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(for security, certain words have been removed) 

During the start of the 1979 I Revolution, the Western-backed Shah of 
X was replaced with a popular Shi’ite cleric known as AK. 

- At the time, there were only a very small number of ethnic I 
believers in the country. 

- And yet, after the Revolution, those few believers, along with 
the Armenian believers who lived in I, courageously shared 
their faith with all those around them. 

 
Within a decade, there were over 50,000 I believers inside the Shi’ite 
state. Of course, this got the attention of the government. 

- And so, by 1983, committed to ending this growth once and for 
all, K began arresting many of the I and Armenian church 
leaders. 

- One of these leaders was MD, who had given his life to Jesus 
many years earlier. 

 
That year, in 1983, M was arrested and imprisoned without trial. For 9.5 
years he was tortured and kept in solitude. 

- For two years of those years, he was kept in a damp hole with 
no room to even stretch his legs. 

- In 1993, he was finally tried by an I court and sentenced to 
death on charges of apostasy. 

- During his court appearance, brother M shared his heart with his 
I captures. Here are just a few things he shared: 

 
“Men choose a religion,” he said. “But a Christian is chosen by Jesus 
Christ.  To be a Christian means to belong to Christ. Jesus asked me to 
renounce even my life, to follow Him faithfully, not to fear the world 
even if my body must perish. I prefer to know that God, the Almighty, is 
with me, even if it means that the whole world is against me.” 
 
“I am in God’s hands. For 45 years I have walked with the God of 
Miracles and His goodness is for me a shadow that protects me in His 
love. The God of Daniel, who protected his friends, protected me during 
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my nine years in prison, and all torments changed to my good, so that I 
have the fullness of love and gratitude.” 
 
“Of all the prophets, Jesus alone was resurrected from the dead, and He 
remains our living Mediator forever. I gave my life into His hands. For 
me, life is an opportunity to serve Him, and death is the privilege of 
getting to be with Him.” 
 

At the same time, his friend, HH led a world-wide effort to pressure 
Iran into releasing D.  

- Pastor H was already being threatened by the government 
because he refused to comply with their demands that he not 
share the Gospel with Muslim I. 

- But his public support of D was clearly getting him in deeper 
trouble. 

 
Nevertheless, in January 1994, D was freed, just a few days before his 
execution date. 

- And yet, the celebration was short-lived because three days 
later, Pastor H was abducted and murdered. 

- Six months later, Pastor D was found murdered as well, 
hanged from a tree.  

- Twenty years later, Pastor D’s four sons as well as H’s four 
children, are all walking with the Lord. 

- In spite of the persecution, the church in I has continued to 
grow and today there are over 800,000 I believers in I! 

 
Just a few weeks ago, I got a FB message from one of H’s sons whom I 
met a few years ago. 

- He shared a little of the pain he endured during those days. G 
was 17 when his father’s body was found with 26 stab wounds. 

- I posted on the church’s FB page a song he wrote to those who 
not only killed his father but arrested and abused him afterwards 
as well. 

 
Truth is, I’ve been honored to meet a lot of people like G over the years. 

- And what amazes me & blesses me about them isn’t simply 
their willingness to die for Jesus… 



 3

- But their willingness, in spite of the pain, to nonetheless 
worship Him without reserve, regret, or retreat. 

 
Truth is, challenges & hurts & suffering… they’re all a part of our 
human experience.   

- Obviously, what that looks like is a lot different in one context 
than another… but, one way or another, we all suffer. 

- I remember reading an article years ago written by a Soviet 
believer imprisoned for his faith. 

- He said that he prays for Christians in the US… and believes 
that, with all the distractions we have here…  

- that the US is the most difficult place in the world to live out 
one’s faith in Christ. 

 
You see, because of the brokenness we all, to one degree or another 
share; And because of the very broken world we all live in, 

- None of us are protected from the frustrating reality  that we’re 
never far from some measure of suffering.  

- Of course, sometimes that suffering comes as a result of our 
own mistakes & sins…  

- those actions or habits or addictions that promise one thing… 
but always leave you feeling emptier & lonelier & angrier  
than you did before.   

 
We all know that sin can have some pretty real consequences… 
consequences that God doesn’t always patch up for us. 

- If you choose to cheat at work, for example, you may get fired.   
- If you choose to fool around before you’re married, you may 

get pregnant.  
- If you act inappropriately with someone of the opposite sex at 

work, you might get dragged through a very public lawsuit.  
 
And, because of that… motivated solely by a Father’s heart to lead us 
away from what continues to hurt us… God will discipline us. 

- That’s why the author of Hebrews, chapter 12, encourages us to 
“endure God’s discipline… knowing that God disciplines 
those whom He loves”…  

- knowing that God is after something much better for our lives. 
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Sometimes we suffer because of our own mistakes or sin… but, of 
course, sometimes we suffer simply because we’re living in this crazy, 
broken world. 

- Some suffer financially… not because of poor financial 
decisions… but simply because the car is broken again;  

- Because your AC breaks down; Because a third of your 
income is going to doctors. 

- Some suffer vocationally (out of work, unfulfilling job, difficult 
boss) 

 
Some suffer relationally  (divorce, betrayal, gossiped about, difficult 
meeting people, kids going in the wrong direction) 

- Some suffer physically (sickness, pregnancy issues, serious 
diagnosis) 

- Sometimes your Ministry  suffers (want to do something but 
doors don’t seem to be opening, feel like you’re spinning your 
wheels). 

 
Well, if you’ve ever read the Epistles, or Letters of Paul in the NT, 
then you know that he’s suffered through all of these things. 

- In fact, if you’ve got your Bibles, go ahead and turn to Acts 
16.  

- While on his second missionary journey from what would be 
southeastern Turkey toward Bithynia (where the Asian side 
of Istanbul is today). 

- the Spirit made it clear that Paul & Silas were to change course, 
which, they did.   

- But then the Spirit again told them not to go where he was 
going.   

 
Well, after that happened one more time, Paul has a vision of a man 
from Macedonia pleading with him to come there to help them.  

- So, he and Silas head off to Macedonia (as we talked about last 
week).  

- And, when they arrive in the town of Philippi, Paul 
miraculously leads a woman named Lydia to the Lord. 
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- In verse 14 we then read that God had “opened her heart” so 
that she would accept what Paul was saying. He then baptizes 
her and her family. 

 
Soon after, he delivers a demonized slave girl, which gets in the way of 
the profits her owners were making from her fortune telling… ending 
their prosperous business. 

- As a result, these slave owners brought Paul and Silas before the 
local authorities who had them stripped & severely beaten 
with wooden rods.   

- They were thrown into the dirtiest, most horrible part of the 
prison where their feet were clamped into tight metal stocks. 

 
They could’ve easily died. That would have been tough for any 
person… especially after God specifically told them to go to Philippi. 

- With all of that, wouldn’t you expect something different than 
beatings and imprisonments? 

- Yet, it was in this context that we find what may be the most 
incredible miracle in this chapter of Acts: 

 
The door to the prison cell, which he and Silas were in, opens up. But 
maybe even more amazing…  

- was that after Paul and Silas were stripped and badly beaten, 
thrown into the stocks in prison… 

- we read, in verse 25, that they began singing hymns to God. I 
mean… they started worshipping! 

 
After all that… how is it that they are able to worship God in the midst 
of their suffering? 

- Sitting in the stocks, Paul could’ve gotten so angry with God.  
- The only light at the end of this tunnel seemed to be the 

biggest train he could imagine about to barrel over him. 
- “God… why’d you bring me here? For this?  Why didn’t you 

just let me keep going where I was going… I could’ve been out 
freely sharing the Gospel!” 

 
He could have easily fallen into a lot of self-pity, “no matter what I do, 
things never lighten up for me.” 
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- “ Why don’t the other Christians get persecuted?”   
- “After all I do for your Kingdom, Lord, it doesn’t seem as 

though You’re holding up Your end of the bargain.” 
- You told me to come here, God… so what am I doing in this 

prison! 
 
Paul could have done what so many others do when they’re disappointed 
or angry.  

- “If You’re not going to hold up your end of the bargain, I won’t 
hold up mine.”   

- And then what do we do?  Well, what comes naturally for 
most of us through times like this is to turn to our own form of 
escape. 

- “If He won’t get me that job or relationship, then forget my 
health… I’m just going to eat all the Pumpkin Ice Cream I can 
eat!” 

 
What is it for you? Maybe it’s the chocolate cake… or throwing 
yourself into your work… 

- Maybe it’s retreating into the emptiness of pornography…  
- or having one too many drinks… or endless hours in front of 

the TV. 
- What is it that you do in response to pain?  Do you get angry?  

Jealous of others?   
- What “form of escape” do you fall back on? 

 
Well… look at what Paul does in response to his situation. In verse 25 it 
says,  

- “Around midnight, Paul and Silas were praying and singing 
hymns to God.”    

- In the midst of their pain, they were worshipping!  
 
My guess is that those first few words of thanksgiving & praise 
probably weren’t so easy to express.   

- But once they invited God into that painful situation, the Spirit 
“Opened Their Hearts”  as He had done with Lydia… 

- so that they would be freed to worship the Father in the midst of 
their pain. 
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Sensitive to God’s Spirit with them… even in the midst of their painful 
circumstances, 

- Any cries of despair turned into cries of worship.  Any 
thoughts of hopelessness turned into hope in Christ. 

- You see, it’s through those painful seasons that all of our props 
and crutches…  

- when all of our scaffolding that has long held us up gets 
stripped away… 

- That you can begin to discover the degree to which Jesus has 
always been your true foundation.  

 
Guys, it’s only when Jesus is all we have that we really understand that 
He’s all we ultimately need.  The He Himself is our hope. 

- That’s why, in Colossians 1:27, Paul describes the “hope of 
Glory”  as being Christ in us. 

- Whenever we face a storm coming at us, or if we just find 
ourselves dumped in the middle of one,  

 
One way or another, we’ll have to purposefully choose how we’ll 
respond. 

- You see, that’s what suffering does… it brings us low… it 
forces us to change our posture.  

- And it’s in that moment that we can choose to be bent over in 
despair or we can choose to bend down in worship. 

 
Remember, Worship is about seeing His worthiness. In fact, the English 
word, “worship” comes from “worth-ship.” 

- You see, so much of worship is about attributing ultimate 
worth to God. 

- To worship God is to recognize His worth or worthiness; to look 
God-ward, and to acknowledge what we know to be true…  

- “Lord, You are more precious than silver, more costly than 
gold, more beautiful than diamonds.” 

 
Even when we find ourselves distracted, struggling to enter into this 
reality, we can still offer our worship to Him nonetheless, as a 
“sacrifice of praise.” 
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- “God… in spite of my circumstances… as hard as it might be 
to get my eyes off of my circumstances and on to You… 

- You are so worthy of my attention… so worthy of my 
adoration.” 

 
So, one aspect of worship is simply to get our gaze back on God and 
attributing to Him the worth due His name. 

- Another aspect of worship is reflected in the Hebrew word for 
worship, Shakah, which means… to fall down before God… to 
bow down.  

- So, when David calls God’s people to worship in Psalm 95:6, 
“Come, let us worship and bow down; Let us kneel before the 
Lord our God our maker…” 

- What David is calling us to isn’t to sing a few songs, but 
rather… he’s calling us to surrender, to give up.   

 
You see, authentic, heart-worship must always begin at the point of 
bankruptcy where we come to Him wholly surrendered… 

- Offering our bodies, as Paul says in Romans 12:1, “as living 
sacrifices, holy and pleasing to God.”   

- This, he says, “is your spiritual act of worship.”  
- It’s not about how we feel or about how it makes us feel. 
- Even in the midst of painful circumstances, it’s simply 

recognizing who He is against the backdrop of who we are.  
 
Now, that doesn’t mean that I’m encouraging you to pretend that you’re 
fine when, in fact, you’re in pain.  Of course not. 

- Believe me, when Paul began praising God, he was very 
much in touch with the pain he was in. 

- And yet, I am, very much encouraging you to chose, because 
of who He is… even if you don’t understand why you’re in the 
situation you are in… to worship Him even in your pain 

 
I know this can be hard. Sometimes we pull into church on Sunday 
having had the worst week at work we’ve ever had… 

- And when the worship team begins, maybe you feel a million 
miles away from God.   
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- But even then, because of who He is, it’s right to surrender 
to Him.  

- It’s by no means disingenuous to surrender to Him. 
- To say, “God, my mind is everywhere except where I want it to 

be… but right now, right here, I worship you… not because of 
how I feel… but because of who You are.” 

 
Whether you’ve overcome this week or have been overcome, it is 
always right to worship Him… to bow down.  Because He is worthy! 

- I shared a few minutes ago from Psalm 95… one of many 
Psalms where David invites God’s people to worship God…  

- He invites us to make God the object of our worship, the center 
of lives… and the center of our community.   

- In verses 1-5, he writes, 
 
“Come, let us sing for joy to the LORD; let us shout aloud to the Rock of 
our salvation. Let us come before him with thanksgiving, and extol him 
with music and song. For the LORD is the great God, the great King 
above all gods. In his hand are the depths of the earth, and the mountain 
peaks belong to him. The sea is his, for he made it, and his hands formed 
the dry land.” 
 
In the midst of our pain, or the pain of a loved one laying in a hospital 
bed, we can bow down to Him… “For the Lord is the great God, the 
great King above all gods.” 

- If you find yourself in the unemployment line, bearing the 
weight of rejection and lost confidence, kneel down… 

- Knowing that “In His hand are the depths of the earth and the 
mountain peaks belong to Him.” 

- After your boyfriend breaks up with you and you’re really 
hurting, you can choose to kneel down and worship Him… 

- Remembering that He really is the “Rock of our salvation.” 
 
Is this easy to do? Of course not.  It wasn’t easy for David. It wasn’t 
easy for the writer of the Book of Hebrews when he called us, in 
Hebrews 13:5, to bring a “sacrifice of praise” to God. 

- You see, he describes it as a sacrifice precisely because… it’s 
not easy.  
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- It’s not easy to pry our hearts and minds away from our 
own circumstances in order to bow down before a worthy God. 

 
Again, I doubt it was easy for Paul. He might have been frustrated with 
God for his circumstances… I don’t know.   

- But, at the end of the day, he knew that life was more than just 
good and bad circumstances. 

- Through these times, I’ve sure he kept David’s words from 
Psalm 42:5 close to his heart,  

- “Why my soul are you downcast? Why so disturbed within me? 
I will put my hope in God! I will praise Him again, my Savior 
and my God!” 

 
In the Book of Philippians, Paul tells us that he’s learned the “secret” of 
life… 

- That… whether he was rich or poor , well-fed or hungry… 
that life wasn’t simply about enjoying circumstances.  

- But rather… life is about enjoying Him as our Living Hope.   
- And Paul discovered that he could do that as much in a prison 

cell as he could in a palace. 
- It’s why Paul writes in Romans 5:5, that “There is a hope that 

does not disappoint.” 
 
In fact, when he prayed in Philippians… He didn’t just say, “I want to 
know You and the power of Your resurrection.”   

- He also said, “I want to know the fellowship of Your sufferings” 
as well. 

- In other words, if Paul’s goal was to know Jesus intimately, he 
realized that He could do that as much, if not more… 

- through his suffering as he could when people were getting 
miraculously healed all around Him. 

 
In the midst of challenging seasons, you can embrace the chaos & 
fearfulness of the moment… or the quiet of His presence. 

- One way or another, suffering creates chaos… but worship 
brings quiet and clarity. 

- Of course, part of the stress suffering creates comes from a 
frantic attempt to change our circumstances. 
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But, oftentimes, we simply don’t have any control over our 
circumstance.  

- And so, we need to choose, not only between chaotic & quiet… 
but between fixing & resting. 

- We try to fix things by making demands of God and others… 
while our first “spiritual act of worship” needs to be to rest 
in the character & sovereignty of God. 

 
Someone might say, “How can Paul so easily get over the fact that it 
really was God who called him to this place where he would be thrown 
in prison?”  

- Listen… we want to believe that God’s heart for us to always 
have extra cash laying around, drive nice cars, live 
comfortable, safe, well-entertained lives. 

- But God really does have a different kind of agenda for our 
lives.  

 
You see, guys, I’ve learned over the years that as much as God 
absolutely loves me,  

- He’s spending very little of His time, if any, trying to figure out 
how to make me more comfortable. 

- And that’s because God would never choose safety for us at 
the cost of significance…  

- He would never choose for us comfort over a life that could 
make a difference in this world.   

- He would never choose security for us over a life of walking in 
Kingdom authority as followers of Christ. 

 
You see, in worshiping God in the midst of his pain, Paul wasn’t setting 
himself apart as some superhero.   

- Instead, he’s simply showing himself as a man reconciled with 
the idea that there is a greater purpose in life than his own 
comfort and security. 

- Truth is… a lot of people have comfort & security… without a 
trace of joy.   

 



 12

But I bet there aren’t many people living a truly purposeful life in 
Christ who aren’t experiencing heart-felt joy…  

- even in the absence of the kind of security & comfort  we’d 
all naturally like. 

- CS Lewis said, “I don’t turn to religion to make me happy.  I 
learned a long time ago that a good bottle of wine would do the 
trick.  If you’re looking to religion to make you comfortable, I 
don’t recommend Christianity.” 

 
Perpetua was a 22-year-old married woman who came from a well off, 
educated family in the Roman province of Carthage in North Africa.   

- In the year 203, the Emperor made it law forbidding anyone 
from becoming a Christian.   

- So the local proconsul in Carthage decided to arrest some recent 
converts to make an example of them.   

 
Perpetua, along with her servant, Felicity, were both arrested and thrown 
into prison with three others.   

- More than the threat of death, Perpetua’s deepest struggle was 
being separated from her baby boy who hadn’t yet been weaned 
from her.   

- So some other Christians arranged with one of the guards to 
allow her to keep her baby with her until her execution.   

 
While there, Perpetua’s father would regularly come, full of anger at her, 
trying to get her to renounce her faith.  

- Perpetua's answer was simple and clear. Pointing to a water jug, 
she asked her father,  

- "See that pot lying there? Can you call it by any other name 
than what it is?"  Her father answered, "Of course not."  

 
Perpetua responded, "Neither can I call myself by any other name than 
what I am -- a Christian."  

- But even on the day of her execution, her father, holding her 
baby, did everything he could to make her renounce Jesus. 

- Two days before the execution, she gave birth to a daughter, 
who was immediately adopted by another Christian woman.   
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On March 7th, 203, Perpetua and Felicity, and the three other young 
believers, were first beaten in the arena, then had wild animals sent out 
against them.  

- Then, wounded by the wild animals, they were put to death by 
the sword.   

- Amazingly, you can read most of this story, except the ending, 
from Perpetua’s own writing.   

- Historians recognize her letter as the first historical document 
written by a Christian woman.  

 
Yes… Perpetua and Felicity were killed in the arenas… and yes, some 
Muslims killed Mehdi Dibaj and Haik Hovsepian… but God called 
both of them to be there.   

- You see, for Paul, whether or not he understood the 
circumstances he was in… 

- He always trusted in and believed in God’s essential goodness 
and power. 

- That was why Paul could worship God in spite of his pain. 
- Of course, I’m sure he always hoped that his suffering would 

have some redemptive purpose behind it… and yet, he was 
willing to submit all of that to Jesus.  

 
**I know that may be difficult, but I know that when we choose to 
worship Him in our pain , then we have offered Him a very special 
sacrifice. 

- God considers it a good thing when we get on our knees and 
thank Him for the good things in our lives. 

- It is a good thing to return thanks to Him for the good in your 
life… family, friends, job, church… 

- **But there’s nothing more precious to Him then when you 
worship Him in the midst of suffering and pain. 

 
Listen.  There isn’t a person in the world that will come along and ask 
you, “tell me your secret, how do you do it?” 

- “Here you are living in a nice, big house, you’ve got a great 
family, a great job, the best medical insurance, a large bank 
account… How do you stay so happy?”  Tell me your secret?” 

- No one will ever say that. 
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But if someone sees you in a hospital room kneeling down and 
worshipping God… 

- If someone sees you on your knees after hours on the 
unemployment line… 

- When they see you on your knees when everyone else would 
be freaking out, they will clearly wonder…  

- “What is holding him together? Maybe it is his relationship 
with Jesus.” 

 
In Psalm 71, David’s enemies were closing in on him while those 
around him kept telling him how God has abandoned him.   

- but David prayed out to God, “For I am overwhelmed by how 
much you have done for me… You have allowed me to suffer 
much hardship, but you will restore me to life again and lift me 
up from the depths of the earth.” 

- People must have asked David… how can you be like that? 
- In Psalm 73, he writes, “Whom have I in heaven but You? I 

desire You more than anything on earth.  My health may fail, 
and my spirit may grow weak, but God remains the strength of 
my heart; He is mine forever… As for me, how good it is to be 
near God.  I have made the Sovereign Lord my shelter, and I 
will tell everyone about the wonderful things you do.”  

 
Some of you are really struggling right now… and with all you’ve 
endured growing up, in your marriage,  

- in your relationship with your kids or boss or spouse, you may 
have the right to be hurt and angry. 

- And yet, I want to challenge you this morning to nonetheless 
worship the Lord… because of who He is. 

- Habakkuk 3:17 says, “Even though the fig trees have no 
blossoms, and there are no grapes on the vine; even though the 
olive crops fail and the field lie empty and barren; even though 
the flocks die in the fields, and the cattle barns are empty, yet I 
will rejoice in the Lord.” 

 
The question is… in spite of the challenges… in spite of the 
circumstances… will you chose to worship Him? 
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- Will you bow down before Him? Will you attribute, to Him, 
the value & worth He deserves? 

- Will you rest instead of fix? Will you return to Him instead 
of resist?  

- Will you embrace the chaotic or the quiet? Will you despair 
or will you worship? 

 
It won’t always be easy.  It will require some concerted effort and 
sacrifice.   

- But as you do, would you remember Paul’s words from 2 
Corinthians 4:7,16-18: 

- But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-
surpassing power is from God and not from us… Therefore we 
do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet 
inwardly we are being renewed day by day. 17 For our light and 
momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far 
outweighs them all. 18 So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, 
but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is 
unseen is eternal. 

 
 


