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      “Persecution was used by God to forge the early church, and it continues as an ever-present reality in much of the world today. Rhodes is ideally equipped to handle this subject. His missionary credentials are impeccable, his love for the church is evident to all who know him, and he fearlessly calls out poor theology that manifests in missiology. May this work edify the church and encourage those pilgrims who walk on, longing for their true homeland.”

      Brooks Buser, President, Radius International

      “Some books highlight the challenges of suffering and persecution, but few apply it to the missionary life. With the mind of a theologian, the heart of a pastor, and the experience of a missionary, Matt Rhodes thoughtfully addresses the opposition and hardship that so many missionaries face. While many are initially naive to the hazards of Great Commission service, this book will help missionaries and those who send them to think biblically and prepare wisely for persecution in the task of missions. This book is much needed for any missions training.”

      E. D. Burns, missionary in Southeast Asia; Professor, Asia Biblical Theological Seminary; Executive Director of Training and Development, ABWE

      “If you’re looking for a book that valorizes missions and romanticizes suffering, this isn’t it. Instead, Matt Rhodes provides a realistic perspective on persecution that’s both joyful and sobering. Yes, the Bible teaches that persecution is a path to reward. But it’s also an evil to be avoided. And these twin truths have plenty of practical implications for missionaries and those they serve.”

      Elliot Clark, author, Evangelism as Exiles and Mission Affirmed

      “In Persecution in Missions, Matt Rhodes has proven yet again that he possesses both biblical wisdom and practical application for missionaries and churches as they navigate the modern missions world. Each chapter is packed with helpful insights. If you were helped by Rhodes’s No Shortcut to Success and its call for missionary preparation, I know that you’ll be encouraged by this fantastic new resource.”

      Ryan Robertson, President, Reaching & Teaching International Ministries

      “For many in the Western world, persecution is a faraway concept. For many of our brothers and sisters in the majority world, however, persecution is a daily possibility. And in the places most in need of the gospel, persecution is an almost inevitable experience for a new convert. In this book, Matt Rhodes offers us a thorough, biblical, compassionate, and challenging perspective on persecution for the gospel. His work highlights how what Scripture says about persecution should practically shape our discipleship, our missions, and our prayer to be more biblically attuned.”

      Matt Bennett, Associate Professor of Missions and Theology, Cedarville University; Director of Long Term Ministries, Reaching & Teaching International Ministries
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      Foreword

      My English-speaking friends call me Joshua, but that is not my real name. In a Christian book about persecution and missions, I cannot use my real name. I live in a country where the proclamation of Christ is not only restricted but also viewed as a threat to national security. If I used my real name, then I would put myself and the people I serve and love in danger.

      I grew up in an atheistic family. My grandfather held an important position in the local Communist Party, and my father was the head of the party at a university. According to their design for my life, I should not and could not have become a pastor. Yet by the grace of God, missionaries from across the ocean came into my life and introduced me to Jesus Christ. I think of S, who met me while playing basketball and asked me if I knew the true meaning of the Chinese character for “God.” I think of D, who led me in studying the Bible once S left, even though I thought of him only as someone to practice language with and to bring me gifts from America. I think of C, who, even after I graduated from college, invited me to stay at his home in Nanjing. He and his wife took care of me as if they were my parents. The beautiful things these missionary friends did for me and other Chinese people are too numerous to count, yet I never understood how hard it was for them. I thought that since they come from a country far wealthier and freer than ours, and since they are missionaries, then they must be healthy and joyful Christians.

      I assumed my Christian missionary friends had it easy until another missionary, M, showed me a text message from one of his fellow church members. This member was about to be disciplined by the church because of her serious, unrepented sin. M served as an elder in that church, and this church member warned M not to contact her anymore. She threatened M and said, “If you bring me up for church discipline, I will report you to law enforcement. Surely you don’t want to be deported and have your decades of hard work go down the drain.” M was clearly nervous. He knew he had to obey the Scriptures and lead the church faithfully, but he was worried about the consequences. He didn’t want to jeopardize the fruit of many missionaries. He even started to wonder what he would do if he had to return to the United States. He had no savings and no alternative career plan.

      Clearly, my perception was naive. Missionaries suffer too, and they sometimes suffer for doing the work of being a missionary.

      Although many of these brothers and sisters have returned to the United States, I am still compelled to withhold their real names. They may never become household names among Christians, like Jim Elliot, but I’m grateful that the Lord knows their faithful labor and will reward them accordingly.

      Unfortunately, I worry that many churches, when joyfully sending missionaries to the field, don’t always prepare them for suffering and persecution. They might mention the possibility, but they don’t prepare them sufficiently for the persecution they and their young disciples might endure.

      That’s why I’m so thankful for Matt Rhodes. He is solemn about what it means to suffer for missions not as a “necessary evil” but as a companion of joy in Christ. By developing a theology of missionary suffering, aspiring missionaries will be better equipped to mentor both other missionaries on the field and local Christians in restricted areas.

      I’m glad I have the privilege of writing the foreword to this book. I have recommended and will continue to recommend it to aspiring Christian missionaries, coworkers in missions organizations, and elders in sending churches. Not only is the book rich in the theology of suffering, but it also applies that theology to real situations. The examples from the author’s personal experience will help readers gain a more personal understanding of what suffering in missions looks like. I can tell you from personal experience that persecution in restricted areas is not limited to the forms described in this book, nor is this book a missionary’s “crisis manual of persecution and suffering.” Nonetheless, its theological framework places us face-to-face with the joy of Christ when persecution comes. After all, it was “for the joy that was set before him [that he] endured the cross, despising the shame” (Heb. 12:2).

      May God use this book to equip missionaries, mission agencies, and sending churches to make the “surprises” of missions part of the joy. Take up this book so that you might suffer more joyfully.

      Joshua (adopted English name)

      Pastor of a house church in China

    

  
    
      1

      Separateness, Suffering, and Joy

      For now we are pilgrims, we sigh, we groan.

      Augustine

      Exposition on Psalm 149

      Fatime is the only one left now.

      She doesn’t know her age exactly, but she claims she’s close to eighty. Four of her five children are dead. She’s almost completely blind and stares out at the world through dull, barely open eyes. She has lost some of her fingers and toes to leprosy.

      If you were to meet Fatime, though, the first thing you would notice is her joy. She sings to Jesus every day, which her Muslim neighbors have finally accepted. Years ago, they threatened her and hauled her before government officials. But now, after she’s walked with Christ for so long, no one tries to intimidate her anymore. She’s a living testimony of the Spirit’s power to sustain his people through difficulty and persecution.

      Still, she’s the only one left.

      About twenty years ago, missionaries came to her little town, and a handful of people confessed Christ. Some were baptized, and the missionaries were filled with hope. Perhaps this was the beginning of a breakthrough, and the gospel would begin to spread! And then, for various reasons, the missionaries left, and the little group of believers began to fall apart. Abdul-Raheem had been baptized, but when he got into an ill-advised argument with some Muslims about his new faith, they dragged him to the mosque, beat him, and said they’d kill him if he didn’t return to Islam. Bruised and terrified, he recited the Muslim creed and never spoke about Christ again. Mahmoud, too, returned to Islam. He came to Fatime’s hut and returned his New Testament. Fatime knows all their stories. Two who remained faithful died in the past few years. But the majority? Fatime sighs, squints at me through her opaque eyes, and says, “They were afraid. Afraid of people.”

      But Fatime? She’s been through it all. She’s endured opposition and found God faithful. She’s not afraid of anything anymore.

      Suffering and Persecution in the Unreached World

      This story may not surprise you. Sad things happen. People make unfortunate decisions, and not all seeds that spring up bear lasting fruit. But what if I suggested that the fear and persecution that caused Fatime’s friends to return to Islam isn’t unique? What if I suggested that it reflects a larger reality that people must face if they want to follow Christ in most of the world’s unreached places?

      Imagine flying over these places. You start in Morocco and wind your way over the North African deserts and the Arabian Peninsula, passing above the Persian Gulf, the Indian subcontinent, and China. Next, you swing south to cross over Thailand and then east to the tip of Indonesia. As the unreached peoples beneath you change from Muslim to Hindu to atheist to Buddhist to animist and back to Muslim again, one thing remains the same: In every place, the threat of persecution looms large over enormous groups of people who remain unreached by the gospel of Jesus Christ. It seems the hostile opposition to the gospel that unreached peoples live under may be as much a part of what blinds them to the truth as the formal teachings of Islam, Hinduism, Buddhism, or state-sponsored atheism. Similarly, it seems that suffering and persecution may be among the greatest threats to the growth and survival of churches in the least-reached areas. Indeed, areas that are both unreached by the gospel and exempt from persecution are the exceptions that prove the rule, especially when we realize that not only violence and martyrdom but also ostracism, humiliation, and rejection from families are potent and painful forms of persecution (e.g., Matt. 5:11–12; Heb. 10:33; 1 Pet. 2:23).1

      Reports from believers in least-reached areas confirm what we’ve observed. Don Little shares that the three most common challenges Muslim-background believers report in their spiritual growth are all related to persecution.2 That’s certainly why so many who once professed faith return to Islam. Kevin Greeson writes, “Throughout the history of missionary outreach to Muslims, reconversion has been a persistent problem, with as many as 90 percent returning to Islam.”3 While Greeson cites no sources for his figure, most missionaries who have worked in the Muslim world would agree with his claim. In India, Hindu nationalist Ghar Wapsi (literally, “returning home”) programs using social and economic pressures as well as the threat of violent persecution have resulted in mass conversions back to Hinduism.4

      Suffering is not only a problem for new believers in unreached areas but also a significant obstacle for missionaries. Most missionaries—especially those headed to poverty-stricken, disease-endemic areas—have much to consider before heading to the field. All Christians are called to love Christ more than wealth or family (Matt. 6:19–21; 10:37) and must be willing to leave “houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or lands” (Matt. 19:29) for Jesus’s sake. But missionaries often find themselves having to obey this command in the most literal sense. In some cases, their families may react with accusations and rejection. Then, once they arrive on the field, there are the slow trials of cultural disorientation, loneliness, and language learning.

      When missionaries work in poverty-stricken environments, sickness usually awaits. Most of the missionaries Fatime knew left the field permanently when they encountered serious medical problems. Stationed two days’ journey away from the nearest major hospital, they had little other choice. My wife and I minister in the same town where they worked, and we also encounter health challenges. As I write this, a teammate is recovering from her first bout of dengue fever. She was unable to get out of bed or open her eyes because of the pain. A few months ago, my wife and I woke up to find our one-year-old crying. He had a mysterious fever that spiked to 106 degrees Fahrenheit. There was no emergency number to call and no quick ambulance ride to an urgent care facility. We were terrified, lost, and helpless, hanging in the hands of a God who would surely do good but had every right to decide that doing good meant asking us to bear the unbearable. I remember praying, “God, I have no words to express how much I need your mercy right now. Please bring this fever down. Please, please, please.”

      Missionaries may also face the acute sufferings of rejection, hostility, persecution, imprisonment, expulsion from their countries of service, and even martyrdom. This doesn’t mean missionaries will necessarily suffer more than all other Christians or that their lives will primarily be defined by suffering. But it does mean they will regularly encounter serious obstacles that slow them down on their path to the unreached or even, God forbid, stop them altogether.

      In the next chapter, we examine whether the Scriptures confirm that suffering and persecution pose a fundamental challenge to missionary efforts. For now, it’s enough to note that a purely pragmatic look at the world—and at what missionaries and new believers in unreached contexts are telling us—seems to suggest that suffering and persecution are among the largest obstacles to Christian missionary endeavors.

      What Is a Theology of Suffering, and Why Do We Need It?

      Of course, most missionaries have accepted that a certain amount of suffering awaits them and those who come to Christ through their ministries. And if you were to watch them up close for several years, as I have, you would see that they certainly have a robust respect for suffering. They strive to suffer well, often at great personal cost. They speak of suffering with an almost reverent seriousness.

      But it’s not enough to approach suffering with respect. As much as we can, we also need to understand it. D. A. Carson notes that when tragedy strikes, if our beliefs “are largely out of step with the God who has disclosed himself in the Bible and supremely in Jesus, then the pain from personal tragedy may be multiplied many times over as we begin to question the very foundations of our faith.”5

      So we need a well-formed theology of suffering, which we can roughly define as an understanding of (1) God’s broader purposes for suffering and (2) the roles that suffering plays for good and for evil in both the world and the Christian life. Suffering will catch us off guard if our deeper beliefs aren’t formed by Scripture. We may collapse in surprise or sustain wounds and doubts that last longer than needed, or we may naively embrace unnecessary suffering that we’re ill-equipped to handle. Our approach to suffering may be guided by romanticism or by a sense that we need to prove ourselves and the worthiness of our faith by suffering.

      The need to teach clearly about suffering presses itself on us in questions that we hear echoing through the church and missionary life: When is suffering necessary? When should it be avoided? What is its role in the Christian life? Why must we suffer when Christ has already suffered for us? And perhaps most important, How can we find strength to bear suffering when it comes?

      These questions are relevant to all Christians, and this book attempts to provide a brief theology of suffering that helps answer them. But because of the unique ways suffering may occur in mission-field settings, I want to pay special attention to its role in the lives of missionaries and the people they minister to. It’s worth repeating: There’s no scriptural warrant to assume missionaries will suffer more than other Christians. Nevertheless, the success of missionaries’ ministries may depend, in large part, on the maturity of their responses to the questions that arise when suffering comes. When new believers refuse to confess their faith out of fear of persecution, how should we respond? When should we encourage new believers to flee from persecution? When should we encourage them to remain in their communities despite the threat of persecution? When missionaries are discouraged or depressed, should we encourage them to seek another vocation? Or should we encourage them to lean more heavily on Jesus? Of course, these questions require wisdom. But a well-formed theology of suffering will not just leave appropriate room for gray areas, it will also draw black-and-white boundaries around them so we don’t get lost in the grays.

      A robust understanding of suffering is essential for missionaries. Countless books address how to share the gospel with Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists, and they are vital for our missionary efforts. But we may need to focus just as much on learning how to share the gospel with people who know they will suffer if they accept it. Don Little reports that missionaries who have worked with Muslim-background believers recommended teaching a theology of persecution and suffering early in the discipleship process more frequently than they recommended teaching anything else.6 Unfortunately, Little stops short of providing a systematic look at the Bible’s major teachings about suffering and persecution. This isn’t a criticism of Little’s excellent book; no book can cover every topic. But it’s generally true that books and training manuals for missionaries rarely explain how we might help new believers deal with the threat of persecution. Yes, missionaries are encouraged to tell new believers to count the cost, but that provides only an awareness that there is a price to pay for following Christ. It does little to explain why that cost is necessary or to give the new believers hope to stand firm in the face of intimidation or brutal violence.

      Many missionary responses seem to be colored with a sort of glib optimism: “The early church spread rapidly in highly persecuted contexts. Why should things be different today? Let’s keep trusting Jesus and carry on.” Certainly, trusting Jesus should always be at the center of our response to suffering. But trusting him in our sufferings includes believing that the things he taught us about suffering are vital to see us through and are worth studying in real depth. After all, we can’t teach what we don’t understand. So if we don’t understand Jesus’s teachings about suffering, we’ll be unable to teach the nations to observe all that he commanded (Matt. 28:20). This will limit our ability to carry out the Great Commission.

      Separateness and Suffering

      Where do we begin if we want a scriptural understanding of suffering? It’s true that Christians aren’t the only people who suffer. As Job complains:

      Man is born to trouble

      as the sparks fly upward. (Job 5:7)

      While this world has its share of joys, Carson is right: “All we have to do is live long enough, and we will suffer.”7

      Yet there are special ways in which suffering affects God’s people. God has always called his people to be separate from the world, forgoing many of its pleasures and the sense of acceptance and security it offers in order to seek an unseen inheritance from him. “Go,” the Lord told Abraham, “from your country and your kindred and your father’s house to the land that I will show you” (Gen. 12:1). Moses left Egypt because he “considered the reproach of Christ greater wealth than the treasures of Egypt” (Heb. 11:26). God told Israel:

      Depart, depart, go out from there;

      touch no unclean thing;

      go out from the midst of her; purify yourselves,

      you who bear the vessels of the Lord. (Isa. 52:11)

      The New Testament calls today’s church to a similar separateness:

      Therefore go out from their midst,

      and be separate from them, says the Lord,

      and touch no unclean thing;

      then I will welcome you,

      and I will be a father to you,

      and you shall be sons and daughters to me,

      says the Lord Almighty. (2 Cor. 6:17–18)

      Do not love the world or the things in the world. If anyone loves the world, the love of the Father is not in him. (1 John 2:15)

      When we separate ourselves from the world, the suffering we experience as a result is a uniquely Christian experience.

      Of course, we aren’t called “to go out of the world” or to stop associating with unbelievers (1 Cor. 5:10–11). Our task is more complex. We’re called to remain here on earth but live as “strangers and exiles” who “desire a better country, that is, a heavenly one” (Heb. 11:13, 16).

      The world does not appreciate having “strangers and exiles” in its midst. For example, when Fatime’s wider community rejected her, it did so because it was shocked and angered by the ways she professed to live entirely beyond the control of its Islamic leaders and traditions. This should not surprise us. Jesus told us that a church that is separate from the world will be hated by the world. When and where the world can, it will persecute those it hates. As Jesus says:

      If you were of the world, the world would love you as its own; but because you are not of the world, but I chose you out of the world, therefore the world hates you. Remember the word that I said to you, “A servant is not greater than his master.” If they persecuted me, they will also persecute you. (John 15:19–20)

      Indeed, the “strangers and exiles” spoken of in Hebrews “suffered mocking and flogging, and even chains and imprisonment. They were stoned, they were sawn in two, they were killed with the sword. They went about in skins of sheep and goats, destitute, afflicted, mistreated” (Heb. 11:36–37). In many parts of the world, similar sufferings still await people who put their faith in Christ.

      Today, the consequences of the church’s separation from the world are becoming increasingly clear even in countries with historically Christian roots. Statistically, parts of post-Christian Europe could now be considered “unreached,” and, not surprisingly, hostility toward Christian teaching in these areas has increased. In the United States, practicing Christians still constitute a substantial minority of the population. Nonetheless, hostility has steadily increased toward orthodox Christian doctrines and practices over the last few decades. It would be a serious overreaction to compare the difficulties American Christians endure with the problems Christians face in North Korea or in parts of India or Saudi Arabia. But it’s equally an underreaction to assume that the hostility many non-Christians in the West feel toward the church is of little spiritual significance or that the West is too “civilized” and educated for persecution to become widespread and violent in future generations. It should not surprise us if we see persecution increasing as long as the post-Christian West continues to move away from Christianity and to more closely resemble a mission field.

      Conclusion

      In sum, suffering seems to be a normal part of walking with Christ, especially for those who follow him in areas with few or no believers. Missionaries in these areas need a deep and scripturally grounded theology of suffering. The following chapters provide just that. I look primarily to Scripture, but I also share stories from my own observations and experience. As I do, I’m deeply conscious that suffering takes different forms in different contexts and that my observations are limited. Nevertheless, the authors of the New Testament give us principles to describe the role suffering plays in the lives of believers. I share stories from my experience only to offer practical examples of how these principles play out in the lives and ministries of missionaries. Lastly, I draw on the insights of Christians who have gone before us. Our predecessors—who lived before both aspirin and psychotherapy and who, in many cases, endured harsh persecution—were often forced to understand suffering in ways few of us would imagine are necessary.

      Here I’d like to briefly describe my approach to help readers engage with me along the way. First, when I discuss missions in this book, I use the term in a narrow sense to describe the planting of churches that are mature enough to endure and multiply among people who previously had little or no access to the gospel. People use the term missions in various circles to describe different types of ministries. Many of these other ministries are good and essential parts of the church’s work, but it’s beyond the scope of a single book to describe them all. I also don’t assume that missionaries must be Westerners, and I rejoice to see a growing number of non-Western missionaries on the field. Because of the geographical and demographic distribution of least-reached peoples today, however, missions work among them, by definition, usually involves crossing cultural and linguistic boundaries and often involves crossing international borders.

      Second, when we attempt to develop a deeper theology of suffering, most contemporary approaches begin with the problem of theodicy: “How could a good God allow suffering in his world?” This is a worthwhile question, but the New Testament writers seem mostly uninterested in answering it. They never ponder what greater good may have convinced an otherwise reluctant God to allow evil into his world. So while questions of theodicy are worthwhile to address, they shouldn’t be our primary focus as we develop a scriptural theology of suffering. In fact, questions that begin with “How could a good God . . .” are profoundly limited because they’re bent toward accusation.8 They attempt to evaluate God’s larger character with a laser-like focus on an aspect of his dealing with the world which troubles us and that Scripture warns is beyond our ability to fully understand (see Job 38–42). This leaves us, at best, carving out room for the possibility that God could still be good despite the evil in the world. Little room is left to argue proactively for his abundant goodness.

      The writers of the New Testament have a less defensive and more pragmatic focus. Rather than losing themselves in abstract essays that speculate about whether the world would have been better—and God would have been more righteous—if suffering had never occurred, they tell us a story about what God is doing to redeem our suffering. In this story, suffering and evil emerge as temporary and insubstantial realities in comparison with the eternal, glorious redemption God will bring about (e.g., Rom. 8:18; 2 Cor. 4:17–18). Ultimately, the Scriptures tell us that God’s redemption will lead us through suffering and evil to a joy that swallows them up entirely. The Scriptures compare this to the way that the suffering of childbirth is swallowed up by the joy of a baby being born (e.g., John 16:21–22; Rom. 8:18–22). We see this redemption of suffering most clearly in the resurrection of Jesus Christ. Christ’s resurrection not only reverses his death, it swallows up death entirely for all God’s children, forever.

      The New Testament writers repeatedly hold up Christ’s suffering and reward as a pattern to encourage us. They rarely speak of suffering without speaking about joy and reward, and they seem to believe there is an inextricable link between the two (cf. Rom. 5:3; Col. 1:24; Heb. 10:34; 1 Pet. 4:12–13).

      In contrast, when today’s missionary literature speaks of suffering, it tends to emphasize counting the cost. We err on the side of encouraging people to tough it out and get serious. And certainly, counting the cost is necessary. But cost is only one side of any good decision, and it’s the less important side at that! Should we not focus more fully, as the Scriptures do, on the joy and reward that Jesus promises?

      It’s precisely here that our attempt to build a theology of suffering will take a surprising turn. Joy and suffering seem to go hand in hand. Importantly, suffering is not the point: joy is. Suffering is only the road; joy is the destination. God calls us to be separate from the world but only so that we can inherit something better. A theology of suffering, then, is only one facet of a larger theology of joy, and it may be impossible to really come through suffering well without keeping this in mind.

      Here’s a brief road map of where we are going. First, chapter 2 examines suffering and explores its origins in our world. Then, in chapters 3–4, we consider the strange, surprising connection the Scriptures draw between suffering and joy. Finally, we spend chapters 5–7 exploring how missionaries and churches must react to suffering in order to faithfully pursue Christ’s Great Commission in persecuted contexts.

      From beginning to end, I’ll try to keep our focus aligned with the Scriptures. I don’t believe our task is limited to developing a theology of suffering. Instead, our task is to develop a theology of godly joy and, as part of that, to understand why suffering is necessary to lead us there. If this is true of the Christian life, then it’s certainly true of the church’s missionary task.

    

    
      
        1  While most of us can bear occasional name-calling, we may find being rejected or condemned by our loved ones or our wider society more painful than many types of physical persecution, and the New Testament pays extensive attention to the difficulty of bearing rejection.
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