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Introduction:

In his book “The Roots of Endurance,”  John Piper writes, 
“We are unsettled by the world,  It does not feel safe.  It seems fragile and insecure.  The twentieth century was a sequence of bloody nightmares from which we could not wake up---because we were not asleep.  The twenty-first century has begun with the shattering realization that there is no safe place on earth..  Slowly, perhaps, many are wakening to the Biblical view that “here we have no lasting city, but we seek the city that is to come” (Hebrews 13:14); that this world does not offer a “Kingdom that cannot be shaken” (Hebrews 12:28); that we are “sojourners and exiles” (I Peter 2:11); that we should, “not be surprised at the fiery trial….as though something strange were happening to us” (I Peter 4:12)”  
It is with those last words of Piper that Peter begins his conclusion about the trials, difficulties and testings that are part and parcel of the Christian Life in all ages and cultures. Let me read them. 
1 Peter 4:12-19  12 Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal among you, which comes upon you for your testing, as though some strange thing were happening to you;  13 but to the degree that you share the sufferings of Christ, keep on rejoicing, so that also at the revelation of His glory you may rejoice with exultation.  14 If you are reviled for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you.  15 Make sure that none of you suffers as a murderer, or thief, or evildoer, or a troublesome meddler;  16 but if anyone suffers as a Christian, he is not to be ashamed, but is to glorify God in this name.  17 For it is time for judgment to begin with the household of God; and if it begins with us first, what will be the outcome for those who do not obey the gospel of God?  18 AND IF IT IS WITH DIFFICULTY THAT THE RIGHTEOUS IS SAVED, WHAT WILL BECOME OF THE GODLESS MAN AND THE SINNER?  19 Therefore, those also who suffer according to the will of God shall entrust their souls to a faithful Creator in doing what is right.

The first century and all centuries since have been unsettled and full of sufferings and trials.  America was a glitch in the system…an aberration…a disruption in the norm.  God raised her up for His Sovereign purpose, but she is getting “back to normal.”  By that I mean, our culture and society is so thoroughly alienated from Christ that our bubble is now broken.  Many speak of a New Testament Christianity, but do not embrace the notion at all.  How do I know this is true?  Because we ARE SURPRISED by the fiery ordeals among us!  We DO THINK that something strange is happening to us.   How often have you been asked to consider these Scriptures: 
John 16:33   33 "These things I have spoken to you, so that in Me you may have peace. In the world you have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world."

2 Timothy 3:12  12 Indeed, all who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will be persecuted.

2 Timothy 1:7-8  7 For God has not given us a spirit of timidity, but of power and love and discipline.  8 Therefore do not be ashamed of the testimony of our Lord or of me His prisoner, but join with me in suffering for the gospel according to the power of God,

Romans 8:23   23 And not only this, but also we ourselves, having the first fruits of the Spirit, even we ourselves groan within ourselves, waiting eagerly for our adoption as sons, the redemption of our body.

Mark 8:35   35 "For whoever wishes to save his life will lose it, but whoever loses his life for My sake and the gospel's will save it.

Acts 14:21-22  21 After 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, "Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God."

Should all English translations include a footnote of disclaimer saying, “Except in America?”  Do we have a legitimate personal expectation to uninterrupted prosperity, good health and comfort…or are we just like every other generation of God’s Chosen Ones?  
Now… let me say something very plainly here:  I am NOT predicting a “persecution” in America.  By that I mean, a systematic and authoritative opposition to the Preaching of Christ.  The world can tolerate anything, but the preaching of the Cross.  Evangelical standing in our society is a grim and mute testimony to how little of that is done by the church.  Organized religion will simply morph into an acceptable part of our coming culture.  
I AM saying that the trials and tribulations the Scriptures describe are your present reality.  You are undergoing them now because they cannot be escaped.  They are designed by God and ordained for you.  The tragedy of our day is that this truth is neglected and even denied by the church itself.  Let me show you how these trials present themselves in your life at this very moment:

· You have financial worries…no matter how hard you work the circumstances of this world resist you and leave you clinging to a piece of driftwood in a sea of expense and debt.
· You have health problems….you do everything you can to take care of yourself, but you are facing sickness, exhaustion and pain.
· You love your family, but there are tensions and stress.  You disagree on important things. You misunderstand one another.  Family members judge your motives and assign evil intent to them. 

· You worry….about your kids.  What can I do to help them?  Why do we quarrel?  

· Our church is filled with strange people….meaning… “ they are different from me.”  If only I could find a place that had people just like me…that sang only the songs I know and like….where no one would ever offend me or annoy me. 

I could continue, but this is enough to make the point.  What Scripture refers to here is much more than a governmental persecution of the church.  That has been included in the “fiery ordeals” of believers, but move your thoughts to your present life.  It is filled with these “testings” right now.  Most of us conceal them from one another for fear of being judged a bad Christian.  By and large, the church has not embraced what the Bible says about trials.  We see them as a barometer of failure.  Peter assures us instead that they are normal.  We do not all face the same trials in the same way at the same time.  This is a good thing.  We may support one another, love one another, care for one another and help one another because many of us are OK while others are undergoing trials.  The Bible gives us four strong commands about our trials.  Knowing them will give you joy and refreshing throughout your life on earth. 

· Allow God to define your Trials [12-13]

· Anticipate God’s Blessing [14]

· Avoid Suffering at Your Own Hand [15-18]

· Accept God’s Enduring Love for You [19] 

Allow God to Define Your Trials [12-13]

1 Peter 4:12-13  12 Beloved, do not be surprised at the fiery ordeal among you, which comes upon you for your testing, as though some strange thing were happening to you;  13 but to the degree that you share the sufferings of Christ, keep on rejoicing, so that also at the revelation of His glory you may rejoice with exultation.
Do not be surprised:  This is actually a command!  God is telling us to stop being and acting surprised that we are experiencing trials in this life.  If I tell you not to be surprised by corruption in politics you can take that lightly as an expression of my opinion, but it is vastly different when God commands you to stop being surprised.   The Greek expression is literally  “do not consider it strange.”  In other words we are to consider it normal.  Now this does not mean that we are thrilled about it or even that we wish it did not occur.  Jesus Himself did not desire the trial of the Cross, but He did NOT consider it strange.
Matthew 26:39 And He went a little beyond them, and fell on His face and prayed, saying, "My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from Me; yet not as I will, but as You will."
Fiery ordeal among you:  This is a purifying fire.  It is actually the word we get purify from in Greek.  It speaks of heating gold until its impurities are burned away.  It is the “refiner’s fire.”  It happens to all Christians.  Every believer will say that they want to be like Christ, but have you ever stopped to think how God chose to reveal Himself through Christ?  He did it by putting His Son through the refiner’s fire.  As Satan and the world turned up the heat, it revealed the brilliant beauty of God in the world.  
John 1:14 And the Word became flesh, and dwelt among us, and we saw His glory, glory as of the only begotten from the Father, full of grace and truth.
For your testing:  Gold only gets better when put in a fire.  It’s true worth is revealed and I can say from experience that it is more beautiful in its molten state than it ever is at room temperature.  The light seems to come from within the metal.  You can see the impurities dance on the surface as they disappear. 

Now think with me about God:  God knows all things.  We call that omniscience.  He knows the outcome of any ordeal you face and He has always known it even before He began to create the world.  It is therefore a logical impossibility that God is testing you to see if you will pass some sort of merit test.  Do not think this way!  This is not an algebra exam and God is not the professor grading the test.  We do not get credit for passing and we are not thrown out of class for failing.  God is working to refine Gold.  He has taken a sinner and is revealing the His Own glory through him, by trials.  God revealed His Own Glory through Jesus by the means of trials. 
Hebrews 2:10 For it was fitting that he, for whom and by whom all things exist, in bringing many sons to glory, should make the founder of their salvation perfect through suffering.

God revealed His glory to creation through the refining fire of suffering in Jesus Christ. If we desire to be “like Christ” then God will perfect us [reveal His Glory] “like Christ.”  

1 Peter 2:20-23 …. if you suffer for doing good and you endure it, this is commendable before God.  21 To this you were called, because Christ suffered for you, leaving you an example, that you should follow in his steps.  22 "He committed no sin, and no deceit was found in his mouth."  23 When they hurled their insults at him, he did not retaliate; when he suffered, he made no threats. Instead, he entrusted himself to him who judges justly.

I beg you to stop everything and understand this truth.  God revealed His glory to the world through the suffering of Christ Jesus.  He continues to reveal His Glory through your and my suffering.  We are called to this!  It is the Medal of Honor of Christ’s foot soldiers.  It is the proof of your salvation not the evidence of your failure.  It is categorically not….”some strange thing that is happening to you!” Instead of thinking this we are commanded…yes commanded…
You share the sufferings of Christ:  This refiner’s fire is proof of your relationship to God.  It is evidence that God is doing in your life exactly what He said He would do. Listen to what He said He would do for you.  

Ephesians 2:10 For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand so that we would walk in them.
Philippians 1:6 For I am confident of this very thing, that He who began a good work in you will perfect it until the day of Christ Jesus.
Philippians 2:13 …it is God who is at work in you, both to will and to work for His good pleasure.
You probably recognize these verses, but have you ever asked yourself how exactly God is working to perfect His prize possession….His Elect…His Children?  Peter tells us in no uncertain terms.  We are commanded to believe that it is true and to rejoice over its implications…It causes you to ….”rejoice with exultation.”  Do this and you will have joy in abundance as God reveals Himself through your life. 
Anticipate God’s Blessing  [14]

1 Peter 4:14  14 If you are reviled for the name of Christ, you are blessed, because the Spirit of glory and of God rests on you.

If you are reviled for the name of Christ:  This does not always happen.  Reviling is different from the fiery ordeal just mentioned in verse thirteen.  This is a verbal abuse.  It means to have something thrown in your teeth. It is undeserved rebuke that is designed to impugn, belittle and insult.  It is exactly what happened to Jesus at His trial and crucifixion. 
Matthew 27:30-31  30 They spat on Him, and took the reed and began to beat Him on the head.  31 After they had mocked Him, they took the scarlet robe off Him and put His own garments back on Him, and led Him away to crucify Him.

Matthew 27:39-43  39 And those passing by were hurling abuse at Him, wagging their heads  40 and saying, "You who are going to destroy the temple and rebuild it in three days, save Yourself! If You are the Son of God, come down from the cross."  41 In the same way the chief priests also, along with the scribes and elders, were mocking Him and saying,  42 "He saved others; He cannot save Himself. He is the King of Israel; let Him now come down from the cross, and we will believe in Him.  43 "HE TRUSTS IN GOD; LET GOD RESCUE Him now, IF HE DELIGHTS IN HIM; for He said, 'I am the Son of God.'"

“You are a fool.”  “Only and idiot would think that you can be saved by what a man died 2000 years ago on a cross.”  “I thought you had an education…and you still believe that God created the world and Jesus died for your sins.”   If I were you I would cop to all of these things.  Because God promises to bless you when it happens.  
You are blessed:  This means happy.  It is the same word used in Matthew 5 in the beatitudes. It is an abiding sense of God’s presence and joy.  It is the knowledge that some of the Glory of God has been revealed to men through your life today.  It is a deeply satisfying experience…and that satisfaction is God produced.  This is how God gives it to you. 
The Spirit of glory and of God rests on you:  The Holy Spirit is God….So, this is a work of God.  The Spirit comes and places the Hand of God on your shoulder.  He restores your strength. He lets you have the respite you require.  God never crushes His Children.  He crushed His own Son for you, but you… He sustains.   “Rest” means “to give time to recover your strength.”  Metaphorically it means to refresh you.  God will refresh you in your trials.  This is not to be missed.  Don’t waste your trials by never knowing and accepting this reality.  Enter into them with joy and purpose.  This is exactly what James means when he says…
James 1:2-4  2 Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials,  3 knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance.  4 And let endurance have its perfect result, so that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.

We are to allow God to define the nature of trials and sufferings.  Do not allow another believer, a church or a preacher to do that.  They are His doing for our good.  Even if they are corrective in nature they are good…but often they the result of God changing us so that the world recognizes Christ in us.  It is to this they respond. We are to anticipate special blessing and refreshing at the hand of God during our trials.  These trials reveal the sustaining hand of God’s love. But there is a strong word of caution here….
Avoid Suffering at Your Own Hand [15-18]

1 Peter 4:15-18   15 Make sure that none of you suffers as a murderer, or thief, or evildoer, or a troublesome meddler;  16 but if anyone suffers as a Christian, he is not to be ashamed, but is to glorify God in this name.  17 For it is time for judgment to begin with the household of God; and if it begins with us first, what will be the outcome for those who do not obey the gospel of God?  18 AND IF IT IS WITH DIFFICULTY THAT THE RIGHTEOUS IS SAVED, WHAT WILL BECOME OF THE GODLESS MAN AND THE SINNER?
Make sure:  Another command.  We are NOT to suffer for doing wrong.  These are warnings not to be ignored.  
As a murderer, or thief, or evildoer, or a troublesome meddler:  Most of us can rule out the first two, but the second two are more difficult.  An evildoer is someone who does bad things to others.  His words and actions are not designed to bless, strengthen, encourage and build up.  They are careless, malicious and cruel.  So are his actions.  He or she cares little or not at all for the welfare of people around them. They curse people and damn them.  They insult them and humiliate them. They get even for offenses…real or perceived.  They live for themselves.  They are evil doers.  
Ill:  I have watched men do this to their wives in public.  “You always ruin this dish.”  “Why can’t you make the kids be quiet?”  I have seen parents do it to children: “You are so clumsy…You are so stupid.”  You do not have to be murder to be evil.  That is why the two are mentioned separately in the Bible.  
A troublesome meddler is someone who does not mind his or her own business.  They make it their business to fix others.  They judge others for their hearts and intentions…something God forbids.  They make it their business to see to it that others don’t get more than they deserve…whether, money, fame or blessing.  They will always say…he is a good person accept for this troubling character flaw that I have perceived.  Did you know that he or she once said this or did that.  Someone told me that they were a thief or a liar.  I like them but…
There is a great deal of suffering that is associated with this kind of sin.  It plays perfectly into Satan’s method of sowing discord through accusation.  Much of the time the mere accusation is sufficient to alienate people.  Once I sow into your heart the idea that another person is flawed in some major way….I have estranged you from that person.  You withdraw from them [emotionally].  They wonder what they ever did to you and finally end up concluding that you just do not like them for some reason and your relationship is ended.  

Ill:  I once knew a man who would do this every time I told him how I admired and respected his sons.  He would say, “Yah…they are alright, but they have this problem or they have this character flaw.”  You see the real issue there was the relationship of his sons to me.  I was trying to strengthen that, but he was weakening it.  He was a troublesome meddler.     
As a Christian, he is not to be ashamed:  Trials of any kind are spiritually strengthening to us, but I cannot tell you how many times I have heard a Christian say something like this, “I just do not know what I did wrong to bring this trial upon myself.”   We are ashamed of our trials because many of us have fallen into a “works based” Christian life. We believe we were saved by God’s Sovereign power, but are not perfected by it. We preach for example that it is a sin to worry…and yet there is not a person in this room that does not worry about something.  The Bible does not say that it is a sin to worry.  It says that we should take our endless stream of worries and cast them at the feet of our Savior in prayer because He cares for us.  We preach that it is a sin to be depressed but the Bible never says that.  It says instead that we should hope in God in our grief and burdens and not in ourselves.  

2 Corinthians 1:8-9   8 For we do not want you to be unaware, brethren, of our affliction which came to us in Asia, that we were burdened excessively, beyond our strength, so that we despaired even of life;  9 indeed, we had the sentence of death within ourselves so that we would not trust in ourselves, but in God who raises the dead;

We should always seek God to know if there are things He wants us to repent of or change permanently.  He will not withhold this information from us!  
James 1:5  5 But if any of you lacks wisdom, let him ask of God, who gives to all generously and without reproach, and it will be given to him.

BUT….You are forbidden to be ashamed of your trials. Even if they are for correction because through them we “Glorify God in this name”  That is to say we go public with the great sustaining mercy and all sufficient power and infinite love of God through Christ. 
It is time for judgment to begin with the household of God:  God disciplines His children. This means He trains and disciples His Children.  He Himself perfects us and brings us to maturity through difficulty.  

Hebrews 12:7-8  7 It is for discipline that you endure; God deals with you as with sons; for what son is there whom his father does not discipline?  8 But if you are without discipline, of which all have become partakers, then you are illegitimate children and not sons.

But He does not judge us for our sin.  Christ was judged on the Cross for our sin.

2 Corinthians 5:21   21 He made Him who knew no sin to be sin on our behalf, so that we might become the righteousness of God in Him.

This is a call to judge yourself according to the knowledge God is giving you.  Take a good look at your own life and then make a judgment based on what God says and not on what you think or feel or what others think or feel.  People are usually totally wrong about what is going on in your life.  Ignore that and tune your ears to God.  

1 Corinthians 11:31-32  31 But if we judged ourselves rightly [according to what God says], we would not be judged.  32 But when we are judged, we are disciplined by the Lord so that we will not be condemned along with the world.

Understand that Christ was judged a sinner, an illegitimate child and a blasphemer…worthy of execution….and we too bear His reproach in the world.  When we live in the conscious presence of God and our lives reflect His life…much of the world will object.  This has been Peter’s point in much of this epistle.  
What will be the outcome for those who do not obey the gospel of God:  It will be very bad.  If you have never ceased from your own efforts to impress God and hide your sin from Him.  And,  if you persist to the grave in shunning the sacrifice Christ made for you on the Cross then your future is grim, bleak and eternal. 
2 Thessalonians 1:4-9 … we ourselves speak proudly of you among the churches of God for your perseverance and faith in the midst of all your persecutions and afflictions which you endure.  5 This is a plain indication of God's righteous judgment so that you will be considered worthy of the kingdom of God, for which indeed you are suffering.  6 For after all it is only just for God to repay with affliction those who afflict you,  7 and to give relief to you who are afflicted and to us as well when the Lord Jesus will be revealed from heaven with His mighty angels in flaming fire,  8 dealing out retribution to those who do not know God and to those who do not obey the gospel of our Lord Jesus.  9 These will pay the penalty of eternal destruction, away from the presence of the Lord and from the glory of His power,

Accept God’s Enduring Love for You [19] 

1 Peter 4:19  19 Therefore, those also who suffer according to the will of God shall entrust their souls to a faithful Creator in doing what is right.
Those also who suffer according to the will of God:  It is not true that God ordains no suffering for His Children.  Banish this thought from your mind.  It is prosperity heresy.  It has no connection to the Truth of the Word of God or the experience of His children.  God is working to reveal His Glory to the universe.  We are the major instrument in His hands.  He revealed His glory in Christ Jesus through suffering…We belong to Christ and therefore we suffer according to the will of God. 
Entrust their souls to a faithful Creator in doing what is right:  Do good my friends.  You know what to do.  Love one another.  Do good things for and to one another.  Speak of your Savior’s wonderful care for you and set aside time to worship Him with your brothers and sisters…and do this while you are experiencing the trials of this life because you can entrust your soul [LIFE] to your faithful God who gave you your life. 
CONCLUSION

God is not just trying to make you a better person.  He is revealing Christ in you.  He is making Christ Glorious to a watching world.  People observe the sustaining power of Christ in His Children when they suffer.  We speak often of wanting to glorify Christ, but we mean the wrong thing by it.  It is not living a perfectly, habit free, weakness free, doctrinally pure, “never miss church” and “never say or do anything wrong” life.  It is living dependent on God in the trials and testings of this life.  It is being sustained and carried by Him through extremely difficult circumstances….all the while…having joy given by Him.  Happiness showered upon you by Christ.  Love for brothers and sisters produced by the Holy Spirit.  This is the glory of God revealed.  Through the suffering of Jesus, God revealed:  His Mercy, His Great  Love,  and His Grace.
Ephesians 2:4-9   4 But God, being rich in mercy, because of His great love with which He loved us,  5 even when we were dead in our transgressions, made us alive together with Christ (by grace you have been saved),  6 and raised us up with Him, and seated us with Him in the heavenly places in Christ Jesus,  7 so that in the ages to come He might show the surpassing riches of His grace in kindness toward us in Christ Jesus.  8 For by grace you have been saved through faith; and that not of yourselves, it is the gift of God;  9 not as a result of works, so that no one may boast.

The world has no need of seeing what a great person you are.  It has every need of seeing what a glorious person Jesus Christ is.
Our life on this earth is a trial.  You know it and so do I.  Satan works tirelessly to convince you that you should not have a difficult time in life.  He lies.  He manipulates.  He alienates. He accuses and He deceives in many ways.  He wants you to think that your life has no purpose and that your trials are all because God is angry over your sin and weakness. God says that is not so. 
Ask for a verdict:  Stop being surprised by what God does in your life.  The difficulties you face are His doing.  He is not angry with you and He is not surprised by your weakness and sin.  He uses trials for the purpose of making you Christlike.  They are a sign of your standing as children and an experience of His Fatherly love toward you.   Tell God that you accept your life just the way it is and realize that it is His doing. In trials God always gives blessed happiness. Center your thoughts on the great privilege of revealing Christ in this world.  Your life with its trials absolutely counts in revealing the glory and splendor of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.  God is seeing to that everyday.  

James 1:2-4   2 Consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials,  3 knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance.  4 And let endurance have its perfect result, so that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.
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