SEVENTH SUNDAY OF EASTER            1 PETER 4: 12-19; 5: 6-11     JUNE 5, 2011
MY FELLOW REDEEMED IN CHRIST,

    SUFFERING.  NOW THAT’S A CHEERY TOPIC.  NO ONE LIKES TO SUFFER.  AND YET TO ONE DEGREE OR ANOTHER IN ONE WAY OR ANOTHER WE ALL SUFFER.  WE CAN SUFFER BECAUSE OF A BROKEN RELATIONSHIP IN OUR FAMILY.  WE CAN SUFFER BECAUSE OF PROFOUND AND BITTER DISAPPOINTS IN LIFE.  WE CAN SUFFER BECAUSE OF POOR HEALTH OR THE FRAILTY OF OLD AGE.  WE CAN SUFFER BECAUSE OF TRAGEDIES AND ESPECIALLY DEATH.     SUFFERING IS A PART OF LIVING IN THIS SIN FALLEN WORLD OF DEATH.  SO THE REAL QUESTIONS BECOMES “HOW DO WE DEAL WITH SUFFERING?”  IN OUR SECOND LESSON PETER WROTE TO CHRISTIANS WHO WERE SUFFERING FROM PERSECUTION FOR THEIR FAITH.  PETER HIMSELF KNEW WHAT IT WAS LIKE TO SUFFER AS THE FIRST CHRISTIAN HISTORIAN, EUSEBIUS, TELL US THAT PETER WAS CRUCIFIED UPSIDE DOWN BY THE ROMANS.  SO THEN WHETHER WE HAVE SUFFERED IN THE PAST, WE ARE SUFFERING NOW, OR THERE ARE SUFFERINGS YET TO COME……LET US LISTEN AND LEARN FROM PETER AS HE TELLS US ABOUT “SUFFERING AS A CHRISTIAN”.
I.  THE FIRST THING THAT PETER TEACHES US IS THAT THERE IS SUFFERING…AND THEN THERE IS SUFFERING.  IN OTHER WORDS, NOT ALL SUFFERING IS THE SAME.   AND SO WHENEVER WE ARE SUFFERING WE NEED TO ASK OURSELVES ONE IMPORTANT QUESTION:  “WHY AM I SUFFERING?”
     A.    ONE ANSWER IS BECAUSE OF MY OWN SINFUL BEHAVIOR.  THIS IS WHAT PETER SAYS:  “BUT LET NONE OF YOU SUFFER AS A MURDERER OR THIEF OR AN EVIL DOER OR AS A MEDDLER.”  CLEARLY SOMEONE WHO SUFFERS AS A MURDERER OR AS A THIEF HAS BROUGHT THAT SUFFERING UPON HIMSELF.  NOTICE, HOWEVER THAT PETER DOESN’T MENTION JUST MURDERERS OR THIEVES…….HE ALSO MENTIONS THOSE WHO DO EVIL OR MEDDLE IN THE LIVES OF OTHER PEOPLE.  ANY SINFUL BEHAVIOR CAN BRING SUFFERING INTO OUR LIVES.  THERE ARE ALL KINDS OF BEHAVIORS THAT ARE NOT ILLEGAL BUT THEY ARE SINFUL…AND THEY HAVE CONSEQUENCES.  SO FOR EXAMPLE, ARNOLD SCHWARZENEGGER IS SUFFERING THE EMOTIONAL TRAUMA AND PUBLIC EMBARRASSMENT OF A DIVORCE.  BUT IT IS HIS OWN FAULT.  WHAT HE IS SUFFERING IS THE RESULT OF HIS AFFAIR WITH ANOTHER WOMAN WHICH PRODUCED A CHILD.  AND IF WE SUFFER BECAUSE OF OUR OWN SINFUL BEHAVIOR WE DON’T HAVE ANYONE TO BLAME BUT OURSELVES AS THEY OLD SAYING GOES:  ”YOU MADE YOUR BED AND NOW YOU HAVE TO LAY IN IT.”   BAD CHOICES USUALLY LEAD TO BAD RESULTS AND PEOPLE GET EXACTLY WHAT THEY DESERVE.  THERE IS NOTHING HONORABLE OR CHRISTIAN ABOUT THIS.  AND AS CHRISTIANS WE SHOULD NOT EXPECT ANY SYMPATHY AS PETER SAYS EARLIER IN THIS SAME LETTER:  “FOR WHAT CREDIT IS IT IF, WHEN YOU SIN AND ARE BEATEN FOR IT, YOU ENDURE?” (2: 20, ESV).   WHEN WE SUFFER BECAUSE OF OUR OWN SINFUL CHOICES THE CHRISTIAN RESPONSE IS TO CONFESS OUR SIN TO GOD AND SEEK HIS FORGIVENESS WHICH HE FREELY AND GLADLY GIVES TO US BECAUSE HIS SON SUFFERED AND DIED FOR THAT SIN ON THE CROSS.  AND YET, WE STILL MIGHT HAVE TO LIVE WITH THE CONSEQUENCES OF OUR SIN.  
     B.  BUT PETER SAYS THAT THERE IS ANOTHER KIND OF SUFFERING THAT IS HONORABLE….A SUFFERING WE SHOULD NOT BE ASHAMED OF…..AND THAT IS SUFFERING BECAUSE OF OUR FAITHFULNESS TO JESUS CHRIST:  “BUT REJOICE INSOFAR AS YOU SHARE IN CHRIST’S SUFFERINGS….IF YOU ARE INSULTED FOR THE NAME OF CHRIST, YOU ARE BLESSED……..IF ANYONE SUFFERS AS A CHRISTIAN, LET HIM NOT BE ASHAMED, BUT LET HIM GLORIFY GOD IN THAT NAME.”  PETER KNEW WHAT HE WAS TALKING ABOUT.  IN THE BOOK OF ACTS HE AND THE OTHER APOSTLES HAD BEEN ARRESTED AND BEATEN FOR PREACHING THE MESSAGE OF JESUS CHRIST.  AND THEN WE READ THIS:   “THEN THEY LEFT THE PRESENCE OF THE COUNCIL, REJOICING THAT THEY WERE COUNTED WORTHY TO SUFFER DISHONOR FOR THE NAME” (5: 41, ESV). DEAR BROTHERS AND SISTERS…..HOW OFTEN DO WE SUFFER BECAUSE WE ARE FOLLOWERS OF JESUS CHRIST?  SOMETIMES I FEAR THAT WE DO NOT SUFFER IN THIS WAY BECAUSE WE ARE AFRAID TO SUFFER IN THIS WAY.  ARE WE AFRAID TO TELL OTHER PEOPLE ABOUT JESUS CHRIST BECAUSE WE ARE AFRAID OF SOME KIND OF SUFFERING?  ARE WE AFRAID TO SPEAK TO THE TRUTH OF GOD’S WORD TO OTHERS BECAUSE WE ARE AFRAID OF SUFFERING?  WHAT WOULD WE SUFFER IF TOLD PEOPLE THE TRUTH THAT JESUS CHRIST IS THE ONLY WAY TO HEAVEN AND THAT THOSE WITHOUT CHRIST WILL BE LOST IN HELL FOREVER WITHOUT HIM?  MAYBE WE DON’T SUFFER AS CHRISTIANS BECAUSE WE NEVER SAY OR DO ANYTHING FOR CHRIST THAT WOULD CAUSE US TO SUFFER.  THAT’S A DISCOURAGING AND DEPRESSING THOUGHT TO ME.   BUT IF WE EVER DO SUFFER BECAUSE OF OUR FAITH IN JESUS CHRIST PETER SAYS TO US:  “IF YOU ARE INSULTED FOR THE NAME OF CHRIST, YOU ARE BLESSED, BECAUSE THE SPIRIT OF GLORY AND OF GOD RESTS UPON YOU.”   AND IN THIS WE SHARE IN THE SUFFERINGS CHRIST WHO SUFFERED SO MUCH FOR US.  
II.  SO THEN PETER HAS REMINDED US THAT IT IS IMPORTANT TO KNOW THE CAUSE OF OUR SUFFERING, WHETHER IT IS OUR FAULT OR NOT.  BUT PETER REMINDS US OF SOMETHI9NG ELSE THAT IS IMPORTANT:   SUFFERING CAN BE USED BY SATAN TO HARM OUR FAITH…AND SUFFERING CAN BE USED BY GOD TO STRENGTHEN OUR FAITH.
     A.  PETER SAYS:  “BE SOBER-MINDED; BE WATCHFUL.  YOUR ADVERSARY, THE DEVIL, PROWLS AROUND LIKE A ROARING LION, SEEKING SOMEONE TO DEVOUR.”   SATAN HATES GOD; HE HATES JESUS CHRIST, AND HE HATES US.   IN THE BEGINNING OF CREATION SATAN WAS A GOOD ANGEL.  BUT HE WAS NOT HAPPY WITH HIS PLACE IN GOD’S CREATION AND LED OTHER ANGELS TO REBEL AGAINST GOD.  HE WAS THE ONE WHO USED THE SERPENT IN THE GARDEN OF EDEN TO LEAD ADAM AND EVE INTO SIN……….AND DEATH.  BUT GOD SENT HIS SON JESUS WHO DEFEATED SATAN BY DYING FOR THE SINS OF HUMANITY, OUR SIN, AND WITH SIN PAID FOR HE ALSO DEFEATED DEATH ITSELF.  AND THIS MAKES SATAN EVEN MORE ANGRY.  HE KNOWS THAT GOD HAS DEFEATED HIM AND THAT HE WILL BE DAMNED FOREVER IN HELL FOREVER.  AND IN HIS HATRED AND BITTERNESS HE WANTS TO TAKE AS MANY HUMAN BEINGS AS POSSIBLE TO HELL WITH HIM.  AND THE ONLY WAY HE CAN DO THAT IS EITHER KEEP PEOPLE FROM BELIEVING IN JESUS…..OR DESTROY THE FAITH OF THOSE WHO ALREADY BELIEVE IN HIM.  AND ONE OF THE TOOLS THAT HE USES….IS SUFFERING…..REMEMBER THE BOOK OF JOB?  SUFFERING IS ONE OF SATAN’S GREATEST WEAPONS BECAUSE THROUGH SUFFERING HE WANTS TO MAKE PEOPLE ANGRY WITH GOD. “HOW COULD GOD LET THIS HAPPEN TO ME?  I THOUGHT GOD LOVED ME.  WHERE WAS GOD WHEN I NEEDED HIM?   SATAN IS BEHIND SUCH QUESTIONS.  AND WITH THESE QUESTIONS HE WANTS TO DESTROY OUR FAITH.  
     B.  BUT PETER REMINDS US THAT IN JESUS CHRIST SUFFERING CAN MAKE OUR FAITH STRONGER. IT IS THROUGH SUFFERING THAT WE ARE HUMBLED SO THAT WE TRUST ONLY IN GOD.  THIS IS WHAT PETER MEANS WHEN HE SAYS:  “FOR IT IS TIME FOR JUDGMENT TO BEGIN AT THE HOUSEHOLD OF GOD…”  IN OTHER WORDS, GOD USES SUFFERING TO DISCIPLINE US AS HIS CHILDREN.  WHY?  WELL, BECAUSE WHEN EVERYTHING IS ALWAYS GOING GOOD IT IS EASY TO BELIEVE IN GOD’S LOVE FOR US…..AND WHEN EVERYTHING IS GOING GOOD IT IS ALSO EASY TO FALL AWAY FROM GOD….BECAUSE WHO NEEDS GOD WHEN EVERYTHING IS GOING GOOD?   THAT’S HOW OUR SINFUL MIND WORKS.  THUS GOD ALLOWS US TO SUFFER THINGS BEYOND OUR CONTROL SO THAT WE STOP TRUSTING IN OURSELVES AND TRUST ONLY  IN HIM AND HIS PROMISES AS PETER SAYS:  “HUMBLE YOURSELVES UNDER THE MIGHTY HAND OF GOD…CASTING ALL YOUR ANXIETIES ON HIM….BECAUSE HE CARES FOR YOU.”  WHEN WE SUFFER WE ARE TO COME TO GOD IN PRAYER SEEKING HIS HELP.  FOR GOD HAS ALREADY PROVEN HIS LOVE FOR US….HE HAS GIVEN HIS ONLY, SINLESS ON TO DIE FOR US.  THE CROSS OF JESUS CHRIST IS OUR ANCHOR THAT KEEPS US FIRM IN THE MIDST OF THE STORMS OF LIFE THAT CAN BE SO PAINFUL.   AND THIS IS WHY IN THE MIDST OF SUFFERING PETER SAYS TO US: “THEREFORE, LET THOSE WHO SUFFER ACCORDING TO GOD’S WILL ENTRUST THEIR SOULS TO A FAITHFUL CREATOR WHILE DOING GOOD…”……….IT IS BY BELIEVING IN GOD’S LOVE FOR US IN JESUS CHRIST THAT WE RESIST THE TEMPTATIONS OF SATAN, FIRM IN OUR FAITH, KNOWING AS PETER SAYS: “THE GOD OF ALL GRACE…WILL HIMSELF RESTORE, CONFIRM, STRENGTHEN AND ESTABLISH YOU.”. IN OTHER WORDS, IN HIS LOVE FOR US IN JESUS CHRIST, GOD HIMSELF WILL GET US THROUGH OUR SUFFERING SO THAT WE CAN BEAR IT. AND WHEN JESUS CHRIST RETURNS HE WILL ALSO SHARE HIS GLORY OF ETERNAL LIFE WITH ALL WHO HAVE SUFFERED FOR HIM AS PETER SAYS:  “BUT REJOICE INSOFAR AS YOU SHARE IN CHRIST’S SUFFERING, THAT YOU MAY ALSO REJOICE AND BE GLAD WHEN HIS GLORY IS REVEALED.”  AND THAT GLORY WILL BE FAR MORE WONDERFUL THAN OUR SUFFERING IS PAINFUL AS PAUL SAYS IN ROMANS:  “I CONSIDER THAT OUR PRESENT SUFFERINGS ARE NOT WORTH COMPARING WITH THE GLORY THAT WILL BE REVEALED TO US” (8:18, NIV).  IN THAT WORLD SUFFERING WILL BE NO MORE.
CONCLUSION:  SUFFERING.  NO ONE LIKES IT AND THIS IS WHY IT IS ONE OF SATAN’S WAYS TO TRY TO DESTROY OUR FAITH.   BUT WE SHOULD NOT COMPLAIN ABOUT THE SUFFERING THAT WE BRING ON OURSELVES, IT IS OUR OWN FAULT.  BUT THERE MIGHT BE TIMES IN OUR LIVES WHEN OUR SUFFERING IS NOT OUR OWN FAULT.  AND ONCE AGAIN, SATAN WILL TEMPT US TO DOUBT GOD’S LOVE AND TO BECOME ANGRY WITH HIM.  BUT PETER HAS REMINDED US THAT GOD USES SUFFERING TO KEEP US CLOSE TO HIM; TO HUMBLE US AND DRIVE US TO PRAYER, CASTING ALL OF OUR ANXIETIES ON HIM WHO CARES FOR US.  FOR AFTER ALL HE GAVE HIS OWN SINLESS SON TO SUFFER SO MUCH FOR US.  AND WHEN JESUS RETURNS TO JUDGE THE LIVING AND THE DEAD HE WILL TAKE US TO A NEW WORLD WHERE SATAN AND SUFFERING WILL BE NO MORE.  AMEN.. 
