It’s Worth It!

Acts 14:19-23 But Jews came from Antioch and Iconium, and having persuaded the crowds, they stoned Paul and dragged him out of the city, supposing that he was dead. 20 But when the disciples gathered about him, he rose up and entered the city, and on the next day he went on with Barnabas to Derbe. 21 When they had preached the gospel to that city and had made many disciples, they returned to Lystra and to Iconium and to Antioch, 22 strengthening the souls of the disciples, encouraging them to continue in the faith, and saying that through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God. 23 And when they had appointed elders for them in every church, with prayer and fasting they committed them to the Lord in whom they had believed. ESV

1 Peter 1:3-7 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, he has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4 to an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, 5 who by God's power are being guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. 6 In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, 7 so that the tested genuineness of your faith — more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire — may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ. ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

It is good to remember that the Apostle Paul did not write the book of Acts; the Gentile doctor Luke wrote it for us.  He wrote it from, in part, eyewitness accounts and also from listening to Paul and his companions tell the stories of what they had just lived through on their missionary journeys.  I think if Paul had dictated it directly, that we would have had a more polished view of his endeavors and I believe that Paul would have been a bit more modest about what he endured in the name of Christ.  But because Luke was writing it down as it was recounted by many witnesses, we get a fuller and more accurate portrayal of those early days of the church and of Paul’s travels.  

The story of our text in the 14th chapter of Acts is towards the end of Paul’s first missionary journey and it very plainly reveals the suffering that Paul endured in order to propagate the Gospel.  We read where:

Acts 14:19-20 But Jews came from Antioch and Iconium, and having persuaded the crowds, they stoned Paul and dragged him out of the city, supposing that he was dead. 20 But when the disciples gathered about him, he rose up and entered the city, and on the next day he went on with Barnabas to Derbe. ESV   

What an astounding testimony this is!  Those that had taken offense to his apostolic message rained down large rocks upon him until he had been knocked unconscious and until enough damage had been done that they presumed him dead.  And yet, very slowly, The great apostle rose up from the rock pile and went right back into the very city in which he had been assaulted!  And those days following this horrible development saw Paul preaching to the believers in the newly established churches and appointed elders in the churches and encouraging them before he and Barnabas left for Jerusalem to testify at what we call the Jerusalem Council with Peter, John, and James and the rest of the apostolic leaders.  What a sight Paul must have been as he spoke to these leaders about how God had visited the Gentiles with great grace – with bruises on his face and eyes swollen and damaged limbs.  And yet what a testimony to the genuineness of his calling and faith to react in such a way!  

I would have liked to be sitting in the congregations when Paul preached those first messages after the rock pile.  I would have liked to be present as Paul, with scars and wounds and scabs and bruises stood weakly up and began under the mighty anointing of God to preach to those people.  I would have like to known what his text was.  I would have like to have heard the passion in his voice piercing into the heart of those new believers who were getting a crash course in Christianity 101.  Put the scene of this text on the long list of places that I’d like to visit one day in eternity and to see how it all played out.  

We don’t have to guess as to his subject matter, though, because Luke tells us what he was preaching about and accomplishing by ministering to those people.  We are told Paul was:

Acts 14:22 strengthening the souls of the disciples, encouraging them to continue in the faith, and saying that through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God. ESV
Paul’s message – though battered and bruised – was not one of depression and fatigue, but of hope and encouragement!  It was strengthening to them.  The text says that it was encouraging them and the subject matter was that through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.  Can you imagine how vividly the lessons of the Apostle’s words rang out in light of the circumstances in which they were delivered?  They are looking at Paul in his suffering and in his less-than-desirable condition of life that he was in, and they were hearing him encourage them.  And basically we can sum up Paul’s message to those early Christians as this:  “It’s worth it!”  Paul was saying, “All of the things that I’ve just endured and all the things that I have to face in this life, it’s worth it, if through it all, I have entered the kingdom of God!”  

Paul had a revelation that we must have if we are to live for God successfully!  Paul’s revelation of the worth and the end of the matter of living for God is what gave him strength to push the rocks off of his near-dead body.  Paul’s revelation of the end of the matter and his revelation of what God was doing and what God’s reward would be was enough to overcome the intimidation of a gang of Jewish thugs that would ever follow his movements in life.  It would give him the courage to face angry mobs and to endure much for God’s kingdom.  This same apostle would write:

2 Cor 11:24-28 Five times I received at the hands of the Jews the forty lashes less one. 25 Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I was stoned. Three times I was shipwrecked; a night and a day I was adrift at sea; 26 on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from robbers, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers; 27 in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure. 28 And, apart from other things, there is the daily pressure on me of my anxiety for all the churches. ESV   

And yet this same apostle would also tell us:

2 Cor 4:7-10 But we have this treasure in jars of clay, to show that the surpassing power belongs to God and not to us. 8 We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; 9 persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; 10 always carrying in the body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be manifested in our bodies. ESV

Paul was not a superman, nor did he have superhero powers – how could this ordinary human in a physical sense yet feel the way that he did?  The secret is found in his words a few verses later:

2 Cor 4:13-18 Since we have the same spirit of faith according to what has been written, "I believed, and so I spoke," we also believe, and so we also speak, 14 knowing that he who raised the Lord Jesus will raise us also with Jesus and bring us with you into his presence. 15 For it is all for your sake, so that as grace extends to more and more people it may increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God. 16 So we do not lose heart. Though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed day by day. 17 For this slight momentary affliction is preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison, 18 as we look not to the things that are seen but to the things that are unseen. For the things that are seen are transient, but the things that are unseen are eternal. ESV

Paul, I don’t know if I would personally call all that you went through, a “slight momentary affliction” but I hear you loud and clear!  These afflictions that to us seem just as severe as anything that we face and yet called by the apostle, “slight momentary afflictions” yet are “preparing for us an eternal weight of glory beyond all comparison.”  That’s an interesting phrase, “eternal weight of glory.”  The NIV has it like this:

2 Cor 4:17 For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. NIV

And therein lies the secret to how Paul could write from a Philiippian jail and with a sincere bent tell the church to “rejoice in the Lord Always!”  And here lies the reason that he could endure what trouble life threw at him without his faith ever wavering in the Lord.  And here we learn how it was that when he was stoned, yet he was able to get up and minister to others who were in our minds going through lesser things – because Paul said, “as the troubles pile up in my life, I know that they are being weighed on a scale of justice in the hands of God Almighty and I know that the eternal glory and the blessing on the other side of this life will always outweigh the trouble that I’ve experienced!”  

Never forget that the glory to come in serving God has great weight!  The more trouble that hits my life, the greater the blessing on the other side!  The more intense the suffering, the greater the joy and resurrection power that will be prevalent in eternity, if I do not give up and if I do not quit!  If I endure until the end, then I will reap the heavy inheritance that will far out weight – not just slightly outdo and not just balance out, but far outweigh – the tribulation here.  And so Paul could testify to those young believers in Asia that we must through many tribulations enter into the kingdom of God, but that we must never forget that it will be worth it!  When you finally see the crown of life that awaits those who are faithful in their fight of faith; when you finally see the place that Jesus has prepared for those who endure; when you finally see the new heaven and the new earth and the face of the One with nail scars, it will so far surpass your expectations and it will far outweigh any amount of pain and suffering that you had to press through in this life to enter into it!  Paul would tell us:

1 Cor 2:9 However, as it is written: "No eye has seen, no ear has heard, no mind has conceived what God has prepared for those who love him" — NIV   

We need to get that “however” in our spirit and mind’s eye.  “I’m going through something great and life is suddenly hard, however my eye has not yet seen nor have I even heard accurately how great it is that which God has prepared for those who love Him!”  “My mind cannot even conceive it!”  The best sermon that I’ve ever heard on heaven cannot do it justice!  The best writing and even the descriptions of the glory to come in the Bible do not do justice to the eternal destination of those who endure to the end and are saved.  Things are rough, however… it’s worth it!  Things are sometimes tough… however it’s worth it!  There are no shortcuts, you’ve got to through many tribulations enter into the kingdom of heaven, yet… it’s worth it!  

If we could ever see it as they saw it and see it as it actually is, we too would be able to call our greatest struggles of life as “momentary afflictions” that are bringing us to a weighty eternity!  If we could ever view the glory of God’s blessing and reward to those who are faithful as these Apostles rightfully did, then we too would be able to push the stones of people’s condemnations and personal attacks off of us and still do the will of God with exuberance and zeal!  If we could view the end of the matter as it really is and as these men knew, we too would never ever thinking of “quitting” the strait and narrow path and the road less traveled.  If we could see the eternal life and quality of life that awaits those who press through, we would never be thrown aside by sickness or even death experienced in this life.  Our faith would never waver; our hearts would never grow faint; our obedience would never lessen; our determinations would not be easily beset and we would not be easily discouraged – if we would grasp the great truth that these men of God knew.  It’s worth it!  It will be worth it all!  The glory of the kingdom to come is a weighty glory and will far surpass any of the suffering experienced in this life!  It’s worth it!  It’s worth giving God our best years and even the rest!  It’s worth enduring!  It’s worth it!  Be encouraged!  Be strengthened!  You must through many tribulations enter the kingdom of God but it’s worth it in the end!

______________________________________________________________________

Jesus taught this same thing and Jesus lived by what He taught.  We must realize that living in the 21st century and not in the 1st century doesn’t exempt us from the process.  Just because we are a few thousand years removed from a Biblical culture doesn’t mean that the pain is any less hurting and the tribulation any diminished.  Jesus was the most persecuted man of all time – do you believe that?  It is written of Him:

Isa 53:3-9 He was despised and rejected by men; a man of sorrows, and acquainted with grief;  and as one from whom men hide their faces  he was despised, and we esteemed him not. 4 Surely he has borne our griefs and carried our sorrows; yet we esteemed him stricken, smitten by God, and afflicted. 5 But he was wounded for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his stripes we are healed. 6 All we like sheep have gone astray; we have turned every one to his own way; and the LORD has laid on him the iniquity of us all. 7 He was oppressed, and he was afflicted, yet he opened not his mouth; like a lamb that is led to the slaughter, and like a sheep that before its shearers is silent, so he opened not his mouth. 8 By oppression and judgment he was taken away; and as for his generation, who considered that he was cut off out of the land of the living, stricken for the transgression of my people? 9 And they made his grave with the wicked and with a rich man in his death, although he had done no violence, and there was no deceit in his mouth. ESV  

Yet we cannot stop there, because the pain and the suffering of our Messiah is not the end of the matter and the prophet continued onward with:

Isa 53:10-12 Yet it was the will of the LORD to crush him; he has put him to grief;  when his soul makes an offering for sin, he shall see his offspring; he shall prolong his days; the will of the LORD shall prosper in his hand. 11 Out of the anguish of his soul he shall see and be satisfied; by his knowledge shall the righteous one, my servant, make many to be accounted righteous, and he shall bear their iniquities. 12 Therefore I will divide him a portion with the many,  and he shall divide the spoil with the strong,  because he poured out his soul to death and was numbered with the transgressors; yet he bore the sin of many, and makes intercession for the transgressors. ESV

The end of the matter of His suffering was prolonged days, prosperity in his hand, true satisfaction and the saving of many people – he’s speaking about you and I – who would be able to be counted righteous because of his sacrifice.  And the end result would be a victory and the dividing of spoil and salvation!  And if you continue on in the writing, the very next word of the next verse is the command, “Sing!”  Truly the writer of Hebrews summed it up perfectly about the suffering of our Messiah and he rightfully related it to us:

Heb 12:1-4 Therefore, since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight, and sin which clings so closely, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, 2 looking to Jesus, the founder and perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the right hand of the throne of God. 3 Consider him who endured from sinners such hostility against himself, so that you may not grow weary or fainthearted. 4 In your struggle against sin you have not yet resisted to the point of shedding your blood. ESV

Jesus, “for the joy that was set before Him endured the cross.”  He endured the heartache and the suffering and the betrayal and the hardships and the torture because of the joy that was set before him.  He endured Gethsemane and stayed faithful throughout it all because He was convinced that it was worth it!  He knew the end of the matter and He had a vision of you and I redeemed in heaven and He knew that the splendors of heaven as they might be and as great as the new heaven and new earth that He has planned will be, yet they would be empty and less than great if there were not a people to enjoy it and so He endured the cross and He suffered in every manner as you and I have and yet He was faithful because He knew that it is worth it! 

I’m preaching to you and I who live life for Jesus in imperfect conditions.  Remember the words of Jesus:

John 16:33 I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart; I have overcome the world." ESV

He also said:

Luke 12:49-53 “I came to cast fire on the earth, and would that it were already kindled! 50 I have a baptism to be baptized with, and how great is my distress until it is accomplished! 51 Do you think that I have come to give peace on earth? No, I tell you, but rather division. 52 For from now on in one house there will be five divided, three against two and two against three. 53 They will be divided, father against son and son against father, mother against daughter and daughter against mother, mother-in-law against her daughter-in-law and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law." ESV

Jesus never tried to shield His disciples from the realities of suffering in life and for His kingdom, but He always tried to get them to see it in the terms as He viewed it which is to say in terms of the end of the matter.  Fire on the earth is good, if the result is a new heaven and a new earth.  Tribulation is good if the result is that we come out of more blessed.  Suffering can even be an encouragement when you view it in line with the weighty glory of eternity that will far outdo any suffering on this earth.  Persecution is a great refining fire if it causes us to establish our commitment in a greater way and purifies us!  Heartache can have a silver lining if it draws us closer to Jesus Christ!  And if you continue to live for God, it will be worth it!  You can say that if you view the end of the matter and don’t just focus on the present pain.  

_______________________________________________________________________

Now listen to this preacher carefully:  living for God does not preempt you from suffering and from hardships, but neither does not living for God.  Did you hear me?  Living for God does not bring about pain in one’s life and you will suffer one way or another.  People who do not have the Holy Spirit suffer because they live in an imperfect world.  And it is a lie from your adversary that quitting changes anything.  It was the inimitable Peter who wrote to us:

1 Peter 2:19-21 For this is a gracious thing, when, mindful of God, one endures sorrows while suffering unjustly. 20 For what credit is it if, when you sin and are beaten for it, you endure? But if when you do good and suffer for it you endure, this is a gracious thing in the sight of God. 21 For to this you have been called, because Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example, so that you might follow in his steps. ESV

Peter went on to tell us:

1 Peter 3:14a But even if you should suffer for righteousness' sake, you will be blessed. ESV

1 Peter 3:17 For it is better to suffer for doing good, if that should be God's will, than for doing evil. ESV

And then finally:

1 Peter 4:15-19 But let none of you suffer as a murderer or a thief or an evildoer or as a meddler. 16 Yet if anyone suffers as a Christian, let him not be ashamed, but let him glorify God in that name. 17 For it is time for judgment to begin at the household of God; and if it begins with us, what will be the outcome for those who do not obey the gospel of God? 18 And "If the righteous is scarcely saved, what will become of the ungodly and the sinner?" 19 Therefore let those who suffer according to God's will entrust their souls to a faithful Creator while doing good. ESV

May I sum those scriptures up to you in modern vernacular?  What Peter is saying is that if you suffer as a Christian, then the reward is far worth it.  But if you suffer because of your willful sin and lifestyle that is turning your back on Christ and truth and righteousness, it’s not worth it because it has no reward.  Either way in life you’re going to suffer – either for righteousness or sin; either for taking a stand or for caving in; either for walking the strait and narrow or for choosing the wide path that leads to destruction.  Either way in life you’re going to suffer some things, either the persecution of the righteous or the condemnation of the sinner; either the trying of your faith or the having to face the valley of the shadow of death filled with doubt.  Whether you choose to endure or not and whether you choose to live for God faithfully or not you will suffer and endure tribulation in this world, but only when you live for God is it worth it!  It’s not worth living life with its ups and downs if there is reward that outweighs the mess eventually!  Without heaven and without a weighty eternity and without a crown of life waiting, there is nothing to hope for and no point in all of the suffering.  But if you are serving God and continue faithfully in Him despite the trouble, then know that it will be worth it!  Therefore the only answer is to serve God faithfully through everything!  The only answer is to be faithful!  The only answer is to endure!

And so we come to our second text and let us read it backwards with the last part first and the first part last.  If we read the last part first, it doesn’t make sense at all and sound foolish because Peter wrote to people who were enduring extreme persecution under Nero and who had lost their jobs, their home, and would even lose their lives for the cause of Christ and told them:

1 Peter 1:6-7 In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, 7 so that the tested genuineness of your faith — more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire — may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ. ESV

“In this rejoice!”  How can you write that Peter?  Well, to understand how he could write that and live that and believe that, you have to read what he said first and it was in this that they would be able to rejoice:

1 Peter 1:3-7 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ! According to his great mercy, he has caused us to be born again to a living hope through the resurrection of Jesus Christ from the dead, 4 to an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading, kept in heaven for you, 5 who by God's power are being guarded through faith for a salvation ready to be revealed in the last time. ESV

We have been born again to a living hope!  To an inheritance that is imperishable, undefiled, and unfading and that is kept in heaven for you!  Peter had the end in mind and He had clear and accurate view of the matter!  Say it with me:  “If I endure…”  “If I live for Him despite this trouble…”  “If I am faithful to the end …”  “My inheritance is being kept in heaven for me…”  “It is imperishable…”  Say it again:  “It is imperishable…”  It never spoils nor expires.  Say this with me, “It is undefiled.”  Nothing on this earth and what I have been through can diminish it nor mar it!  Say it with me, “my inheritance is unfading…”  It cannot lose its power nor its value nor its luster, no matter what I might face down here.  Say it with me, “God is guarding it in our lives to be revealed in the last time!”  Now say one more thing:  “It’s worth it!”  Come on and say it like you mean it:  “It’s worth it!”  

If you will get that revelation, you can make it through any storm!  -- It’s worth it!

If you will believe it, no persecution even from those closest to you can wither your resolve or your love for the truth – It’s worth it!

If you will keep the end in mind, no valley’s too low and no mountain’s too high – it’s worth it!

Life will not be too long or too short and suffering will have an end – it’s worth it!

______________________________________________________________________

In closing, hear the words of our Lord:

Matt 13:44 "The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which a man found and covered up. Then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field. ESV

To get the treasure, he had to buy the field, and to buy the field it cost everything that he had.  And yet the treasure of the kingdom of heaven is worth such measures!  The treasure of eternal life and of heaven is worth having to give up everything for!  And it’s also worth buying the field.  The field has thorns and the field has briars and the fields has stones and the field has snakes and the field has sticks and the field has holes and pitfalls, but to get the treasure, you’ve got to buy the field!  But when you have the worth of the kingdom of heaven in mind, you realize that all that the field of life brings with it is worth enduring if the end result is to obtain the treasure!  And if it costs you everything, it’s worth it!  

Even those who have been weakened by the woes of life, be strengthened today!  Even those who are depressed and weary from the struggle, be encouraged today!  We must through many tribulations enter the kingdom of God, but the treasure at the end of this journey makes it all worthwhile!  Heaven is worth it!  Jesus is worth it!  An eternity weighty with blessings makes it worth it.  Cast all doubts and thoughts otherwise aside and know:  It’s worth it! 

