SERMON FOR SUNDAY, January 30, 2011
Today’s Sermon:  “ A Christian’s Response to Pain and Suffering ”

Opener…There are disturbing trends in American Christianity


Many people are coming to Jesus for reasons that aren’t holding up


A recent statistic showed that a major evangelical denomination boasted 294,000 salvations in one year, but couldn’t account for more than 200,000 of them.


People are trying on Jesus like a T Shirt, to see how He fits into their lives


They are focused on Life Enhancement, as if Jesus is a get out of jail card…or suffering, pain, consequences


And when they face tough times…which we all will…they take off Jesus, throw him down in disgust

But the Bible says in Romans 3:14

SLIDE:  ROMANS 13:14  Clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ, and do not think about how to gratify the desires of the sinful nature.
KIDS:  WRITE “CLOTHE YOURSELVES WITH JESUS”

The problem…they came to him under false pretenses…and mostly due to today’s topic…PAIN AND SUFFERING

I.  Welcome to a topic that stumps a good portion of the Christian community


A. The concept of Pain in the Christian community is a feared topic



1. either taken too seriously



2. taken too lightly



3. avoided at all cost


B. Let’s face this issue head on and see what the Bible has to say…

II. Enter Job


A. A book about testing


B. Begins with a wager


C. Satan bets that none of God’s followers actually follow Him out of love, but rather materialistic reward



1. To refute these accusations, and to provide a timeless example, God allowed Satan to strike Job with two series of assaults.



2. The basic question of this book is Why do the righteous suffer if God is loving and all powerful?

SLIDE:  JOB 13:15  Though He slay me I will hope in Him.
KIDS: WRITE THAT

D. Job 13:15  Though He slay me, I will hope in Him.



1. Job was a man who fully understood the concept presented in Isaiah 55:9, 

SLIDE:  ISAIAH 55:9 For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than yours ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts



2. Job’s trust in God proved his undying loyalty to God’s agenda and not his own



3. Thought he slay me, though I suffer, I will remain faithful to Him who has remained faithful to me.


E.  As Paul said…

SLIDE:  2 Corinthians 4:8-9  8We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; 9persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed.
III. Enter CS Lewis

SLIDE:  PIC OF CS LEWIS
KIDS: DRAW HIM

A. One of the 20th century’s most powerful thinkers



1. Once an atheist set against Christianity is now known as one of the most original Christian writers of all time



2. The late professor at Cambridge University


B. Wrote an amazing book, THE PROBLEM OF PAIN…In it he spells out the purpose behind suffering, and the correct Christian response.



1. Why Pain?




a. We all experience it with each day




b. There is some measure of pain that we endure almost with each breath




c. Whether it is an aching in our muscles, a low self esteem, or grieving spirit over a loss, pain and living go had in hand.




d. We cannot have one without the other, no matter how much we wish we could.



2. What if God prevented every potential pain?




a. Imagine a world in which God corrected the results of the abuse of free will by His creatures at every moment.




b. Transforming the matter of a lead bullet into the consistency of cotton immediately before impact.




c. Causing an airplane and its passengers to simply disappear before a fatal crash and then reappearing when out of harms way.




d. Not allowing air to obey me if I place upon it sound waves that carry lies or insults.



3. Such a world would be one in which wrong actions were impossible….Freedom of the will would be void.

SLIDE:  That God can, and does, on occasions, modify the behaviors of matter to produce what we call miracles is absolutely core to the Christian faith. But the very concept of a common, and therefore, stable world, demands that these occasions be extremely rare. Try to exclude the possibility of suffering which the order of nature and the existence of free wills involve, and you find that you have excluded life itself.  
KIDS: WRITE “MIRACLES”
IV.  We must truly consider God, Who He is, How He moves

SLIDE:   Isaiah 55:9 For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways, and my thoughts than your thoughts.


A.  All too often we desire the wrong things in our heavenly father.



1. We want, in fact, not so much a Father in Heaven as we do a Grandfather in Heaven, one who simply liked to see young people enjoying themselves, 



2. and whose plan for the universe was simply that it might be truly said at the end of each day that a good time was had by all.


B. God’s plan for our lives, however, is driven by the love of a father.


C. And his plan includes higher levels of love, compassion, and reason than you and I could ever conceive.



1. It differs from ours, but, as CS Lewis describes, it is not completely different. 



2. It differs from ours not as white differs from black, but as a perfect circle differs from a child’s first attempt to draw a wheel.



3. But when the child has learned to draw, it will know that the circle it then makes is what it was trying to make from the beginning.
KIDS: DRAW A PERFECT CIRCLE



a. God’s plan is very closely aligned with what we really want, what we’re striving for




b. But it sometimes feels like it alludes us, like we aren’t quite getting it




c. But that’s not because God is against us…it’s because of the distraction of our own sin, our own attempts at self preservation, our own ideas…


D. God’s plan for humanity allows for suffering, though now disheartening to our souls, will at one point make perfect sense to us…and will cause us to say, Thank You.  

V. Three Basic Operations of Pain and Suffering

SLIDE:

THREE OPERATIONS OF PAIN AND SUFFERING

1. The first and lowest operation of pain shatters the illusion that all is well.

SLIDE:

THREE OPERATIONS OF PAIN AND SUFFERING

2. The second shatters the illusion that what we have, whether good or bad in itself, is our own and enough for us.  The life to themselves and their families…what stands between them and the recognition of their need; this makes that life less sweet to them.

SLIDE:

THREE OPERATIONS OF PAIN AND SUFFERING

3. The third operation of suffering serves as a test for humanity to retrace their steps back to paradisal man…by which we retrace our long journey from Paradise, the untying of the old, hard knot of pride, separation, suspicion and distrust.  Such an act may be described as a test of humanity’s return to God.

KIDS: DRAW A ROPE WITH A KNOT IN IT
(ever had a rock hard knot in your shoelace?)

Active – untying the knot…the knot symbolizes separation from God…the hardness of it is determined by years of rejection of God…untying the knot is akin to retracing steps back to a time where there was no separation between man and God at all…namely the garden of Eden…the choice?  Come back to God or tie a new knot of bitterness.

A. So, we Understand…



1. We understand that there is not life without pain.



2. We understand that pain is a refining tool included in God’s overall plan for the world.



3. We understand that God’s ways are higher than our ways.



4. We understand the operations of pain


B. But what is our response to it as Christians?

VI. Romans 8

SLIDE: Romans 8:18 For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory that is to be revealed to us.
KIDS: DRAW BIG GATES THAT LEAD INTO HEAVEN

A. A Discussion of pain without a discussion of heaven is a one sided discussion

SLIDE:  Scripture habitually places the joys of heaven into the scale against the sufferings of earth, and a solution of the problem of pain, which does not do so cannot be called a Christian one.



1. In other words, if you are strictly dealing with pain in a temporal sense, from a here and now perspective, you aren’t fully dealing with the issue



2. There has to be an eternal perspective added to this discussion


B. Earth…it’s not our true home



1. Everything you have ever wanted is waiting for you in Heaven.



2. Everything that you have ever wanted to be will come to bloom in heaven.



3. Everything that you hate will be left behind.



4. It is what you were made for



5. It is why you are breathing right now.



6. It is why you love, why you hurt, why you are inspired



7. You were created for heaven…not earth, and certainly not hell



8. It is the sum total of all that you admire and anticipate



9. It is what you’ve been reaching for, for your entire life 



10. It is what your heart and soul longs for, but your words can’t quite articulate


C. It’s what connects you emotionally to moments that seem to transcend this place…smells, memories, feelings



1. The first feelings of a cool breeze in late September after a blistering Summer

  

2. The smell of fresh cut wood in the workshop



3. The joy found when a child hugs you just because they felt like it

  

4.  It is all you knew could be, but not here

  
E. Our earthly existence is nothing more than a training ground for us to get ready for our real home, and to do all that we can to help others secure their reservation.


F. Your place in heaven will seem to be made for you and you alone, because you were made for it, made for it stitch by stitch as a glove is made for a hand.

SLIDE:

“The ins and outs of your individuality are no mystery to Him; and one day they will no longer be a mystery to you.  The mold in which a key is made would be a strange thing if you had never seen a key, and the key itself a strange thing if you had never seen a lock.  Your soul has a curious shape because it is a hollow made to fit a particular swelling in the infinite contours of the divine substance, or a key to unlock one of the doors in the house with many mansions.“  CS Lewis

SLIDE:  Philippians 1:21…For me to live is Christ and to die is gain.

Herein lies the reason for the continuance of pain

Pain continues because life continues.

Every moment God provides humanity is one more opportunity for a person to get saved.

G.  So my response to suffering, as a Christian should be this…



1. I am not alone in this life, God is for me



2. So as I deal with my pain, I should first share it with God



3. I seek his comfort through it, I find shelter in Him, His word, and His people against the raging storm of suffering



4. I am brought into a closer union with Jesus as I seek His peace to help make sense of my grief



5. And I should understand that there is a much larger plot than just that of my own life, which is a good thing



6. The fact that I still hurt and that I still heal, reminds me of the ultimate home that God is preparing for me, where there is no pain or suffering



7. And so I cling to Him more tightly as a life preserver, and never hold contempt in my heart against God for the storms


G. Which brings me to my closing illustration, and why so many people are throwing Jesus out of their lives…
KIDS: DRAW A PLANE
Two men are seated in a plane.  The first is given a parachute and told to put is on as it would improve his flight.  He’s a little skeptical at first because he can’t see how wearing a parachute in a plane could possibly improve the flight.  After a time he decides to experiment and see if the claim is true.  As he puts it on he notices the weight of it upon his shoulders and he finds that he has difficulty in sitting upright.  However, he consoles himself with the fact that he was told the parachute would improve the flight.  So, he decides to give the thing a little time.  As he waits he notices that some of the other passengers are laughing at him, because he’s wearing a parachute in a plane.  He begins to feel somewhat humiliated.  As they begin to point and laugh at him and he can stand it no longer, he slinks in his seat, unstraps the parachute, and throws it to the floor.  Disillusionment and bitterness fill his heart, because, as far as he was concerned, he was told an outright lie.
The second man is given a parachute, but listen to what he’s told.  He’s told to put it on because at any moment he’d be jumping 25,000 feet out of the plane.  He gratefully puts the parachute on; he doesn’t notice the weight of it upon his shoulders, nor that he can’t sit upright.  His mind is consumed with the thought of what would happen to him if he jumped without that parachute.
Let’s analyze the motive and the result of each passenger’s experience.  The first man’s motive for putting the parachute on was solely to improve his flight.  The result of his experience was that he was humiliated by the passengers; he was disillusioned and somewhat embittered against those who gave him the parachute.  As far as he’s concerned it’ll be a long time before anyone gets one of those things on his back again.  
The second man put the parachute on solely to escape the jump to come, and because of his knowledge of what would happen to him without it, he has a deep-rooted joy and peace in his heart knowing that he’s saved from sure death.  This knowledge gives him the ability to withstand the mockery of the other passengers.  His attitude towards those who gave him the parachute is one of heart-felt gratitude.
Now, let’s take a close look at an incident on board the plane during the flight.  We have a brand new stewardess.  She’s carrying a tray of boiling hot coffee.  It’s her first day; she wants to leave an impression on the passengers, and she certainly does.  Because as she’s walking down the aisle, she trips over someone’s foot and slops that boiling hot coffee all over the lap of our second passenger.  Now what’s his reaction as that boiling liquid hits his tender flesh? Does he go, “Yeeeoooww!! Man that hurts”?  Yeah!  He feels the pain.  But then does he rip the parachute from his shoulders, throw it to the floor and say, “The stupid parachute!”?  No.  Why should he? He didn’t put the parachute on for a better flight.  He put it on to save him from the jump to come.  If anything, the hot coffee incident causes him to cling tighter to the parachute and even look forward to the jump.
Now if you and I have put on the Lord Jesus Christ for the right motive, to flee from the judgment that’s to come…

When Pain and Suffering strikes, when the flight gets bumpy, we won’t get angry at God; we won’t lose our joy and peace.  Why should we? We didn’t come to Jesus for a happy lifestyle: we came to be saved from the judgment that’s to come.  And if anything, Pain and Suffering drives the true believer closer to the Savior.  And sadly we have literally multitudes of professing Christians who lose their joy and peace when the flight gets bumpy.  Why?  They never came to Jesus for the right reason, and so they throw him off.

CONCLUSION…Welcome to the plane ride of life.  It’s going to get bumpy.  And a jump is coming up.  God gave you a parachute named Jesus.  Have you put him on?

SLIDE:  ROMANS 13:14  Clothe yourselves with the Lord Jesus Christ…
