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It’s been nearly two years since a judge of the Sudanese government 
sentenced a 27-year-old mother named Mariam Ibrahim, to a hundred 
lashes before she was to be publically hanged. 

- Her crime was simple. Because her father’s a Muslim, her faith in 
Jesus violated their law of apostasy, which is punishable by 
death. 

- All she had to do was to recant her faith in Jesus Christ as the Son 
of God and she could walk out of that prison. 

- But she couldn’t. Jesus had given His life for her… she wouldn’t 
walk away from Him now. 

 
And so, she remained… shackled to a prison wall in Khartoum, Sudan 
with her 2-year-old son was was locked up in the cell with her. 

- What’s even more horrific is that Mariam was pregnant through 
this… and gave birth to a baby girl less than two weeks after her 
death sentence was announced. 

- She was then brought before the judge and was given three days to 
convert… but, again, she refused. 

 
But a month later, because of massive international pressure, the 
Sudanese appeal court decided to release her…  

- And, on June 26th, with her one-month year old daughter, two-
year-old son, and her husband at her side, Miriam took refuge in 
the United States. 

- Since then, I’ve seen and read Mariam offering her thanks to those 
who helped secure her release.  

 
But thing I clearly noticed… and that’s that she never saw herself as any 
kind of hero.  

- Without even thinking about it, she’s simply walking out the 
Apostle Paul’s words in Romans 14:7-8, which says  

- “ For we don’t live for ourselves or die for ourselves. If we live, 
it’s to honor the Lord. And if we die, it’s to honor the Lord. 
Whether we live or die, we belong to the Lord.”  
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Sitting in that filthy cell, she obviously wanted to see her sentence 
reversed. She would never see her children again. 

- But whether or not that happened, she knew that she was 
ultimately tied to Jesus, not some prison wall. 

- She was anchored to One who already went through this for her… 
and, because of this, Mariam was grounded in His peace. 

- She wasn’t “happy” to be there… but she was grounded in His 
“joy” because Jesus was there with her. 

 
In Philippians 4:10-13, Paul wrote these words to the church in Philippi 
during his first imprisonment in Rome.   

- He says, “How I praise the Lord that you are concerned about me 
again. I know you have always been concerned for me, but you 
didn’t have the chance to help me. Not that I was ever in need, for 
I have learned how to be content with whatever I have.  

- I know how to live on almost nothing or with everything. I have 
learned the secret of living in every situation, whether it is with a 
full stomach or empty, with plenty or little. For I can do 
everything through Christ, who gives me strength.” 

 
Paul said that he learned how to be content… that he’d learned the 
‘secret of living’.   

- And for Paul, that ‘secret’ comes down to one thing… Jesus.   
- You see, at some point, Paul just decided that he wasn’t going to 

live simply to enjoy his circumstances… 
- He wasn’t going to live just to survive or to remain safe or to be 

comfortable or to be entertained or to feel secure. 
- But rather, he was living to experientially know & enjoy Jesus... 

and to revel in His presence. 
 

In his letter to the Galatians, Paul puts it like this.  He says, in 2:20, “My 
old self has been crucified with Christ. It is no longer I who live, but 
Christ who lives in me. So I live in this earthly body by trusting in the Son 
of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me.” 

- “I’ve been crucified in Christ… I’m not living for me any more… 
but the life I live, I live in the Son of God.” 
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- Truth is, Paul often talks about being crucified in Christ… “dead 
to sin… but alive in Christ.” 

- In Romans 6, Paul said, “We know that our old sinful selves were 
crucified with Christ… For when we died with Christ we were set 
free from the power of sin. And since we died with Christ, we 
know we will also live with Him.”   

 
You see, here’s the thing.  I know I’ve said this several times over the past 
year, but even though Paul came so close to death so many times,  

- at the end of the day, you can’t kill someone who’s been 
crucified.   

- In other words, you can’t steal from a dead man; you can’t 
offend a dead man; and you certainly can’t kill  a dead man!! 

 
That’s what he meant in Philippians 1:21 when he said that “to live is 
Christ and to die is gain.” 

- If I wake up in my own bed tomorrow, than I’ve got Jesus! And, 
if I somehow don’t make it through the night and wake up in 
heaven…  

- well, that’s even better. Either way, I’m with Jesus! 
 
If you’ve found yourself overwhelmed by the condition of the world 
around you;  

- If you have felt desperation &  fear &  a loss of hope because of 
ISIS, Clint, Trump, Russia, China, Iran… than maybe you’re not 
dead yet.  

- It’s what I just shared from Romans 14:7-8,“For we don’t live for 
ourselves or die for ourselves. If we live, it’s to honor the Lord. 
And if we die, it’s to honor the Lord. So whether we live or die, we 
belong to the Lord.” 

 
What who can ultimately threaten my life? Because either way I win… 
either way I have my prize… Jesus Christ. 

- Paul said that he learned the secret to living… that whether he 
had little or much, he always had Jesus. 
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- And, because Jesus was more than enough for him, he was able 
to live a life of contentment in spite of his circumstances… 
incredibly difficult circumstances. 

- Paul was crucified in Christ… “It is no longer I who live, but 
Christ lives in me. So I live in this earthly body by trusting in the 
Son of God, who loved me and gave Himself for me.” 

 
Truth is, guys, each of us has that decision to make.  Am I going to live for 
myself or, am I going to die to myself and live for Christ? 

- In Matthew 16:24, Jesus said “Whoever wants to be My follower 
must deny himself, take up his cross and follow me.”  

- Then, just a moment later, in verse 38, Jesus said, “Whoever 
doesn’t take up their cross and follow Me is not worthy of me.” 

- Those are hard words. But, I don’t get to preach the passages of 
Scripture that are easy to hear. 

 
When we make Christianity about us, then we inevitably reduce God to 
some cosmic butler whose purpose is to keep us safe, comfortable, and 
well-entertained. 

- And when that doesn’t happen… when we begin to suffer… we 
soon begin to wonder,  

- “What’s wrong with God? Why is he allowing me to suffer? 
Where are the blessings He’s promised me?” 

 
When we live out our Christian lives thinking that it’s all about us, we’ll 
inevitably forget that His blessings aren’t found in what He gives or takes 
away… 

- But rather, they’re found as we abide in His presence. 
- Paul says, in Ephesians 1, that we’ve received every spiritual 

blessing… in Christ! IN CHRIST!!  
 
Paul says, in Philippians 4:19-20 that “God will meet all your needs 
according to the riches of His glory in Christ Jesus.”  

- We read that and think, “Cool… He’s gonna give me everything I 
need.” 

- But what He’s saying is that God will meet your needs IN 
CHRIST!    
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- In other words, the promise of Scripture isn’t that you won’t 
suffer or that you’ll always have what you need. 

 
Instead, the promise of Scripture is Jesus Himself. And so, the only real 
question for us to ask is… “Is that enough?” 

- I shared with you some time ago about the struggle it was when 
our daughter Rebecca was going through severe depression. 

- At one point, she had truly given up… she had lost all hope and 
couldn’t image living through another month.” 

- It’s easy, through times like that, to find a Bible promise book… 
to find some verse that will promise that everything will be ok. 

 
But there’s no verse in the Bible that could promise that Rebecca wouldn’t 
take her life.  

- Instead, the Bible offers one ultimate promise… and that’s the 
promise of Jesus. 

- And the question we went to sleep with each night and the 
question we woke up to each morning… was simply… is Jesus 
enough for us? 

 
The Christian life isn’t “Jesus plus…” It’s not Jesus plus earthly security. 
Or, “Jesus plus safety,” It’s not Jesus plus making all my wishes come 
true. 

- The Christian life is about Jesus PLUS anything... but rather 
“Jesus is enough.” 

- If we don’t accept this, then we’ll spend most of our Christian 
lives either compartmentalizing our faith… where our faith in 
Christ is just part of our life; 

- Or, we’ll most of our Christian life trying to figure out either 
“What’s wrong with God?” or “What’s wrong with us?” 

 
Either way, it’s a domesticated, sanitized version of the primal , 
dangerous faith of Jesus that calls us to take up our cross. 

- It’s the kind of faith expressed by Dietrick Bonhoeffer who said 
that, “When Christ bids us come, He bids us come and die.”  
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- As I spoke about last week, those words come from a godly 
Christ-follower who chose a Nazi concentration camp rather than 
turn his back on countless Jews being slaughtered. 

 
You see, the faith Jesus calls us to is one that chooses commitment over 
compromise, significance over safety, and passion over luke-warm 
watered-down religion.   

- If  as followers of Christ, we have allowed ourselves to become 
domesticated,  

- then we have lost the power of who we are and who God intends 
for us to be…   

- Because His desire isn’t compliance and conformity… but a 
willingness to walk down whatever path God has marked out for 
you, regardless of the cost. 

 
If we’re more concerned with playing it safe and keeping our lives tidy 
and neat, then we’ll never know what Peter experienced when he stepped 
out of the boat on the Sea of Galilee.   

- He took a huge risk… a risk that could have cost him his life.  But 
he heard Jesus’ call to come to Him… so he got out of that boat.   

- And, even though he ended up falling in… none of the other 
disciples who played it safe that day would ever come close to 
experiencing the joy & marvel  of walking on water. 

- In that moment... Peter expressed a life Crucified with Christ as 
he responded to the call of Christ bidding him come out of the 
boat onto that raging sea. 

 
Many of you may remember a guest speaker from Turkey named Ali 
whom we had both last year and the year before. 

- Well, about five months ago, at the same time he was starting a 
second Vineyard church there in Istanbul, 

- He and most of the other pastors in Turkey, received letters from 
ISIS calling them out as traitors and infidels to Islam, promising 
that they will be caught and killed. 

 
These letters were determined to be completely credible… in fact, you can 
Google it to read what was written in those letters. 
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- Nonetheless, Ali opened that second church, which I visited just a 
few weeks ago. It is a storefront location a block from the main 
Mosque in Uskudar. 

- He not only clearly marked the location as a church but in spite of 
the increasing risks, even hung a bright, lit sign from the street 
advertising the service times. 

- You see, our friend and brother, Ali, understands that to walk 
with Jesus means walking wherever Jesus leads us regardless 
of the risks or cost. 

 
The problem is that because we’ve all, to one degree or another, been 
civilized by our culture, and particular our Christian sub-culture,  

- we tend to evaluate whether that calling that’s brewing inside is 
or isn’t from God based on the cost.   

- If it has a high price tag… then we like to assume that it’s 
probably not from God… 

 
Because we get it in our minds that God is spending most of His time in 
heaven trying to figure out ways to keep me safe…  

- and, because this doesn’t seem easy OR safe, it’s probably not 
God. 

- After all, when you’re faithful to answer God’s call, He doesn’t let 
you suffer! He blesses you, right? 

- That’s true… except that we wrongly define “blessings” in terms 
of rest, leisure, and convenience. 

 
In fact, we even look at how we’re doing in our relationship with God 
based on how easy our lives are going…  

- that if I’m going through a season where things just seem to all be 
going right, then I must be doing something right with God. 

- And then, when we do experience challenging or painful seasons, 
we get angry with God.   

 
You know, as followers of Jesus, we talk about being the Body of Christ… 
how we’re the hands & feet of Jesus. 

- But, we forget sometimes how His hands and feet were scared… 
How His side was pierced by a sword…  
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- How His heart was broken for all of us and all those around us.  
 
Guys, where did all this come from?  Because let me tell you, a life 
“crucified with Christ”…  a life of “taking up His Cross”…  

- Is not always gonna be the easiest life. But He never promised a 
risk-free, easy life!  

- Instead, He promised an abundant life… that comes from living 
in Christ alone! 

 
Look what Jesus said in Luke 9:23, "If anyone would come after me, he 
must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me. 

- And yet somehow, we’ve been shaped by the idea that the church 
is not much more than a glorified self-help group…  

- and that God is some divine vending machine who will give 
whatever we need if we just put in a quarter’s worth of worship 
and prayer. 

 
And, in terms of walking out our Christian life, in spite of Bonhoeffer’s 
words that “Christ bids us come and die,”  

- we instead buy into the idea that safest place to be is in the 
center of God’s will.   

- We buy into that idea because it then becomes our justification 
to say, “God wouldn’t want me to do this/that b/c it will cost me 
too much… because I wouldn’t be very safe.” 

 
If that’s true, then someone forgot to tell Peter, who was crucified upside 
down… Or 

- Andrew, Simon, Bartholomew, & Philip  who were crucified 
- Clearly James & Paul never got the memo… because they were 

beheaded 
- Matthew & Thomas; speared to death 

 
We want to believe that God’s heart is simply for us to always live 
comfortable, stress-free, sacrifice-free lives. 

- But God really does have a different kind of agenda for us… 
because God would never choose for us safety at the cost of 
significance…  
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- He would never choose for us comfort over a life that could 
make a difference in this world.   

 
So, let me ask you something. When it was time for God to choose 
someone to prepare the way for Jesus’ arrival, whom did He choose?    

- Did He choose one of the respected religious elite?  No!  
- He chose someone who had given himself wholly & completely to 

God… He chose John the Baptist. 
  

Well, one day John sends his disciples to ask Jesus a question... “Are you 
the one who was to come or should we expect someone else?”  (Matthew 
11:3).   

- Now, honestly, I sat at my computer for some time wondering if I 
wanted to talk about this because I already shared from this 
passage a few months ago.  

- But, it’s so relevant to what I’m speaking about this morning… so 
it made sense to at least look briefly at it. 

 
You see, this question John asked was a fair question… a question that 
everyone needs to ask in his or her lifetime… “Are You the One?” 

- But what’s interesting is that John had already been so certain of 
who Jesus was.  

- In John 1:29-34 we’re told that as Jesus was walking toward him, 
John says to his own followers, “Look, the Lamb of God, who 
takes away the sin of the world!”  

- He then says, “I have seen and I testify that this is the Son of 
God.”   

 
John had just heard the Father’s voice… “This is My Son, whom I love; 
with Him I am well pleased.” (Matt 3:16-17).  

- At least at that time, there was no doubt in John’s mind who 
Jesus was.   

- So, why, after all that, would send his disciples to ask Jesus 
whether he was in fact the Son of God?? 

 
You see, when this happened, time was running out for John as he sat 
in Herod’s prison knowing he was about to die.  
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- I mean, if Jesus really is the one whom he had prepared the way 
for then Jesus would certainly save him out of this situation, 
right?   

- “I’m about to die here… and Jesus knows it.  Maybe he isn’t the 
Messiah… maybe I got it wrong.”  Even John struggled with this. 

 
But Jesus sends John’s disciples back to him with this reply: He tells 
John, “Yes, I am the One… but John, I won’t be sparing your life… I wont 
be getting you out of prison. Blessed are you, John, if this does not cause 
you to fall away.”   

- Maybe you’ve struggled with this the way John had… “God, 
you’re not there for me. You didn’t save me from this deep pain. 
Are you really who I’ve always believed you to be?”   

- And to you, Jesus says, “Blessed are you if this does not cause 
you to fall away.”   

 
That’s all John needed to hear!  And so, with his dying breath, he 
proclaimed the Good News that Kingdom of God had come. 

- You see, for John, the center of God’s will wasn’t necessarily a 
safe place.  Living a surrendered life to God cost John the 
Baptist something.   

- And I wont tell you that it wont cost you something… that it 
wont cost you a friendship; that it wont cost you what someone 
thinks about you…  

 
I wont tell you that living a surrendered, “crucified life” in Christ wi ll 
keep your life as tidy & neat as you may like it. 

- It may cost you! But, as Paul said, “our lives are not our own. 
But the life we live is in the Son of God.” 

- And so, we choose to walk down whatever path Jesus leads us on 
regardless of the cost.   

 
Now keep in mind I’m not saying that we need to choose poverty or a life 
of asceticism. 

- The Christian ascetic assumes that Jesus wants us to live with 
only the most basic of roofs over our heads and with just the 
clothes on our backs. 
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- But what Scripture tells us is that none of that is for us to 
decide. Instead, we surrender everything to Jesus… and allow 
Him to give us back what He chooses to give us back. 

 
So, what about Paul?  Was following after God’s call a safe bet for Paul?  
Let me read you a few verses from 2 Corinthians 11 (verses 23-27). 
 
“I have been put in prison… been whipped times without number, and 
faced death again and again. 24 Five different times the Jewish leaders 
gave me thirty-nine lashes. 25 Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I 
was stoned. Three times I was shipwrecked. Once I spent a whole night 
and a day adrift at sea. 26 I have traveled on many long journeys. I have 
faced danger from rivers and from robbers. I have faced danger from my 
own people, the Jews, as well as from the Gentiles. I have faced danger in 
the cities, in the deserts, and on the seas. And I have faced danger from 
men who claim to be believers but are not.  27 I have worked hard and 
long, enduring many sleepless nights. I have been hungry and thirsty and 
have often gone without food. I have shivered in the cold, without enough 
clothing to keep me warm.” 
 
Paul never set out to suffer. None of those things were on his bucket list! 
But Paul didn’t make decisions about his life…  

- about what he would or wouldn’t do… based on whether it was 
comfortable or dangerous.  

- He simply chose to trust God and to walk the path Jesus had 
called him to.   

 
If you read about Paul’s conversion in Acts 9, God told Ananias down in 
Damascus that he was to greet Paul when he enters into the city. 

- Now, of course, Ananias is terrified b/c he’s heard of how Paul 
had been persecuting the church.   

- But look at what God says in Acts 9:15… “And I will show him 
how much he must suffer for me.” 

- Its not that Paul wanted to suffer… no sane person would.  And 
yet, in the end, Paul understood that God’s assignments are 
always good even when they’re hard. 
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What about Peter?  You remember that at the Passover supper Jesus 
announced that someone would betray him.  

- Peter cries out in Matthew 25, “Not me, Lord… I will lay down 
my life for you.”   

- But within twelve hours, Peter had denied him three times. 
- But after Jesus’ death and resurrection, Peter & Jesus had 

another conversation… about love & sacrifice.   
- Three times Jesus asked Peter if he loved Him.  And each time 

Peter adamantly declared his love. 
 
And so Jesus took the conversation to a place Peter may not have 
expected. In John 21:17-19 we read this… 

- “I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself 
and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch 
out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you 
where you do not want to go.”   

- Then it says, “ Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by 
which Peter would GLORIFY God.  Then he said to him, 
‘FOLLOW ME!”   

- And so, to Peter, Jesus says, “Blessed are you if this does not 
cause you to fall away.”   

 
If the safest place to be is in the center of God’s will then how do we 
explain the life and ministry of Stephen?   

- Almost out of nowhere, he’s chosen by the disciples to oversee 
the distribution of food to the widows.   

- But because of the influence he’s having praying over the sick 
and leading people to Christ, he ends up standing before the 
Sanhedrin... preaching his first and last sermon.  

 
In Acts 7:55, we read, “ But Stephen, full of the Holy Spirit, gazed 
steadily upward into heaven and saw the glory of God, and he saw Jesus 
standing in the place of honor at God's right hand.”  
 
You see, what’s so powerful about this is that everywhere else in the NT, 
whenever we see Jesus described in heaven, he is always SEATED at 
the right hand of God. 
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- To be seated is to have completed your work, to be that ruler 
under whose feet everything else has been placed.  

- But here Jesus is STANDING. Why? I think Jesus stood in 
order to applaud his son—the standing ovation of our Savior.   

- And just as Stephen confessed Jesus before men, so Jesus stood 
there confessing Stephen before the Father. 

 
There was a man who couldn’t be tamed… a man who answered God’s 
call on his life in spite of the costs.   

- In many respects, like John the Baptist, Peter, and Paul, Stephen 
was a man who lived the crucified life. 

- These people lived rich lives… but not for themselves… not for 
the sake of satisfying their own needs and desires… but Christ’s. 

- And for that, Jesus stands in thunderous applause.   
 
Then, as you read in verse 59-60, the Sanhedrin dragged Stephen outside 
the city…  

- “ And as they stoned him, Stephen prayed, ‘Lord Jesus, receive 
my spirit.’ And he fell to his knees, shouting, ‘Lord, don’t charge 
them with this sin!’ And with that, he died.”  

 
Maybe you’re wondering why God allowed the life of such a courageous 
and faithful young man to be cut off so soon?  

- Couldn’t Stephen have done so much more if God allowed him to 
live? Well, we don't know all the reasons God allowed this.  

- We only know that Stephen, the first Christian martyr, had simply 
chosen to live His life according to God’s plan, not his own. 

 
And the fruit of that, while obviously not always an easy life, was a truly 
meaningful and remarkable life. 

- Guys, it is unlikely that any of us will ever suffer like Stephen or 
Paul… or Mariam Ibrahim .   

- But it isn’t the amount of suffering that makes your faith 
authentic. It isn’t how much you have or don’t have.  

- It’s simply the willingness to live a completely surrendered life, 
crucified with Christ… 

- Where it’s no longer I who live, but Christ in me. 
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Will it cost you something?  Honestly, I can’t imagine that it won’t.  But 
when it does… when you risk embarrassment by sharing with your co-
worker about Jesus… 

- When you choose to follow first and foremost after Him rather 
than the American dream…  

- When you allow your life to be interrupted by the needs of those 
around you and around the world… 

 
When you choose to walk that path that He has set for you rather than 
the one you’d prefer to walk… 

- Then KNOW that, even if no one else sees your faithfulness, that 
Jesus STANDS for you in heaven.   

- And not only Jesus… but the “great cloud of witnesses” which 
the writer of Hebrews speaks about in 12:1. 

 
In Hebrews 11 we read about how so many in the early church had 
suffered… 

- “Some faced jeers and flogging, while still others were chained 
and put in prison…”   

- “They were stoned; they were sawed in two; they were put to 
death by the sword.  They went about in sheepskins and goatskins, 
destitute, persecuted and mistreated….” 

- But then it says this… “the world was not worthy of them.” 
 
Guys… Maybe you were told that in becoming a follower of Jesus your 
life would somehow get easier…  

- That you would somehow be spared from the painful 
challenges of life. Those things aren’t true.   

- Scripture never makes those promises.  What it does promise is 
Jesus… who really is More Than Enough. 

- And what Jesus asks us is whether we would come and follow 
Him with all of our heart, mind, soul, and strength.  

- He said, "If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself 
and take up his cross daily and follow me. 24For whoever wants to 
save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for me will save 
it.”  
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So, how will I answer Him?  How will you answer Him?  Will you trust 
Him enough to walk down the path He’s set out for you… regardless of 
the cost? 

- Is there something that is standing in the way of your doing that?  
- Hebrews 12:1 says, “Therefore, since we are surrounded by 

such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that 
hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with 
perseverance the race marked out for us.” 

 
AW Tozer once wrote that “Those who seek the deeper Christian life and 
those who want the riches that are in Christ Jesus the Lord seek no place, 
no wealth, no things, only Christ.” 

- Paul writes, in Galatians 5:24, that “those who belong to Christ 
Jesus have crucified the flesh with its passion & desires.” 

- It’s why he offered the Colossian church the highest praise 
when he said in 3:3, “For you have died, and your life is hidden 
with Christ in God.” 
 

Is there something that is hindering you… a sin that is entangling you?  If 
so, would you give that to Jesus this morning? 

- Perhaps you’ve said yes to that call of God in your life… but 
you’ve grown tired and discouraged…  

- And you’ve started blaming God or yourself or the Church for the 
lack of fire burning inside of you. 

 
Maybe you once lived fully surrendered to Jesus… a life where you 
sought first His Kingdom and His righteousness… a time when you 
lived the Crucified Life. 

- But now you find that you’ve taken over the steering wheel of 
your life… that your directing your own steps. 

- Perhaps this morning you will recommit your life to Christ… to 
live a surrendered, crucified life…  

- Where, as Galatians 2:20 says, the life you now live in the body, 
you live by faith in the Son of God, who loves you and gave 
Himself for you. 
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Communion: Recommitment to Follow Jesus with all of our heart, 
mind, soul, and strength.  –Renounce the idea that God exists to serve us, 
as though He’s little more than a cosmic vending machine. 

 


