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Introduction 

An Indonesian Christian businessman was relating his feelings 
towards the majority Muslim population in Indonesia. As the owner of a 
small factory, he had done his best to show the love of Jesus to his 
Muslim employees by granting sick leave, loaning money for 
emergencies, obeying labor laws, and genuinely caring for his workers. 
In return, they took advantage of him, stole from him, lied to him, and 
generally made the factory a battleground. “I know I am supposed to love 
them,” he said, “but honestly, I just can’t.” 

Indonesia is home to 240 unreached people groups containing over 
192 million people, almost all of whom are Muslim.1 Many Christian 
organizations, both Indonesian and foreign, recruit evangelists and 
missionaries to evangelize these unreached people groups. The 
difficulties for these cross-cultural workers are well-documented. The 
cost to recruit, train, and support these workers is enormous. However, a 
minority Christian population exists in almost every village, town, or city 
where these unreached people groups live. These Christians migrated 
from other parts of Indonesia for various reasons. They experience 
persecution almost every day. Is it possible to mobilize these Christians 
who are already living among the unreached people groups to reach out 
to their neighbors? How can these persecuted believers overcome their 
trauma and begin to share the love of Jesus? 

The Bible states that believers will be persecuted and offers spiritual 
support for those undergoing persecution. Is spiritual impact the only 
result of religious persecution? Or must the sociological, physical, 
psychological, and economic impacts of persecution on believers also be 
considered? Can spiritual support overcome all the effects of persecution 
which keep Christians from reaching out to their Muslim neighbors? It 
may be too simplistic to expect persecuted believers to share God’s love 
with their Muslim neighbors without first addressing the full impact of 
persecution in their life. 

                                                 
1“Country: Indonesia,” Joshua Project, https://joshua project.net/countries/id, 

(accessed April 12, 2023). 
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This paper will first explore the issue of persecution in the Bible and 
then look at how the early Church faced persecution. It will examine 
persecution experienced by present-day Indonesian believers and 
explore responses to this persecution by Indonesian theologians. The 
sociological, physical, psychological, and economic impacts of 
persecution will be considered. The final section of this paper will 
suggest ways that Indonesian Christians can overcome the barrier of 
persecution, enabling them to reach out to their Muslim neighbors with 
the love of Jesus. 

 
Persecution in the Bible 

 
The Bible refers to various forms of persecution. Some forms, like 

stoning, the sword, and crucifixion, are fatal while others, such as 
expulsion, imprisonment, and scourging, are not. 2  The term martyr 
(Greek, marturion) originally described those who witnessed to their 
faith. It then came to be used for those who suffered persecution, whether 
or not the suffering was fatal. The exclusive use of the term for those 
who died for their faith began in the post-apostolic writings of the early 
Church. 

Regardless of the form of persecution, Pobee notes three elements 
common to biblical examples of persecution. The first element is 
suffering, whether resulting in death or not. The second, more important 
element, is the witness of the martyr to God. A third element is the view 
of the martyr “beyond the world to God and his heavenly kingdom.”3 A 
relationship between persecution and eschatology begins to appear in 
apocalyptic literature during the intertestamental period. 4  We will 
explore these elements in the Old Testament, the intertestamental 
writings, and the New Testament. 

 
Old Testament 

 
The Old Testament book of Daniel contains two of the best-known 

stories of religious persecution: Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah in the 
fiery furnace and Daniel in the den of lions.5 Hananiah, Mishael, and 
Azariah refuse to bow down to the image of gold as commanded by King 

                                                 
2J. S. Pobee, “Persecution and Martyrdom in the Theology of Paul,” Journal for the 

Study of the New Testament Supplement Series, vol. 6 (Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1985), 1-
11. EBSCO. 

3Ibid., 24-29. 
4Pobee, 14. 
5The three are more commonly known by their Babylonian names, Shadrach, 

Meshach, and Abednego. 
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Nebuchadnezzar. They are denounced and brought before the king. They 
are given the chance to obey the king’s command or to be cast into a 
fiery furnace. Their defiant response to the king has inspired believers 
ever since (Daniel 3:16-18). After their miraculous deliverance, the king 
praises God and notes that the three Jews “trusted in [God], defied the 
king’s command, and were willing to give up their lives rather than serve 
or worship any god except their own God” (Daniel 3:28, All Scripture 
references are from the NIV). 

Daniel faces a similar choice when political rivals ask King Darius 
to issue a royal decree forbidding praying to any god or human except 
the king (Daniel 6:7). Daniel chooses obedience to the God of Israel and 
continues his daily prayers to God. His obedience would have cost him 
his life had God not intervened (Daniel 6:26-27). 

In these stories we see the three elements common to persecution: 
suffering, a witness to God, and a view beyond this world to God and his 
kingdom. The perseverance of Daniel, Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah 
become important examples to the Jews when they begin to suffer 
persecution during the intertestamental period. 

 
Intertestamental Period 

 
In 168 BC, the Seleucid King Antiochus Epiphanes issues edicts that 

forbid temple worship, the observation of the sabbath and other feasts, 
and circumcision. All this is an attempt to “replace Jewish national 
consciousness with Hellenism.”6 Jews under the leadership of Judas 
Maccabee rebel against the king’s edicts. Many are arrested and 
eventually tortured to death. 

The Maccabean martyrs appear in intertestamental works as 
“examples to posterity of total and uncompromising dedication to God, 
the Torah, and ancestral tradition, even though it meant sufferings and/or 
death for themselves.”7 References to the Maccabean martyrs frequently 
occur in apocalyptic literature, which reached its height between 200 BC 
and AD 135 and coincided with “the conflicts between the Jews and the 
Seleucids.”8 This eschatological view declares that “God is the Lord of 
History. All history is pointing towards the Day of the Lord when the 
wicked will be judged and the righteous will be rewarded.”9 

During this period, the concept of prophet and martyr is also 
changing, “making a move from historical to a more theological base.”10 

                                                 
6Pobee, 20. 
7Ibid. 
8Ibid., 14. 
9Ibid., 38. 
10Ibid., 28. 
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“Martyrdom eventually became necessary for a prophet.”11 Old Testament 
prophets are re-cast as martyrs. Elijah becomes “the prototype of zeal for 
the Lord” because he refuses to forsake the covenant (1 Kings 19:10).12 
A midrash from the period lists Abel, Noah, Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, 
Joseph, Moses, Saul, David, and Israel as persecuted prophets.13 In a 
final development, not only is every prophet considered a martyr, but the 
utterance of a dying martyr takes on the form of prophecy.14 

From the intertestamental period “grew a long tradition of martyr-
theology.”15 The following section will explore persecution in the New 
Testament and follow the development of that tradition. 

 
New Testament 

 
In the New Testament, a martyr is one who is a disciple of Jesus, 

professing that Jesus is the Messiah and “being willing to suffer as he 
did.”16 This brief survey will examine the theme of persecution in the life 
and teachings of Jesus in the Gospels, the experience of the New 
Testament church in Acts, and the writing of the Apostles in the Epistles 
and Revelation. 

 
Gospels 
 

The Gospels are written “that you may believe that Jesus is the 
Messiah, the Son of God, and that by believing you may have life in his 
name” (John 20:31). The Gospels document the birth, ministry, death, 
burial, resurrection, and ascension of Jesus. The suffering of Jesus is 
documented in each gospel, as the Lamb of God becomes a sacrifice for 
the sins of the world. The gospels also record Jesus’ teaching to his 
followers about the suffering they would experience. 

The Synoptic Gospels warn believers that persecution is the price of 
becoming a disciple of Jesus. Jesus warns that persecution would come 
from one’s family, authorities, and the world (Matthew. 10:17-8, 22; 
24:13; Luke. 21:16-17, 19; John 12:25). 

By their obedience, believers will accomplish three things: the Son 
will be glorified; their sacrificial death will result in eternal life; and the 

                                                 
11Ibid. 
12Ibid., 26. 
13Ibid., 28. 
14Ibid. 
15Ibid., 46. 
16James A. Kelhoffer, “Withstanding Persecution as a Corroboration of Legitimacy 

in the New Testament: Reflections on the Resulting Ethical and Hermeneutical 
Quandary,” Dialog 50, no. 2 (Summer 2011): 122, ATLA. 



  Overcoming Persecution as a Barrier to Christian   109 
Witness to witness in Indonesia 

  

 

Father will be glorified.17  John 16:1-4a notes different forms of 
persecution, the motives of the persecutors, and the purpose of Jesus’ 
warning. Jesus tells the disciples they will be put out of the synagogue 
and some will be killed. The persecutors believe they are serving God by 
persecuting Jesus’ followers, although Jesus says that they do not know 
God. The warning is given so the disciples will not fall away when they 
are persecuted.18 In John 17, Jesus specifically prays for his disciples in 
light of the persecution they will face. Jesus asks for their divine 
protection and sanctification. He asks that they receive a full measure of 
joy. Lee notes that “in Johannine theology, it is not so much what the 
disciples do when they face persecution so as not to fall away, but divine 
providence that keeps them from falling away.”19 Jesus’ victory over 
death, hell, and the grave will give the disciples courage, peace, and joy 
during times of persecution.20 

In the Gospels, the elements of persecution are clearly seen. Jesus 
suffers and warns his disciples that they will suffer also. Jesus gives a 
clear witness to the Father and points the Jews to the kingdom of God. 
Jesus also links persecution to the end times. As Scaer notes, in the four 
Gospels “we have the words of the Lord that will help to guide us along 
the way through persecution, and in the age to come, eternal life.”21 Let 
us now follow the theme of persecution in the rest of the New Testament. 

 
Acts 
 

Acts 6 describes how Stephen, filled with the Holy Spirit and power, 
is falsely accused by the Jews of blasphemy and brought before the 
Sanhedrin. Acts 6:15 records that “his face was like the face of an angel.”  
In Acts 7, Stephen makes his defense and accuses the Jews of killing 
Jesus, the Messiah. As the Sanhedrin reacts in anger, Stephen has a 
vision: “Look,” he said, “I see heaven open and the Son of Man standing 
at the right hand of God” (v.56). As the Jews stone him, he prays, “Lord 
Jesus, receive my spirit” (v.59). Before he died, he cried out, “Lord, do 
not hold this sin against them” (v.60). 

The three elements of persecution are clearly seen. Stephen suffers, 
he testifies that Jesus is the Messiah, and he looks past the world to God 
and his kingdom. Scaer observes that Luke uses the depiction of Jesus' 

                                                 
17Chee-Chiew Lee, “A Theology of Facing Persecution in the Gospel of 

John,” Tyndale Bulletin 70, no. 2 (2019): 192, ATLA. 
18Ibid., 200. 
19Ibid., 202. 
20Ibid. 
21Peter J. Scaer, “Passion and Persecution in the Gospels,” Concordia Theological 

Quarterly 83, no. 3–4 (July 2019): 261. ATLA, 265. 
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death as “a model for Christians to follow,”22 noting the similarities 
between Stephen’s prayers and the words of Jesus, who also forgives his 
murderers (Luke 23:34). In his depiction of Stephen’s persecution, Luke 
portrays the ideal Christian martyr: falsely accused; faithful in 
confession; otherworldly in appearance; holding to a vision of God and 
his kingdom; and whose dying words inspire others. Pobee says, 
“Stephen in Acts gave the vision of the dying martyr the form of 
prophesy.”23 

After Stephen’s death, the early Church experiences a great 
persecution (Acts 8:1). Luke relates Peter’s miraculous deliverance from 
prison and describes in detail the persecution experienced by Paul on his 
missionary journeys. In Luke’s accounts we again find the three elements 
of persecution: physical suffering; witness of Jesus as Lord; and a vision 
of God and his kingdom. 

 
Epistles 
 

Another effect of persecution is found in the Epistles. Kelhoffer 
writes that “assertions of standing, authority and power claimed on the 
basis of withstanding persecution” are evident in New Testament 
literature. 24   Paul uses his persecution to validate his apostleship. 
Defending his authority to the believers at Corinth, Paul says he has 
“worked much harder, been in prison more frequently, been flogged 
more severely, and been exposed to death again and again” (2 
Corinthians 11:23). To the Colossians, Paul writes that his sufferings 
“fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ’s afflictions, 
for the sake of his body, which is the church” (Colossians 1:24). Paul 
clearly sees his suffering as a sign of his authority. 

Persecution also validates the faith of the believers. Kelhoffer 
highlights the common theme of suffering (persecution) as a 
“corroboration of the believers’ standing.”25 Paul writes in Romans 8:17 
that believers are “heirs of God and co-heirs with Christ, if indeed we 
share in his sufferings in order that we may also share in his glory.” The 
author of Hebrews also expects that believers would suffer for their faith. 
Some believers have been mistreated and imprisoned (13:3). Noting that 
Jesus has endured suffering “outside the city gate,” the author exhorts 
believers to “go to Jesus outside the camp, bearing the disgrace he bore” 
(Hebrews 13:13). Kelhoffer concludes that believers must accept some 

                                                 
22Scaer, 259. 
23Pobee, 28. 
24Kelhoffer, 120. 
25Ibid., 123. 
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suffering “as part of identifying with Jesus. If they do, they will be 
confirmed in their faith.”26 

 
Revelation 
 

The theme of persecution runs throughout the book of Revelation. 
The beginning of Revelation refers to the suffering of John. The letters 
to the seven churches reference opposition to the Christian faith. The 
remainder of the book portrays the suffering of believers during the 
apocalypse. Each will be addressed in turn. 

John pens Revelation from the island of Patmos. He writes to the 
seven churches that he is their “companion in the suffering and kingdom 
and patient endurance that are ours in Jesus” (Revelation 1:9a). His 
reason for being on Patmos is “because of the word of God and the 
testimony of Jesus” (Revelation 1:9b). He is exiled due to opposition to 
the gospel message. Bandy suggests that John is officially banished to 
Patmos after a legal proceeding instituted by the local Roman authority, 
most likely the proconsul of Ephesus.27 

John is also aware of persecution suffered by Christians in the seven 
churches. His message encourages them to hold fast to their faith. 
Although most of Revelation looks to the future, DeSilva remarks, "we 
should not dismiss the evidence of conflict and crisis in the seven oracles 
as generic topics having no bearing on the realities faced by their 
audiences."28 The Christians in Ephesus are commended for “enduring 
hardships” for the name of Jesus (Revelation 2:3). The Christians in 
Smyrna are warned of suffering, imprisonment, and even death 
(Revelation 2:10). The church in Pergamum has suffered persecution and 
one of the congregation, Antipas, has been executed for his faith 
(Revelation 2:13). The church in Thyatira is commended for its 
perseverance and encouraged by Jesus “to hold on to what you have until 
I come” (Revelation 2:25). The church in Sardis has only a few faithful 
members, but it is implied that they have acknowledged Jesus before the 
authorities, as Jesus says he will acknowledge them before the Father 
and the angels (Revelation 3:5). The church in Philadelphia is 
commended for keeping God’s word and not denying Jesus (Revelation 
3:8). Only the church in Laodicea has not faced persecution but is 
condemned for gathering worldly rather than spiritual wealth 
(Revelation 3:17-18). Although scholars have not been able to place the 

                                                 
26Ibid., 122. 
27Alan Bandy, “Persecution and the Purpose of Revelation with Reference to 

Roman Jurisprudence,” Bulletin for Biblical Research 23, no. 3 (2013): 382, ATLA. 
28David A. DeSilva, Seeing Things John’s Way: The Rhetoric of the Book of 

Revelation (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2009), 52. 
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writing of Revelation with a period of intense persecution by a Roman 
emperor, it is clear that local churches each face opposition, either from 
Jews or other local sources. Notes Bandy, “Their uncompromising 
monotheistic devotion to the exclusive worship of Jesus repeatedly 
placed them at odds with the social, religious, and political conventions 
of the day.”29 

In Revelation chapters 4-22, John looks to a future persecution of 
the church. Scholars see the original source of persecution as the imperial 
cult, noting allusions to it in Revelation 13:4,15-16; 14:9-11; 15:2; 16:2. 
Bandy says, “John envisions a time when the imperial cult escalates to a 
point of mandatory participation by all inhabitants of earth.”30 The term 
προσκυνέω ("worship"), commonly used in the imperial cult, is used by 
John in direct connection with the beast (Revelation 13:4, 8, 12, 15).31 
Christians who refuse to worship the beast are summarily executed 
(Revelation 13:15). Justice is served when the beast is cast into the lake 
of fire by Jesus after his second coming (Revelation 19:20). Those who 
are martyred by the beast will rule with Christ during his millennial reign 
(Revelation 20). 

In the book of Revelation, we again see the three elements of 
persecution: suffering, the witness of Jesus as the Son of God and a 
vision of God and his kingdom. We also see the eschatological 
conclusion of persecution, as the saints receive justice when Jesus comes 
again and defeats the beast. The persecution of the saints serves as a 
“corroboration of the believers’ standing,” as “they overcame by the 
blood of the Lamb and the word of their testimony” (Revelation 12:11). 
32  Although the final fulfilment of Revelation has yet to come, it offers 
guidance, strength and comfort to believers who stand for Jesus in times 
of severe persecution. The persecution of the early Church under the 
Roman Empire is one of those times. 

 
Persecution and the Early Church 

 
Through the mid-first century, the Church mostly suffers at the 

hands of Jews. Roman authorities intervene only when public order is 
threatened. The Roman legal system protects Christians from false 
accusations and extra-juridical killing. Gallio, proconsul of Achaia, 
refuses to listen to complaints against Paul and drives the Jews away 
(Acts 18:14-16). The Roman officials conducting the trial of the Apostle 

                                                 
29Bandy, 381. 
30Ibid., 394. 
31Ibid. 
32Pobee, 123. 
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Paul remark on his innocence and says he could have been freed except 
for his appeal to Caesar (Acts 26:32).  

The eventual conflict between the early Church and Rome is perhaps 
inevitable. The Roman empire contains a multitude of different religions 
and cults. As the emperor consolidates power, religion becomes a tool of 
politics. The rise of the emperor cult requires the worship of Roman gods 
and elevates the emperor to the level of a deity. Worship of the emperor 
and sacrifice to the gods of Rome becomes a test of fidelity. Christianity, 
however, is exclusively monotheistic, and therefore “incompatible with 
any other religious system.”33 A convert is required to abandon all other 
gods and religious practices. Christians leave “a community that shared 
one religious identity in order to enter in another with a new identity and 
boundaries. This was not just ‘another’ religion in the varied religious 
panorama of the Roman Empire, but an alternative to the traditional 
cults.”34 Roman officials begin to view Christians as a threat and to look 
for ways that “a self-avowed Christian might be executed.”35 

The second and third centuries witness a conflict between the 
Roman Empire and the growing Christian church. Lovin says, “The 
opposing powers were rather closely balanced, despite the overwhelming 
physical force in the empire’s hands.”36 The Roman Empire chooses to 
use legal means to overcome the Christians. This leads the emperor to 
pass laws that target Christian beliefs. These laws, from which Jews are 
exempted, require Christians to sacrifice to Roman gods. Failure to do 
so results in torture and execution. Roman officials target the leaders of 
the Church, the deacons, presbyters, and bishops. Rather than submit, 
many of these leaders become martyrs. Their writings encourage the 
Church to persevere despite persecution.37 Several of these leaders will 
be considered next. 
 

Ignatius 
 
Ignatius is Bishop of Antioch at the end of the first century. 

Tradition says that the infant Ignatius is held by Jesus, who blesses him. 

                                                 
33Mar Marcos, “Persecution, Apology and the Reflection on Religious Freedom and 

Religious Coercion in Early Christianity,” Zeitschrift für Religionswissenschaft 20, no. 1 
(2012): 40, DOI 10.1515/zfr-2012-0003. 

34Ibid. 
35Robin W. Lovin, “Authority, Legitimacy and Sovereignty: Religion and Politics 

in the Roman Empire before Constantine,” Studies in Christian Ethics 29, no. 2 (2016): 
180, doi:10.1177/0953946815623133. 

36Ibid., 184. 
37Oliver Nicholson, “Preparation for Martyrdom in the Early Church,” in The Great 

Persecution: The Proceedings of the Fifth Patristic Conference, Maynooth, 2003, ed. D. 
Vincent Twomey and Mark Humphries (Dublin: Four Courts Press, 2009), 64. EBSCO. 
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Ignatius converts after receiving the gospel from the Apostle Paul.38 In 
his “Epistle to the Romans,” Ignatius’ most personal letter, he speaks 
about his approaching martyrdom. “Let there come on me fire, and cross 
and struggles with wild beasts, cutting, and tearing asunder, racking of 
bones, mangling of limbs, crushing of my whole body, cruel tortures of 
the devil, may I but attain to Jesus Christ!” (Romans V.3).39 According 
to Cobb, Ignatius “regarded salvation as one being free from the 
powerful fear of death and thus to face martyrdom bravely.”40 

Ignatius’ “Epistle to the Romans” becomes the most popular of his 
writings and is used by the early Church as a manual for martyrs.41  
During the persecution of Trajan, Ignatius is taken to Rome. He “boldly 
vindicated the faith of Christ before the Emperor,” and then was tortured 
and finally killed by wild beasts.42 

 
Justin Martyr 

 
Justin is a famous Christian philosopher of the first century. Born in 

AD 103, Justin is trained in Greek philosophy before converting to 
Christianity at the age of thirty. He becomes an evangelist to both the 
Gentiles and the Jews. Justin later moves to Rome and opens a school. 
During one period of persecution, he writes The First Apology, 
defending the Christian faith. After reading it, the Roman Emperor 
Antoninus issues an edict halting the persecution. Later, Justin writes 
The Second Apology, critical of the execution of a Christian in Rome.43 

In The Second Apology, Justin says the fearlessness of Christians he 
sees facing death convinces him of their innocence. Noting that 
Christians are being unjustly accused of terrible crimes, he writes, “Be 
ashamed, be ashamed, ye who charge the guiltless with those deeds 
which yourselves openly commit, and ascribe things which apply to 
yourselves and to your gods to those who have not even the slightest 
sympathy with them. Be ye converted; become wise.” He says that 
Christians should follow Virtue and hold death in contempt, even if it is 

                                                 
38John Foxe, Foxe's Book of Martyrs, or, The Acts and Monuments of the Christian 

Church: Being a Complete History of the Lives, Sufferings, and Deaths of the Christian 
Martyrs . . . to Which Is Added an Account of the Inquisition . . . with the Lives of Some of 
the Early Eminent Reformers, (Philadelphia: J.B. Smith, 1856), 20-21. 
https://www.ccel.org/f/foxe/martyrs/home.html. 

39Andrew Louth, ed., Early Christian Writings: The Apostolic Fathers (Middlesex: 
Penguin Books, 1988), 85-89, Global DTL. 

40L. Stephanie Cobb, Dying To Be Men: Gender and Language in Early Christian 
Martyr Texts (Columbia University Press, 2008), 3, Global DTL. 

41Scaer, 258. 
42Foxe, 21. 
43Ibid., 25-26. 
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possible to flee: “Death is a debt due by every man that is born. 
Wherefore we give thanks when we pay this debt.”44 Creseus, a rival 
philosopher, betrays Justin to the Emperor. Justin is tried, condemned to 
death, and executed in AD 165.45,46 

 
Tertullian 

 
Tertullian is a church leader and a prolific writer to the new Church 

in matters of theology and church practice. He is born in Carthage in AD 
155 and dies in AD 220. Although he does not die a martyr, Tertullian 
writes to encourage martyrs in their faith. He is most famous for saying 
“the blood of the martyrs is the seed of the Church.” Two of his works 
about persecution, To the Martyrs and Flight in Time of Persecution, are 
examined below. 

In To the Martyrs, Tertullian offers spiritual encouragement to 
Christians who are in prison, either awaiting trial or awaiting execution 
for their confession of faith.47 He uses the metaphors of soldier and 
athlete to show that they are engaging in spiritual battle. “We were called 
to service in the army of the living God,” and “consider whatever is hard 
in your present situation as an exercise of your powers of mind and body. 
You are about to enter a noble contest.” 48 Sider notes that for Tertullian, 
the “confession of the Name played a climactic part in the Christian’s 
warfare against the demonic, for the struggle to death was both combat 
and contest with Satanic power, and the Christian’s death, like the death 
of Christ itself, was a decisive and major victory over the devil.”49 
                                                 

44Justin Martyr, The Second Apology 11-12, in The Apostolic Fathers with Justin 
Martyr and Irenaeus, trans. Philip Schaff, (Peabody, MA: Hendrickson Publishers Inc., 
2004), 192. https://ccel.org/ccel/justin_martyr/second_apology/anf01. 

45Foxe, 25-26. 
46J. Quasten, Patrology, Volume 1: The Beginnings of Patristic Literature (Allen, 

TX: Christian Classics, 1983), p.197. 
“The Prefect Rusticus says: Approach and sacrifice, all of you, to the gods. 
Justin says: No one in his right mind gives up piety for impiety.  
The Prefect Rusticus says: If you do not obey, you will be tortured without mercy. 
Justin replies: That is our desire, to be tortured for our Lord, Jesus Christ, and so to 
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emperor will be scourged and beheaded according to the laws. The holy martyrs 
glorifying God betook themselves to the customary place, where they were 
beheaded and consummated their martyrdom confessing their Saviour.” 
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Through his or her confession and death, the martyr imitates Christ and 
crushed the power of evil.50  

In Flight in Time of Persecution, Tertullian asks the question, “Is it 
right for Christians to run away from persecution?”51 Some believers are 
fleeing persecution, basing their actions on Jesus’ teaching that the 
persecuted should “flee from town to town” (Matthew 10:23). 52 
Tertullian also noted that some Christians are buying false certificates 
saying they have sacrificed to the gods, while others are paying bribes to 
avoid exposure.53 Tertullian writes that persecution is “willed by God,” 
because the result of persecution is “the glory of God.”54 He observes 
that some good comes from persecution, including that believers become 
more careful in their preparations and give more attention to fasting, 
praying, mutual charity, and holiness.55 Tertullian emphasizes that the 
believer is neither allowed nor able to flee from persecution, because it 
is God’s will. 56  Tertullian encourages the leaders of the churches 
(deacons, presbyters, bishops) to stay and face persecution as examples 
to their congregations: “When those in authority take flight . . . who of 
the common crowd can hope to persuade anyone to stand firm in 
battle?”57 

 
Cyprian 

 
Cyprian convertes to Christianity and is baptized in AD 246 at the 

age of thirty-five. In recognition of his virtuous lifestyle, he is elected 
bishop of Carthage two years later. He flees Carthage during the Decian 
persecution in AD 250 but returns eighteen months later.58 During the 
Valerian persecution in AD 256, Cyprian writes his Exhortation to 
Martyrdom. Cyprian uses the faithfulness of past martyrs to encourage 
Christians. He relates the stories of Hananiah, Mishael, Azariah, and 
Daniel as they defy the king and proclaim their allegiance to God. He 
shares how the seven sons of the Maccabees were tortured and executed 
by King Antiochus. He notes the multitude of martyrs in Revelation who 
have died during the great tribulation. “But if the assembly of the 
Christian martyrs is shown and proved to be so great, let no one think it 
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a hard or a difficult thing to become a martyr, when he sees that the 
crowd of martyrs cannot be numbered.”59 

Cyprian preferrs to give believers scriptures upon which they could 
reflect and be strengthened, rather than prescribing guidelines for 
behavior. He encourages them not to depend on human teaching but on 
the inspiration of the Holy Spirit to endure persecution. In his 
Exhortation, Cyprian also emphasizes that believers are part of the 
greater body of Christ that is faithfully obeying God. Cyprian is tried, 
convicted and executed by Roman authorities on 14 September, AD 
258.60,61 

 
Origen 

 
Origen is a presbyter and catechist from Alexandria. He later 

establishes a school in Caesarea. He is considered one of the great 
scholars of the early Church. At the age of sixty-four, near the end of the 
Decian persecution, he is imprisoned and tortured.62 After the death of 
Emperor Decius, Origen is released from prison but dies of his wounds 
in AD 254.63 
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In An Exhortation to Martyrdom, Origen encourages the practice of 
separating oneself from the world as preparation for the ultimate 
separation at death. “I think that God is loved with the whole soul by 
those who through their great longing for fellowship with God draw their 
soul away and separate it not only from their earthly body but also from 
every corporeal thing. For them no pulling or dragging takes place even 
in putting off their lowly body.”64 

Origen views the persecution of believers as “a testing and trying of 
our love for God.” 65  He encourages those facing persecution to 
remember the eternal rewards promised to the saints who persevere. He 
holds to the promise that those who confess God until the end will be 
confessed by Jesus before the Father (Matthew 10:32).66 Commenting 
on Mark 8:34-37, Origen writes, “If we wish to save our soul in order to 
get it back better than a soul, let us lose it by our martyrdom. For if we 
lose it for Christ’s sake, casting it at His feet in a death for Him, we shall 
gain possession of true salvation for it.”67 

The persecution of the early Church continues until AD 313 when 
Western Roman Emperor Constantine I and Emperor Licinius of the 
Balkans issue the Edict of Milan. The Edict recognizes Christianity as an 
“officially sanctioned traditional imperial religion.” 68  For over two 
centuries the early Church has endured persecution. The writings of 
Ignatius, Justin Martyr, Tertullian, Cyprian, Origen, and others provide 
strong guidance for believers to persevere in their faith. The themes of 
salvation, fearlessness in the face of death, spiritual warfare, leadership, 
separation from the world, and the promise of eternal reward strengthens 
the believers. The stories of biblical and intertestamental martyrs become 
examples to those facing persecution. Finally, the need for a deep 
relationship with God and a reliance on the indwelling Holy Spirit are 
seen as essential to bringing the believer through martyrdom and into 
their eternal reward. 

In the last two millennia, Christianity has spread beyond the Roman 
Empire into the entire world. Wherever it has been the minority religion, 
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Christians have been persecuted, even in countries where religious 
freedom is supposedly guaranteed by the government. One such country 
is Indonesia, where Christians are persecuted by the Muslim majority 
population. In the next section, we will see if the themes about 
persecution common to the biblical, intertestamental, and early Church 
writings are also found in the writings of the persecuted Indonesian 
church. 

 
Persecution and Theological Response in Indonesia 

 
Indonesia gained its independence in 1945 after 350 years of Dutch 

colonization and four years of Japanese occupation. Before becoming a 
nation, Indonesia was divided into many kingdoms located throughout 
the archipelago. These kingdoms adopted Hinduism and Buddhism as 
traders from India and China came to Indonesia during the first 
millennium AD. Muslim traders brought Islam to Indonesia in the 
thirteenth century and the religion quickly spread throughout western 
and central Indonesia. 69  Spanish and Portuguese traders brought 
Christianity to Indonesia in the sixteenth century, but it primarily spread 
in the islands of eastern Indonesia where Islam had not penetrated. The 
Dutch colonizers were mainly interested in Indonesia’s natural resources. 
Evangelism was not a priority. There were few conversions from the 
majority Muslim population and Christianity continued to be a minority 
religion. 

Currently, Christians comprise fifteen percent of Indonesia’s 
population, or about thirty million believers. Most of these Christians are 
found in Christian-majority areas in eastern Indonesia or in urban centers 
like Jakarta, Surabaya, and Medan. In majority Muslim provinces like 
South Sumatra, Christians comprise only 1.5 percent of the population.70 

After Indonesia’s independence in 1945, the government needed to 
unify a diverse population consisting of hundreds of ethnic groups and 
every major world religion. To this end, the Indonesian government 
adopted the philosophy of Pancasila. Enshrined in the Indonesian 
constitution, Pancasila consists of five pillars, or sila. The first pillar 
concerns religion: “Ketuhanan yang maha esa (Belief in the one and only 
God). Through this philosophy, the government taught Christians, 
Muslims, Hindus, and Buddhists that they all worshipped the same God, 
reducing the potential for religious conflict. The strong centralized 
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government under President Suharto (1965-1998) enforced peace 
between ethnic groups and religions. The Christian church grew rapidly 
during this period, primarily among ethnic Chinese Indonesians from a 
Buddhist background. 

After the resignation of Suharto, Indonesia entered a new era of 
reform.71 The strong centralized government backed by the Indonesian 
military gave way to regional autonomy. The military’s authority to 
intervene in domestic affairs was taken away. Radical Muslim groups 
that had been suppressed under Suharto grew in number and began a 
movement to establish a Muslim caliphate in Southeast Asia. Terrorist 
acts against the government and persecution of the Christian minority 
started to rise. A religious conflict in 1999-2000 between Muslims and 
Christians in the province of Maluku claimed over 10,000 lives and led 
to the displacement of both Christian and Muslim communities. 
Christmas Eve bombings in the year 2000 targeted thirty-eight Christian 
places of worship in nine cities, killing eighteen and injuring eighty-
four.72 Physical violence against Christians and their places of worship 
has continued to rise since 2000, with frequent reports of Christians 
being beaten and killed for their faith.73 A “Religious Unity” law passed 
in 2006, intended to simplify the registration of buildings as churches, 
has instead been used by Muslims to prevent new churches from being 
built and resulted in the closing of over 1,000 existing places of 
worship.74 

 
Theological Response 

 
How has the Indonesian church responded to religious persecution 

in the reform era? In this section, we will examine seven theological 
articles addressing persecution, evangelism, and suffering. Following a 
summary of these articles, we will look for common themes, and then 
compare these themes with those from the early Church Fathers to see if 
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the theological response from Indonesian theologians mirrors their 
writings. 

 
Tarore 

 
Tarore’s article “Strategy to Evangelize the Poor” emphasizes the 

need for churches to fulfill the Great Commission and says that churches 
should have answers for the poor. Tarore says evangelism requires 
sacrifice, defined as “a decision to do God’s will and evangelize those 
who haven’t heard the gospel, including radical Muslims who oppose 
Christianity.”75 The strategy of evangelizing the poor must incorporate 
contextualization so that teams are not immediately rejected by intolerant 
Muslim communities. Tarore also says that Christians must be prepared 
to face persecution, that evangelism is “a life or death task, and will result 
in persecution.”76 Tarore recommends that Christians make long-term 
preparations to face persecution, but does not identify those preparations. 
77 Of note is Tarore’s assumption that ministry to the poor in Indonesia 
will involve religious persecution, as Muslims comprise eighty-five 
percent of the population. 

 
Siswanto 

 
Siswanto’s article “The Church’s Response to Persecution Based on 

Matthew 10:17-33” says that every Christian will suffer persecution as a 
test of faith and that persecution is a sign of the end times.78 A person’s 
faith can be shaken if they are not prepared to face persecution. 79 
Siswanto gives five responses of a believer to persecution. First, remain 
vigilant. Second, bravely testify, because persecution will bring 
opportunities to share the Gospel, and the role of the Holy Spirit is to 
help the believer testify. Third, don’t deny the faith. Christians will be 
persecuted even by their own family members, but Jesus will confess 
faithful believers to the Father. Fourth, endure pressure. Here Siswanto 
uses John the Baptist, Stephen, and James as examples of those who were 
faithful until death. Fifth, do not be afraid. Jesus has conquered death, 
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and Satan cannot hurt believers who are faithful. Believers are precious 
in the eyes of the Lord, and God will not let them fall.80 

 
Chao 

 
Chao’s article “A Strategy of Evangelism Born During Persecution” 

looks for lessons from the experience of the persecuted church in China 
during the 1980s to help Indonesian believers face persecution. Chao 
evaluates a spiritual training program that was conducted weekly to 
strengthen Chinese Christians and train them to share the gospel. The 
training program had seven main teachings: knowing the gospel, being 
willing to suffer for Christ, being able to correct false teachings, building 
the local church, discipling new believers, fellowshipping with other 
churches, and sending those with the gift of evangelism to places where 
the gospel has not been heard. Evangelists were trained for three years 
and were then sent out in pairs. They were expected to suffer for the 
gospel just as Jesus suffered, believing that God would reward them with 
future glory.81 

 
Situmorang  

 
Situmorang’s article “Internal and External Factors in a Strategy to 

Evangelize Unreached People Groups” acknowledges that minority 
believers who share their faith will always experience persecution. 
However, persecution for Christian witness should be considered a 
victory, not a defeat. Because Indonesian Christians trying to reach 
unreached people groups will face physical and mental persecution, a 
strategy must be developed before evangelism begins.82 

Situmorang says that Christian evangelists can develop internal 
attitudes and take external actions that will help the evangelist face 
persecution or even reduce persecution. The internal factors consist of 
practicing humility, self-denial, prayer, and awareness. 83  External 
actions that may reduce persecution include learning to love the target 
ethnic group, working to improve their well-being, and providing job 
skills training for economic development.84 
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Silalahi 

Silalahi’s article “The Concept of Persecution in Matthew 10:16-33 
and Its Relevance for Christians Today” begins by reviewing the recent 
history of religious persecution experienced by Christians in Indonesia. 
The author compares the persecution of Christians in Indonesia to the 
persecution of the early Church under Nero. Silalahi states, “Sadly, 
persecution has brought a false understanding of the essence of 
persecution among Christians. A misunderstanding of the word of God 
is the primary cause of this confusion . . . and eventually becomes a 
barrier to spiritual growth.”85 

Silalahi notes five positive outcomes of persecution presented in 
Matthew 10:16-33. First, Christ is glorified when we are faithful when 
persecuted. Second, the faith of believers grows under persecution. Third, 
the Gospel spreads when the Church is persecuted. Fourth, the Church 
will grow when persecuted. Fifth, the unity of the Church is strengthened 
under persecution. When the positive outcomes of persecution are kept 
in mind, persecution itself will no longer cause confusion or become a 
barrier to the spiritual growth of Indonesian Christians.86 

 
Suwito, Hermanto, and Tanama 

 
Suwito, Hermanto, and Tanama explore the relationship between 

evangelism and persecution in their article “Suffering in the Context of 
Evangelism.” The authors note that evangelism is commanded by Jesus 
in the Great Commission and Christians must obey. After defining 
suffering, martyrs like Stephen and Polycarp are presented as models of 
those who suffered martyrdom for being witnesses of Jesus. Suffering 
for Jesus is not a sign of failure but of victory.87 

The Apostle Paul is portrayed as the primary example of one who 
obeys the command to evangelize while suffering persecution. The 
authors see Paul’s calling as an apostle and his suffering as inextricably 
linked.88 The authors see suffering as a test of the depths of one’s faith, 
so evangelists must be prepared to deny themselves and take up one’s 
cross.89 A list of the original disciples is presented along with each of 
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their fates as martyrs for the gospel. The authors conclude by noting that 
the gospel portrays Jesus as not of this world, and therefore the world 
will reject those who witness about Jesus. This rejection is the reason 
evangelists suffer.90 

 
Nessy 

 
Nessy’s article “The View of the Apostle Paul Regarding Suffering 

Experienced by Christians” also begins with a summary of religious 
persecution in Indonesia in the reform era. Nessy notes the 2000 
Christmas Eve bombings and the closing and burning of many 
churches. 91  He presents a biblical overview of persecution, listing 
Hananiah, Mishael, Azariah, Daniel, and Jeremiah from the Old 
Testament and the Apostle Paul from the New Testament as believers 
who were persecuted. Ignatius is presented as the early Church example 
of a martyr.92 

Nessy says that persecution has four benefits: it results in victory for 
the believer, it brings glory to Jesus, it promotes the spread of the gospel, 
and it promotes church growth. 93  Nessy concludes by saying that 
Christians have always suffered persecution, but that we should not be 
afraid of the one who can kill the body but not the soul. He quotes the 
Apostle Paul, “To live is Christ and to die is gain” (Philippians 1:21).94 

 
Common Themes 

 
The first common theme in these articles is that Indonesian 

Christians will suffer persecution. Most authors link persecution to those 
who share the gospel with Muslims, but Siswanto says that all Christians 
will suffer persecution as a test of faith. Two of the articles detail 
incidents of persecution during the reform era, both citing the Christmas 
Eve bombings in 2000 and the closing of churches under the Religious 
Unity law. 

The second common theme is using Old Testament, New Testament, 
and early Church martyrs as examples of how to persevere under 
persecution. Three of the seven articles provide names of martyrs. These 
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martyrs are all identified as those who were faithful to the end. A fourth 
article cites the persecution of the early Church under Emperor Nero. 

A third common theme is the need for Christians to prepare to face 
persecution. Tarore and Situmorang each note the need for a training 
program, while Chao evaluates the training program for Chinese 
evangelists. A training program will help Christians persevere during the 
inevitable persecution and will address both the spiritual maturity of the 
believer and their attitude towards the lost. 

A fourth common theme is encouraging Christians to see 
persecution as a blessing. Silalahi and Nessy both list multiple benefits 
of persecution, including increased spiritual growth, opportunities for 
evangelism, and church growth. Silalahi says that recasting persecution 
in a positive light will remove a barrier to a believer’s spiritual growth. 

A fifth common theme is fearlessness. Siswanto and Nessy both 
encourage believers not to be afraid of death. Both point to the power of 
God to preserve the believer, even if the persecution results in 
martyrdom. Chao notes that believers who persevere will receive future 
glory. 

Other themes from these articles include the role of the Holy Spirit 
in the witness of persecuted believers, persecution as a sign of the end 
times, and the role of the local church and church networks to strengthen 
believers in times of persecution. 

How do these articles compare with the writings of the early Church? 
There are several common themes. Both assume that Christians will be 
persecuted for their faith. Both cite the need for training to prepare 
Christians to face persecution. Both use examples of biblical and 
subsequent martyrs to encourage believers to persevere. Both teach that 
persecution is a testing of faith and a blessing, with the promise of eternal 
rewards for those who are faithful. Both highlight the role of the Holy 
Spirit in aiding persecuted believers when they testify. Additionally, both 
see persecution as a sign of the end times and the local church as a source 
of strength for believers facing persecution. 

The theological response of the Indonesian church to persecution 
may contribute to developing a theology of persecution that will help 
Indonesian believers overcome the spiritual impact of persecution as a 
barrier to evangelism. However, there are other impacts of persecution 
besides spiritual. In the following section, the sociological, physical, 
psychological, and economic impacts of persecution are considered. Any 
program to help Indonesian believers overcome persecution must also 
address these issues. 
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Sociological, Physical, Psychological, and Economic Impacts  
of Persecution 

 
Current research describing the impact of persecution primarily 

focuses on those who are refugees. Losing one’s home and going through 
a resettlement process results in physical and psychological trauma. 
However, most Indonesian Christians who experience persecution are 
residents of a community. Although we have seen the theological 
response of the Indonesian Christian community to persecution, little 
research has been done on the sociological, psychological, physical, and 
economic impacts on believers. This section will survey research on the 
impact of persecution on established populations and suggest that 
persecuted Christians in Indonesia have similar experiences. We start 
with the issue of the sociological impacts of persecution. 

 
Sociological Impacts 

 
The way individuals and groups view each other has been the object 

of extensive research. Mutual understanding reduces the distance 
between individuals and groups. Research indicates that individuals tend 
to have a better understanding of each other when they engage in daily 
interaction. However, moving from the individual to the group brings a 
level of misunderstanding. 

In research related to our discussion of the impacts of religious 
persecution, Seger divides individuals into two groups, the ingroup and 
the outgroup. 95  In the Indonesian context, the persecuted Christian 
minority are considered the ingroup and the majority Muslims in their 
communities are the outgroup. Research shows that individuals in the 
same group can generally identify the emotional climate of that group. 
And individuals in the ingroup can generally identify the emotions of 
individuals in the outgroup with whom they frequently interact. However, 
these individuals are not adept at identifying the emotions of the 
collective outgroup. This lack of perception leads to misunderstanding 
of the emotions and motivations of the outgroup. In fact, members of the 
ingroup tend to attribute the emotions of high-profile members of the 
outgroup (often fanatics) to the entire outgroup.96 

Seger examined three hypotheses regarding the ability of an ingroup 
to correctly discern the emotions of an outgroup. The results of his study 
are useful when discussing the interaction between a Christian minority 
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ingroup and the Muslim majority outgroup that persecutes them. First, 
research confirms that individuals within a group accurately discern the 
emotions of their group. Second, there is a correlation between the 
emotions expressed in the ingroup and the emotion expected in the 
outgroup. This correlation exists whether the actual measured emotions 
of the two groups are similar or not. Finally, there is an “evaluative 
intergroup bias in estimates of group emotion, with the outgroup being 
estimated to experience more intense negative emotions and less intense 
positive emotions than the outgroup reports experiencing.” 97  The 
research shows that while the ingroup (e.g., persecuted minority 
Christians) understands the outgroup on a personal level (assuming 
frequent individual interactions), the ingroup erroneously assigns 
emotions and motivations to the outgroup based on exposure to high-
profile members of the outgroup. Fallacies of this type perpetuate 
stereotypical interactions between groups.98 Exposure of the ingroup to 
high-profile individuals who are more moderate could help bridge the 
gap between the two groups. 

 
Physical Impacts 

 
The trauma and scars of physical violence are an obvious impact of 

persecution. But researchers have discovered another physical impact of 
persecution. A study shows that prolonged exposure to conflict and 
violence during childhood results in “elevated rates of morbidity and 
mortality from chronic diseases of aging.”99 

The research was conducted among children who experienced 
significant stress during childhood, including maltreatment and poverty. 
It further noted that childhood was a “sensitive period for effects of stress 
to become embedded in some physiological systems for the long 
term.”100 Miller notes that “early stress has direct and lasting influences 
on some disease-relevant biological processes,” and that “various forms 
of childhood stress presage the clustering of risk factors for coronary 
heart disease in adulthood.”101 

The research notes that various factors contributed to the overall 
levels of stress among children. These factors contribute to what the 
researchers called “chronic stress,” and noted that the research was 
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applicable to children regardless of the specific stress factors.102 The 
study also observes that the physical impact of this chronic stress is not 
the result of a lifetime of stress, but the result of the childhood exposure. 
The study shows that, as adults, these children “tended to have poor 
health practices, high levels of inflammation, and be at risk for coronary 
heart disease.”103 

The implication of this research is significant for persecuted 
Christians in Indonesia. The physical impact of persecution was 
previously thought to be limited to those exposed to physical violence. 
It is possible that persecuted Christians in Indonesia are experiencing 
more inflammation, a higher incidence of coronary heart disease, and 
shorter life expectancy because of the chronic stress they experienced 
during their childhood. Additional research in this area is required. 

 
Psychological Impacts 

 
Not only does persecution have sociological and physical impacts, 

but research has shown that persecution also affects the mental well-
being of individuals. Symptoms experienced by the victims of 
persecution include denial, fearfulness, a feeling of vulnerability, 
depression, and alcohol or drug abuse. 104  Those who have suffered 
physical violence often suffer from forms of post-traumatic stress 
disorder.105  Other research shows that the family and friends of the 
persecuted may also suffer. A study from the Netherlands discovered that 
nine years after eight hostage-taking incidents involving five-hundred 
victims, fifty percent of the victims and twenty-nine percent of the 
families displayed symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder, including 
“anxiety, phobias, and psychosomatic symptoms.”106 

Significant psychological effects are found in those who suffer 
persecution during their developing years. Recent research into class 
persecution in China has concluded that “early-life negative experiences 
generate life-long psychological trauma.”107 A study by Qian researched 
the adverse outcomes of negative interventions in early childhood. He 
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studied children in three age groups: early childhood (0-6), primary 
education years (7-12), and adolescence (13-18). His results show that 
children are most impacted by persecution experienced during their early 
childhood years.108 Qian notes that people attain less formal education, 
have lower cognitive skills, and earn less income if they experience 
prolonged persecution in early life.109 

Specifically, Qian finds that adults who have experienced 
persecution in their early childhood years on average are twenty percent 
less likely to attain a higher education degree than their counterparts who 
did not experience persecution. Further, he notes that “the impact of 
childhood exposure to persecution on highest education level is almost 
linear with education degrees.” 110  Not only does early childhood 
persecution impact achieved education levels, but it also adversely 
impacts cognitive skills. Those persecuted during early childhood score 
4.9 percentage points lower in math skills and 3.4 percentage points 
lower in verbal skills. Finally, those suffering early childhood 
persecution in Qian’s study earned 15.9 percent less income than their 
non-persecuted peers.111 Qian concludes that “individuals with longer 
exposure to persecutions in early childhood (0-6 years old) completed 
less formal schooling, have worse verbal and math skills, and earn lower 
incomes in the long-term.”112 

Research is needed to determine if these impacts are also found 
among persecuted Indonesian Christians. 

 
Economic Impact 

 
The final impact of persecution to be considered is the economic 

impact. Without persecution, economies can grow. Studies have shown 
that religious freedom is one of three factors vital to economic 
development. Religious freedom historically results in reduced conflicts 
and a more stable society, essential for economic growth. A study of the 
early United States by Alexis de Tocqueville found that the growth of 
Christianity resulted in the establishment of institutions of higher 
education, the founding of hospitals, prisons, and schools, and the 
promotion of literacy. A former director in the World Bank’s Asia and 
Africa regions notes that faith communities not only help develop 
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education and health services but also provide a social safety net that 
many governments are not able to provide.113 

On the other hand, religious persecution and discrimination against 
Christians “create climates that can drive away local and foreign 
investment, undermine sustainable development, and disrupt huge 
sectors of economies.”114 Qian’s research in China, besides finding a 
15.9 percent decrease in income for those persecuted in early childhood, 
also showed “the life-long impact of early life exposure to persecutions 
on individual human capital development, which is highly associated 
with individual economic achievement and social economic 
development.”115 A study of the persecuted Christian church in Ethiopia 
finds that persecuted Christians were discriminated against in job 
openings, found it hard to find gainful employment, and had their 
businesses boycotted by the majority Muslim population.116 Religious 
violence in Egypt “has adversely affected the tourism industry, among 
other sectors. Perhaps most significant for future economic growth, 
young entrepreneurs are pushed to take their talents elsewhere due to the 
instability associated with high and rising religious restrictions and 
hostilities.”117 In general, where religious persecution and discrimination 
are found, economic development suffers. 

Research has clearly documented the lasting sociological, physical, 
psychological, and economic impacts of persecution.118 These include 
misunderstanding the attitudes and motives of the outer group, shortened 
life expectancy, a shortfall in educational advancement and cognitive 
ability, and even a reduction in expected income. The impacts of 
persecution appear greatest when they are experienced by the very young. 
Studies in Indonesia have primarily focused on the extent of religious 
persecution and have documented the effects of trauma and violence 
during periods of active persecution. The long-term impacts of the 
systemic persecution which affects the thirty million Christians living in 
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Indonesia have not been adequately researched. These are areas in which 
future studies may bear fruit. 

 
Overcoming the Barrier of Persecution 

 
Indonesian Christians have suffered both violent and systemic 

persecution at the hands of the majority Muslim population, 
discouraging believers from sharing the gospel with their Muslim 
neighbors. If Indonesian believers are going to function as an evangelism 
force, they must be prepared to face persecution. But the Church must 
also explore ways to reduce the persecution experienced by most 
Indonesian believers. In this final section, we will discuss how 
Indonesian Christians can overcome the barrier of persecution, first, by 
preparing individuals and churches to face persecution, and second, by 
attempting to reduce systemic persecution through human rights 
education and interfaith dialogue. 

 
Preparing for Persecution 

 
A common theme running through the writings of the early Church 

Fathers and Indonesian theologians is the need for what Cyprian called 
“methodical preparation” before persecution begins.119 Both individuals 
and churches need to be prepared to endure persecution.120  Chinese 
Christians reported that knowing that persecution was coming allowed 
them to be mentally prepared, which eased the impact of persecution.121 
Christians in the early Church who were spiritually unprepared, like 
those who suffered persecution in Lyon in AD 177, “were manifestly 
unready and untrained and still weak” and fell away into apostasy.122 
Lactantius, observing Christians suffering during the Great Persecution 
of AD 303-313, notes that they displayed inspirata patientia, or an 
inspired capacity to suffer. 123  What preparation can be given to 
Indonesian Christians to inspire such strength? 

The first step of preparation is to develop a strong theology of 
persecution. Ali, writing of the persecuted church in Somalia, says their 
theology of persecution “serves as the glue that holds the Somali 
Christians together.” 124  Christians who understand biblical teachings 
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about persecution “can make sense of all the sufferings they face because 
of their Christian faith.” 125  A theology of persecution also helps 
persecuted believers “maintain a right attitude towards their persecutors” 
and helps them glorify God through their actions.126 This theology of 
persecution will allow the Indonesian church to thrive by living for 
Christ despite facing persecution.127 

A theology of persecution will include relevant scriptures from the 
Old and New Testaments that highlight biblical examples and teachings 
about persecution. Stories from Daniel, Jeremiah, and Acts show 
perseverance in the face of persecution. The teachings of Jesus in the 
gospels and Paul in the epistles will guide believers through persecution 
and toward eternal life. 128  The book of Revelation shows the 
participation of the martyrs in the ultimate victory of Jesus. A theology 
of persecution will also include Moltmann’s eschatology of hope, which 
inspires divine hope in the hearts of believers during times of 
persecution.129 

Spiritual preparation for persecution must also encourage 
Indonesian believers to develop a deep relationship with God and to 
depend on the Holy Spirit for anointing and guidance. Notes Nicholson, 
“True martyrs were sustained by their relationship with God; anyone 
attempting to survive such tortures in any other way would find them 
intolerable.” 130  St. Gordius, centurion of Caesarea, retreated to the 
mountains in preparation for his confession of faith. When he came down, 
he was “like an athlete who is sufficiently trained, anointed for the 
struggle by fasts, vigils, by prayer and ceaseless meditation on the 
oracles of the Holy Spirit.”131 Believers must be taught that persecution 
is spiritual warfare, and perseverance brings victory to the believer and 
eternal rewards. Persecuted Christians must realize that suffering for 
their faith is not a punishment from God, but a blessing as they share in 
the sufferings of Christ.132 

Indonesian churches must also be prepared for persecution. The 
early Church was organized to endure persecution. Duties of believers 
towards the persecuted included showing hospitality to Christian 
refugees, providing food, money, and spiritual support for prisoners, and 
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traveling to other cities to visit and provide support for persecuted 
Christians.133 According to Lovin, 

 
Christians developed a network of disciplined and 
interconnected communities that sustained the faithful against 
official, and sometimes popular, opposition . . . It was also 
during this time that the leadership role of the bishop came to 
be defined, along with the subsidiary tasks of presbyters and 
deacons—an effective, logical and hierarchical division of 
labor that survives in some form in many Christian 
communities to this day.134 
 
Chinese pastors interviewed after release from prison report that 

“the companionship of other church fellows or family members also 
helped alleviate the sense of isolation and loneliness in facing 
imprisonment.”135 

Indonesian churches play a key role in helping believers endure and 
overcome persecution. Pastors, elders, and deacons are examples to their 
congregations of faithful perseverance. The church is a place of mutual 
support and provision for those suffering the physical and economic 
impacts of persecution. Pastoral care and counselling will help those 
suffering psychological trauma. Ministry to suffering congregations in 
other parts of Indonesia can be organized by district and national church 
officials. 

Churches and denominations can also keep historical records of 
persecution suffered by their members. Just as Riccardi’s Century of 
Martyrdom records the suffering of believers in the twentieth century, 
documenting the persecution of Indonesian Christians will strengthen the 
faith of believers. Says Riccardi, “Because so much of the Christianity 
of yesterday and of today is the history of martyrdom, each of us and 
each community must gather in a glass cup the tears and blood of the 
persecuted, preventing it from being lost or trampled into the ground.”136 
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Human Rights Education 
 

One method to reduce systemic religious persecution in Indonesia is 
through human rights education. Cotler says, "Freedom of religion 
remains the most persistently violated human right in the annals of the 
species." 137  Indonesia is a signatory of the 1948 United Nations 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR). Article 18 of the 
UDHR states, “Everyone has the right to freedom of thought, conscience 
and religion; this right includes freedom to change his religion or belief, 
and freedom, either alone or in community with others and in public or 
private, to manifest his religion or belief in teaching, practice, worship 
and observance.”138 Human rights in Indonesia are frequently abused, 
and the level of persecution against Christians in Indonesia has grown 
significantly since the reform era began in 1998. A Pew Research Center 
report published in 2019 noted that hostility towards Indonesian 
believers ranked as ‘high or very high’, along with other countries such 
as China, India, and Pakistan. 

Mack suggests that collaboration between human rights 
organizations and religious institutions can lead to “the notion of 
religious freedom as a shared value in society.” 139  A United States 
Institute for Peace report notes that one solution to the problem of 
persecution was “educating youth about human rights and pluralism.” 
The report made recommendations to help education systems eliminate 
“stereotyping, false narratives and prejudices from curricula and include 
training in human rights, including freedom of religion or belief.” 140 A 
Ministerial to Advance Freedom of Religion or Belief was convened by 
the United States in 2018 to address the issue of religious persecution. 
The diverse nations who attended the meeting emphasized education as 
a solution to religious persecution, noting “the importance of creating 
global citizens who respect human rights and pluralistic societies.” A 
second emphasis was achieving the United Nations’ Sustainable 
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Development Goals, including Goal 4, which highlights the need to 
"ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong 
learning opportunities for all."141 

As previously noted, the impacts of persecution are significant 
during the early childhood years. Including human rights awareness in 
the Indonesian primary school curriculum could reduce persecution and 
mitigate its impact on Christian children. The Indonesian Ministry of 
Education develops curricula at the national level for all primary and 
secondary schools. The following recommendations from the 2019 Abu 
Dhabi Guidelines on Teaching Interfaith Tolerance could be 
implemented by the Ministry of Education. First, develop strong 
partnerships between government and other organizations and religious 
leaders “to ensure expansion of interfaith knowledge among students and 
the effective equipping of teachers.” Second, provide sufficient 
resources to support teacher training and develop curricula about 
interfaith tolerance and understanding. Third, combat intolerance with 
better teaching methodologies and textbooks. Fourth, encourage parents 
to be involved in the education of their children. Involvement reflects 
their right “to transmit their religious values to their children and 
promotes freedom of religion or belief.” Finally, encourage engagement 
by national and international partners with formal and informal 
educational institutions “to advance interfaith understanding and 
knowledge about human rights and religious freedom.”142 As the Abu 
Dhabi Guidelines state, “Education is the most effective means of 
preventing intolerance.”143 

 
Interfaith Dialogue 

 
The final section of this paper recommends overcoming the barrier 

of persecution through interfaith dialogue. Previously we saw that the 
sociological impact of persecution led the ingroup (Christians) to 
erroneously assign emotions and motivations to the outgroup (Muslims) 
based on exposure to high-profile members (radicals) of the outgroup.144 
We suggested that exposure of the ingroup to high-profile individuals 
who are more moderate could help bridge the gap between the two 
groups. Mustaqim, an Indonesian Muslim scholar, is one such moderate. 
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In his article “Theological Conflict and Religious Violence through the 
Lens of Koranic Interpretation,” Mustaqim argues the Koran seeks to 
resolve conflict and encourages people of different faiths to live in 
peace. 145  Mustaqim distinguishes between religion itself and man’s 
practice of religion and claims that no religion promotes conflict and that 
persecution arises from a misunderstanding of religion.146 

Mustaqim lists seven ways the Koran can help resolve conflicts 
between religious groups. These include clarifying the issues, promoting 
mediation efforts, building community action, asking for mutual 
forgiveness, promoting peace and good works, pursuing justice, and 
guaranteeing religious freedom.147 He encourages Indonesians to resolve 
religious conflicts in their multicultural society by “changing enemies 
into brothers, moderating extreme views, replacing intolerance with 
tolerance, and being inclusive rather than exclusive.” 148  Inviting 
moderate Indonesian Muslim scholars like Mustaqim to an interfaith 
dialogue could lead to greater understanding and relationship between 
Muslims and Christians in Indonesia. 

At the international level, a significant interfaith dialogue has begun 
between the World Evangelical Alliance (WEA), representing 600 
million Christians worldwide, and the Nahdlatul Ulama (NU), the largest 
Muslim organization in Indonesia with 90 million members. NU has 
traditionally held moderate views and was led from 1984-1999 by 
Abdurrahman Wahid, the grandson of the NU founder who later became 
Indonesia’s fourth president. In response to the rise of ISIS in 2014 and 
the indiscriminate killing of Muslims and non-Muslims, the NU issued a 
statement rejecting the radical religious views of ISIS. Later, in 2017, 
the NU released a theological framework called ‘Humanitarian Islam.’149 
Humanitarian Islam “supports religious freedom and human rights for 
Christians and people of other faiths.” 150  Humanitarian Islam also 
“contains a serious assessment of universal moral norms, the relation 
between faith and reason, fundamental human goods, the laws (both civil 
and religious) needed to protect those human goods, and the role of 
religions in societies.” 151  Bishop Dr. Thomas Schirrmacher, now 
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Secretary-General of the WEA, travelled to Indonesia in November 2019 
and engaged the leaders of Humanitarian Islam in a dialogue. As a result 
of this engagement, a Humanitarian Islam/WEA Joint Working Group 
(JWG) was established.152 

Thomas Johnson, the WEA Special Envoy for Engaging 
Humanitarian Islam, suggests several ways for Christians to foster 
cooperation with Humanitarian Islam. These include holding joint events 
where leaders discuss religion’s role in society, producing joint 
publications, gathering political leaders from both religions to develop 
civil laws based on a common moral understanding, providing 
information to business, government, and education sectors promoting 
interactions between people from different religions, and addressing 
humanitarian problems such as homelessness, human trafficking, and 
other problems.153 

Interfaith dialogues at national and international levels will allow 
Indonesian believers to meet and understand moderate Muslim leaders. 
During these dialogues, Christians will also be able to share their own 
views and influence Muslim perceptions of Christians. Continued 
interactions will allow both sides to find common ground, and to then 
work together to solve humanitarian problems. The safe space created by 
interfaith dialogue will help Indonesian Christians overcome the barrier 
of persecution in sharing their faith with their Muslim neighbor. 
Dialogue and respect between followers of the two religions will help to 
“establish greater social integration, avoid conflict, alleviate mistrust and 
improve the social climate.”154 

 
Conclusion 

 
The persecution experienced by Indonesian Christians has become 

a barrier that keeps these believers from sharing the gospel with their 
Muslim neighbors. The purpose of this paper was to identify ways in 
which Indonesian believers could overcome this barrier. The first section 
studied persecution in the Bible and intertestamental writings and 
identified three elements common to all persecuted witnesses: physical 
suffering, a clear testimony of God, and a view beyond this world toward 
God and his kingdom. We then turned to a study of the early Church to 
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see how it faced persecution. The writings of Ignatius, Justin Martyr, 
Tertullian, Cyprian, and Origen brought us face to face with martyrs who 
chose death rather than deny their faith. Their writings echoed the 
biblical themes regarding persecution and emphasized the need for 
spiritual preparation before facing persecution. A review of the 
theological response by Indonesian Christians to rising persecution 
followed, noting many common themes with biblical and early Church 
writings, including the need for spiritual preparation to endure 
persecution. 

With the spiritual impact of persecution examined, a review of four 
other impacts of persecution was undertaken. Research on the sociological, 
physical, psychological, and economic impacts of persecution was presented, 
and a picture of how persecution affects the whole person was developed. 
The final section of the paper described three methods to overcome the 
barrier of persecution in the lives of believers. The first method is to 
prepare individuals and churches to face persecution. The preparation 
includes developing a theology of persecution and practical ways for 
churches to strengthen and support their congregations during times of 
persecution. Two methods to reduce systemic persecution in Indonesia 
were presented. The first is for the Indonesian Ministry of Education to 
develop and implement human rights education in the Indonesian school 
system. The second is to encourage interfaith dialogues between 
Christians and moderate Muslims, including those promoting 
Humanitarian Islam. Human rights education and interfaith dialogue will 
increase tolerance and ultimately reduce the level of persecution in 
Indonesia. 

Over 192 million Indonesian Muslims are waiting to hear the gospel 
of Jesus Christ. Over thirty million Indonesian Christians must overcome 
the barrier of persecution to reach them. This is possible through 
preparation, education, and dialogue. Then Indonesian believers will be 
able to share the good news with their Muslim neighbors, and Indonesia 
will be filled with the knowledge of the glory of the Lord. 
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