03/11/09 Midweek Lenten Sermon:  “The Patient Lamb of God!”
(Texts:  Isaiah  53:3-9;  1st Peter 2:13-16, 20-25;  Matthew 26:57-68 )

**************************************************************************************
     Tonight we continue our Lenten sermon series entitled:  “Lamb of God, Pure and Holy.”  This sermon series is based on the Lenten Hymn with the same title.  In tonight’s sermon we will focus on these words from that hymn:  “Ever patient and lowly.”  Therefore, tonight’s sermon title is:  “The Patient Lamb of God!”
     You know, we hear and read that English word “patient” quite a bit.  The word patient can be an adjective – describing a type of behavior.  The word patient can also be a noun – referring to a person in a hospital room or a doctor’s office.  But what does that word “patient” really mean?  I think you will be surprised.

     The English word “patient” comes from a Latin word that means “to suffer.”  For example, some English translations of the Bible will translate certain Hebrew and Greek words by using the English word “patient.”  However, in other English translations of the Bible we find that they translate those same Hebrew and Greek words with the English compound word “long-suffering.” 

     If you look in the dictionary you will find the following definitions for the adjective “patient” :  1.  bearing pains or trials calmly or without complaint;  2.  manifesting forbearance under provocation or strain;  3.  not hasty or impetuous;        4.  steadfast despite opposition, difficulty, or adversity.  

     If you look for the noun “patient” in the dictionary, you will find this definition:  “An individual waiting for or under medical care and treatment.”  I don’t think it’s too hard to imagine how sick people in the hospital ended up being called “patients.”  You see, people do a lot of suffering in the hospital.  Sometimes they suffer for a very long time.

     However, in tonight’s sermon we’re going to learn about the suffering of Christ, and how we are called to follow in His steps.  But before I talk about that I would like to briefly discuss the various reasons that we must suffer in this life and the hope that God gives us in the midst of this suffering.
     Let’s face it.  Anyone who watches the news on T.V. or surfs the net or reads the newspaper knows very well that there is suffering in this world.  Sometimes we watch suffering go on in the lives of other people.  Other times the suffering hits very close to home and we experience it in our own lives.
     All this leads to a common question:  “If God is love and He is also all-powerful, why does He allow suffering?”  I don’t know the mind of God and so I can’t give you ALL the reasons He may have, but I CAN tell you what God’s Word says about suffering.

     First, you must know that there was no suffering or death in the perfect world God created “In the beginning.”  Adam and Eve and their descendants were meant to live forever with their loving God in a world without suffering or death.  

     But that all changed when a rebellious angel known as the devil tempted Adam and Eve to turn their backs on God and decide for themselves what is good and evil.  They believed the devil’s lie, and they disobeyed God.

     They died that day, just as God said they would.  In other words, they experienced SPIRITUAL death.  They no longer loved God.  They no longer trusted God.  As a result, God said they would also one day experience PYSICAL death – and along with that, much suffering and pain.  

     Simply put, God allows us to experience suffering and death in this life to remind us that this world has been broken by our sin and that we need a Savior.   However, there are various reasons that we suffer in this life.  Allow me to mention 3 reasons that Scripture addresses.

     First, sometimes we suffer simply because we live in an evil world.  In other words, sometimes we suffer because of no direct fault of our own but simply because we live on a broken planet.  
     We suffer because of natural catastrophes – such as earthquakes, hurricanes, droughts, and floods.  We suffer because of various diseases and genetic disabilities.  We suffer because people do wicked things that hurt other people.  So, sometimes we suffer simply because we live in an evil world.
     However, a second reason we suffer is that we are simply facing the consequences of evil choices that we make.  You know what I mean.  We do something that we know is wrong, and we suffer because of it.  
     For example, if you’re selfish and have outbursts of anger, it will affect your relationships with people.  If you break the law you may have to pay a fine or do time in jail.  If you misuse or abuse things like food, tobacco, alcohol or drugs you will suffer in various ways.  If you sin sexually it will affect your marriage, harm your emotions and reputation – and you may end up with an STD on top it.  If you abuse credit cards and overspend, you end up in financial trouble.  I could give many more examples, but you get the point.  We have all experienced suffering because of sinful choices we make. 
     Now, before I tell you about the third reason that we suffer in this world, I would like to let you know that God has done something about our suffering -- even though God is under no obligation to help us because we are the ones who turn our backs on Him and thereby deserve His wrath.  Nevertheless, God chooses to love us even though we have rebelled against Him and even though we deserve to suffer for all eternity.

     So, how does God help us and show that He loves us?  Here’s the answer:  “The Patient Lamb of God.”  Remember?  That word “patient” means that you’re willing to suffer and endure hardship.  In fact, the sign of ultimate patience is when someone is willing to suffer and endure hardship for the sake of another who doesn’t deserve it.  My friends, that’s exactly what Jesus did for us!

     In our second reading from 1st Peter chapter 2 it says this about Jesus:  “He Himself bore our sins in His body on the tree, so that we might die to sins and live for righteousness; by his wounds you have been healed.  For you were like sheep going astray, but now you have returned to the Shepherd and Overseer of your souls.”

     In this text Peter alludes to words written by the prophet Isaiah almost 800 years before Jesus was born.  In our first reading from Isaiah chapter 53 we heard about the suffering and death of God’s Servant – “The Patient Lamb of God” who suffered and died in our place of punishment in order save us from sin and eternal suffering.

     We can come to Jesus with our sin and guilt and know that we are forgiven because of His patient suffering for us.  He did not turn His back on us, although we could not blame Him if He had.  Instead, Jesus was patient!  Jesus endured intense suffering in order to serve us and save us from the eternal suffering we deserve because of our rebellion against Him.

     So, you can come to Jesus with your many sins and know that you are completely forgiven and holy in His sight because of His sacrifice for you.  In addition, Jesus gives us hope in the midst of suffering.  Even though we must endure hardship in this broken world; even though we suffer because of our own sins and the sins of others, Jesus has given us the hope of a New Creation where there will be no more suffering or death ever again.

     In Romans chapter 8 the Apostle Paul writes the following to suffering Christians:  “For the creation was subjected to frustration … in the hope that [it] … will be liberated from its bondage to decay … Not only so, but we ourselves … wait eagerly for … the redemption of our bodies.  For in this hope we were saved … if we hope for what we do not yet have, we wait for it patiently.”
     Did you hear what Paul said?  Even though we have complete forgiveness of sins NOW through faith in Jesus, we do NOT YET experience freedom from the suffering of this world.  We continue to struggle with our own sin and the sin of other people; we continue to live in a broken world where there is much suffering.  

     But through faith in Christ we can be patient because we have the hope of the resurrection of the body and the life everlasting in the New Creation where suffering and death will not exist.  As Paul writes in Romans chapter 8:  “I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing to the glory that will be revealed in us.”

     With that understood, I would now like to briefly discuss the third reason we suffer in this world – and let me stress that this third type of suffering is unique to us Christians.  In fact, this third type of suffering can be the most difficult to accept.  
     You see, we American Christians tend to think that if we trust God and do our best to obey His will, then everything should go well for us in this world.  Not only do we think our lives should be free from suffering, but we expect God to reward us with “health, wealth and happiness.”  But we didn’t get that idea from Holy Scripture!

     Jesus said to His disciples:  “In this world you will have trouble.”  Jesus was speaking about the fact we Christians not only have to suffer the same things that unbelievers have to suffer.  In addition, Jesus is teaching us that unbelievers may persecute us because we trust in Jesus and live for Him.  
     In 1st Peter chapter 4 Peter writes to Christians who were being persecuted because they believed in Jesus as their Savior and did their best to live according His will.  Listen to what Peter writes to them:  “Dear friends, do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.”
     Here we see that we Christians should not be surprised if we suffer persecution because we trust in Christ and strive to live according to His will.  
     We American Christians are so blessed.  We are free to believe in Jesus, attend Church and Bible class, and live according to His will.  

     But we American Christians are the exception.  Throughout history fellow Christians have had to patiently endure suffering for their faith in Christ.  In fact, there are Christians in other parts of the world today who patiently endure suffering because they trust in Jesus.

     Now, if God would one day decide to allow us to suffer for our faith in Jesus, this would be a blessing.  Don’t get me wrong!  I’m not saying that we enjoy our suffering!  My point is that God promises to strengthen our faith and help us mature through the suffering He allows us to endure.
     For example, in Romans chapter 5 Paul writes:  “…we know that suffering produces perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope.  And hope does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom He has given us.”

     Simply put, when God allows us Christians to suffer – whether that be the general suffering all people must face in this world; whether that be suffering brought on by our own sinful choices; whether that be suffering that comes as a result of us trusting in Jesus and living for Him – whatever form our suffering may take, God will use that suffering to make us trust in Jesus all the more and give us an opportunity to witness to others about the hope we have in Jesus.

     We can know that God loves us, even in the midst of our suffering, because the Holy Spirit reminds us that Jesus patiently endured the cross for us.  Jesus patiently bore our sins in His body on the tree.  Because of that sacrifice, you are forgiven and you know that God loves you.

     Let’s face it.  We all need the forgiveness that only the Patient Lamb of God can give us.  Sometimes we’re guilty of being very impatient people.  We’re not always very willing to endure suffering -- much less suffering for the sake of others.  But that’s why we need Jesus.  Because of His patient work of the cross you are forgiven and holy in God’s sight.

     In fact, as you continue to focus on Jesus’ patient work on the cross for you, God will give you the desire and the strength to follow Jesus as your example.  As Peter said, you will “die to sins and live for righteousness.”   The more you focus on Jesus’ loving patience for you, the more you will be moved to be patient WITH others and patient FOR others.
     In closing, I would like to leave you with these words from the Apostle Paul.  In 1st Timothy chapter 1 he writes:  “Here is a trustworthy saying that deserves full acceptance:  Christ Jesus came into the world to save sinners – of whom I am the worst.  But for that very reason I was shown mercy so that in me, the worst of sinners, Christ Jesus might display his unlimited patience as a an example for those who would believe on him and receive eternal life.”  

Amen!
