Sermon Title:  “Secure in our Suffering”

Text:   I Peter 2:19-25  ( sermon for Wednesday, May 17th, 2006 )

***********************************************************************

     We can’t seem to avoid suffering!  We continue to hear about the injuries and deaths because of the war in Iraq.  In addition, most of us remember all the suffering and death caused by Hurricane Katrina.  On top of that, there are members in this very congregation who are facing trials or grieving the death of a loved one.  I’m afraid we can all related to suffering.  

     When things like this happen it is not uncommon for us to ask ourselves this question:  “If God loves us, why does He allow such terrible suffering in our lives?”  Why do we ask such questions?  Because God’s love is not something that makes sense to us.  I think of how I love my own children.  Even though my strength is very limited, I would do anything to save my children from suffering or death.  In contrast, God is all powerful, and yet He chooses not to intervene in circumstances that result in great suffering for His children.

     Such thinking has led some people to call into question either the love of God or that He is all powerful -- and neither option gives us any comfort!  Obviously, if God is NOT love, then we have no hope.  There is nothing more terrifying than the thought of an all powerful God who hates us and wants to hurt us.  No wonder some people choose to be atheists.  
    On the other hand, if God is not all powerful, then He is really not God at all, is He?  Think about it.  A God who is not in control of all things at all times may be stronger than we are, but He is also a victim of certain circumstances beyond His control.  Along with us, such a being of limited power is helpless in the face of the impersonal forces of a cold, cruel universe.
     That takes us back to what Scripture teaches us.  God is love AND He is all powerful--and yet He allows us to suffer!  Why?  Why does the all powerful God of love allow us to suffer?  That’s a good question when we consider our Epistle reading from I Peter chapter 2.  

     As you know, today’s sermon is the third of a five part sermon series on 1st Peter.  The theme for this sermon series is “OUT OF THE TOMB:  LIVING THE RESURRECTED LIFE!”  That sermon series theme sounds so positive and so victorious!  So why am I bringing us down today and talking about suffering?  Because God Himself speaks about suffering in our Epistle reading for today!  The Holy Spirit moved Peter to write these words:  “For to this you were called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps.”

     Obviously Peter was not appealing to people’s “felt needs” when he wrote those words.  Peter is actually saying that God calls us to suffer because Jesus suffered for us.  What does this mean?  Why would the all powerful God who is love say such things to us?  God will answer our questions today.  He will not tell us what we WANT to hear, but He will tell us what we NEED to hear. His Holy Spirit will comfort us with His Truth.  We will learn from our Epistle reading by considering 3 reasons that we suffer in this life and how God gives us comfort and hope in each case.

     The FIRST reason that we experience suffering in this life is that we are sinners who live in a broken world.  Now, if we want to understand what this means we must see the “big picture”.  Simply put, in the beginning God created all things and it was very good.  Adam and Eve, as well as their descendants, were to live forever in a perfect world without pain or death.  Sadly, suffering entered the world when Adam and Eve turned their backs on God’s love.  We have inherited Adam’s sinful nature, and so our rebellion against God continues the process of suffering.
     In other words, God did not create this world with suffering in mind.  But He allows suffering in this world as the consequence of our rebellion against Him.  That’s why we have natural disasters in this world.  That’s why we have disease and tragic accidents.  God wants us to remember that we live in a world that has been broken by our sin.  

     On the other hand, even though we should expect nothing but suffering in this world, we still experience much joy and pleasure!  That’s why we should never ask this question:  “WHY DO BAD THINGS HAPPEN TO GOOD PEOPLE?”  That’s the wrong question!  Instead, we should ask this question:  “WHY DO GOOD THINGS HAPPEN TO BAD PEOPLE?”  

     Scripture teaches that we are all equally guilty before God, and yet He gives us many blessings and countless moments of pleasure in this life--even though we don’t deserve it.  Why?  Because God wants us to know that He longs to be merciful to sinners.  Listen to what Paul writes in Romans chapter 8:  “…the creation was subjected to frustration, not willingly, but because of Him who subjected it, in hope that creation itself will be set free from its bondage to decay and obtain the freedom of the glory of the children of God…And not only the creation, but we ourselves…wait eagerly for…the redemption of our bodies.”  

     Did you hear that!  As hard as it may be for us to understand, God allows us to suffer because He loves us!  In addition, God has given us the hope that all creation and our very own bodies will be renewed one day. 

     In other words, when we experience the suffering that results from living in a broken world God is thereby teaching us that we have sinned against Him.  But when we sinners experience the daily blessings and pleasures God gives us He thereby assures us that He wants to be merciful to sinners.  
     Of course, the ultimate proof of God’s mercy is that His own Son entered this broken world, took our sin and suffering upon Himself, and by His death destroyed our sin and gave us the hope of eternal life with God in a world without suffering or death!

     For example, listen to these words from I Peter chapter 3:  “…Christ also suffered once for sins, the righteous for the unrighteous, that he might bring us to God,…”  In addition, listen to these words from II Peter chapter 3:  “…according to His promise we are waiting for new heavens and a new earth…”  

     Because of Jesus, you have the hope that you will live in a new world without suffering or death.  You have been raised with Christ in baptism, therefore you live in the hope of the resurrection of the body.  That’s why Paul writes these words in Romans chapter 8:  “…I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.”

     Now we’re ready to learn about the SECOND reason we suffer in this life.  We’ve just learned that sometimes we suffer for reasons beyond our control simply because we live in a world broken by our sin.  But now we will learn that sometimes we suffer as the direct result of particular sins that we do. 

     Listen to these words from I Peter chapter 4:  “But let none of you suffer as a murderer or a thief or an evildoer or as a meddler.”  Can you relate to that?  The fact is, we can all examine our lives and think of times we’ve said or done sinful things that resulted in suffering -- suffering for others and for ourselves.
     If a person drinks and drives he may take the life of another person and end up in prison himself.  If a husband and father is lazy and dishonest he may lose his job and thereby deprive his wife and children of basic needs.  If you lie or cheat you will find that people no longer trust you.  If you work too hard or choose to abuse food, alcohol or drugs your body will suffer the consequences.

     You know what?  It’s hard enough facing the general suffering that comes from living in a world broken by our sin.  But even worse is the suffering we face because of particular sins we have done.  Not only do we and others suffer physically because of our sinful choices, but the guilt is more than we can bear!

     But you have hope when you suffer because of your sinful choices!  Even though your guilt is more than you can bear, the good news is that Christ bore your guilt for you.  Listen to these words of comfort from our Epistle reading:  “[Christ] himself bore our sins in His body on the tree, that we might die to sin and live for righteousness.  By His wounds you have been healed.”  Did you hear that?  You have been healed!  Your sins are forgiven!  You do not have to bear the guilt of certain particular sins in your life.  Even though God sometimes allows us to suffer the consequences for sinful choices in this life, He does this so we will repent and ultimately rejoice in the mercy He gives us in Christ.  

     Christ’s mercy means that others can forgive us when we’ve wronged them.  Christ’s mercy means that you can forgive yourself for sins that you regret.  You can start anew in Christ and live your life for the God who loves you!

     Finally, the THIRD reason we suffer is that we Christians are following in Christ’s footsteps.  Listen to what Jesus says to you in Matthew chapter 5:  “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, for theirs is the Kingdom of heaven.”  Peter is simply giving us Jesus’ own teaching when he writes these words in I Peter chapter 4:  “…rejoice when you suffer for Christ, because you also will rejoice and be glad when He appears in glory.  If you are insulted for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests upon you.”

     Simply put, sometimes God allows us to suffer precisely because we are striving to live for Jesus.  Even though we may shed many tears when we suffer persecution, we can rejoice because of the hope we have in Christ.  

     What a powerful witness this is for those unbelievers who are persecuting us!  We thereby show them that they are sinning against God’s children.  We also show them that they, too, can be forgiven and receive God’s mercy and life along with us.  Therefore, we must remember these words of God from I Peter chapter 4:  “…those who suffer according to God’s will should entrust themselves to their faithful Creator and continue to do what is good.”
     We’ve now learned the 3 reasons why the all powerful God who is love allows us to suffer in this life.  Does God make any more sense to us now?  No!  His ways are not our ways.  That’s a good thing, too.  OUR WAYS have done nothing but cause suffering.  But GOD’S WAYS give hope to us sinners this morning.  
     We can be secure in our suffering because of Christ and all that He has done for us in His suffering, death and resurrection. 

With that in mind, I now leave you with these words of comfort and hope from I Peter chapter 5:  “…cast all your anxieties on God, because He cares for you…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.”  Amen! 

