 
and he continued kneeling on his knees three times a day, praying and giving 
thanks before his God, as he had been doing previously.  

Matthew 26:36-46 - Jesus, knowing that His arrest is certain, goes to the 
Garden of Gethsemane, falls to the ground and prays three times to God. 

(11) Then these men came by agreement and found Daniel making petition 
and supplication before his God.  



Matthew 26:44-50 - A large crowd sent by the chief priests come to arrest 
Jesus while He is praying in the Garden of Gethsemane.  

(12-13) Then they approached and spoke before the king about the king!s 
injunction, "Did you not sign an injunction that any man who makes a 
petition to any god or man besides you, O king, for thirty days, is to be cast 
into the lions!$den?” The king replied, "The statement is true, according to 
the law of the Medes and Persians, which may not be revoked.” Then they 
answered and spoke before the king, "Daniel, who is one of the exiles from 
Judah, pays no attention to you, O king, or to the injunction which you 
signed, but keeps making his petition three times a day.” 

John 18:28-32; 19:7, 12 - The Jewish authorities bring Jesus before Pilate 
and accuse Him of a capital crime.  

(14) Then, as soon as the king heard this statement, he was deeply distressed 
and set his mind on delivering Daniel; and even until sunset he kept exerting 
himself to rescue him.  

John 19:4, 12 - Pilate knows Jesus has been unjustly set up and repeatedly 
tries to rescue Him from those conspiring against Him.  

(15) Then these men came by agreement to the king and said to the king, 
"Recognize, O king, that it is a law of the Medes and Persians that no 
injunction or statute which the king establishes may be changed.”  

John 19:12, 15 - The Jewish authorities again demand Jesus’ death, stating 
that He has committed a crime directly against Caesar.  

(16) Then the king gave orders, and Daniel was brought in and cast into the 
lions!$den.  

John 19:16 - Pilate eventually relents and orders Jesus to be executed. 



(16-17) The king spoke and said to Daniel, "Your God whom you constantly 
serve will Himself deliver you.” A stone was brought and laid over the mouth 
of the den; and the king sealed it with his own signet ring and with the signet 
rings of his nobles, so that nothing would be changed in regard to Daniel.  

Matthew 27:62-66 - A large stone is rolled over Jesus’ tomb and sealed with 
Pilate’s signet ring. 

(18-19) Then the king went off to his palace and spent the night fasting, and 
no entertainment was brought before him; and his sleep fled from him. Then 
the king arose at dawn, at the break of day, and went in haste to the lions!$
den.  

John 20:1-8 - Jesus’ disciples hurry to the tomb around dawn the third day. 

(20-22) When he had come near the den to Daniel, he cried out with a 
troubled voice. The king spoke and said to Daniel, "Daniel, servant of the 
living God, has your God, whom you constantly serve, been able to deliver 
you from the lions?” Then Daniel spoke to the king, "O king, live forever! My 
God sent His angel and shut the lions!$mouths and they have not harmed me, 
inasmuch as I was found innocent before Him; and also toward you, O king, I 
have committed no crime.”  

John 20:11-29; 2 Corinthians 5:15, 21 - Jesus resurrects from the dead, 
appears to His disciples and converses with them. Because Jesus was sinless, 
though He died, death could not keep its power over Him.  

(23-24) Then the king was very pleased and gave orders for Daniel to be 
taken up out of the den. So Daniel was taken up out of the den and no injury 
whatever was found on him, because he had trusted in his God. The king 
then gave orders, and they brought those men who had maliciously accused 
Daniel, and they cast them, their children and their wives into the lions!$den; 
and they had not reached the bottom of the den before the lions 
overpowered them and crushed all their bones. 



Matthew 27:25 The Jewish authorities bring curses upon themselves and 
their families in seeking to have Jesus killed.  

(25-27) Then Darius the king wrote to all the peoples, nations and men of 
every language who were living in all the land: "May your peace abound! 
I make a decree that in all the dominion of my kingdom men are to fear and 
tremble before the God of Daniel; for He is the living God and enduring 
forever, and His kingdom is one which will not be destroyed, and His 
dominion will be forever." He delivers and rescues and performs signs and 
wonders in heaven and on earth, who has also delivered Daniel from the 
power of the lions.” 

Matthew 28:18-20; Revelation 11:5 - Jesus’ resurrection validates the 
message of the gospel and leads to the good news of His salvation being 
brought to the nations. Jesus receives a kingdom that will never be 
destroyed.  

Psalm 22  235

Like Psalm 16, Psalm 22 was written in the late 10th Century BC by David, 
over 1,000 years before Jesus!$death and resurrection.  It contains numerous 236

links to Jesus’ crucifixion, including statements He makes from from the cross 
to those surrounding Him. Though it begins with a statement of sorrow, it 
ends triumphantly with the one who was put to death ruling over the nations 
of the earth. Like the Daniel 6 passage, the original verses from Psalm 22 will 
be in italics, and their connections to Jesus will be in bold print. Also, as you 
read, please note that the events of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection which 
correspond to Psalm 22 do not flow in chronological order.  

(1) My God, my God, why have You forsaken me? 

 Psalm 22 235

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Psalm+22&version=NASB1995. 

 https://biblehub.com/timeline/psalms/1.htm.236
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Matthew 27:46 - About 3pm, Jesus speaks these same words from the cross.  

(6-8) But I am a worm and not a man, a reproach of men and despised by the 
people. All who see me sneer at me; they separate with the lip, they wag the 
head, saying, "Commit yourself to the Lord; let Him deliver him; let Him 
rescue him, because He delights in him.”  

Matthew 27:39-44 - Those passing by, and even the criminals being crucified 
with Jesus, mock Him by saying, “He trusts in God; let God rescue Him 
now, if He delights in Him.” 

(14-15) I am poured out like water, and all my bones are out of joint; my 
heart is like wax; it is melted within me. My strength is dried up like a 
potsherd, and my tongue cleaves to my jaws; and You lay me in the dust of 
death. 

John 19:28-29 - Jesus says He is thirsty and is given some sour wine just 
before saying His final words from the cross. 

(16) For dogs have surrounded me; a band of evildoers has encompassed me; 
they pierced my hands and my feet.  

John 19:16-18; 20:25 - Jesus is crucified.  

(18) They divide my garments among them, and for my clothing they cast 
lots.  

John 19:23-35 - The Roman soldiers who crucified Jesus divide His clothing 
and cast lots for His tunic. 

(19-20, 22-24) But You, O Lord, be not far off; O You my help, hasten to my 
assistance. Deliver my soul from the sword. … I will tell of Your name to my 
brethren; in the midst of the assembly I will praise You. You who fear the Lord, 
praise Him; all you descendants of Jacob, glorify Him, and stand in awe of 
Him, all you descendants of Israel. For He has not despised nor abhorred the 



affliction of the afflicted; nor has He hidden His face from him; but when he 
cried to Him for help, He heard. 

Hebrews 5:7-9; Acts 2:23-24 - Though Jesus is scourged, crucified and 
buried, His prayers for deliverance are heard and He is resurrected with an 
incorruptible body, defeating the power of sin and death. 

(27-30) All the ends of the earth will remember and turn to the Lord, and all 
the families of the nations will worship before You. For the kingdom is the 
Lord!s and He rules over the nations. All the prosperous of the earth will eat 
and worship, all those who go down to the dust will bow before Him, even 
he who cannot keep his soul alive. Posterity will serve Him; it will be told of 
the Lord to the coming generation.  

Revelation 7:9-10 - A great multitude of people from every tongue, tribe 
and nation worship before the throne of God saying, "Salvation to our 
God who sits on the throne, and to the Lamb.”  

(31) They will come and will declare His righteousness to a people who will 
be born, that He has performed it. 

John 19:28-30 - Knowing that all things had already been accomplished, 
Jesus cries out, “It is finished!” In a sense, He is saying, “I did it!”  

To fulfill the numerous prophecies of the Messiah, Jesus, the Lord of heaven 
and earth humbled Himself and chose to be born into a poor family through 
a questionable birth. He chose to be misunderstood by family and friends. By 
the Spirit of God He stayed faithful in the most intense of temptations. He 
stayed faithful to His Father through insults, death threats, attempted murder, 
betrayal and desertion of friends. He stayed faithful to His calling through 
being spit on, beaten, scourged, and crucified. Even while being tortured on 
the cross, He remained faithful, forgave His enemies and fulfilled Scripture. 

For this reason God raised Him from the dead, highly exalted Him and 
bestowed on Him the name which is above every name, so that at the name 
of Jesus every knee will bow, of those who are in heaven and on earth and 



under the earth, and that every tongue will confess that Jesus Christ is Lord, to 
the glory of God the Father.  God has been telling us for thousands of years 237

that the Messiah would suffer for our sins and be raised from the dead. Jesus 
said the same thing numerous times during His ministry. And since He kept 
His promise concerning the resurrection, regardless of your questions, He’s 
also trustworthy for your regeneration, His second coming, the resurrection of 
the dead, the final judgement and the restoration of all things.  

So how should we respond? If you are not currently a follower of Jesus Christ, 
the Scriptures call you to repent and be baptized for the forgiveness of your 
sins. If you believe in your heart that Jesus is Lord, and earnestly confess 
before others that God raised Him from the dead, you will be saved. Baptism 
is the primary way that we identify ourselves with Jesus’ death and 
resurrection. The early Christians would fast and pray with the one who was 
seeking to be baptized, and the candidate would earnestly spend that time 
repenting of his or her sins.   During the ceremony, the candidate would 238 239

renounce allegiance to Satan, and would pledge his or her allegiance to the 
Lord Jesus.   240 241

I have found that one of the best analogies to baptism is marriage. There is a 
renunciation of the single life and any romantic ties to members of the 
opposite sex. Then a pledge is given to honor this person above everyone else 
through anything life can bring one’s way. It is forever though whatever. And 

 Philippians 2:5-11 237
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like putting the ring on your spouse’s finger, baptism is the sign of your new 
eternal commitment to Jesus and your new forever family.  

If you are already a follower of Christ, the Lord’s Supper is designed to 
function like a weekly renewal of your wedding vows to Jesus until He 
returns. The ultimate Faithful Witness went to war on our behalf, and gave His 
body and blood to bring us safely into His kingdom. Each time we partake of 
the Lord’s Supper, we prepare ourselves to enter into the same spiritual 
struggle to use our bodies and blood to demonstrate to the world the truth of 
the gospel. Cyprian writes about the Lord’s Supper to believers undergoing 
persecution in AD 250, “We should be prepared and armed for the struggle 
which the enemy announces to us. … As the Eucharist is appointed for this 
very purpose that it may be a safeguard to the receivers, it is needful that we 
may arm those whom we wish to be safe against the adversary with the 
protection of the Lord's abundance. … How do we make them fit for the cup 
of martyrdom, if we do not first admit them to drink, in the Church, the cup 
of the Lord by the right of communion?”   242

Additionally, Paul tells us in 1 Corinthians 11:26, "For as often as you eat this 
bread and drink the cup, you proclaim the Lord!s death until He comes.” 
Thus, in taking the Lord’s Supper, we not only renew our unconditional 
commitment to Jesus and His Church, but also remember that He is coming 
again to set all things right and transform us to be like Him, eternally 
communing with our Bridegroom. Baptism and the Lord’s Supper are not just 
symbols; they are as serious as marital vows, and with them we pledge our 
loyalty to the victorious risen Lamb who is coming again to bring us to 
Himself. For better or worse. For richer or poorer. In sickness and in health. 
Forsaking all others. In life, death and in resurrection to everlasting life. 

It is a trustworthy statement: For if we died with Him, we will also live with 
Him; if we endure, we will also reign with Him; if we deny Him, He also will 
deny us; if we are faithless, He remains faithful, for He cannot deny Himself.  

- 2 Timothy 2:11-13
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