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Foreword

Many Christians in the West are concerned that our 
secular societies are becoming more inhospitable to 

Christian faith and practice. We often feel persecuted. In no 
way do I want to minimize the headwinds we are now facing 
in the countries that formerly constituted Christendom. But to 
get desperately needed perspective, we must listen to the voices 
of believers in parts of the world where the opposition is much 
more pervasive and often takes the form of violence. This is the 
situation for Christians in large swaths of Asia—East, South, 
and West. They are indeed learning what the words of our 
Lord mean: 

Blessed are you when people insult you, persecute you 
and falsely say all kinds of evil against you because of 
me. Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in 
heaven, for in the same way they persecuted the proph-
ets who were before you. (Matthew 5:11–12 NIV)

Christians in the West seldom have had to test these important 
words of Jesus in the way our brothers and sisters in Asia have. 
Chinese Christians in particular have had reason in recent 
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years to rely on this promise of Jesus. There are at least four 
things to learn from these verses.

“Blessed are you when people insult you.”

Not, “Blessed are you if people insult you.” Every beatitude is a 
characteristic of a Christian. Every Christian must be poor in 
spirit, or you are not a Christian; every Christian must hunger 
and thirst after righteousness, or you are not a Christian. This 
is the last of the Beatitudes, which means Jesus assumes that if 
you are a Christian, you will be persecuted. If you are living 
in any way consistently with Christianity, you will experience 
some kind of loss, some pushback, some opposition. (See  
2 Timothy 3:12 for confirmation of this interpretation: “all who 
desire to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.”)

We are only blessed if the  
persecution is “because of me [Jesus].”

Not “because of you.” Peter says something similar in 1 Peter 
4:15: “But let none of you suffer as a murderer or a thief or an 
evildoer or as a meddler” (ESV). The word translated “med-
dler” is an amazing Greek word. It means to be a busybody 
or to be tactless. What Peter and Jesus are saying is, if you are 
talking about your Christian faith in a feckless way, a tactless 
way, an abrasive way, an insensitive way, a culturally inap-
propriate way, and people oppose you, don’t say, “I am being 
persecuted for Jesus’s sake!” No, you are being persecuted for 
your sake. If you are being obnoxious, the promise of bless-
edness doesn’t hold.
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Persecution because of Jesus  
results in praise for the Father. 

Here is one way to determine whether you are being persecuted 
for Jesus’s sake or for your own sake:

You are the salt of the earth. But if the salt loses its saltiness, 
how can it be made salty again? It is no longer good for 
anything, except to be thrown out and trampled underfoot. 
You are the light of the world. A town built on a hill cannot 
be hidden. Neither do people light a lamp and put it under 
a bowl. Instead they put it on its stand, and it gives light 
to everyone in the house. In the same way, let your light 
shine before others, that they may see your good deeds 
and glorify your Father in heaven.” (Matthew 5:13–16 NIV)

Some people will look at your life and faith and persecute you; 
others will look at that same life and will “praise your Father 
in heaven.” Some non-Christians will respond with hostility, 
while others will be attracted by your life and persuaded by 
your testimony.

I propose that this is a great way to test ourselves. If we are 
only persecuted and few or no people are finding faith or being 
attracted to Jesus through us, then we are likely being persecuted 
for our tactlessness. If we are never persecuted, then we are likely 
compromising or being too quiet about our faith. But if both of 
those things are happening—if you are persecuted and your testi-
mony is bearing fruit—you are in a sweet spot. Speaking the truth 
without love will only bring opposition; being loving without 
insisting on the truth is cowardice. One of the most worrisome 
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things about the church in the West is that we are not seeing 
much persecution or attraction, and surely that is an indictment. 

We can experience the promise of 
blessedness through meditating on Jesus.

Finally, how do we get the blessedness that Jesus says comes if 
you are persecuted for his sake? 

That blessedness is a fascinating promise. It means the Holy 
Spirit will rest on you in a special way. It means his character 
will come into your life and be created, and it will shape you in 
a special way. It likely also means that you will see some people 
attracted to Jesus because of, not in spite of, the persecution. 

But I suggest you not be passive, that you actively go in 
prayer to God during times of persecution to seek the joy, love, 
and courage you need. One way to do that is to meditate on 
Jesus in the following way.

Philippians 2 tells us that Jesus “emptied himself ” of his glory. 
The King James Version translates these verses to say that Jesus, 
even though he was equal with the Father, “made himself of no 
reputation.” He had glory, and he had honor. He had the name, 
but he became rejected. He was shamed, humiliated—volun-
tarily. Crucifixion was not only a way to execute people. It was 
intentionally the most humiliating and ignominious death the 
Romans could come up with. Death on a cross was a dishon-
orable death. That means Jesus died in absolute shame so that 
you and I will not die in shame. We are going to have a name 
that lasts forever. Our names are written in heaven, inscribed in 
God’s book. We are going to live with honor and glory forever 
because Jesus experienced shame and humiliation.

Now if you take a little hit to your reputation, if you get per-
secuted a little bit, knowing what Jesus did for you, can you bear 
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that shame, knowing that he took the ultimate shame so that you 
could have the ultimate honor? Yes—if you meditate on Jesus’s 
humiliation, the blessedness that comes from that will help you 
to endure your own. 

This is a sobering message. But look—it ends in joy. “Rejoice 
and be glad,” Jesus says. Why? “Because great is your reward in 
heaven.” Look at that hope and know that you have the name 
that will never perish. Know that you have an honor and a glory 
that will never fade.

This is a book about living as a Christian under suffering and 
trials. Persecution is one form of suffering we in the West asso-
ciate with the Chinese house church, but for Chinese Christians, 
suffering is a complex and multifaceted issue. The pandemic 
has only complicated rather than simplified the pressures of the 
Chinese house church.

However, there is a note of this joy that runs throughout 
the testimonies and reflections in this volume. In early 2020, 
I witnessed this joy firsthand as thousands of Chinese house 
church Christians met in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia. While they 
gathered to encourage one another with gospel hope in the face 
of growing persecution, cases of COVID-19 broke out across 
their cities back home. They returned to China not in fear but 
with bold hope, knowing their home abides in the heavenly 
city, which cannot be destroyed. Let us learn from the witness 
of our Chinese brothers and sisters so that we can stand fast all 
the better as we face trials wherever we live. 

—Timothy Keller 
New York City 

July 2021
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Since we have the same spirit of faith according to what has 
been written, “I believed, and so I spoke,” we also believe, and 
so we also speak, knowing that he who raised the Lord Jesus will 
raise us also with Jesus and bring us with you into his presence. 
For it is all for your sake, so that as grace extends to more and 
more people it may increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God.

So we do not lose heart. Though our outer self is wasting 
away, our inner self is being renewed day by day. For this light 
momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of 
glory beyond all comparison, as we look not to the things that 
are seen but to the things that are unseen. For the things that 
are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal.

For we know that if the tent that is our earthly home is 
destroyed, we have a building from God, a house not made 
with hands, eternal in the heavens.

—2 Corinthians 4:13–5:1
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Introduction

A Church Acquainted 
with Suffering

F or the majority of Western Christians, the topics of per-
secution and pandemic might seem disparate. On the one 

hand, pandemics have been long removed from our lived expe-
rience, so when it is discussed, if it is discussed, we categorize 
it under natural evil and the suffering we experience living in 
a broken world. On the other hand, persecution tends to be 
siloed from other topics of suffering, and neatly tucked into the 
great theological debates of church and state. According to our 
common categorizations, these two topics sit in separate corners 
of Western Christianity’s bookshelf.

As you will discover reading this book, however, this is not 
the case in what is projected to soon be Christianity’s largest 
church numerically. Within the theology and preaching of many 
of China’s urban house churches, persecution and pandemic 
have become two sides of the same coin, two parallel points 
under one familiar topic—suffering. If you had the opportunity 
to hear a house church pastor preach today, you would likely 
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hear them discuss Christian suffering and you would have a 
fifty-fifty chance of them focusing on either suffering through 
persecution or suffering through the pandemic. Often, to your 
surprise and perhaps confusion, they would interchange these 
two topics.

Part of the reason for this is, of course, the current situation 
in China. In 2018, the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) began to 
enforce new religious regulations, which led to increased politi-
cal pressure and, at times, persecution against all religious prac-
tice in China, not only Christianity. This resulted in increased 
conflict between the authorities and China’s house churches, 
who refused to submit to registration with China’s officially sanc-
tioned Protestant church, the Three-Self Patriotic Movement 
(TSPM).

But the last several years of struggle do not fully account for 
the rich theology of suffering being developed by China’s urban 
house church pastors. They draw on decades of lived experi-
ences of suffering, beginning with the birth of the house church 
movement, which witnessed thousands of professing Christians 
denounce their fellow Christians to the Communist Party for not 
complying with state regulations on religious worship. From the 
horrors of the Cultural Revolution (which embroiled all of urban 
Chinese society from top to bottom) to the economic reforms 
of the 1980s (which opened the floodgates of modernization 
and lifted millions of people out of poverty), the urban house 
church has grown against the backdrop of rampant corruption, 
alienation, and social decay.

And of course, these large-scale, national-level causes of suf-
fering gloss over the more mundane, daily suffering Chinese 
Christians are familiar with: the struggling medical system, 
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environmental damage and pollution, the competition to suc-
ceed in a society of more than one billion people with no social 
safety nets, the one- and two-child policy systems, and a sky-
rocketing divorce rate, to name a few. If anyone is acquainted 
with the words, “The Lord is a stronghold for the oppressed, 
a stronghold in times of trouble” (Psalm 9:9), it is surely the 
Chinese Christian. 

Though there have been many important Chinese theo-
logians both prior to the Communist revolution and within 
the churches of the TSPM since, today we are beginning to 
see the systemization of various streams of house church  
theology. In the particular stream represented in this book—
urban, grace-centric, theologically trained—the topic of suffer-
ing is fundamentally rooted in the doctrine of the Christian’s 
union with Christ. These theologians pair the traditional, rural 
house church’s language of ‘walking the way of the cross’ with 
the historic, reformed doctrine of union with Christ. The result 
is an eschatological reimagining of Chinese Christianity’s over-
whelmingly urban reality as vital for building God’s kingdom.

The theology of suffering represented by the sermons con-
tained in this book has three aspects. First, it states that the 
Christian’s union with Christ reveals the broken state of the 
world. Humanity fell in the first Adam; in the second Adam, we 
have been buried with our Savior Jesus Christ and will be raised 
to life again. Yet, as we await our resurrection and the renewal 
of the world, we are made aware of the death and failure of our 
natural state. The living Christ united to our decaying human-
ity opens our eyes to the true state of ourselves and our world. 

Second, their theology states that our union with Christ 
reveals the way of the cross. Those who follow Jesus, those who 
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are truly united to him, must suffer. This is made explicitly clear 
in Scripture: in being united to a suffering savior, you too will 
suffer. Though we are not told what suffering must look like, 
Jesus tells his followers that faith and repentance cause us to 
share the trials of his earthly life. We are not greater than our 
master; the church has no more rights than the bridegroom. 
We are one with him, and because his identity on earth was 
one of suffering, Christians, both individually and corporately, 
will participate in that suffering. To avoid walking the way of 
the cross is to avoid Christ himself. 

Third, our union with Christ reveals eschatological reality. 
Just as becoming one with Christ reveals to us our brokenness 
and the way of the cross, so it also reveals to us that the king-
dom is at hand. This moment in time is not the full picture; 
now is not all that there is. Christ is taking us somewhere; we 
are following him to the heavenly city. Yet Scripture describes 
the journey as painful, for the end times in which we find our-
selves and in which the kingdom is proclaimed, include the 
revelation of God’s judgments in order to bring many people 
to himself. 

Perhaps the best analogy I have seen an urban house church 
pastor use to summarize the impact of our union with Christ is 
that of a car clutch. He writes, “When we use the clutch to put 
our lives in gear, that is the gear our lives will operate in.” What 
we are united to determines who we are. Before the Christian 
repents and believes, she is united to the world, producing sin 
and death in her life. But once she is united with Christ, she 
participates in his life. 

The one who belongs to Christ is united with Christ 
and is part of the heavenly kingdom of Christ. The one 
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who does not belong to Christ, the one who has become 
deeply ensnared in this world because he has no share in 
Christ, will ultimately become deeply ensnared in hell. 
We do not want to face the vicissitudes of life, but we 
must take up our crosses and be united to the Lord. In 
our temporary home in this world, we must learn how to 
use the ‘clutch’ and separate ourselves from evil, so that 
we do not separate ourselves from the good we should 
not separate from, and are consequently cast into hell 
forever. 1

We see suffering manifest in our lives from the old nature 
which is passing away, and we see suffering manifest in our lives 
from the world’s rejection of Christ. But our hope is in where 
we are going.

In these dark times, let us set aside our relentless efforts 
to forget death and ignore suffering, and let us hear some-
thing about walking with Jesus that we have been missing. We 
descendants of Christendom fear cultural marginalization, but 
let us remember that those on the margins often preach the 
gospel more boldly, fearlessly, and humbly than those at the 
center, for they have nothing to lose and no stakeholders to 
upset. Marginalized themselves, the house churches understand 
Christ’s care for the weak and suffering, and rejoice at preaching 
the good news to anyone who has ears to hear. As the Chinese 
house church knows, our hope is not in princes and power, 
but rather in the Savior who unites us to himself, his death and 
resurrection. Our strength is in bearing his cross, and our joy 
is in his suffering. 

In January 2020, thousands of people from across Asia, 
Oceania, and North America arrived in Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia, 
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for a convention on the topic of gospel and culture, focusing 
specifically on the theme of building the heavenly kingdom on 
earth. Over the course of the week leading up to the start of the 
convention, the topic of suffering became even more poignant 
and important—a pandemic broke out in Wuhan, China. As 
the city was locked down, followed by a progression of China’s 
urban centers ordered to follow suit, a sober reality set in—about 
half of the convention’s participants from China were unable 
to travel.

In response, Chinese leaders at the convention made a bold 
decision and chose to livestream the entire convention so that 
those under lockdown in China could have access. To do so 
incurred certain risks, as many of the speakers were mainland 
Chinese house church pastors themselves. In the decision- 
making process, these Chinese house church leaders chose a 
motto which would be repeated often over the following days 
and weeks: “Let the light shine in the darkness.” And as a result, 
tens of thousands of Chinese Christians tuned in, far more than 
had registered to attend in the first place.

When the convention ended, the Chinese delegation was 
blown away by the numbers of people who had participated 
through streaming. Now they faced returning to a country 
entering national lockdown and a full-blown pandemic. They 
made a decision before returning to China: they would con-
tinue preaching online, without regard for the security risks 
it would involve.

Since then, a network of preachers has been holding public 
evangelistic meetings by livestream and anyone is welcome to 
join. This book is a collection of wisdom preached during these 
meetings, translated and edited for English-speaking readers. 
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If we want revival in our communities, then let us learn from 
those currently being revived.

Hannah Nation  

2021
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But David’s heart struck him after he had numbered the people. 
And David said to the Lord, “I have sinned greatly in what I 
have done. But now, O Lord, please take away the iniquity of 
your servant, for I have done very foolishly.” And when David 
arose in the morning, the word of the Lord came to the prophet 
Gad, David’s seer, saying, “Go and say to David, ‘Thus says the 
Lord, Three things I offer you. Choose one of them, that I may 
do it to you.’ ” So Gad came to David and told him, and said to 
him, “Shall three years of famine come to you in your land? Or 
will you flee three months before your foes while they pursue 
you? Or shall there be three days’ pestilence in your land? Now 
consider, and decide what answer I shall return to him who sent 
me.” Then David said to Gad, “I am in great distress. Let us fall 
into the hand of the Lord, for his mercy is great; but let me not 
fall into the hand of man.” 

So the Lord sent a pestilence on Israel from the morning 
until the appointed time. And there died of the people from Dan 
to Beersheba 70,000 men. And when the angel stretched out his 
hand toward Jerusalem to destroy it, the Lord relented from 
the calamity and said to the angel who was working destruction 
among the people, “It is enough; now stay your hand.” And the 
angel of the Lord was by the threshing floor of Araunah the 
Jebusite. Then David spoke to the Lord when he saw the angel 
who was striking the people, and said, “Behold, I have sinned, 
and I have done wickedly. But these sheep, what have they done? 
Please let your hand be against me and against my father’s house.” 

And Gad came that day to David and said to him, “Go up, 
raise an altar to the Lord on the threshing floor of Araunah 
the Jebusite.” So David went up at Gad’s word, as the Lord 
commanded.

—2 Samuel 24:10–19




