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The Acts of the Apostles 
 The Ministry of the Gospel in a Messy Church & Conflictive World          Acts 9:20-31

 

As seen before, true persecution occurs when 
Christians are attacked for the proclamation of the 
Gospel – Jesus.  Saul – who once persecuted 
Christians for the name of Christ – was now in the 
cross-hairs of the Jews for preaching the name of 
Christ.  Plots were being made to kill Saul.  And for 
what?  The threat of violence was over Christ.   
 

We need to keep in mind that while Jesus brings 
peace to us with God and assurance in our hearts, 
the very nature of Christ will divide the world.  
Jesus Christ, said that He did not come to make life 
cozy. As the Messiah, He revealed that He did not 
come to somehow please everyone and make 
everyone happy so that everyone could get along 
together forever with warm fuzzy feelings.  Rather, 
Jesus came to cut — make a sharp knife-cut —
between son and father, daughter and mother, 
bride and mother-in-law, and so forth.  Yes, His 
coming cuts through warm domestic arrangements 
and disrupts the wisdom of the world, which 
results in slander, pain, ridicule, rejection, 

 

persecution, unsettledness, and even death of 
Christians.  The reason why this is the case is that 
when God ripped open the heavens to send Christ, it 
was an invasion of the Kingdom of God into this 
sinful world.  Indeed, this foreign invasion was and 
continues to be an invasion of a message of truth and 
redemption that stands at odds with the message of 
the world, the evil one, and our sinful nature.  
 

Contrary to what well-intentioned Christians 
sometimes say in our day and age, our lives (that are 
connected to Christ) are not marked by a good life 
without pain or struggle, as your future gets brighter 
and brighter, due to being promoted to new levels of 
glory where your wildest dreams will come true, and 
every single obstacle in your path topples. But rather, 
a cross marks our lives as Christians.  The cross 
yields experiences of hostility, tension, loss, and 
persecution from those who are opposed to the 
message of Christ.  C.F.W. Walther once said, "As 
soon as [God’s] Word is proclaimed, men will divide  
into two camps: some will receive it with joy, others 
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will be offended by it and will begin to hate and 
persecute those who receive." 
 

As a way of highlighting persecution, it is wise to 
return to Genesis 4 and the words of Martin Luther. 
The words of Luther are summarized below:  
 

“The church divides into two churches: the one which is the church in 
name but in reality is nothing but a hypocritical and bloodthirsty 
church (Cain); and the other one, which is without influence, 
forsaken, and exposed to suffering and the cross, and which before 
the world and in the sight of that hypocritical church is truly Abel. This 
lot should not frighten us. It should rather be a source of comfort for 
us to learn from experience that we are being dealt with by our 
adversaries in the way bloodthirsty Cain dealt with righteous Abel. 
We today are not the first to whom it happens that we are deprived of 
the name “church,” that those who kill us pride themselves on being 
the true and only church and maintain their claim to this name with 
the sword and with every sort of cruelty. The same thing happened to 
righteous Abel and also to our Lord Christ. Therefore the true church 
is hidden; it is banned; it is regarded as heretical; it is slain. Christ 
foretells that His church will be exposed to sundry dangers and that 
those who slay the godly will regard themselves as performing a 
service to God (John 16:2). This is the offense against which we 
must contend. We dare not come to believe that we are not the 
church because our adversaries condemn us with such assurance 
and pursue us with every kind of cruelty. Let us, therefore, endure 
the cruelty of our adversaries and joyfully give thanks to God that we 
are not among the number of those who kill. For the history of every 
age bears witness to this: that the true church always endured 
hardships; but that it was the false church which carried on 
persecutions, while the true church was always condemned by that 
other hypocritical one. Remember, though, that these things pertain 
neither to the state nor to the household; they pertain primarily to the 
church. Abel is slain, not because of his activity in the state or in the 
household but because of his worship of God. For Cain, it is not 
enough that he is the lord of the house and state; he also wants to be 
the Son of God; he wants to be the pope and the father of the 
church. Therefore he appropriates to himself the right to pass 
judgment on the sacrifices, and he condemns and slays his brother 
as a heretic.” 
 
Group Questions: 
1) Is persecution evidence of faithfulness or a result of 

faithfulness?  What is the difference?  
2) Why does Cain persecute Abel?  Why did the 

leaders kill Christ?  Why did Paul persecute; why 
was Paul persecuted?   

3) Is there a temptation for a church to go the way of 
Cain?  Why?  And how?  

4) How should a church prepare or be sustained as a 
church of Abel?   

5) Reflect on this statement, “Justification by grace will 
always result in the wounded getting healed and the self-
righteous getting angry.”  



 

 

 


