PALM SUNDAY                    DEUT. 32:36-39                       APRIL 1, 2007

MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,    

     NO ONE LIKES PAIN AND SUFFERING.  AND SO MOST PEOPLE THINK THAT PAIN AND SUFFERING ARE INCONSISTENT WITH A GOD OF LOVE.  IF GOD IS LOVE, THEN WHY DOES HE ALLOW PAIN AND SUFFERING?  THIS IS THE WAY WE HUMAN BEINGS THINK.  BUT AS USUAL, IT’S NOT THE WAY GOD THINKS.  BECAUSE HE IS A GOD OF LOVE HE SOMETIMES NOT ONLY ALLOWS PAIN AND SUFFERING BUT MIGHT EVEN CAUSE PAIN AND SUFFERING.  GOD CERTAINLY LOVED THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL.  HE DELIVERED THEM FROM THE BONDAGE OF SLAVERY IN EGYPT AND MADE THEM HIS PEOPLE.  AND YET OUR OLD TESTAMENT READING TALKS ABOUT GOD BRINGING SUFFERING TO HIS PEOPLE.   AND SINCE WE ARE GOD’S PEOPLE, AND SINCE GOD DOESN’T CHANGE…..HE WILL TREAT US THE SAME WAY.   UPON REFLECTION THIS SHOULD NOT REALLY SURPRISE US.  DO NOT LOVING PARENTS HAVE TO DISCIPLINE THEIR CHILDREN?  OF COURSE.  DO THE CHILDREN ALWAYS LIKE IT…USUALLY NOT!  AND SO IT IS WITH GOD AND US.  SO THEN LET US LISTEN TO OUR GOD AS HE TELLS US “WHY GOD DISCIPLINES HIS PEOPLE.”
I.  GOD DISCIPLINES US, LET’S US EXPERIENCE PAIN AND SUFFERING, TO KEEP US FROM TRUSTING IN FALSE GODS.

     A.  THERE IS ONLY ONE GOD AS HE SAYS IN OUR LESSON:  “THERE IS NO GOD BESIDES ME.”   THIS ONE GOD REVEALED HIMSELF TO THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL AND ULTIMATELY IN THE PERSON OF JESUS CHRIST AS THE TRIUNE GOD OF FATHER, SON, AND HOLY SPIRIT.  THIS IS THE GOD WHO HAS CREATED US AND GIVEN US PHYSICAL LIFE.  THIS IS THE GOD WHO HAS SAVED US FROM, SIN, DEATH, AND ETERNAL DAMNATION.  ANY SO CALLED GOD APART FROM THE TRIUNE GOD IN JESUS CHRIST IS A FALSE GOD—ALL THE SO CALLED GODS OF THE RELIGIONS IN THE WORLD ARE ALL FALSE GOD’S.  AND HE IS A JEALOUS GOD AS HE SAYS IN THE FIRST COMMANDMENT:    “DO NOT HAVE ANY OTHER GODS BESIDES ME.”  IN HIS SMALL CATECHISM MARTIN LUTHER EXPLAINS THIS VERY WELL:  “WE SHOULD FEAR, LOVE AND TRUST IN GOD ABOVE ALL THINGS.”   THROUGHOUT THEIR HISTORY THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL WORSHIPPED THE FALSE GODS OF THE NATIONS AROUND THEM AS IS HINTED AT IN OUR TEXT:  “WHERE ARE THEIR GODS, THE ROCK IN WHICH THEY TOOK REFUGE?”   BUT DON’T THINK FOR ONE MOMENT THAT YOU AND I AREN’T TEMPTED TO ALSO WORSHIP FALSE GODS:  THEY ARE ALL AROUND US—MONEY, SEX, PLEASURE, AMBITION, WORK, EDUCATION, SUCCESS AND EVEN FAMILY.  ALL THESE THINGS CAN BECOME FALSE GODS WHENEVER WE FEAR, LOVE AND TRUST PERSONS AND THINGS MORE THAN GOD.    INDEED, EVERY SIN IN OUR LIVES, OF THOUGHT, WORD AND DEED MAY BE TRACED BACK TO SOME GOD THAT WE FEAR MORE THAN GOD, LOVE MORE THAN GOD, AND TRUST MORE THAN GOD.  
     B.  OK…SO WHAT’S THE POINT?  WELL, GOD WILL SEND OR ALLOW SOME PAIN AND SUFFERING INTO OUR LIVES SO THAT WE CAN SEE THAT OUR FALSE GODS AREN’T AS AWESOME AS WE THINK THEY ARE.  THAT’S WHAT GOD DID WITH THE PEOPLE OF ISRAEL.  THEY NEGLECTED THE ONE TRUE LIVING GOD AND WORSHIPPED FALSE GODS.  SO GOD SAID “OK, FINE.  I’M GOING TO SEND SOME REAL PROBLEMS YOUR WAY AND LETS SEE HOW GOOD YOUR FALSE GODS ARE IN PROTECTING AND HELPING YOU.”  AND WHAT DID ISRAEL DISCOVER?  THEIR FALSE GOD’S COULDN’T HELP THEM….JUST AS GOD SAYS IN OUR TEXT:  “WHERE ARE THEIR GOD’S, THE ROCK IN WHICH THEY TOOK REFUGE, WHO ATE THE FAT OF THEIR SACRIFICES AND DRANK THE WINE OF THEIR DRINK OFFERING?  LET THEM RISE UP AND HELP YOU, LET THEM BE YOUR PROTECTION!”    AND GOD CAN DO THAT WITH US TOO.   I CAN’T TELL YOU EXACTLY WHAT GOD WILL DO, BUT HERE ARE SOME POSSIBILITIES:  ARE WE DEPENDING TOO MUCH ON MONEY?  …..MAYBE GOD WILL SEND US SOME FINANCIAL PROBLEMS OR LET US DEVELOP SOME KIND OF HEALTH ISSUE.  ARE WE DEPENDING TOO MUCH ON OUR STATUS THAT WE GET FROM OUR EDUCATION AND JOB?…..MAYBE GOD WILL LET US BE UNEMPLOYED FOR AWHILE.  ARE WE USING SEX IN A SINFUL AND DESTRUCTIVE WAYS?….MAYBE HE’LL LET US GET A SEXUALLY TRANSMITTED DISEASE OR HAVE PROBLEMS IN OUR MARRIAGE OR RELATIONSHIPS.  ARE WE TAKING GOD FOR GRANTED?  ARE WE NEGLECTING GOD?  IF SO, GOD MIGHT ALLOW OR SEND SOME PAIN AND SUFFERING OUR WAY.  FOR WHATEVER GOD DOES OR ALLOWS HE WANTS TO EXPOSE THE WEAKNESSES OF OUR FALSE GODS, TO  HUMBLE US….TO DRIVE US TO OUR KNEES SO THAT WE HAVE NO WHERE ELSE TO TURN BUT TO HIM----THE ONE TRUE LIVING GOD.  
II.   AND WHENEVER WE TURN TO GOD, CONFESS OUR SINS AND SEEK HIS HELP…..HE HELPS US JUST AS WE READ:  “FOR THE LORD WILL VINDICATE HIS PEOPLE AND HAVE COMPASSION ON HIS SERVANTS.   GOD DOES ALL THINGS TO SHOW US COMPASSION.
     A.  SOMETIMES CHILDREN HAVE TO LEARN CERTAIN TRUTHS THROUGH PAIN AND SUFFERING.  SOMETIMES PARENTS HAVE TO DISCIPLINE THEIR CHILDREN IN WAYS THAT ARE NOT EASY TO DO, BUT ARE NECESSARY—TAKING AWAY PRIVILEGES AND SUFFERING THE CONSEQUENCES OF THEIR OWN BAD CHOICES AND DECISIONS.  FAMILY COUNSELOR JAMES DOBSON WROTE A BEST SELLING BOOK ENTITLED “DARE TO DISCIPLINE” AND THE CONCEPT OF “TOUGH LOVE” HAS BEEN AROUND FOR SEVERAL DECADES NOW.    LOVE IS NOT THE SAME AS PERMISSIVENESS.  AND SO IT IS WITH GOD….AS THE AUTHOR OF HEBREWS WRITES:   “ENDURE HARDSHIP AS DISCIPLINE FOR GOD IS TREATING YOU AS SONS…..NO DISCIPLINE SEEMS PLEASANT AT THE TIME, BUT PAINFUL.  LATER ON, HOWEVER, IT PRODUCES A HARVEST OF RIGHTEOUSNESS AND PEACE FOR THOSE WHO HAVE BEEN TRAINED BY IT” (HEBREWS 12).  WE USUALLY FORGET THAT GOD IS MORE CONCERNED ABOUT OUR CHARACTER THAN WITH OUR COMFORT.  EVEN OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST SUFFERED SO THAT HE MIGHT LEARN OBEDIENCE TO HIS HEAVENLY FATHER AS WE AGAIN READ IN HEBREWS:  “ALTHOUGH HE WAS A SON, HE LEARNED OBEDIENCE FROM WHAT HE SUFFERED” (HEBREWS 5).  INDEED, GOD SAVED THE WORLD FROM SIN, DEATH AND ETERNAL DAMNATION BY THE SUFFERING OF OUR LORD JESUS CHRIST.   INSTEAD OF SEEING SUFFERING AS A SIGN THAT GOD DOES NOT LOVE US, WE ARE TO SEE GOD’S LOVE IN OUR SUFFERING.   WE MIGHT NOT LIKE WHAT WE ARE SUFFERING, WE MIGHT NOT UNDERSTAND IT…..BUT GOD IS DOING IT FOR A REASON.   FOR IN OUR SUFFERING HE IS TRYING TO TEACH US AN IMPORTANT TRUTH, TO HELP US LET GO OF OUR FALSE GODS, AND BRING US CLOSER TO HIM.  INDEED THIS IS WHAT THE AUTHOR OF HEBREWS TELLS US:  “GOD DISCIPLINES US FOR OUR GOOD THAT WE MIGHT SHARE IN HIS HOLINESS.   GOD WOULD RATHER HAVE US SUFFER IN THIS WORLD THAN SUFFER ETERNALLY IN HELL.  GOD WOULD RATHER HAVE US SUFFER THAN LOSE US.
     B.   GOD SAYS, “I KILL AND I MAKE ALIVE; I WOUND AND I HEAL.”  GOD KILLS AND WOUNDS IN THE SENSE THAT HE WILL NOT ACT LIKE A PERMISSIVE PARENT AND LET US DO OUR OWN THING.  HE WILL CORRECT US AND DISCIPLINE US.  HE WILL CONDEMN US FOR OUR SIN AND THREATEN US WITH HIS PUNISHMENT AND ETERNAL DAMNATION.  AND WHAT DOES HE DO WHEN WE CONFESS OUR SIN TO HIM?  HE DOES WHAT HE ALWAYS IN JESUS CHRIST:  HE FORGIVES US.  THAT’S WHAT HE MEANS WHEN HE SAYS THAT HE ALSO MAKES ALIVE AND HEALS.  THAT WHAT GOD SAYS:  “FOR THE LORD WILL VINDICATE HIS PEOPLE AND HAVE COMPASSION ON HIS SERVANTS----WHEN HE SEES THAT THEIR POWER IS GONE.”   . ONCE WE ARE HUMBLED AND BACK ON OUR KNEES SEEKING GOD’ MERCY AND HELP HE DOESN’T TURN US AWAY BUT HE WILL HELP US IN OUR TIME OF NEED.  FOR HE WILL EITHER TAKE OUR PROBLEM AWAY……….OR HE WILL GIVE US THE STRENGTH TO ENDURE IT.  BUT EITHER WAY, HE STILL LOVES US.  SO THEN WHEN WE SUFFER IT DOESN’T MEAN THAT GOD HAS ABANDONED US.   MARTIN LUTHER ONCE SAID THAT IF ONE MORNING HE WOKE UP IN HELL, HE WOULD STILL BELIEVE THAT BECAUSE OF JESUS CHRIST GOD LOVED HIM.   PERHAPS LUTHER GOT THIS THOUGHT FROM THE BOOK OF JOB.  YOU WILL REMEMBER THAT JOB LOST HIS ALL HIS WEALTH, HIS CHILDREN DIED, AND HE THEN HE WAS INFLICTED WITH A HORRIBLE DISEASE.  AND WHAT DID JOB SAY IN THE MIDST OF HIS SUFFERINGS?  WELL, HE SAID MANY THINGS, BUT HERE’S ONE OF THEM:  “EVEN THOUGH GOD SLAY ME, ME I WILL HOPE IN HIM” (JOB 13).  FOR JOB ALSO KNEW OF GOD’S PROMISES IN THE MESSIAH.   BUT THIS WAS EVEN MORE TRUE OF OUR DEAR LORD JESUS.  HIS SUFFERING WAS SO GREAT ON THE CROSS THAT HE CRIED OUT “MY GOD, MY GOD WHY HAVE YOU FORSAKEN ME.”  AND YET DO YOU REMEMBER WHAT HE SAID TO GOD WHEN HE DIED?  “INTO YOUR HANDS I COMMIT MY SPIRIT.”  HOW COULD JESUS COMMIT HIS SPIRIT TO GOD IN THE MIDST OF SUCH SUFFERING AND BEING FORSAKEN?   BECAUSE HE KNEW THAT THREE DAYS LATER HE WOULD BE RAISED FROM THE DEAD AS THE AUTHOR OF HEBREWS TELLS US:  “FOR THE JOY SET BEFORE HIM HE ENDURED THE CROSS AND SAT DOWN AT THE RIGHT HAND OF THE THRONE OF GOD” (HEBREWS 12). 
CONCLUSION.  ON OUR DEATH BED NONE OF OUR FALSE GODS WILL BE ABLE TO HELP US.  ON THAT DAY ONLY THE ONE TRUE LIVING GOD IN JESUS CHRIST WILL BE ABLE TO HELP.  AND IN ORDER THAT WE MIGHT BE READY FOR THAT DAY GOD WILL GIVE US LOTS OF PRACTICE WITH SUFFERING.  NOT BECAUSE HE HATES US, BUT BECAUSE HE LOVES US.  FOR HE IS TEACHING US TO LET GO OF ALL OUR FALSE GODS AND CLING ONLY TO HIM WHO LOVES US SO MUCH IN HIS SON, JESUS CHRIST.   THIS IS A HARD LESSON TO LEARN…INDEED, IT TAKES A LIFE TIME.  BUT ON THE DAY OF THE RESURRECTION WE WILL FULLY UNDERSTAND WHAT AN IMPORTANT LESSON IT WAS.  AMEN.
