The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He makes me to lie down in green pastures; He leads me beside the still waters; He restores my soul. He leads me in the paths of righteousness, for His name’s sake. Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for You are with me; Your rod and Your staff, they comfort me. You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies; You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. Surely, goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life, and I shall dwell in the house of the Lord forever.                                          Psalm 23        
What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? He who did not withhold His own Son but gave Him up for all of us, how will He not with Him also give us everything else? Who will bring any charge against God’s elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? It is Christ who died, or rather, who was raised, who is also at the right hand of God, who also intercedes for us. Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will affliction or distress or persecution or famine or nakedness or peril or sword? As it is written: “For your sake we are being killed all day long; we are accounted as sheep to be slaughtered.” No, in all these things we are more than victorious through Him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.                                               Romans 8:31-39
I once came across an old fable with a bit of a philosophical lesson. As the story goes, there once lived a lion who was so self-confident and so ferocious that he devoured a bull.  Accomplishing this incredible feast gave him such confidence that he roared. However, a nearby hunter heard the lion's roar, came over and promptly shot the lion.

The lesson of the fable is clear: "If you are full of bull, keep your mouth shut."
Who Can Separate Us?
1. Once I watched a movie, based on a true story, and focused on the American businessman’s experience in Saudi Arabia. I do not want to focus on the movie or a plot of it, but on a cautionary note listed at the beginning of the movie. The note said: "This is one person's experience and does not reflect neither the Arab culture, nor the Islamic faith." I must admit that note irritated me, for a very simple reason. I have never ever seen a note like this in any movie portraying a similarly negative vision of Christianity, as this movie did about the Islam, no matter whether this would be a fictitious or a real story. Instead what I have seen, were the many movies, critical of Christian faith, and yet loudly applauded by the movie critics and by the popular media. Haven’t you wonder how is it possible, in our current reality, where nobody and nothing should or might offend anyone, that it is OK to offend our faith but not the others? Why is there a need to apologize for offending other religions, ethnicities, and cultures, but it is a “fair game” to portray Christianity in a negative way, and to view the western traditional culture and values as decrepit and useless?
2. An “open season” on Christianity, however, is nothing new. Christians experienced persecution from the very beginning of existence, first in the hands of the Jewish religion leaders, directed against the  “followers of the Way,” followed by the persecution by the Roman officials. What has changed today, is that Jesus’ followers face persecution in more subtle ways, and from the people who were born and raised in the Christian background. Satan has found the way to not only discourage Christian faith in our times, but he also introduced the means of destroying it, using the very Christian values as weapons. Because of Christian teaching about love of one another, Christians have been accepting of others, even when they held different views and beliefs. Now Christianity has fallen into the same trap as the Hebrews did, when they entered the Promised Land, and allowed the Canaanites to remain in their midst, contrary to God’s command, introducing the Jews to the religion and tradition of Canaan.
3. In the name of freedom, the non-discrimination, the racial and religious harmony, our modern culture created the so called “god of humanism,” and inadvertently begun to worship it, even in many churches. A few years ago the message of salvation whether preached in the Congregational, Methodist, Baptist, Presbyterian, or other churches, was exactly the same, all these different denominations basically varied in the form of the worship service, and a doctrine of baptism, infant versus adult, or in a form of the communion. Today, with so many churches embracing the views and the philosophies of the society for the sake of equity, the humanistic views influence not only the interpretation of the Scriptures, but the moral, ethical, and spiritual values of the Christian faith. In Paul’s words here I see a warning about embracing the secular values of the society and the encouragement to remain vigil and faithful to God, and to Jesus Christ’s teaching.
4. “What shall we say? If God is for us, who can be against us?” This is not just the rhetorical, or the academic question only. This is actually the most powerful and the most important statement. As the Church of Jesus Christ, Christians always faced opposition, however what Paul indicates is that we are not alone in facing that opposition, since we know of God being on our side. Paul clearly indicates that God’s presence is “half of the work” already done for us. God is the best couch, the best executive we may have on our side. God is the greatest CEO any company may dream of, and hope for. He is the best “cornerman” and the best “strategist” any military in the world would love to have. His presence on our side assures us of the final victory, even if sometimes we may lose the individual battles. However, even the greatest coach, the greatest leader, the most powerful “Chief of Operations” will not achieve success if the “team” or an “athlete” does not cooperate and follow the leader’s advices.   
5. As Christians we know that the presence of God in our life is real, but how real is it depends solely on us and on how much we want to embrace Jesus Christ. Even the best soldiers will not achieve success without a good leader. Many historical battles have proven this over and over again. Even the team of the best athletes will not win the game if they do not work together under the coach’s guidance and training. In the best known verse in the Bible, John 3:16 says: “For God so loved the world that He gave His only Son that whoever believes in Him shall not perish but shall have eternal life.” I would like to pair these words with Jesus’ statement in the Gospel of Matthew: “You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my church, and the gates of hell will not prevail against it.” With the price God paid for our salvation and with the presence of Christ on our side, no powers will be able to defeat the Church. But it does not mean that the odd battles will not be lost due to the Church’s ineptness. We may see how ineffective the modern Church often is. Filled with the presence of the Holy Spirit we do not have to fear though. The faithful Church does not need to fear, because nothing and no one can overcome the power of God. 
6. We may not experience persecution in the same way as the “Early Church” did in the hands of such Roman emperors as Nero, Marcus Aurelius, or Diocletian, to name a few, but the persecution does exists today, even if, as I already said, only in a subtle way. Christians are being ridiculed for their views and their faith, scoffed for not embracing many of the social trends, insulted for embracing the moral and ethical values of Judeo-Christian tradition. Yes, the persecution of Christians is very real in this country, it exists in the educational and the legal systems, in the politics and in the media, and the reason is clear. Modern society, longs for the total “liberation” from any values which are cherished by Christianity. Today, lying has become the way of conducting business at every level. The lawyers lie to protect their clients and their hefty paychecks, the politicians lie to please the loudest members of their constituencies, the media lie to increase their ratings, and even in many churches, the lies spread to avoid controversy and to please others. This list goes on and on. The modern society have accepted a lie and a deceit as a norm, creating and embracing the actions of the so-called “spin-doctors,” who use disingenuous, deceptive, and manipulative tactics, as legitimate, becoming the “public relations” professionals. 
7. Yet, Jesus said that “the gates of hell would not overcome His Church.” In the end the Church will win the final battle and the war against evil. In the end Christianity will be victorious because it is God who leads us, and God has already won the ultimate battle against evil. This battle took place on that lonely Jerusalem’s hill, known as the “Skull.” This battle was won on the cross of Calvary. Filled with the presence of the Holy Spirit we do not have to fear, we do not have to retreat or succumb to the whims of the society, because hell cannot overcome the power of God. Should we worry, should we be afraid? No! Nobody can defeat us. Through Christ we are more than conquerors, we are God's chosen people, we are His children and Christ's heirs. This assurance is more than we need. Yet, we must keep on fighting the good battle in spite of all the experiences, all forms of persecution, and if possible we must expose the falsehood of the evil's accusations. Remember, when we do this we do it for the sake of the very people who confront us, for we have God’s assurances while they do not. Jesus said: “it is those who are sick that need a physician.” It is them who need help; it is the sick and the corrupt who need to recognize their sins and come to the Lord. We have the message and the means, the time to spread the Gospel’s message. So, let us indeed stand up firmly for Jesus! Nothing and nobody can separate us from our God in Jesus Christ!










