Our Afflicted Faith 
I Thessalonians 3:1-6
September 13, 2009
Pastor Paul O. Anthes

Introduction:

What does Christ offer to those who come to Him?  As His faithful servants we need to be certain to offer the same.  We should be zealous to tell what Christ said,. everything He said and nothing He did not say concerning those who come to Him.  But, is this done faithfully by His Church?  I fear that it is not.  Not necessarily because of evil intent, but because many have been deceived and do not know the clear Gospel message.  
Many believers, true believers are discouraged and lack all joy and purpose in their lives because they have hoped for what Christ Jesus never offered.  Satan knows how to quote and manipulate Scripture for his own purposes.  Thanks to shoddy exposition and unprecedented affluence and comfort, many see affliction as alien to the human and Christian experience.  
Our own government tells us, for example, that none of us should be sick or lack the perfect care we need.  Where in the history of mankind has such an ridiculous notion ever been true?   Countless tele-evangelists apply this same skewed thinking to the Gospel. God loves you and has a wonderful plan for your life is a partial truth, but the rest is found in passages like these: 

1 Peter 2:21  21 For you have been called for this purpose, since Christ also suffered for you, leaving you an example for you to follow in His steps, 

1 Peter 5:10-11  10 After you have suffered for a little while, the God of all grace, who called you to His eternal glory in Christ, will Himself perfect, confirm, strengthen and establish you.  11 To Him be dominion forever and ever. Amen. 
To imply only heaven,  prosperity and comfort for followers of Christ is just bad Bible stewardship.  We wonder why our lives have not turned out the way we expected, do we not?  Of course we do, but they have turned out as Christ Jesus expected…more importantly as He predicted.  Not every detail, but the basic outline should be known to believers who follow Christ.  
In the letter to Thessalonians Paul expresses his great concern for their spiritual welfare.  Not knowing their condition, had become a kind of personal affliction in the heart of Paul.  He uses the phrase “when we could endure it no longer,”  twice in the first five verses of chapter three.  Both times it is used to describe his anxiety from not knowing their spiritual condition  His concern has less to do with doctrine and more to do with the state of their heart, its attachment to Christ and to one another.  Now let’s read our passage and please notice how matter of factly ‘affliction” is spoken of in it.  
1 Thessalonians 3:1-7  Therefore when we could endure it no longer, we thought it best to be left behind at Athens alone,  2 and we sent Timothy, our brother and God's fellow worker in the gospel of Christ, to strengthen and encourage you as to your faith,  3 so that no one would be disturbed by these afflictions; for you yourselves know that we have been destined for this.  4 For indeed when we were with you, we kept telling you in advance that we were going to suffer affliction; and so it came to pass, as you know.  5 For this reason, when I could endure it no longer, I also sent to find out about your faith, for fear that the tempter might have tempted you, and our labor would be in vain.  6 But now that Timothy has come to us from you, and has brought us good news of your faith and love, and that you always think kindly of us, longing to see us just as we also long to see you,  7 for this reason, brethren, in all our distress and affliction we were comforted about you through your faith;

I want to examine Paul’s assertion that we are destined for affliction.  It was a common theme in Christ’s ministry and in the rest of the New Testament as well.   We want to answer three vital questions today:
· Why must there be affliction?   

· Why doesn’t God shield Believers from affliction?  

· What should be our response to affliction?  

.
Affliction discloses the condition of our heart.  It never 
determines the condition of the heart.
Why must there be affliction?   

Before we answer this question we need to know what exactly we are speaking of.  The word “affliction” describes pressing something down or together.  It is that feeling you get when the weight of the world seems to be pushing on you.  Metaphorically it describes dire straights, oppression and distress.   It can be external and physical or internal and spiritual.  Most of us in America experience the latter.  The believers of Paul’s day experienced both.  They were physically abused and pursued and they were scorned, rejected, and left alone.  They felt cut off from what they had hoped for in this world.  They discovered that all they had trusted in before Christ was simply not going to grant any of the desires of their hearts.  Like most of us today, they were truly afflicted.
God uses it to reveal His Grace and Mercy to His Creation [1,2]  
1 Thessalonians 3:1-2  Therefore when we could endure it no longer, we thought it best to be left behind at Athens alone,  2 and we sent Timothy, our brother and God's fellow worker in the gospel of Christ, to strengthen and encourage you as to your faith,
When Paul says, “when we could endure it no longer,” he describes a man quietly waiting until he just cannot stand it any longer.   It is actually a word that means to cover over or hide and in this case it refers to Paul’s surging sense of mercy and compassionate concern for these believers.  He had kept a lid on it, when he could endure it no longer he deliberately did something that he did not like to do at all.  Paul did not like to be alone in the ministry.  He always had a companion unless he was forced by circumstances to be alone.  But, he acted sacrificially to meet the need of Christ’s other children.  He could not go himself, but he sent his companion and remained alone.  He revealed this often:
2 Timothy 4:9-10   9 Make every effort to come to me soon;  10 for Demas, having loved this present world, has deserted me and gone to Thessalonica; Crescens has gone to Galatia, Titus to Dalmatia.

2 Timothy 4:16-18   16 At my first defense no one supported me, but all deserted me; may it not be counted against them.  17 But the Lord stood with me and strengthened me, …..  18 The Lord will rescue me from every evil deed, and will bring me safely to His heavenly kingdom; to Him be the glory forever and ever. Amen.
Nothing will make a believer aware of the presence of the Lord like affliction and loneliness.  I know I said that affliction reveals God’s grace and compassion to us, but God is at work today in and through His people to reveal Himself to the world. His chosen and redeemed ones are the instruments through whom God showers grace and compassion on His people when they are afflicted.  Those who are afflicted know this. 
Matthew 25:34-40  34 "Then the King will say to those on his right, 'Come, you who are blessed by my Father; take your inheritance, the kingdom prepared for you since the creation of the world.  35 For I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was a stranger and you invited me in,  36 I needed clothes and you clothed me, I was sick and you looked after me, I was in prison and you came to visit me.'  37 "Then the righteous will answer him, 'Lord, when did we see you hungry and feed you, or thirsty and give you something to drink?  38 When did we see you a stranger and invite you in, or needing clothes and clothe you?  39 When did we see you sick or in prison and go to visit you?'  40 "The King will reply, 'I tell you the truth, whatever you did for one of the least of these brothers of mine, you did for me.'
Without affliction there is little need for mercy or compassion and God’s love seems a distant memory.  We are loving Christ by loving men.   

Because Satan hates Christ and opposes the Gospel [5]  

1 Thessalonians 3:5   5 For this reason, when I could endure it no longer, I also sent to find out about your faith, for fear that the tempter might have tempted you, and our labor would be in vain.

Here is a second reason that there must be affliction.  In most of our minds this would probably be the first one.  It is Satan who afflicts us much of the time.  He is evil, vile and malicious and he is loose on Planet Earth.  He is restrained only by God.  Can you imagine what Satan would do if God was not sovereign?  Chilling and nightmarish would best describe Satan when given free reign.  
Here Paul says a second time that he was “unable to wait any longer” to find out how they are doing against Satan.  The word “tempter” describes someone trying or testing something to see if it can be done.  Like trying a door continually to see if it has been left unlocked.  In this case Satan is testing and testing again to see if affliction will serve to turn our hearts away from Christ.  The Scripture assumes repeatedly that Satan is our enemy and therefore a danger to us.  Here are just a few of the things he is trying to do. 
· He is seeking opportunities:  

Ephesians 4:27 and do not give the devil an opportunity.
· He is scheming:  

Ephesians 6:11 Put on the full armor of God, so that you will be able to stand firm against the schemes of the devil.
· He sets snares for our feet: 

2 Timothy 2:26 and they may come to their senses and escape from the snare of the devil, having been held captive by him to do his will.

· He would like to ruin our lives:

Luke 22:31-32  31 "Simon, Simon, behold, Satan has demanded permission to sift you like wheat;  32 but I have prayed for you, that your faith may not fail; and you, when once you have turned again, strengthen your brothers."
· He would even like to kill us:

1 Peter 5:8 Be of sober spirit, be on the alert. Your adversary, the devil, prowls around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.

BUT….God is Sovereign and not Satan.  Satan is a tool in the hand of God for His bidding.  Satan drove Christ to the Cross, but once there, God redeemed the world.  Ultimately, he can do only what God allows him to do.  God and God alone, is fit to take the universes throne.  
Because God has Destined us for them [3]  I call upon you to believe this simple declaration from Scripture.  There must be affliction because it is our destiny to follow Christ.   And it is our destiny because it is part of God’s plan to make us into the image of Christ who was afflicted for us.  What we need to realize is that there is affliction for all men.  Christians expect to escape it, but Jesus didn’t.  We are not more privileged than He was. 
We are not afflicted every moment.  Praise the Lord.  There are many times of respite and peace.  Not even Jesus was afflicted every moment.  But, he was human…fully human and as a man suffered the things men and women suffer.  He volunteered to feel what you feel and experience what you experience.  Our destiny is linked to His. Jesus was full of Grace and Truth and it was revealed through affliction.  
Hebrews 2:9-10   But we do see Him who was made for a little while lower than the angels, namely, Jesus, because of the suffering of death crowned with glory and honor, so that by the grace of God He might taste death for everyone.  10 For it was fitting for Him, for whom are all things, and through whom are all things, in bringing many sons to glory, to perfect the author of their salvation through sufferings.

If I were to say, “how many believe it your destiny to be like Christ,” most here would raise their hands.  We are therefore destined to struggle with our fallen natures in a fallen world and this brings us to our second question:
Why doesn’t God shield Believers from affliction?  

· Because it teaches us to set our hope only on God:
2 Corinthians 1:8-10  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;  10 who delivered us from so great a peril of death, and will deliver us, He on whom we have set our hope. And He will yet deliver us,

· Because it turns our thoughts toward eternity and not this world:

2 Corinthians 4:17-18  17 For momentary, light affliction is producing for us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all comparison,  18 while we look not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen; for the things which are seen are temporal, but the things which are not seen are eternal.

· Because it reminds us that only God can comfort us: 

2 Corinthians 1:3-4   3 Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort,  4 who comforts us in all our affliction so that we will be able to comfort those who are in any affliction with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God.

· Because it proves that God alone [and never man] is the source of all grace, joy and generosity:
2 Corinthians 8:1-2  Now, brethren, we wish to make known to you the grace of God which has been given in the churches of Macedonia,  2 that in a great ordeal of affliction their abundance of joy and their deep poverty overflowed in the wealth of their liberality.
What should be our response to affliction?  

Every genuine believer, I have ever known desires to be more like Jesus.  They long for victory over sin and a meaningful Christian life.  But most have settled.  They have been willing to go through the motions of the Christian life.  Do the right things, say the right things, hide the right things, deny the right things and hate the right things.  We learn pretty early on how to play this game with one another.  The Lord describes the results of this game perfectly in the book of Isaiah: 
Isaiah 29:13 13 Then the Lord said, "….. this people draw near with their words And honor Me with their lip service, But they remove their hearts far from Me, And their reverence for Me consists of tradition learned by rote,  
As believers we desire Christlikeness, but we consider affliction a sign of our sin and failure.  We have been deceived.  God knew and considered all your sin in eternity past before He set His heart to love you and redeem you at the Cross.  As He died on the Cross He knew your name and rejoiced to purchase your pardon.  
God acted to save you my friend and He revealed Himself fully in Christ through affliction.  Men suffer, but please…consider the love of God in Christ.  It caused my sinless creator to share my suffering.  And it was not a bogus suffering.  Christ Jesus was pressed hard by this world just like you are.  Jesus was rejected and hurt and alone and hungry and thirsty and grieved just like you.  His own people hated him.  His own family thought Him insane.  His own playmates and neighbors told Him He was an illegitimate child.  The people He died for mocked Him and spat upon Him.  He was afflicted and crushed because He chose to love you.  Yes…through affliction Christ revealed the love He has for you.  Think of it often.  Go to sleep thinking of it and awake to its sweetness. 
· When afflicted know that God is making you more like Jesus:    

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.
· When afflicted seek God alone:
James 1:5-8  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.  

· When afflicted Trust God alone:
James 1:6-7   6 But he must ask in faith without any doubting, for the one who doubts is like the surf of the sea, driven and tossed by the wind.  7 For that man ought not to expect that he will receive anything from the Lord,  

· When afflicted know that Christ Jesus was afflicted for you.  
Philippians 3:10  10 that I may know Him and the power of His resurrection and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death;

Satan and many Christians will tell you that affliction, trials, pressures, stress and the like are to be taken as a sign of God’s displeasure and disapproval.  If this is true than Jesus your Lord was totally displeasing to God.  How wrong is that?  
Matthew 3:16-17  Jesus came up immediately from the water; and behold, the heavens were opened, and he saw the Spirit of God descending as a dove and lighting on Him,  17 and behold, a voice out of the heavens said, "This is My beloved Son, in whom I am well-pleased."
Fellowship of His sufferings: means sharing.  Paul wanted to share Christ’s sufferings.  Why? Paul knew the truth about affliction.  You shall know it as well, right now.  As surely as God revealed His own heart of Grace and Love through Christ’s suffering, our personal intimate, heart knowledge of Christ comes to us through affliction.  When you experience  pain, rejection, hatred, and need,  you are sharing in Christ’s sufferings.  God is letting you experience Christ’s love for you. This is how God moves His love from your head to your heart.  
You suffer as broken sinners in a fallen world. But, He volunteered to embraced all these normal human miseries out of love for you, so that  He could redeem you, own you, care for you and make you His eternal bride.  Have you ever longed to love Christ more?  Affliction is how God writes the greatest commandment on your heart.  
Mark 12:30  “YOU SHALL LOVE THE LORD YOUR GOD WITH ALL YOUR HEART, AND WITH ALL YOUR SOUL, AND WITH ALL YOUR MIND, AND WITH ALL YOUR STRENGTH.'  
John realized how this works when he wrote: 

1 John 4:9-10  9 By this the love of God was manifested in us, that God has sent His only begotten Son into the world so that we might live through Him.  10 In this is love, not that we loved God, but that He loved us and sent His Son to be the propitiation for our sins.

Jesus, who cannot lie, could have given any answer to this question.  What He said was LOVE ME from the heart.  The one thing that no man can do.  We can feign love outwardly and many do, but how will our hearts ever be brought to the feet of our Savior?   
Through affliction and difficulty and grief and rejection, God is teaching you how dearly your Savior has love you.  When you feel despised and forsaken by men know that “He was despised and forsaken of men” for your sake.   When you are sorrowing and grieving know that He was a “man of sorrows and acquainted with Grief” for your salvation.   When friends and others reject you, and they will, know that Jesus volunteered to be “like one from whom men hide their faces” because He wanted to free you from eternal death. 
Isaiah 53:4-6  4 Surely our griefs He Himself bore, And our sorrows He carried; Yet we ourselves esteemed Him stricken, Smitten of God, and afflicted.  5 But He was pierced through for our transgressions, He was crushed for our iniquities; The chastening for our well-being fell upon Him, And by His scourging we are healed.  6 All of us like sheep have gone astray, Each of us has turned to his own way; But the LORD has caused the iniquity of us all To fall on Him.
Our Afflicted Faith is “The Genuine Faith.”  We will love Him when our hearts behold His glorious love for us.  This is a work of the Spirit in you.  I have prayed for you to experience it today.  It is the essence and purpose of our lives in Christ.   
2 Corinthians 4:6-18  6 For God, who said, "Light shall shine out of darkness," is the One who has shone in our hearts to give the Light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Christ.  7 But we have this treasure in earthen vessels, so that the surpassing greatness of the power will be of God and not from ourselves;  8 we are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not despairing;  9 persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed;…..    17 For momentary, light affliction is producing for us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all comparison,  18 while we look not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen; for the things which are seen are temporal, but the things which are not seen are eternal.    Behold your Savior!!
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