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One of our neighbors has a couple of small dogs.  One is a dachshund, less than a year old and quite cute.  But he’s a yapper.  You know what I mean.  A car whizzes by on the street out front, and he barks.  Another dog walks down the alley and he barks.  The grass under his short legs grows and he barks.  He is always barking, but it is that annoying little yap, yap, yap common to dachshunds, Chihuahua and the like.

Well, I hope he will forgive me some day, but I can’t help but picture the Apostle Paul as one of those annoying little canines.  Everywhere he went he was yapping about Jesus—Jesus this, Jesus that, “Jesus lived, Jesus’ died, Jesus’ was raised, Jesus reigns.”  On and on he would go. 
And it was annoying.  Read through the Acts of the Apostles and you discover that he upset people everywhere he went.  It should come as no surprise then that people wanted him muzzled.  

Of course, it wasn’t Paul they sought to muzzle as much as it was his message. They did not want to hear the Gospel he proclaimed.  Fellow Jews didn’t want him yapping about Jesus being the Messiah.  Romans didn’t like his yapping because it upset the fragile peace they kept with the Jews.  Even some within the church didn’t want to hear Paul’s message because it challenged their theology and authority.  Paul may have been the one yapping but it was what he was saying that people wanted to silence.

Little has changed.  People still want to muzzle the Gospel.


Voice of the Martyrs monitors the persecution of Christians around the world.  Recently it reported that North Korea had executed three Christian leaders and sent 20 others to detention camps, where tens of thousands of Christians are already imprisoned.


Christian Persecution Magazine reported that Iranian authorities recently arrested nine Christians for evangelizing. And July 18 others were detained and charged with apostasy.  Fifteen were released after renouncing their Christian faith.  The other three are being threatened with execution.  

And in Ethiopia, Muslims burned down the homes and farms of 10 Christian families, leaving 80 people homeless.  They also held them captive for two weeks and even now are preventing them from rebuilding.

Similar efforts to stifle Christians and silence the Gospel are taking place in Algeria, Belarus, China, Cuba, Pakistan, Russia, Syria and dozens of other countries.  

Fortunately, such overt persecution has not been our experience, but that doesn’t mean that there aren’t those who don’t try to silence the gospel here.

Sometimes they use coercion.


In June four Christians went to the Arab International Festival in Dearborn, Michigan.  It was a public event and so they went to share the Gospel.  Once they arrived, the cops were called, and they were arrested, charged with “inciting a crowd” even though the video of their activities showed they had done nothing but hand out tracts.  Fortunately, they were acquitted, but that doesn’t change the fact that governmental power was used in an attempt to silence them. 

In that same town, just last week, a long-time and award-winning wrestling coach settled his lawsuit against the school district.  He had been fired by the principal, a Muslim, after a volunteer assistant coach introduced two Muslim wrestlers to Christianity during a non-school sanctioned, independent, summer wrestling camp.  The head coach had nothing to do with it, but he was harassed and fired.

Of course, most efforts to stifle the Gospel are more subtle.  

Have you ever noticed how the media portrays Christians?


“Law and Order” provides one example.  It frequently presents Christians in the worst possible light.  Priests are pedophiles, preachers are money-grubbing hypocrites, believers are crazed serial killers.  On “Law and Order,” hookers have hearts of gold, but Christians are ignorant, narrow-minded, hate-filled bigots.

Why?


Because one way to silence the Gospel is to marginalized Christians.  Presenting images, even fictitious ones, that discredit believers makes it harder to proclaim the Gospel.  We first have to overcome our embarrassment with being associated with such images and then convince others those images aren’t true. Many Christians just don’t bother.


Or consider another subtle way to muzzle the Gospel—undermining it.  


That approach is taken by many.  Materialists, for example, believe the world is “self-contained system of natural causes.”  All that exists is what can be seen, touched or measured.  Such an approach seems so natural.  It confirms our experience.  It affirms what we were told in science class.  


Yet materialism leaves no place for the Gospel.  God becomes the projection of our own ideals.  The Spirit is reduced to the conscience.  The incarnation is dismissed as myth; the resurrection a rhetorical device for describing the disciples’ feelings.  The miracles are merely legends; Christ’s healings psychosomatic.  In the materialist world, the Gospel—that Christ died for our sins and was raised on the third day—is undermined, dismissed as a fairy tale. And people become reluctant to proclaim it. 

And yet despite the efforts to muzzle the faithful and silence the Gospel, it continues to be proclaimed.  People continue to share it, and people continue to respond to it.  

Why?  


Because those who have experienced  salvation and hope through the Gospel know that it is what all of us ultimately seek.

That is why Paul urged Timothy not to lose hope in his efforts to share Christ.  Paul knew God would bless his effort.  He had seen it in his own life.

You know the story.  He was a devout Jew and the early church’s primary antagonist, persecuting it with great zeal, even holding the clothes of those who stoned Stephen.   Paul wanted to silence those who said Jesus had been raised from the dead.  He wanted to muzzle those who said the Law of Moses had been supplanted by the grace of God.  But he couldn’t.  He could arrest people and send them to jail, but the Gospel continued to spread, even moving out of Jerusalem and to Damascus.  Because people found grace and hope in it, they refused to be intimated, they refused to be muzzled.  


Of course, eventually Paul himself came to believe the Gospel.  He discovered salvation and the hope of eternal life.  And what happened?  He was transformed from the Gospel’s leading antagonist to its greatest advocate.  He went from one who wanted to silence the Gospel to one who not only suffered because he shared it but suffered so that he could share it.  “I endure everything for the sake of the elect,” he said, “that they also may obtain the salvation that is in Christ Jesus with eternal glory.”  

Because Paul experienced salvation and hope through the Gospel, he could never be muzzled.


Even today, despite all the efforts that are made to silence the Gospel, people around the world proclaim it and people respond to it.

Iran is second only to North Korea in its oppression of Christians.  In 1979, when the Shah of Iran was dethroned in the Islamic Revolution, there were only 500 Christians in that nation.  Today there are a hundred thousand.  Now that is not a lot, but even in a country ruled by the mullahs the word of God is at work.  

And Iran is not alone.  In France, 15,000 Muslims a year are coming to confess Jesus as Lord.  In fact, author Joel Rosenberg has said that "more Muslims converted to faith in Jesus Christ over the past decade than at any other time in human history. A spiritual revolution is underway throughout North Africa, the Middle East, and Central Asia.”


Why?


Because people who came to find salvation and eternal life in the Gospel tell others about it.


In China, mission groups estimate that 10,000 people convert to the Christian faith every day.  That’s right—10,000 a day.  While Vietnam remains about 85 percent Buddhist, in the last decade the number of Protestant Christians there has risen 600 percent.  

In 1960, there were only 25 Christians in the entire country of Nepal; today the number nears 1 million, despite abuse, isolation and hostility from other faiths.  

And in the small African country of Benin [be-neen], a nation racked with poverty and AIDs, 120,000 people a year are coming to Christ.


Despite all the efforts to silence the Gospel, it is still being proclaimed.  People are still finding salvation and hope in the news that Jesus Christ died for our sins and rose on the third day.  And then they share that news with others.

Ironically, while the Gospel gains adherents around the world, the great cathedrals of Western Europe and many churches in the United States stand virtually empty.  Why?  Could it be that for too long we have been afraid to share the faith, afraid someone might be offended?  Could it be that for too long we have been embarrassed by Christ and the failures of his people?  Could it be that for too long have we allowed critics to undermine our confidence in the Gospel?  Could it be we have lost faith in the gift proclaim in God’s word?


It doesn’t have to be that way because what we have to share is Good News.  No, better yet, it is great news.  What we have to share is word that in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ God has offered us salvation and life, forgiveness and hope.  And isn’t that a message worth sharing?  Isn’t that news people want to hear?
