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‘Whatever a person’s language, culture or social status, Roman crucifixion was
a potent symbol of crime, judgment, excruciating pain and death. The Cross
spoke across the known world. When Jesus was crucified there were new
realities added — unjust suffering, substitution, sacrifice, and salvation won. But
more than this, Jesus spoke #om the Cross. What he said in those moments
of darkness and closure has unique application for the persecuted church
today.

These four short Bible studies are based on four of the statements Jesus made
from the Cross (there are seven in all). They can be used by individuals, or by
a small group (such as a Bible Study or Prayer group), in which case you are
welcome to photocopy whatever pages you need. While ideal for use at
Easter, perhaps as part of a Lenten course, these materials can also be used at
any time of the year.

Our own prayer is that these brief reflections will help us all to deepen our
understanding of both the experience of the persecuted church, and also of
the mystery, sacrifice and triumph of the Cross of Christ.

Dr Ian Dickson
RI Theological Advisor

Mike Webb
Editor
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Forgive the

-

"Two other men, both criminals, were also led out with
Him to be executed. When they came to the place called

the Skull, there they crucified Him, along with the

criminals— one on His right, the other on His left. Jesus said,
"Father, forgive them, for they do not know what they are
doing." And they divided up His clothes by casting lots.'

(Luke 23:32-341)

Jesus has been betrayed by those
closest to him, mocked, tortured
with extreme brutality, and yet, in
the last moments of his life, is able
to utter a short but profoundly

subversive prayer: Father, forgive
them’.

Instead of asking his Father to mete
out judgment, Jesus cries out to ask
for mercy. In place of any natural
human desire for retribution, of
‘getting even’, he implores God to
extend grace to his torturers.  They
do not know what they are doing’

Profound love

This profound love is at the heart of
the ‘upside down kingdom™ inau-
gurated by Christ: where, in the
words of Mary’s hymn of praise:
‘He has filled the hungry with good
things but has sent the rich away
empty’ (Luke 1:53). It is this radical

love which is the motivation

behind Christ’s subversive com-
mands to his followers in the Ser-
mon on the Mount: ‘/fsomeone
strikes you on the right cheek, aun
to him the other also’ (Matthew
5:39); Love your enermies and pray
for those who persecute you’

(v 44).

On the human level, this cry for
forgiveness for one’s own abusers
does not make sense - unless we see
the bigger picture.

For Christ, this was not the end;
just the end of his mission on earth
in human form. In the same way, as
followers of Christ, we know that
our lives too are part of a ‘bigger
picture’. Death is not the end of our
existence, just the end of our lives as
flesh and blood creatures on earth,
with the promise of eternal riches in
heaven to come. This heavenly
perspective enables us to yield our
lives to the revolutionary love of
Christ Himself.
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As Christ prayed for forgiveness, so
may we. As He ‘was led like a lamb
to the slughter’without opening
His mouth (Isaiah 53:7), so may we
face oppressors and torturers with
grace, secure in the knowledge of
our ultimate destiny.

This is often the daily experience of
persecuted Christians around the
world, who suffer, like Christ, even
to the point of death.

Called to pray

Yet for those of us who do not
literally face torture or death as part
of our Christian experience, we too
are called to pray the prayer of for-
giveness: ‘Father, forgive them.’

While interceding for situations
around the world where persecu-
tion is taking place, we can push the
boundaries of prayer and ask God
to forgive the perpetrators of vio-
lence, however hard this may seem
in our own hearts. Why? Because
we know that the subversive love

of Christ compels us to do so.

1 The New International Version
(NIV) is used throughout.

2 See Donald B Kraybill’s excellent
study 7The Upside-Down Kingdom
(Herald Press, 2003)

Reflection

Do you agree that Christ’s
prayer of forgiveness was
radically subversive? If so,
why, or why not?

How might an understand-
ing of this prayer make a
difference in our own lives:
in our relationships, and
praying for others?

Is it possible to combine this
revolutionary forgiveness
with an active concern for
justice for those who are
being oppressed?

Action

Using a recent copy of RI’s
Witness magazine or Prayer
Shield as a basis for informa-
tion, pray for the persecuted
church, asking God to
forgive those who are
perpetrating violence.

Reflect on the subversive life
of Christ, and the radical
love he showed throughout

his life.




‘I cannot question God’

‘It 1s difficult to live without a husband but I
cannot question God about what he has done.
[ pray - and ask Christians to pray - that God
will strengthen my faith. I know God will open
a way for us.

Tabitha Bot, whose husband Pastor Musa Bot was killed during sectarian
clashes in Jos, Nigeria in September 2001.

“The Bible says we should forgive those who sin
against us,and I take it upon myself that any
time, anywhere I meet with a Moslem brother |
will preach the love of Jesus Christ’

Emmanuel Bot, 25, son of Pastor Musa Bot, who is himself studying to be a
church leader in Nigeria.
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Forsaken

‘From the sixth hour untl the ninth hour darkness came
over all the land. About the ninth hour Jesus cried out in a
loud voice, "Eloi, Eloi, lama sabachthani?"- which means,
"My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?" When
some of those standing there heard this, they said, "He's
calling Eljah." Immediately one of them ran and got a
sponge. He filled it with wine vinegar, put it on a stick, and
offered it to Jesus to drink.The rest said, "Now leave Him
alone. Let's see if Elijah comes to save Him." And when
Jesus had cried out again in a loud voice, He gave up his
spirit. (Matthew 27:45-50)

Beyond the extreme physical pain
of the scourging and crucifixion
itself (calculatingly designed by the
Romans to maximise suffering
during death as a public deterrent to
others), Jesus also experienced a
different pain: that of feeling aban-
doned by His Father at His mo-
ment of greatest need.

Where is the Father, who has been
His constant guide (John 5:19)?
Where is the sense of calling and
purpose, that has previously sus-
tained Christ through previous
opposition and trials (Matthew
16:21)2

This desolate cry of Christ echoes
the anguish of David in Psalm 22:
My God, my God, why have you

forsaken me? Why are you so far
from saving me, so far from the
words of my groaning? O my God,
[ ay out by day, but you do not
answer, by night, and am not si-
lent’ (verses 1-2).

This is the desperate cry from the
fallen human condition: God seems
absent in a nightmare world of
violence and injustice. Who will
uphold justice or even trust in God?

‘But I am a worm and not a man,
scomed by men and despised by
the people. All who see me mock
me; they hurd insults, shaking their
heads: "He trusts in the LORD; let
the LORD rescue him. Let him
deliver him, since he delights in
him" (Psalm 22:6-8).



However intimate our walk with
God, like Christ, there are occasions
when we will be almost (but not
quite) overwhelmed by a ‘dark
night of the soul’. For example,
when circumstances (or people)
seem so against us that our trust and
faith in God are shaken almost to
the very foundations.

Both David and Christ delighted in
moments of pure unbound inti-
macy with the Lord God (2 Samuel
6:14; Luke 10:21-22), yet both too
knew moments of utter desolation
and wretchedness.

In truth, this is part of the mystery
of our walk with God: we can
experience intimacy and seeming
abandonment, joy and despair.

Christians who endure extreme
persecution for their faith as a regu-
lar part of their lives, also know
first-hand this mystery. Believers
who are arrested, imprisoned, tor-
tured and separated from their
loved ones know this sense of being
forsaken at many levels: from
friends, family, the wider world,
even at times, it may seem, by God
Himself.

Let us pray for them using the
words of David who endured his
own period of anguished desola-
tion:

But you, O LORD, be not far off:
O my Strength, come quickly to
help me. Deliver my life from the
sword, my precious life from the
power of the dogs.”

Reflection

» Have there been times when
you felt forsaken by God?
What helped you find God

again?

Do you agree that

teelings of both

intimacy and forsakenness
are part of the mysterious
relationship we enjoy with
God? Why or why not?

Reflect on Romans
8:38-39. While we may
from time to time
experience anguish or
desolation, and feel

forsaken, nothing ‘can
separate us from the love of

God’.
Action

Commit yourself to praying
every day this week for an
imprisoned Christian (you
can find specific details about
prisoners of faith in RI’s
Advocates’ Pack: see the
inside back cover for how to
order).

As you pray, ask God to
help you imagine more
deeply the pressures and
feelings of abandonment
experienced by Christians in
these circumstances. Use
what you learn to pray at a
deeper level for persecuted
Christians.
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‘More persecution, more growing; says Chinese Pastor Samuel
Lamb, with an infectious glint in his eye, and a broad smile.
“That’s the history of our church.’

Pastor Lamb was first imprisoned by the Chinese authorities in
September 1955, along with two co-workers, for 16 months.
He was arrested again in May 1958. After five months in jail, he
was sent to a labour camp, a livestock and tea plantation outside
Shao Guan. This was to be his home for the next five years.

Then, in July 1963, he was transferred with five hundred others
to Shansi Province in the far north, near Inner Mongolia, where
he was forced to work in Shanxi Taiyan Xiyu Coal Mine. ‘7 was
1n the coal mune for fifteen years, he recalls. ‘I could hardly bear
the hard work?

In appalling and often dangerous conditions, Samuel had to
manually join the heavy coal trucks one by one, day after day.
Many men lost fingers and limbs in the process, but God
protected Samuel throughout.

On his release in 1978, Pastor Lamb returned almost
immediately to active ministry in the church. Four members

were baptised in 1980. On one occasion in 1989, they baptised
169!

‘Pray for Cluna, says Samuel. ‘Pray for revival, for more new
converts. Pray for the future of the church.’



3s Silent watchers

‘Near the cross of Jesus stood His mother, His mother's
sister, Mary the wife of Clopas, and Mary Magdalene. When
Jesus saw His mother there, and the disciple whom He
loved standing near by, He said to his mother, "Dear
woman, here 1s your son," and to the disciple, "Here is your

mother." (John 19:25-27)

We tend to consider the experience
of the Cross from the perspective of
the one who was crucified: Christ

We can easily imagine that these
tormenting questions, and the
powertlessness of their situation,

Himself: But what of some of the caused many of his friends and
other characters, on the edge of the followers to question their knowl-
scene, who are present at the edge and experience of Christ
crucifixion? Himself.

These are the ‘silent watchers’

What is remarkable is that even in

forced to endure the persecution of this darkest hour, Jesus is still aware
the one they love from a distance. of needs beyond Himself. He knew
Almost within reach of touch of the that His earthly family was about to

victim, they are unable to offer any
physical comfort, but must watch
Christ die a painful and lingering
death.

Why?

Can we imagine the questions that
wracked them in these long, final
hours? Why did it have to end like
this? Why did Christ, the Healer
and Saviour, have to suffer such
extreme agonies, alone? Why was
the Father so oblivious to his cries?
‘Was this the defeat of his mission
and ministry?

face enormous challenges: how to
continue without Him, and how to
endure the beginnings of fierce
persecution by enemies of the
gospel.

Jesus understood that they would
need a new understanding in their
relationships to sustain them, a new
way of being family together, to
enable them to survive the intense
pressures ahead.

He addresses two of His inner cir-
cle: His mother Mary, and e
disciple whom He loved, com-
monly understood to be John. He
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instructs them to see one another in
a new light. Mary has a new son, in
place of Christ. John has a new
family member, his new mother, to
replace the close friend he has lost.

In the shadow of the Cross, their
relationships are transformed, tran-
scending earthly bonds (compare
the radical call of Jesus earlier in his
ministry for his followers to leave
family members behind in order to
follow Him: Matthew 10:37, and
12:47-50).

The same is true today in the family
of believers, the church. Our spiri-
tual bonds are often stronger than
those between family members.
The church is an extended family
for those who have lost loved ones
in the course of following Jesus.

This is certainly the case in those
countries where Christians face
intense persecution for their faith:
where husbands and fathers, as
Christian workers and church
leaders, may be cut down for
following Christ, leaving wives and
children as widows and orphans.

In this sense Christians in the UK,
far from violent persecution, can be
genuinely part of the wider
extended family: offering support
by prayer, financial giving and other

means.

This is part of the inheritance of the
Cross: new relationships to sustain
one another as we continue to
follow the risen Christ, taking up
our cross daily (Matthew 10:38).

Reflection

» Have you been in the
position of watching others
suffer, but feel powerless to
help? What emotions did
you feel?

Were you able to draw on
the support of family
members, or ‘extended
family’ members in the
church? If so, what
difference did this make?

How does an understanding
of our new family help us to
5 b -

be church’ together? How
might this make a difference
in our relationships?

Action

Identify someone you know
in your church or fellowship
who is suffering and see
yourself as part of their
family.

Does this change how you
see them, and how you see

yourself? Will your actions
be different?

Using Witness magazine,
repeat the same exercise for
a member of the
persecuted church whose
story 1s included in the
magazine. Does this also
change how you see them,
and how you see yourself?




é ’
Prayers anda tears

1 devour every letter we receive and meditate on the
Scriptures shared m them. I then share these words of”
encouragement and the Scuptures in Vietnamese with my
famuly. We are glad and encouraged i spirt for the
messages i them.’

1 read these letters with prayers and tears, because [ know
our Father never will leave us nor forsake us. He has
strengthened and helped us. Even in those years of great
trial and persecution, my eleven children did not stop
serving the Lord. All of them love the Lord and are serving
the Lord full ime.”

Pastor Lap Ma, Vietnam, who was forced into exile by the government.

Photo: Police try to stop the building of Thu Thiem house church, Ho Chi Minh City,
Vietnam.
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4: The final call

‘It was now about the sixth hour, and darkness came over
the whole land until the ninth hour, for the sun stopped
shining. And the curtain of the temple was torn in two. Jesus
called out with a loud voice, "Father, into your hands I
commit my spirit." When He had said this, He breathed His
last. The centurion, seeing what had happened, praised God

and said, "Surely this was a righteous man." When all the
people who had gathered to witness this sight saw what
took place, they beat their breasts and went away. But all
those who knew Him, including the women who had
followed him from Galilee, stood at a distance, watching
these things. (Luke 23:44-49)
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*Father, into your hands I commit
my spuit. These are the last
recorded words of Jesus on the
Cross, just moments before ‘he

breathed his last.

Last words, the final utterances from
the death bed, have a special signifi-
cance. For this is the end point of
this life, and the dying, if they are
able, may offer words of wisdom,
guidance or love and affection for
those who are left behind.

The last words of Jesus on the Cross
may seem unremarkable: a short
prayer of commitment, before His
last breath. Yet these final, simple
words are also a testimony and
summary of the whole life of Jesus

whose every move and action came
out of lifelong honour and love of
His Father above. The whole life of
the Son on earth was characterised
by such utter commitment to the
Father.

In His death, as in His life, Jesus
demonstrated a total, trusting
devotion to His Father: / tell you
the auth, the Son can do nothing
by Himself: He can do only what
He sees His Father doing, because
whatever the Father does the Son
also does (John 5:19).

His last words are a powerful testi-
mony to the truth of that relation-
ship, that goes beyond the ‘here and
now’ into eternity. In these final



words, Jesus publicly proclaims the
wonder and the power of God,
despite the horror and shame of His
execution on the Cross.

The same is true for those thou-
sands of Christians who are mar-
tyred for their faith every year, often
in circumstances of appalling
brutality. Their deaths too are often
a powerful testimony to the
supreme love of the Father whose
power sustains all things (Hebrews
1:3) and who ‘rasses the dead and
gives them Iifé (John 5:21). For
them, as for all believers in Christ,
death has no victory (1 Corinthians
15:55).

In truth, this has always been the
tough, uncompromising call of the
Christian life, forsaking all things for
Christ. In the words of Dietrich
Bonhoefter, martyred by the Nazis
in 1945: “When Christ calls a man,
he bids him come and die™.

This is good theology in death, as
well as in life. As AW Tozer writes:
“‘We can afford to suffer now; we'l
have a long eternity to enjoy
ourselves™.

3 Dietrich Bonhoefter, The Cost of
Discipleship (SCM Classics, 2001)

4 AW Tozer, Born After
Midnight (Christian Publications,
1992), quoted in Gems from Tozer
(Christian Publications, 1979)

Reflection

‘A whole new generation of
Christians has come up
believing that it is possible to
“accept” Christ without
forsaking the world”™ (AW
Tozer). Do you agree? Why
or why not?

‘What might be the conse-
quences for the church if the
statement above is true?

Action

Compare the account of the
crucifixion of Jesus in Luke
23 with the martyrdom of
Stephen in Acts 7. What
lessons from this account of
Stephen can we apply to our
own lives?

5 AW Tozer, Man: The
Dwelling Phce of God
(Christian Publications,
1996)
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Mart yrdom in
Noxrth Korea

“The cast-iron factory was considered the most difficult
place to work 1n the entire prison. Chiistians were usually
sent there to work. One Christian working at the cast-iron
factory was killed by hanging in a public execution in
December 1988 for hiding a friend at his house before he

was arrested.

In the spring of 1990, I was carrying a work order to the
cast-iron factory i the male prison. Five or six elderly
Christians were lined up and forced to deny their
Christanity and accept the Juche Ideology of the State. The
selected prisoners all remained silent at the repeated
command for conversion. The security officers became
firtous by this and killed them by pouring molten iron on
them one by one.’

From the testimony of Soon Ok Lee, North Korea

Photo: Haengyong prison camp, North Korea (© DigitalGlobe).



w | to support
persecuted
Christians

There are a number of ways you can support the persecuted
church around the world:

Pray Please use our free bi-monthly Prayer Diary Prayer Shield
to pray for the persecuted church regularly.

Give RI can use your gift to support Christians who are being
persecuted, and to help the ﬁnﬁ]}?es of martyrs.

Take action Our latest Advocates’ Pack, available from R1I, is

an essential %mde to letter-writing in support of prisoners of faith.
Please call 01689 823491 to order a copy.

Volunteer Join our team of volunteers around the UK and
Ireland who make the needs of the persecuted church known in

their own local areas.

Get informed Make sure you receive our regular magazine
Witness to be informed about situations of persecution around Crackdown |

the world. in Vietnam |32S588




INTERNATIONAL

THE VOICE OF THE PERSECUTED CHURCH

Through our international network of missions, RI serves persecuted Christians in 30 countries around the world, by
supporting pastors and their families, supplying Christian literature and Bibles and working for justice. RI is a member
of the UK organisations Global Connections (formerly EMA) and the Evangelical Alliance. Working in association
with the 'Voice of the Martyrs' in the USA, Canada, Australia and New Zealand, we are a member of the Interna-

tional Christian Association, founded by Pastor Richard Wurmbrand.

'Remember those in prison as if you were their fellow-prisoners, and
those who are ill-treated as if you yourselves were suffering’
(Hebrews 13:3)

Release International
PO Box 54
Orpington BR5 9RT
Tel 01689 823491
info@preleaseinternational.org
www.releaseinternational.org
Registered charity 280577
© 2004 Release International



