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Is Following Christ Easy?
1 Peter Bible Message Series

Sunday, August 29, 2010                 Pastor Mike Clark
(All verses are from the New International Version unless noted)

People often ask questions about suffering, such as: “Why does God allow suffering?”  “Why did Jesus have to die on the cross?”  “Why do Christians go through so much suffering?”  Some think that becoming a Christian means that you somehow become exempt from suffering or at least have less suffering than non-Christians.  Well 1 Peter 4:12-19 has different answers than you might expect.
12Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.  13But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ, so that you may be overjoyed when His glory is revealed.  14If you are insulted because of the name of Christ, you are blessed, for the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you.  15If you suffer, it should not be as a murderer or thief or any other kind of criminal, or even as a meddler.  16However, if you suffer as a Christian, do not be ashamed, but praise God that you bear that name.  17For it is time for judgment to begin with the family of God; and if it begins with us, what will the outcome be for those who do not obey the gospel of God?  18And, "If it is hard for the righteous to be saved, what will become of the ungodly and the sinner?"   19So then, those who suffer according to God's will should commit themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do good.

Don’t be surprised to face trial or suffering!  I am going to share with you 6 Biblical reasons why followers of Christ suffer in this world, and then share 5 Biblical reasons why suffering is good.  First, here are 6 Biblical reasons why followers of Jesus still suffer in this world:

First, we suffer because of our own wrongs.  Some of our suffering comes from making mistakes.  We can miss a nail with a hammer and hit a finger.  We could fall asleep while driving a car because we took cold medicine, and then get into a car accident which hurt you and might hurt others.  You did not intend that, but your mistake happened.  Sometimes we intend to do something that the Lord tells us will cause suffering.  Anytime we go against what God tells us is right results in harmful consequences.  As Peter said in verse 15, make sure you suffer for doing right for Jesus not for doing wrong against Him.  We know murder and thieving will get us into trouble.  We also need to get rid of all other malicious behavior; including deceit, jealousy, hypocrisy, gossip and backstabbing.  Each of these only causes suffering that leads to harm.  There is never a good reason for these behaviors.  God allows us to experience the consequences for our wrongs so we learn not to do them again.
Second, we suffer because of other people’s wrongs.  Someone else may hit us with their car, attack us or hurt us in a way that causes us to suffer.  Some of these people simply make mistakes too, but we suffer from their lapse.  My wife suffered a year ago when a man cut in front of her at a busy intersection when he had no right to turn.  She was hurt and our car totaled.
Third, we suffer because of natural calamities.  I have experienced two hurricanes, two major floods, several major forest fires, and countless earthquakes including the Loma Prieta Earthquake, a 7 on the Richter scale.  I witnessed a lot of damage and suffering.
Fourth, we suffer because we choose to do right.  Some of our suffering may be intentionally chosen.  We might choose to suffer for the short-term to gain a greater good for the long-term.  Here are some ways I choose to suffer to bring health to many parts of my life.  I willingly suffer in diet to stay healthy, cutting down calories, especially chocolate.  I willingly chose to have two surgeries that involved pain for while so I could feel better and see better.  I willingly suffer exercise to become physically fit, even though I feel the pain in my muscles.  I willingly suffer in relationships to become more loving by learning to listen better, to see more from the other’s perspective and by learning to do things together instead of on my own.  I willingly suffer in my spiritual life to become more Christ-like.  I make the time in my busy schedule to pray, study the Bible, worship and engage in a small group.  I willingly suffer to be in fellowship and service with others.  I am sure you are willing and learning to do these same types of spiritual discipline and sacrificing.  We willingly suffer to overcome the evil desires fighting for our souls, so that we can live healthy lives before God and our neighbors.  It takes discipline to bring health in every aspect of our lives.  Hebrews 12:1 reads, “…let us strip off every weight that slows us down, especially the sin that so easily hinders our progress.  And let us run with endurance the race that God has set before us.”  All of these are worth the sacrifices to become more like Christ and to enjoy His greater life and blessings!
Fifth, we suffer because evil causes suffering in this world.  Some of our suffering comes from those who intend harm.  We become victims, suffer and not know why we were the objects of such evil intents.  Some people intentionally harm us.  I have been robbed on 3 separate occasions.  I had a pickup truck stolen in a church parking lot.  I have had people intentionally try to harm my ministry.  There are many evil persons intent on doing harm such as terrorists and criminals.  Because we live in a world that is not as the Lord would have it, we suffer from evil.
Sixth, we suffer for the Lord’s glory.  Sometimes God calls on His people to suffer for others.  Followers of Christ today suffer to share God’s love.  A group of missionary doctors in Afghanistan were killed recently.  Their lives were not in vain as God uses their loving witness for greater things.  It has been said that, “God permits what He hates in order to accomplish what He loves.” (Source unknown)  I read that early missionaries to Korea gave their lives for Christ there.  Very few Koreans at that time had become followers of Christ.  It seemed their sacrifice was in vain.  Yet, those early missionaries sowed seeds of love by their sacrifice.  Today, Korea has become one of the leading Christian countries of the world.  Their churches almost send out more missionaries than from the United States churches.
I don’t know if we really suffer much for Christ in Apple Valley.  In any way that we do, in any sacrifice we are willing to make for Jesus, God will use it to bring glory to Him.  How will our suffering bring glory to God?  Let us consider that carefully.  Here are 5 reasons why suffering is needed and good for followers of Jesus.  
1) Suffering helps us to discover the problem.  Pain is a vital part of our lives.  We need pain so that we won’t continue to hurt ourselves.  Could you imagine not having nerve cells to warn you when you put your hand on a hot stove?  You would keep burning yourself without knowing it.  A friend of mine fell off a ladder last year.  He went home and slept because he did not feel well.  He woke up in terrible pain so he went to the hospital and discovered he broke his back.  Pain can make us realize we are alive.  Philip Yancey reflected on an accident he had a few years ago and offered these words of insight, putting pain in perspective: “I'm wearing a neck brace because I broke my neck in an auto accident.  For the first few hours as I lay strapped to a body board, medical workers refused to give me pain medication because they needed my response.  The doctor kept probing, moving my limbs, asking, "Does this hurt?  Do you feel that?"  The correct answer, the answer both he and I desperately wanted, was, "Yes.  It hurts.  I can feel it."  Each sensation gave proof that my spinal cord had not been severed.  Pain offered proof of life, of connection—a sign that my body remained whole.”
Physical pain helps us to identify a physical problem.  Emotional pain, guilt and grief help us identify relationship and spiritual problems.  When we feel something is wrong, that is a good thing as it leads us to find healing in our relationships with each other and with the Lord.  Guilt can be good or bad.  Bad guilt keeps us in a state of denial and eventually self-loathing.  Good guilt leads us back to God for healing.  If you feel guilty, confess it to the Lord and He will bring forgiveness and healing.
2) Suffering helps us to rely on the Lord as we become humble and see our limits.  My greatest strength is relying on the Lord in me.  When I try to do things in my own wisdom or strength, little gets accomplished because I have little wisdom and strength.  Usually I fail in my own efforts.  We suffer and fail because we don’t call on the Lord to help us in our homes, work, school and community.  When I humbly realize I need the Lord where I would fail, I turn back to Him and become strong in His great wisdom and power.  Vance Havner wrote, “God uses broken things - broken soil to produce a crop, broken grain to give bread, broken bread to give strength.”  God uses broken people to change the world.  He took a has-been, 80 year old shepherd named Moses to lead His people across the wilderness.  He took Peter, weeping because he denied his Lord, and made him into the chief apostle.  He took a frightened, doubting monk by the name of Martin Luther and turned him into the great reformer.  He takes people today broken of their own pride and strength so they can rely on God’s wisdom and power to change their communities, nations and this world.  Not many around us in the High Desert expect COV to do much, and we won’t if we just do what we think we can do by ourselves.  However, if we humble ourselves and seek the Lord’s wisdom and strength, watch what greater things the Lord can do through us.
3) Suffering makes us more like Jesus as we persevere for God’s greater good.  The Lord allows us to suffer in this world for our eternal benefit in His world.  As Peter says in verse 17, our suffering reveals why God judges His own children – for pruning and discipline for eternal health – transforming our lifestyles for eternity with Him!  Times of suffering help to refocus our lives on what is important, removes from our lifestyles behaviors that harm others or us, and help us rely more on the Holy Spirit to work through us than we ever thought we could.  We are not to suffer for doing wrong.  However, there are right reasons to suffer.  If a greater good can be achieved by suffering, we should be willing to offer the sacrifice needed.  We honor those who make great sacrifices for home and country.  Police officers, emergency personnel and firefighters put themselves in harm’s way to save lives and so deserve our thanks and respect.  We are grateful for teachers, particularly those who serve in difficult schools, who sacrifice for our children.  We appreciate our military personnel, whether we approve of the war or not, who willingly lay down their lives for our country.  Anyone who will sacrifice their life for the better life of others deserves honor and thanks.
That is not so strange to us.  We know that loving parents suffer for their children.  Just think of the suffering of a mom giving birth to a child.  Think of parents staying up all night with a sick child, helping with homework, doing the tough work of disciplining, working hard to provide for their children, and on and on with many sacrifices of love.  Christians suffer too for God’s Family and Kingdom.  It is hard work building each other up by thinking of the other first, caring for each other in difficult times, being willing to be misunderstood, holding each other accountable in love, forgiving each other, weeping and rejoicing together, standing together faithfully with difficult people and situations.  We willingly suffer by our love of Jesus to build up His family.
Suffering makes us more like Jesus.  Suffering has greater power than you and I ever expected.  The cross of Christ displays this immense power, as Jesus’ suffering brought astonishing glory to God.  John R. W. Stott, in his great book The Cross of Christ wrote, “I could never myself believe in God if it were not for the cross.  In the real world of pain, how could one worship a God who was immune to it?  I turn to that lonely, twisted, tortured figure on the cross, nails through hands and feet, back lacerated, limbs wrenched, brow bleeding from thorn-pricks, mouth dry and intolerably thirsty, plunged in God-forsaken darkness.  That is the God for me.  He set aside his immunity to pain.  He entered our world of flesh and blood, tears and death.”

The suffering of Christ displays many things for us.  We see the Lord’s incredible compassion for us; that He, the Son of God, would die for us; that He, the God of all comfort, would take on our pain and our death to serve us.  We see the Lord’s amazing effective power to bring about the healing we so desperately needed.  Jesus changed the world through His suffering.  Jesus transformed our lives through His pain and death.  He made the greatest sacrifice altering the course of human history, blowing open the doors of hell, stripping evil of its oppressive power and denying death any victory.

4) Suffering helps us sympathize with others as we become more caring.  Because I have suffered with physical back pain, I sympathize with and help those who have back pain.  Because I have suffered as a parent over difficult choices my children have made, I sympathize with and help other parents.  Because I have suffered due to evil, personal failing, and have been persecuted for doing right, I sympathize with and help those who have experienced such suffering.  Because I know I am a failure without the Lord and can only be successful in the Lord, I sympathize with and help those who are failures in this world and help them find the Lord.  How about you?  How has your suffering helped prepare you to sympathize with and help others?  Wherever you have fallen, been wronged or done wrong, suffered or caused suffering, you can learn from your own suffering to let the Lord turn it into sympathy and compassion to help others in the same sufferings.
5) Suffering makes us better witnesses for the Lord as we live for Jesus in the suffering.  We begin to see how suffering in our lives becomes a way for others to see Christ alive in us.  In the way we suffer, we bear the true name of Jesus.  As Peter says in verse 16, (NLT) “Praise God for the privilege of being called by His wonderful name!”  When we become ones who follow Jesus, God does not promise that we will have no pain or suffering in our lives.  Instead, He allows that pain and suffering for His children so that we can live for Him among all those around us in the same pain and suffering.  We become living examples of finding God in the midst of this world’s suffering - Jesus’ representatives today to a world in dire need of His hope, love and mercy.  If they see the way we live in faith, hope and love in Christ especially in times of suffering, they can more easily discover Christ for themselves.  I am so impressed with many of you who have gone through suffering and given that to the Lord to use to help others.  You have not given up on the Lord even after you lost jobs and homes.  If you have had cancer, you can be a wonderful help to other cancer victims.  If you struggle with depression, difficult children, death of a loved one, or any other trying situations, you can use that suffering experience to help others going through the same situations.

The Lord uses us today to draw more to Jesus, and for this there is eternal reward.   We weep with those who cry and mourn with those who grieve.  We suffer alongside them, helping them to bear the load and find the hope beyond.  God does not keep us from suffering, but transforms our suffering into times to glorify Him.  We become glorious lights that shine for Christ.  Remember that suffering does not have the final word.  Instead the Lord uses suffering to bring about so many greater goods.  Romans 8:28, “And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love Him, who have been called according to His purpose.”  That means that if someone or something intends harm, or if we unwittingly do something that could cause harm, God screens that action.  He won’t let that harm happen unless it brings a greater good.  Let me make this clear.  God never causes the harm!  Yet He allows the harm if it will bring greater good.
Now that you know where suffering comes from and why the Lord allows it in our lives, remember to live by the great encouragement Peter has for us in verse 19, (NLT) “So if you are suffering according to God’s will, keep on doing what is right, and trust yourself to the God who made you, for He will never fail you.”  As terrible as suffering seems, trust in God who never fails us!  He is fully just and loving.  He is fully in control of our lives.  He will not allow anything to come into our lives that He cannot use for our greater good and His eternal glory.  He can change the darkest night into the most glorious dawn.  In the midst of the strongest storms, He brings miraculous peace.  Against the forces of evil, He has no equal.  He will always overcome, always prevail, always win the victory for us all.  We serve a risen Savior.

Romans 8:31-39 says it best:
31What shall we say about such wonderful things as these?  If God is for us, who can ever be against us?  32Since He did not spare even His own Son but gave Him up for us all, won’t He also give us everything else?  33Who dares accuse us whom God has chosen for His own?  No one—for God Himself has given us right standing with Himself.  34Who then will condemn us?  No one—for Christ Jesus died for us and was raised to life for us, and He is sitting in the place of honor at God’s right hand, pleading for us.

35Can anything ever separate us from Christ’s love?  Does it mean He no longer loves us if we have trouble or calamity, or are persecuted, or hungry, or destitute, or in danger, or threatened with death?  36(As the Scriptures say, “For your sake we are killed every day; we are being slaughtered like sheep.”)  37No, despite all these things, overwhelming victory is ours through Christ, who loved us.

38And I am convinced that nothing can ever separate us from God’s love.  Neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither our fears for today nor our worries about tomorrow—not even the powers of hell can separate us from God’s love.  39No power in the sky above or in the earth below—indeed, nothing in all creation will ever be able to separate us from the love of God that is revealed in Christ Jesus our Lord.
