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Gospel and Opposition 
John 15:18-16:4 Dan Bidwell, Senior Pastor 
 

Not Belonging… 
 
You know those moments when you don’t belong?  
 
About 10 years ago my family went on a big trip to the centre of Australia – you maybe know 
Ayers Rock, or Uluru as we now call it – a big rock in the red centre of Australia. It’s almost 2000 
miles from Sydney to Uluru – about the same as driving from California to Iowa. It’s a long way! 
 
Anyway for the last 800 miles, there are only a few roadside stops. And these aren’t big towns, 
or big gas stations. We’re talking tiny towns with a gas station and a bar and that’s about it. 
 
So we pull into one of these towns in the middle of the afternoon. We fill up with gas and we 
look for some food. The only place to eat is the pub – That’s what we call ‘bars’ in Australia. So 
we go into this pub – me, Jo my wife, and the two kids who are maybe 7 and 6 years old.  
 
And it’s like one of those moments when the wrong people walk into a biker bar. Or into a 
saloon in the old western movies… There are 10 or 12 men, all with the same weather-beaten 
skin and faded tattoos, all wearing the same blue singlets, and all staring at us with that same 
look on their face that says, “You don’t belong here.” 
 
I kind of puffed up my chest to look tougher than I was feeling. And that’s when my wife asks if 
they have gluten free meals for me… I actually think the whole place burst out into laughter! Or 
maybe that’s just the way it felt as we hightailed it out of there! 
 
There are times when you know you just don’t belong. But in today’s Bible passage, Jesus 
teaches us that as his followers we will never belong in this world. We’ll always be out of place, 
if we belong to Jesus. And Jesus wants to prepare us for the difficulties of being his disciples in a 
world that is not kind to Jesus, and may not be kind to us because of him. 
 
This is a confronting passage, as we think through the idea of being persecuted because of 
Jesus. So why don’t we pray that God will help us understand, and that we’ll trust him in all 
circumstances… 
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Our heavenly Father, teach us and guide us as we open your word this morning. Help us 
to understand that we do not belong to this world, that our home is with you. Help us 
not to be afraid to follow Jesus, but to trust him as we take up our cross in this world, for 
his glory. Amen 

 
So let’s jump right into the passage. Remember this is the night before Jesus died, he is with the 
11 remaining disciples after Judas had gone out into the night to betray Jesus… Jesus has been 
preparing the disciples for what life will look like after he is gone. 
 
If the world hates you… 
 
And he starts with these disturbing words in v18: 
 

15:18 “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. 
 
Hate is a strong word, isn’t it?  
 
It’s a while since the Simpsons was popular, but twenty or thirty years ago, Ned Flanders was 
the caricature of an American Christian. He was nerdy, straight-laced, and a tee-totaller, but he 
was the next-door neighbour that so many of us knew and tolerated. 
 
That was 20 years ago. Has society’s picture of Christians changed since then? In some ways, 
yes. Words like fundamentalist, extremist and bigot are now used to describe the Ned 
Flanderses of the world, and Christians have been accused of hate speech and human rights 
violations for holding to Biblical teaching that was uncontroversial for the last 2000 years. 
 

 15:18 “If the world hates you, keep in mind that it hated me first. 
 
Jesus says that we should not be surprised when the world hates us, because they hated him 
first… 
 
I think that is a hard lesson for us to learn in the West. Especially in the United States where so 
much of the Mid-west and the South still live in a kind of Bible belt, where wide-spread church-
going is still ‘the done thing’. And some of us remember those times. 
 
But not here in California anymore. We’re feeling the changes here, especially being so close to 
liberal and progressive San Francisco. My hometown of Sydney is very similar to San Francisco, 
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it’s a place where fewer and fewer people are growing up in homes with a Judaeo-Christian 
framework, and fewer and fewer people identifying as Christians. And they don’t like us… 
 
Should we be surprised? Well, I don’t think so. Look at v19: 
 

19 If you belonged to the world, it would love you as its own. As it is, you do not belong to 
the world, but I have chosen you out of the world. That is why the world hates you.  

 
As followers of Jesus, we are fundamentally different from the world. So much so that we don’t 
actually belong here. Our home is somewhere else. The Apostle Peter understood - when he 
wrote to the Christians who had been scattered throughout Asia Minor he described them as 
sojourners – travellers passing through (1 Peter 2:11). Or foreigners living in exile (1 Peter 1:1). 
He spoke of our bodies as tents (2 Peter 1:13) – just temporary dwellings while we await our 
true and eternal home, the room that God is preparing for us in his house… 
 
It’s the same for us today. Wherever we live in the world, we will find ourselves fundamentally 
at odds with those who do not know God, as Jesus describes them in v21. 
 
That’s the first big idea to get our heads around this morning. As God’s people, we don’t 
belong in the world, we’ll always stick out as different and that’s just what we have to accept. 
This world is not our home if we are followers of Jesus. 
 
Persecution 
 
Now that would be OK if it just meant we could live and let live, but that’s not how it works. 
 
Because Christians are not just different. We belong to Jesus, and the world hates Jesus. And if 
it hated him, it will hate us too. And if they persecuted him, they will persecute us also, Jesus 
tells us in v20. 
 
As Christians, we need to get our heads around the idea that we will face persecution 
because of Jesus… 
 
At the time that John wrote this gospel, the church had certainly already seen the first instances 
of public persecution that proved Jesus’ prediction correct. Jesus’ own brother James, the head 
of the church in Jerusalem, was stoned to death in 62AD by the Sanhedrin. The Apostle Paul 
was executed in Rome in AD64. And Peter, the rock on which the church was built, was put to 
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death by Emperor Nero in 65 or 66AD, reportedly crucified upside down, because he felt 
himself unworthy to die in the same manner as his Master.  
 
Since then, countless Christians have faced opposition or even death for their choice to follow 
Jesus. It’s still happening around the world today, and if reports are correct, more people were 
martyred for Christ in the 20th century than in all the other centuries since Christ’s death. And 
for many Christians around the world, these words of Jesus are a daily reality.  
 
To find out more you can look on the Open Doors website – they’re an agency that supports 
and serves persecuted Christians around the world. You can read stories of people put out of 
their villages, their homes burned, people afraid to reveal their faith in Christ for fear of 
physical violence from family members…  
 
I recommend you go and read some of their stories, consider putting these persecuted 
Christians on your prayer list, giving to help relieve some of the burdens of these brothers and 
sisters in Christ who don’t live in a Christianized world like we do. 
 
You see, Jesus never promises that the Christian life will be peace and prosperity and perfect 
health. Anyone who tells you that hasn’t read their Bible correctly. Or worse, they are leading 
you astray.  
 
Because Jesus teaches clearly (v20) that: 
 
  ‘A servant is not greater than his master.’ 
 
Jesus sets an example for us of what the Christian life is like. Mark 10:45 –  
 

45 For even the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give his life as 
a ransom for many. 

 
Jesus, our master, came as a servant to give his life for us.  
 

23 Then he said to them all: “Whoever wants to be my disciple must deny themselves and 
take up their cross daily and follow me. 24 For whoever wants to save their life will lose it, 
but whoever loses their life for me will save it. 

 
Jesus tells us, as his followers, to take up our crosses and follow him. To lose our life for his 
sake. To lay down our lives for our friends, as Jesus puts it here in John 15:13. 
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Are you seeing the picture that Jesus painted?  
 
The Apostle Paul put it this way (2 Timothy 3:12) 
 

12 In fact, everyone who wants to live a godly life in Christ Jesus will be persecuted 
 
Is this what you expected of the Christian life? Is this what you signed up for? 
 
Because sometimes here in the West we long for the good old days, when everybody turned up 
for church dutifully, when Sunday schools were full. We remember back to that as the golden 
era of Christianity, when it was easy to be a Christian. 
 
But is that what it takes to grow the church? Do we need that sympathetic world to spread the 
good news of Jesus? The evidence points to the contrary. Christianity is declining in the 
comfortable west, but growing in places where persecution is rife. In Iran, Afghanistan, Somalia 
and Sudan, Laos, the United Arab Emirates, and of course China.  
 
Does the ground need to be soft and fertile for the gospel to grow? Do we need Christian 
governments and Christian values before we can spread the Christian message?  
 
Of course not. It wasn’t necessary in the first century, and it isn’t necessary this century.  
 
The good news of Jesus spreads when his followers testify about him, to a world that hates him. 
 
The gospel grows where Jesus shines in the darkness. That’s how Jesus reaches in to choose 
people out of this world for his kingdom. Through the witness of God’s people. Through our 
feeble and frightened words, as we speak about the goodness of Jesus to our family and 
friends. As we hold out the hope of forgiveness, and friendship with God, eternal life. The 
blessings of the Holy Spirit and the peace we know in him, in the midst of a troubled world. 
 
Not alone  
 
And we know that God goes before us, as we bring the message of Jesus to the ends of the 
earth. We see it there in v26: 
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26 “When the Advocate comes, whom I will send to you from the Father—the Spirit of 
truth who goes out from the Father—he will testify about me. 27 And you also must 
testify, for you have been with me from the beginning. 

 
Even in our weakness, we can trust that God is speaking into people’s hearts by his Holy Spirit 
even before we speak to them. And it is the Spirit that convicts people of the truth – and I’ll 
speak much more about that next week. But what that means is that as we speak, we can trust 
that God is already doing a work in the heart of the person we are speaking to. That HE is the 
one who will apply our words to their hearts. 
 
Which is marvellously liberating, because it means it is not up to us to ‘make’ somebody believe 
in Christ. Yes, like Paul, we should be prepared to speak and we should plead and we should 
present arguments and we should speak into people’s experiences and culture and education, 
but at the end of the day, the way they respond is between that person and God. 
 
And we see it there in the middle of our verses, from vv22-25. 
 

22 If I had not come and spoken to them, they would not be guilty of sin; but now they 
have no excuse for their sin. 23 Whoever hates me hates my Father as well. 24 If I had not 
done among them the works no one else did, they would not be guilty of sin. As it is, they 
have seen, and yet they have hated both me and my Father. 25 But this is to fulfill what is 
written in their Law: ‘They hated me without reason. 

 
Jesus has spoken into the world, and if people choose to ignore him, they are without excuse. 
 
And even with the best apologetics and reasoning, (v24b-25 on screen) there will be those who 
still choose to hate Jesus, to hate God, and to hate us. It’s not a matter of getting your 
argument correct and then people will turn to Jesus. They hate him without reason.  
 
Which is such a shame because Jesus doesn’t just teach us about sin. He teaches us about God’s 
great love for us. God’s mercy and grace. His willingness to forgive. And in his death, Jesus 
shows the great lengths God would go to in order to win us back to him.  
 
That’s the heart of the Christian message, it’s what we’re all about here at Yountville 
Community Church, helping people understand that message and grow in it. It’s the reason 
we’re running Christianity Explored, and if you want to know more about Jesus then you should 
join us tomorrow night on Zoom – you can sign up via the link below. 
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Because that’s why Jesus came – to show God’s love for the world. And to save the people of 
the world from the destiny they have chosen for themselves, when they choose to hate God. 
That’s why Jesus came, and sharing that good news is one of our primary functions as a church. 
 
And this is such a good time to do that. We live in an age where it is easier than ever to spread 
the gospel. By clicking ‘Like’ and ‘Subscribe’ on our Youtube channel, the good people at 
Youtube will share our video with more people in a wider audience than we could imagine. The 
same if you go to our Facebook and Instagram pages. Click Like and Share on our posts there 
and our audience will grow because the Facebook algorithm will share us and suggest us to a 
wider audience than we could imagine ourselves.  
 
And when we do that, people will hear these sermons. They will watch our Kids Church talks. 
They’ll engage with the Bible. And they’ll engage with God. They’ll hear the gospel and that’s 
what we want, isn’t it? 
 
All with just a few clicks. 
 
Now some of you are nervous about that, because you don’t make your faith in Jesus a public 
thing. You prefer to keep it private. But here’s the thing about our passage today – Jesus is 
telling us that our faith cannot be a private thing. It’s not just between you and God. It’s about 
our witness in the world. As servants of Jesus, we shouldn’t expect to be treated any differently 
from him. 
 
Yes – witnessing about Jesus might be bring persecution. 
 

16:2 They will put you out of the synagogue; in fact, the time is coming when anyone who 
kills you will think they are offering a service to God.  

 
Sharing our faith sometimes means we will be put out of the synagogues of this world. For 
some, it will literally mean being excommunicated from the faiths that they grew up in – that’s 
a reality for Muslims who are converting to Christianity – and they make up the bulk of the 
fastest growing church in the world in Iran. 
 
But for us here in the US it might mean being pushed out of some of the other shrines that our 
culture worships at – the temple of popularity; the altar of business success. There are always 
costs to following Jesus publicly. 
 
Christian author Kevin de Young puts it this way: 
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The point is plain: while martyrdom is a special category set aside for a select number of 
Christians, persecution is the normal experience of every Christian everywhere. From 
stiff fines, to family shame, to being kicked off college campuses, to laws against sharing 
our faith, to unjust trials, to public mockery and scorn, to arrest and brutality, if we 
faithfully follow Jesus in this world we all will face persecution at some point in our 
Christian discipleship. Even American Christians—if they are really Christians—will have 
crosses to carry.1 

 
Brothers and sisters, we have the words of eternal life to share with the world. But they are 
words that are not always welcome. They are words that divide, bringing the aroma of life to 
some, and the stench of death to others (2 Corinthians 2:15-16).  
 
But that’s what it is to live for Christ in this world. 
 
And Jesus wants us to be prepared, so that when persecution comes, we won’t be surprised. 
 

16:1 “All this I have told you so that you will not fall away.  
  
Jesus wants us to live in this world, but not be of this world. He wants us to witness about him, 
but not to be surprised when the good news is not received well. Because that is exactly what 
happened to Jesus. The world hated him first. His own did not receive him. They heard his 
words, his teaching, they saw the miracles he performed, but still many did not believe. And so 
they put him to death. 
 
But still his kingdom grows today, because even death couldn’t hold Jesus down. And even 
death shouldn’t hold us down from sharing the good news of God’s love. 
 
So the question as always is, what will you do when we leave here today? 
 

Father, you have chosen us out of this world to be your witnesses, to speak about Jesus 
and your great love for the world. Father, give us boldness to live in this world as your 
faithful witnesses. Give us courage to share the hope we have in Jesus. For those who are 
facing persecution, strengthen them by your Holy Spirit to stand fast in Jesus Christ, 
especially for those facing physical violence. For those of us here who face persecution in 

 
1 https://www.thegospelcoalition.org/blogs/kevin-deyoung/four-thoughts-on-persecution-in-america/ 
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our homes, in our schools, in our workplaces, give us courage also to stand up for Jesus. 
Give us winsome words to speak, words of grace and truth. And help us to stay 
encouraged when the world is against us. Father, would you use this church in this time 
and in this place to hold out the words of life, that your Son might be glorified as many 
come to saving faith in Jesus through our witness. And we pray this in his saving name, 
Amen. 
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