Grace Evangelical Free Church                                                                   August 26, 2018
Ephesians 3:1 Suffering for Christ
Ephesians 3:1 - “For this cause I Paul, the prisoner of Jesus Christ for you Gentiles…”
90,000 Christians were killed for their beliefs worldwide last year; 600 million Christians were prevented from practicing their faith in 2016.  Why such suffering?  To determine the Biblical answer, we look to:
· Historical Context:  Written A.D. 60-63, Ephesians emphasizes the connection between sound doctrine and right practice in the Christian life. To do God’s will, we must first understand who we are in Christ doctrinally.
· Grammatical Usage: “Prisoner” or in the Greek, “Desmios” means, “bound, in bonds, a captive.”
· Literal Application: Because of this, I, Paul, the captive of Christ Jesus for you, the Gentiles…”
· Contextual/Comparison: Twice in Ephesians, Paul reminded his readers he was a prisoner (3:1; 4:1) and closing the letter he called himself an “ambassador in bonds” (6:20).  The Bible talks a lot about suffering for the sake of Christ. In the era in which the New Testament was written, followers of Jesus were often ostracized by their own families and communities. Some of the worst persecution came from the religious leaders (Acts 4:1–3). Jesus told His followers, "Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven" (Matthew 5:10). He reminded His disciples, "If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first" (John 15:18).
2 Timothy 3:12 says, "Everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted." As in biblical times, many Christians today have found that making a public declaration of faith in Christ can result in imprisonment, beatings, torture, or death (Heb. 11:32–38; 2 Cor. 12:10; Phil. 3:8; Acts 5:40). Often those of us in free nations shudder at the thought, but we feel relatively safe. We understand that there are thousands who suffer daily for the sake of Christ and are thankful we don't have to. But is there only one kind of persecution?

Jesus stated clearly what it means to follow Him in Luke 9:23–25.  Our modern understanding of the phrase "take up their cross and follow me" is often inadequate. In Jesus' day the cross always symbolized death. When a man carried a cross, he had already been condemned to die on it. Jesus said that, in order to follow Him, one must be willing to die. We will not all die martyrs’ deaths. We will not all be imprisoned, beaten, or tortured for our faith. So what kind of death did Jesus mean?  Scripture identifies seven types of suffering:

1. Persecution (Mt. 5:11)

2. Hatred (Mt. 10:22)

3. Loss of life (Mt. 10:39)

4. Renunciation of worldly treasures (Mt. 19:29)

5. Suffering (Acts 9:16)

6. Loss of Reputation (1 Cor. 4:10)

7. Death (2 Cor. 4:11; 12:10; Phil. 1:29)

How do we handle such?

1. To follow Christ means we die to our own way of doing things. We consider our will, our rights, our passions, and our goals to be crucified on the cross with Him. Our right to direct our own lives is dead to us (Phil. 3:7–8). Death involves suffering. The flesh does not want to die. Dying to self is painful and goes against our natural inclination to seek our own pleasure. But we cannot follow both Christ and the flesh (Luke 16:13; Matthew 6:24; Romans 8:8). Jesus said, "No one who puts a hand to the plow and looks back is fit for service in the kingdom of God" (Luke 9:62).

2. Paul does not present suffering as a curse, but as a benefit.  He suffered more than most for Jesus' sake yet, "For it has been granted to you on behalf of Christ not only to believe in him, but also to suffer for him" (Phil. 1:29). 

3. By choosing to obey the Lord Jesus Christ, understand (and accept) we are setting ourselves at odds with the world per Galatians 1:10. 
4. By adhering to the teachings of the Bible, we set ourselves up for rejection, mockery, loneliness, or betrayal (Phil. 3:10), yet live by chapter & verse. 
Jesus said if we deny him before men, He will deny us before His Father in heaven (Matthew 10:33; Luke 12:9). There are many subtle ways to deny Christ. If our actions, words, lifestyle, or entertainment choices do not reflect His will, we are denying Christ. If we claim to know Him but live as though we do not, we are denying Christ (1 John 3:6–10). 
· Conclusion: Often our greatest suffering comes from within as we battle for control over a heart that must die to its own will and surrender to Christ’s lordship (Romans 7:15–25). In whatever form suffering comes, we should embrace it as a badge of honor and a privilege that we, like the apostles, have "been counted worthy of suffering disgrace for the Name."  Know Christ?  Suffered lately?
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