
Lay Reader Sermon Series III


Sexagesima


psalter:
Psalm 71
1st lesson:
Isaiah 50:4-10
2nd lesson:
2nd Corinthians 11:16-31
The Christian's Tribulations
Saint Paul once said to some of his converts, "Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of heaven." (Acts 14:22) The New Testament lesson, which is the Epistle for today, contains an astounding list of hardships which he endured for the sake of the gospel.

He wrote this passage to the church in Corinth because of attacks that had been made there on his credentials as an apostle. The leaders in these attacks were people who followed Paul around and claimed that the gospel he preached was wrong, and that he was not a true apostle; that is, he had little or no authority to preach, and people should pay no attention to him. Also, some of his own converts had claimed to know more of the faith than he did.

He responded reluctantly to these accusations, because he didn't want to be boastful. He did this "as a fool," he wrote, because he was forced to defend his work, to keep it from being destroyed.

Some of his critics had boasted of the purity of their ancestry. He replies that in family heritage, he is as much a part of the chosen people as anyone else. "Are they Hebrews?" he asks; and answers, "So am I."

He asserts his equality to, and even superiority over, his foes. He bases his claim on what he has suffered for Christ, Who had said, "If any man would come after me, Let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it? and whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel's will save it." (Mark 8:34-5)
He includes in his defense a summary of what had happened to him. He was a minister of Christ to a greater degree than his critics, because he had labored more abundantly than they, had received more beatings, been jailed more often, and had faced death many times.

Then he gives specific examples of what he had endured. From his own people, "Five times received I forty stripes save one." The book of Deuteronomy prescribed forty lashes for more serious crimes. If the person giving the lashing went over the limit, he would be liable to receive the same punishment; so it was customary to stop at the thirty-ninth lash. This punishment was so severe that some men died under it, but Paul had endured it five times.

"Thrice was I beaten with rods," he tells them. This was a Roman punishment, given with rods of birch wood. He suffered it at Philippi, in Macedonia, and afterwards alarmed the magistrates by reporting to them that he was a Roman citizen. Why he didn't protest before the beating isn't known. Later, in Jerusalem, he did use his Roman citizenship to escape scourging. But three times the authorities at various places had beaten him with rods.

"Once was I stoned," he reports, which happened at Lystra, in south-central Asia Minor. Acts also tells of Paul being shipwrecked on the way to Rome. But there was more: "Thrice I suffered shipwreck, a night and a day I have been in the deep."

Then he follows with a list of all sorts of other perils he had faced. He concludes by pointing out conditions in which he had lacked the most basic necessities. I was, he says, "In hunger and thirst, in fastings often, in cold and nakedness."

In addition to these external troubles, he always carried in his heart a deep concern for the churches he had established: "Beside those things that are without, that which cometh upon me daily, the care of all the churches." His sympathy also extended to individual members, for he says, "Who is made to fall, and I am not indignant?"

If I have boasted or gloried, he concludes, it is all concerning my weaknesses. There was to be no glory for him. In fact, the very preaching of the gospel, to which he dedicated his life, was of no credit to him, because he did it out of the necessity which God had laid upon him. "Woe to me if I do not preach the Gospel!" he had exclaimed to the Corinthians in another letter to them (1st Corinthians 9:16).

"Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of heaven." Albert Schweitzer gave up a promising career in music to minister as a doctor in Africa. Not everyone looked with favor on his intentions. He wrote of his plans to go to Africa, "Anyone who proposes to do good must not expect people to roll stones out of his way, but must accept his lot calmly if they even roll a few more upon it."

Saint Paul's enemies had also attacked him at the church in Philippic there too saying that he was not a true member of the chosen people. He points out that his credentials were adequate, and that he was grateful for them. However, all of this, he says, is as nothing in comparison to one's coming to the kingdom of heaven; or, as he expresses it, "I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord." (Philippians 3:7-8) Nothing could exceed the excellency of this knowledge.

Another good man who suffered, and at the last found his consolation in a fuller knowledge of God, was Job. He was a "blameless and upright man, who fears God and turns away from evil." (Job 1:8, 2:3) But his friends, "Job's comforters," tell him that the misfortunes he suffered were evidence of some secret sin, and punishment for it. One of them, Eliphaz, declares, "Is not your wickedness great? There is no end to your iniquities." (Job 22:5)
Job protests that he is innocent of all the sin which his false comforters say he has committed. He speaks of his justice to other people and of his faithfulness to God. In a key statement attesting his devotion to God, he says that he had not trusted in the extensive wealth which he had once had, but in the Lord. Nor did he reject the cause of his servants, for then he could not have faced God.

In desperate hope of being vindicated. Job calls out for the right to face God. "Oh, that I had one to hear me!" he cries.

God answers him out of the whirlwind, and overwhelms him with His presence and power. He rehearses the wonders of his work, and asks Job if he had done them. Confronted by God, Job realizes that "I am of small account . . . ! will proceed no further." (Job 40:4-5)

God does not accuse Job of wickedness, so he is vindicated in that respect. But he becomes deeply aware of his own insignificance before God and the creation. Having seen God as never before, and thus himself in a new light, he is raised to a higher relationship with Him, and says, "I have heard of thee by the hearing of the ear: but now mine eye seeth thee. Wherefore I abhor myself, and repent in dust and ashes." (Job 42:5-6)

Or, as Saint Paul put it, "I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord." By the work of the Holy Spirit in our lives, may we use our troubles as Paul and Job used theirs, and come thereby to a fuller knowledge of God, and serve Him faithfully in good times and in bad.
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