THE 6TH MID-WEEK LENTEN SERVICE    MATT. 10:37, 38 (1 PETER 5:10, 11)     MARCH 24, 2010

MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST

TONIGHT WE CONCLUDE OUR LENTEN SERIES ON CROSS BEARING. WE HAVE COVERED A LOT OF GROUND: WE HAVE TALKED ABOUT "WHAT IT MEANS TO BEAR THE CROSS", THAT "EVERY CHRISTIAN BEARS THE CROSS", "THE RIGHT ATTITUDE TOWARD BEARING THE CROSS", "THE PURPOSE OF BEARING THE CROSS", AND LAST WEEK WE HEARD ABOUT "THE CROSS AND SIN." TONIGHT WE CONCLUDE OUR LENTEN SERIES WITH WHAT WE ALL WANT AND PRAY FOR: "THE STRENGTH TO BEAR THE CROSS." IN HIS FIRST LETTER THE APOSTLE PETER SAYS THIS: ”AND AFTER YOU HAVE SUFFERED A LITTLE WHILE, THE GOD OF ALL GRACE, WHO HAS CALLED YOU TO HIS ETERNAL GLORY IN CHRIST, WILL HIMSELF RESTORE, CONFIRM, STRENGTHEN, AND ESTABLISH YOU.  TO HIM BE THE DOMINION FOREVER AND EVER. AMEN" (5: 10, 11, ESV).
I.  GOD GIVES US THE STRENGTH TO BEAR OUR CROSS BY ASSURING US THAT OUR SINS, ALL OF THEM, ARE FORGIVEN. THEY ARE FORGIVEN BECAUSE JESUS TOOK UP HIS CROSS FOR US.

     A. THIS IS SO IMPORTANT FOR US TO REMEMBER WHEN WE ARE EXPERIENCING A CROSS.  WHEN WE ARE SUFFERING, OUR NATURAL INCLINATION IS TO THINK THAT GOD IS PUNISHING US FOR OUR SIN. WE MAY FEEL THIS WAY BECAUSE THERE IS SOME SIN THAT ESPECIALLY BOTHERS US AND THAT WE FEEL GUILTY ABOUT.  AND IF THIS GUILT IS JOINED TO THE BELIEF THAT GOD IS PUNISHING US FOR OUR SIN, WE CAN BECOME ANGRY WITH GOD, ACCUSING HIM OF BEING UNFAIR.  WE MIGHT FEEL THAT GOD HAS DESERTED US. OF COURSE, WHEN WE FEEL THIS WAY WE HAVE FORGOTTEN ALL ABOUT THE MEANING OF BEARING A CROSS.   WHEN WE FEEL THIS WAY WE HAVE FORGOTTEN THAT GOD LOVES US. WE HAVE FORGOTTEN THAT OUR SINS HAVE ALREADY BEEN PUNISHED WHEN JESUS TOOK UP HIS CROSS FOR US.  WE HAVE FORGOTTEN THE PURPOSE OF BEARING THE CROSS….TO BRING US CLOSER TO GOD. ALL OF THIS COMES FROM FORGETTING THAT GOD LOVES US AND HE FORGIVES US ALL OUR SINS.

     B. SO IF WE ARE GOING TO BE ABLE TO BEAR OUR CROSS---WE NEED TO BE ASSURED THAT GOD REALLY DOES LOVE US AND FORGIVES US. PETER REMINDS US OF THIS TRUTH WHEN HE REFERS TO GOD AS "THE GOD OF ALL GRACE". GRACE IS THE UNDESERVED LOVE OF GOD. WHEN WE FEEL REALLY GUILTY ABOUT SOMETHING IT IS HARD FOR US TO BELIEVE THAT GOD REALLY FORGIVES US.  HOW CAN GOD FORGIVE US WHEN WE HAVE A HARD TIME FORGIVING OURSELVES? BUT HE DOES. WHEN JESUS DIED ON THE CROSS HE SAID:  “IT IS FINISHED!” (JOHN 19: 30, ESV).  GOD’S FORGIVENESS DOESN’T DEPEND ON FORGIVING OURSELVES. GOD FORGIVES US WHETHER WE FEEL FORGIVEN OR NOT.  BUT WE NEED THE CONSTANT REMINDER AND ASSURANCE THAT GOD REALLY DOES FORGIVE US.  WE CANNOT CARRY OUR CROSS UNLESS WE BELIEVE WE ARE FORGIVEN.  AND BELIEVING THAT GOD FORGIVES US HELPS US TO EVENTUALLY FORGIVE OURSELVES.  INDEED, IF GOD FORGIVES US WE NEED TO ASK OURSELVES “HOW THEN CAN I NOT FORGIVE MYSELF?  AM I MORE IMPORTANT THAN GOD?”   AS WE ARE ASSURED OF GOD’S LOVE AND FORGIVENESS WE CAN DEAL WITH ANY CROSS WE MIGHT HAVE.  . WE CAN LET GO OF FEELINGS OF GUILT OR ANGER THAT GOD IS PUNISHING US. AND IN GOD’S LOVE AND FORGIVENESS WE FILL FIND THE STRENGTH WE NEED TO BEAR OUR CROSS. FOR WE KNOW THAT GOD IS WORKING FOR OUR GOOD.
II. BUT THERE IS ANOTHER CLOSELY RELATED WAY THAT GOD GIVES US STRENGTH TO BEAR OUR CROSS: HE ASSURES US OF A MUCH BETTER WORLD TO COME WHERE THERE ARE NO CROSSES TO BEAR.

     A. WE AMERICANS HAVE A TENDENCY TO LIVE FOR THE MOMENT. EVERYTHING HAS TO BE "CONTEMPORARY". AMERICANS AREN’T IMPRESSED WITH THE PAST AND THINK LITTLE ABOUT THE FUTURE.  WE GET SO WRAPPED UP IN THIS WORLD THAT WE CAN EASILY FORGET THAT THERE IS ANOTHER WORLD COMING.  I STRUGGLE WITH THIS TOO. WE OFTEN LIVE OUR LIVES, MAKE OUR DECISIONS, AND REACT TO OUR PROBLEMS AS IF THIS IS THE ONLY LIFE THAT WE ARE EVER GOING TO HAVE.  MANY YEARS AGO THERE WAS A COMMERCIAL ON TELEVISION THAT CAPTURES THIS IDEA OF LIVING FOR THE PRESENT. THE COMMERCIAL SAID: "YOU ONLY GO AROUND ONCE IN LIFE, SO YOU HAVE TO GRAB ALL THE GUSTO YOU CAN."   SUFFERING AND BEARING CROSSES DOES NOT FIT VERY WELL INTO THIS VIEW OF LIFE.   FOR IN THIS VIEW OF LIFE SUFFERING AND BEARING CROSSES INTERFERES WITH GRABBING ALL THE GUSTO YOU CAN.   IN OTHER WORDS, SUFFERING AND BEARING CROSSES INTERFERES WITH THAT AMERICAN GOD CALLED “HAPPINESS.”  

     B. BUT GOD HAS PROMISED US A NEW AND BETTER WORLD TO COME.  OUR DEAR LORD JESUS IS COMING BACK SOME DAY.  PETER REMINDS US THAT GOD HAS "CALLED YOU TO HIS ETERNAL GLORY IN CHRIST." INDEED, ONE OF THE REASONS THAT GOD ALLOWS US TO BEAR THE CROSS IS TO CREATE WITHIN US A DESIRE, A LONGING FOR THAT ETERNAL LIFE THAT HE HAS PROMISED US. WHY WOULD WE WANT TO GO TO ANOTHER WORLD IF WE THINK THAT THIS ONE IS JUST FINE? OF COURSE, WE DON’T KNOW ALL THE DETAILS ABOUT THE NEXT WORLD, BUT WE KNOW ENOUGH THAT WE WANT TO GO THERE.   FOR ONE THING, THERE WILL BE NO CROSSES. THERE WON’T BE ANY SADNESS OR PAIN OR SUFFERING. DEATH WILL BE NO MORE. THERE WON’T BE ANY SIN.  IN THE PERSON OF JESUS CHRIST GOD HIMSELF WILL LIVE IN OUR MIDST. THERE WILL BE JOY AND PLEASURE. INDEED, THE JOY AND PLEASURE OF THE NEXT WORLD WILL FAR OUTWEIGH ANY SUFFERING WE HAVE IN THIS ONE AS PAUL SAYS IN ROMANS: " FOR I CONSIDER THAT THE SUFFERINGS OF THIS PRESENT TIME ARE NOT WORTH COMPARING WITH THE GLORY THAT IS TO BE REVEALED TO US." (ROM. 8: 18, ESV).  BUT PAUL GOT THIS FROM JESUS WHO SAID IN HIS SERMON ON THE MOUNT: ".BLESSED ARE YOU WHEN OTHERS REVILE YOU AND PERSECUTE YOU AND UTTER ALL KINDS OF EVIL AGAINST YOU FALSELY ON MY ACCOUNT. REJOICE AND BE GLAD, FOR YOUR REWARD IS GREAT IN HEAVEN, FOR SO THEY PERSECUTED THE PROPHETS WHO WERE BEFORE YOU” (MATT. 5: 11, 12, ESV).   IT IS THIS HOPE OF GLORY IN THE NEXT WORLD THAT GIVES MEANING TO OUR SUFFERING IN THIS LIFE---AND GIVES US STRENGTH TO BEAR OUR CROSSES AS JESUS BORE HIS.

CONCLUSION: IT IS TRUE, THAT ON OUR OWN WE WILL NOT FIND THE POWER AND STRENGTH THAT WE NEED TO BEAR OUR CROSS.  LEFT TO OUR OWN DEVISES WE WILL ONLY GRUMBLE AND COMPLAIN ABOUT OUR CROSSES; WE WILL DOUBT GOD AND BE ANGRY WITH HIM. BUT IN THE PROMISES OF JESUS CHRIST GOD WILL DO FOR US WHAT WE CANNOT DO FOR OUR SELVES AS PETER HAS SAID: "GOD…HIMSELF WILL RESTORE YOU AND MAKE YOU STRONG, FIRM AND STEADFAST." FOR IN CHRIST WE HAVE THE LOVE OF GOD IN THE FORGIVENESS OF OUR SINS AND THE HOPE THE ETERNAL LIFE IN A NEW WORLD YET TO COME.. AND SO IN THE MIDST OF OUR CROSSES WE SAY WITH PETER "TO HIM BE THE DOMINION FOR EVER AND EVER. AMEN."

