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Christians follow Jesus Christ wherever he leads them. We often find ourselves in situations in which, like Peter, we must either speak about our allegiance to Jesus-or, by our silence, deny him. Some Christians must do so at the risk of their lives. 

This week I received a letter from the ministry of Campus Crusade for Christ. The letter spoke concerning 41 of their staff members (six women and 35 men) who at the end of 2007 were on trial for their lives (in an unnamed country) for promoting Christianity. Their crime was that of insulting the religion of that country. Mobs of people in the back of the courtroom held banners calling for the death penalty. The good news is that their sentences were five years in prison-not death, at least so far. In this particular country, an appeal for leniency can actually result in harsher sentencing later on. Some of these Campus Crusade staff members now in prison for their faith are mothers of young children. 

The letter quoted a report from another staff member who visited the prisoners: "One of the wives shared...how difficult it was to be separated from her four year old, six year old, and ten year old children, and from her husband also in prison. But God gave her peace. She said, ‘God will look after them better than I can. I don't cry about them any more. I told them that their parents are in prison not because we did anything shameful. I told them they can be proud of their parents." 

In 156 AD, a man named Polycarp was burned at the stake for being a Christian. Polycarp had the unusual distinction that during his youth he had been a disciple of the Apostle John. At age 86, he was arrested by the Romans and threatened with death, unless he would renounce his allegiance to Jesus. But when the Pro-Consul pressed him and said: "Take the oath and I let you go; revile Christ!" Polycarp said: "For eighty and six years have I been his servant, and he has done me no wrong. How can I blaspheme my King who saved me?" 

What about you? What about me? Could we face death for the sake of Jesus Christ? I don't know if I could or not. I would like to believe that I could-but I also remember the Apostle Peter's vehement promises to Jesus that he was willing to die for him if necessary. Yet when the time came, Peter denied even knowing Jesus. I've learned not to brag too much about what I WOULD do in a given situation. Only God knows. 

I believe it is important though, for us to think through the possibility of our martyrdom. This line of thinking will certainly take the edge off our anxious fretting over the stock market! As we know our own minds and hearts, are we prepared to die for Jesus if need be? I remember hearing my dad tell me how, when in his mid-40's he was grappling with the idea of becoming a disciple of Jesus, he would find himself literally clenching the arms of his chair, sweat running down his face, trembling, as he tried to come to terms with the idea of what it might mean to lay down his life for Christ if necessary. 

How many evangelistic sermons do you hear in which the invitation is to come forward to accept Jesus Christ, but only if you are willing to die for him? Not many. But maybe that is why our churches have so many people who live one way in church and a different way the rest of their week. 

Jesus said, "Be faithful, even to the point of death, and I will give you the crown of life." (Rev 2:10) We are all going to die someday. I would just as soon die for the sake of Christ than any other way. Can you imagine dying in sin? When we come to Jesus, we come handing over everything about ourselves. This would include the manner and time of our death. If our following of Jesus were simply a matter of following a creed, I doubt that would be sufficient motivation to risk martyrdom. But we who follow Jesus know that he has entered into our body and our soul. In fact, our experience of Jesus is at a deeper level even than the attachment we feel to our own mothers. So in terms of whether or not we would remain faithful, I strongly suspect that IN THAT HOUR we could no more disavow Jesus than we could disavow our own mother. The Bible promises that IN THAT HOUR we will have sufficient grace to remain faithful. 

To follow Jesus is to take up our cross daily. Taking up our "cross" is not just bearing with personal pain (though it includes that). To take up our cross is to die to our self, specifically our self-will. This self-will is that part of us that insists on the securing of ourselves. It insists on having its own way. So, daily we die to self-will, and having considered the possibility of physical martyrdom, we then give our primary attention to Jesus himself, loving him in every task at hand, treating every other human with kindness for his sake, and trusting him with everything. We relinquish control of ourselves into his hands. 

How shall we live this day? Shall we seek the doing of our petty will-or shall we seek the doing of God's will? The decision for martyrdom will be beyond our control anyway. My guess is that even if the choice for martyrdom were in our hands, it would still be a split-second choice. The greater sacrifice for us now is in the LIVING of our days. Shall we, by daily dying to self, live for Christ? "Not my will, but thine be done!" 
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