4TH MIDWEEK LENTEN SERVICE     MATT. 10: 37, 38 (1 PETER 1: 6, 7)    MARCH 11, 2015                                                   

MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,

IN OUR LENTEN SERIES ON BEARING THE CROSS WE HAVE HEARD "WHAT IT MEANS TO BEAR THE CROSS"; THAT "EVERY CHRISTIAN BEARS THE CROSS"; AND LAST WEEK WE HEARD ABOUT "THE RIGHT ATTITUDE TOWARD BEARING THE CROSS."  IN HIS LETTER TO THE ROMANS THE APOSTLE PAUL TELLS US THAT ALL THINGS WORK TO THE GOOD FOR THOSE WHO LOVE GOD. INCLUDED IN THIS "ALL THINGS" MUST BE THE BEARING OF OUR CROSSES.   INDEED, THIS IS WHAT THE APOSTLE PETER TELLS US IN HIS FIRST LETTER: "IN THIS YOU REJOICE, THOUGH NOW FOR A LITTLE WHILE, IF NECESSARY, YOU HAVE BEEN GRIEVED BY VARIOUS TRIALS, SO THAT THE TESTED GENUINENESS OF OUR FAITH—MORE PRECIOUS THAN GOLD THAT PERISHES THOUGH IT IS TESTED BY FIRE—MAY BE FOUND IN RESULT IN PRAISE AND GLORY AND HONOR AT THE REVELATION OF JESUS CHRIST” (1: 6, 7, ESV).."  IN THESE WORDS PETER TELLS US THE PURPOSE OF BEARING A CROSS. 

I. GOD LETS US BEAR THE CROSS SO THAT OUR FAITH MIGHT BE STRENGTHENED AND PURIFIED.
               A. PETER COMPARES CARRYING OUR CROSS WITH THE PROCESS OF PURIFYING GOLD.  NOW GOLD DOESN’T COME IN NICE, NEAT GOLD BARS.  GOLD IS DUG OUT OF THE GROUND. AND BECAUSE IT IS DUG OUT OF THE GROUND IT’S NOT PURE.  IT IS MINGLED WITH DIRT AND ROCKS AND OTHER WORTHLESS MATERIALS.  SO THE GOLD, WHICH IS VERY VALUABLE, HAS TO BE SEPARATED FROM ALL THOSE OTHER THINGS THAT HAVE NO VALUE AT ALL.  INDEED, UNLESS THESE WORTHLESS THINGS ARE SEPARATED, EVEN THE GOLD HAS LESS VALUE. THE PROCESS OF SEPARATING THE VALUABLE GOLD FROM THE OTHER WORTHLESS MATERIALS IS KNOWN AS "SMELTING."    CHUNKS OF EARTHY MATERIALS CONTAINING GOLD ARE PUT INTO HOT FURNACES AND THE GOLD WOULD BE SEPARATED FROM THE WORTHLESS MATERIAL-- LEAVING ONLY THE "PURIFIED" GOLD. BUT THIS PRECIOUS GOLD CAME ABOUT ONLY BECAUSE OF THE INTENSE HEAT.

     B.  YOU PROBABLY KNOW WHAT’S COMING DON’T YOU?  AND SO IT IS WITH OUR FAITH IN JESUS CHRIST.  PETER COMPARES SMELTING GOLD WITH PURIFYING OUR FAITH.  OF COURSE, OUR FAITH IS MORE IMPORTANT THAN GOLD.  NOT ALL THE GOLD IN THE WORLD CAN BUY US A RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD OR FORGIVENESS OR ETERNAL LIFE. ONLY IN JESUS CHRIST CAN GIVE US A RELATIONSHIP WITH GOD, THE FORGIVENESS OF OUR SINS, AND ETERNAL LIFE IN THE RESURRECTION FROM THE DEAD.   AND HE DID IT BY SHEDDING HIS BLOOD FOR US AS PETER SAYS IN HIS FIRST LETTER:  “KNOWING THAT YOU WERE RANSOMED...NOT WITH PERISHABLE THINGS SUCH AS SILVER AND GOLD, BUT WITH THE PRECIOUS BLOOD OF CHRIST….” (1:18, ESV).  AND BECAUSE FAITH IS SO VALUABLE IT IS IMPORTANT THAT IT BE STRONG.  A STRONG 
FAITH IS A FAITH THAT HAS BEEN TESTED.  A STRONG FAITH IS A FAITH THAT HAS BEEN PURIFIED OF DOUBT AND WEAKNESS. AND THIS IS WHERE CROSS BEARING COMES IN.   SUFFERING FOR JESUS, SUFFERING AS A CHRISTIAN IS THE FIRE THAT PURIFIES OUR FAITH, TESTS OUR FAITH. CROSS BEARING MAKES US STRONGER CHRISTIANS.  FOR AS WE SUFFER OUR FAITH IN CHRIST WILL EITHER BECOME WEAKER OR STRONGER.

II. THIS IS WHY CROSS BEARING, SUFFERING FOR JESUS IS A PART OF GOD’S PLAN FOR US.  IT IS WHY EVERY CHRISTIAN BEARS THE CROSS.
     A. FOR AS WE SUFFER FOR HIM WE ARE FORCED TO DEPEND ON GOD AND HIS PROMISES. WHEN OUR LORD JESUS WENT TO THE CROSS TO SUFFER HE HAD TO DEPEND ON HIS HEAVENLY FATHER’S PROMISE THAT ON THE THIRD DAY HE WOULD BE RAISED FROM THE DEAD.  JESUS WAS ABLE TO GET THROUGH HIS CROSS ONLY BY TRUSTING IN HIS FATHER’S PROMISE. THIS IS WHAT THE AUTHOR OF HEBREWS SAYS: [JESUS] WHO FOR THE JOY SET BEFORE HIM ENDURED THE CROSS, DESPISING ITS SHAME” (12:2, ESV).  JESUS HAD NO WHERE TO TURN, BUT TO THE PROMISE OF HIS FATHER.  TO PICK UP OUR CROSS AND FOLLOW JESUS MEANS THAT IN THE MIDST OF SUFFERING WE TOO DEPEND ONLY ON GOD’S PROMISES.  BEARING OUR CROSS ALSO DESTROYS OUR PRIDE AND ANY SENSE OF INDEPENDENCE FROM GOD. SUFFERING KEEPS US DEPENDENT ON GOD AND HIS GRACE AND MERCY. THE GREAT APOSTLE PAUL HAD MANY REASONS TO BE FILLED WITH SPIRITUAL PRIDE. BUT GOD SENT HIM HIS OWN CROSS TO BEAR TO KEEP HIM HUMBLE AS HE SAYS IN HIS FIRST LETTER TO THE CORINTHIANS: "SO TO KEEP ME FROM BECOMING CONCEITED BECAUSE OF THE SURPASSING GREATNESS OF THE REVELATIONS, A THORN WAS GIVEN ME IN THE FLESH, A MESSENGER OF SATAN TO HARASS ME, TO KEEP ME FROM BECOMING CONCEITED” (12: 7, ESV). AND SO WE SEE THAT THE CROSS NOT ONLY KEEPS US HUMBLE AND DEPENDENT ON GOD, BUT ALSO DRIVES US TO PRAYER.  IN THE GARDEN OF GETHSEMANE, FACING HIS CROSS, JESUS WAS DRIVEN TO PRAYER.  WHEN WE BEAR OUR CROSS WE DESPAIR OF OUR OWN POWERS AND ABILITIES AND LOOK TO GOD IN PRAYER---AND IN THE PROCESS OUR FAITH IS PURIFIED AND STRENGTHENED.

     B. AND AS WE PICK UP OUR CROSS AND FOLLOW JESUS OUR LIVES BECOME MORE FOCUSED ON WHAT IS REALLY IMPORTANT.  OUR CROSSES HELP TO GET OUR PRIORITIES STRAIGHT. IN HIS SECOND LETTER TO THE CORINTHIANS PAUL SAYS IT LIKE THIS: "FOR THIS LIGHT MOMENTARY AFFLICTION IS PREPARING FOR US AN ETERNAL WEIGHT OF GLORY BEYOND ALL COMPARISON” (4: 17, ESV)., IN ORDER TO LIVE A LIFE THAT IS PLEASING TO GOD WE MUST HAVE OUR PRIORITIES RIGHT. BEARING OUR CROSSES HELP US TO UNDERSTAND THAT THE UNSEEN SPIRITUAL THINGS ARE MORE IMPORTANT THAN THE EARTHLY, MATERIAL THINGS THAT CAN BE 
SEEN.  AND SO BEARING OUR CROSS MAKES US MORE LIKE CHRIST.  FOR WHEN WE SUFFER FOR HIM GOD IS TREATING US AS HIS CHILDREN, TRAINING US TO BE CHILDREN OF GOD AS THE AUTHOR OF HEBREWS SAYS: "IT IS FOR DISCIPLINE THAT YOU HAVE TO ENDURE.  GOD IS TREATING YOU AS SONS….FOR THE MOMENT ALL DISCIPLINE SEEMS PAINFUL RATHER THAN PLEASANT, BUT LATER IT YIELDS THE PEACEFUL FRUIT OF RIGHTEOUSNESS TO THOSE WHO HAVE BEEN TRAINED BY IT” (12: 7, 11, ESV).

CONCLUSION: WHY THEN DOES GOD LET US BEAR A CROSS? WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF BEARING THE CROSS? TO MAKE OUR FAITH STRONGER, TO TRAIN US TO BE CHILDREN OF GOD, AND LIVE FOR HIM. WE SHOULD NOT UNDERESTIMATE THE VALUE OF OUR FAITH—WHEN JESUS RETURNS TO JUDGE THE LIVING AND THE DEAD ONLY ONE THING WILL MATTER…. DID WE HAVE FAITH IN HIM?  FOR ONLY THROUGH FAITH IN HIM WILL WE RECEIVE "PRAISE, GLORY AND HONOR." NOTHING ELSE WILL MATTER. ONLY FAITH IN JESUS. AND SO IN LOVE GOD PURIFIES OUR FAITH WITH ALL KINDS OF TRIALS AND TRIBULATIONS.  AND WHEN THE DAY COMES FOR US TO STAND BEFORE JESUS CHRIST WE WILL BE MORE THAN THANKFUL FOR ALL THE CROSSES THAT GOD USED TO PURIFY OUR FAITH IN HIM. AMEN.

