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“Well, what did you expect?”

It is a question that often comes up when I deal with a new believer. It is not a haughty, “I-told-you-so” kind of question, it is a genuine inquire, “What did you expect?”

Their friends, their families, their co-workers all seem to be looking and treating them differently. Their old friends do not want them to change. The friends are frustrated because the new believer is not willing to do the things they used to do. 

“Well, what did you expect?” 

It is a question that often comes up when you seek to help a friend who is doing something sinful and wrong. “Who are you to judge me?” comes the reply. “How dare you?” “Who do you think you are?” 

“Well, what did you expect?”

You told someone about Jesus and they laughed at you. Or they got angry with you. Or they turned their back on you. Or they dismissed you by saying, “Well, that’s great for you.”

As we continue in our sermon series looking at the church, today, we look at the issue of suffering. 

1 Peter 4:12-19

“Do not be surprised,” Peter wrote, “at the fiery ordeal that is taking place among you to test you, as though something strange were happening to you.”

You can almost hear what was being said that caused Peter to write. “Hey! What is going on? Why are people angry with us? Why are we being persecuted?” 

The church has to be prepared to deal with persecution. The confession that “Jesus is the Christ, the Son of the Living God” is a declaration of sovereignty and powers. We live in a world of pretenders and usurpers, powers that stand in opposition to the Lordship of Christ, powers that deny the need for a Christ, a Savior, a Messiah.

Persecution comes in many forms. Persecution can be as simple as physical violence. Paul talks about this in 2 Corinthians 11, where he details 

far more imprisonments, with countless floggings, and often near death. Five times I have received from the Jews the forty lashes minus one. Three times I was beaten with rods. Once I received a stoning. Three times I was shipwrecked; for a night and a day I was adrift at sea; on frequent journeys, in danger from rivers, danger from bandits, danger from my own people, danger from Gentiles, danger in the city, danger in the wilderness, danger at sea, danger from false brothers and sisters; in toil and hardship, through many a sleepless night, hungry and thirsty, often without food, cold and naked.

All of these calamities happened to him while he pursued his mission to proclaim Jesus Christ to the Gentiles. Not one of these has happened to me – yet. These things do happen today: Christians are being beat because they are Christian, they are killed because they are Christian, they are in danger because they are Christian. Persecution can be physical.

Persecution also can be social. 

There is a difference between suffering for Jesus and suffering using Jesus’ name. Many of you probably saw the headlines this week about the $11 million jury award against the Westboro Baptist Church for protesting military funerals with signs that says, “God hates fags,” and “Thank God for Dead Soldiers.” The Chicago Tribune reports: 

For years Westboro members have crisscrossed the country toting signs using "unvarnished words" such as "God hates fags" because they say the Bible teaches them to speak directly and simply. The church's 75-person congregation is comprised mainly of relatives of Rev. Fred Phelps, the founding pastor. The group also blames disasters, including Hurricane Katrina, the Sept. 11 terrorist attacks and AIDS, on what it views as permissive morals in violation of biblical dictates. Members insist that their protests, no matter how insulting to some, are constitutionally protected. (http://www.chicagotribune.com/news/nationworld/chi-071031westboro-story,1,3389889.story)

Fred Phelps would like to see himself as a modern day Elijah – he is not. He is a mischief-maker. Peter specifically says, “Do not suffer as a mischief-maker.” The word Peter uses here is not a common word – close synonyms outside of Scripture seem to be “agitator” or “interfering in someone else’s business.” The fruit of Phelps’ approach is not to bring about real repentance, it is to interfere and agitate to make themselves feel more holy. That’s more akin to the Pharisaism that Jesus condemned rather than a loving rebuke to bring about holiness.

We should not be surprised at opposition and persecution; we should expect it, prepare for it, and encourage one another in the midst of it. Jesus commanded us to “go.” 

The church is the gathering of Jesus’ disciples for worship. 

