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 How to Worship When You’re in Pain

June 25, 2006

Maybe it’s just me… but have you noticed that a lot more athletes mention Jesus at the end of major sporting events these days?  

· Now I realize that I’ve never been the biggest sports fan… so maybe its always been this way.

· But whether it’s the NBA playoffs, Super Bowl, or World Series, there was always someone in the locker room giving Jesus the credit for their winning lay-up or knockout. 

· I remember how Evander Holyfield used to thank Jesus for helping beat the life out of the poor guy who got in the ring with him… it’s funny, though, because the announcers never seem to know what to do when they start talking about Jesus!

· But why is it that we don’t see this kind of thing in the loser’s locker room? 

Now I could be wrong, but I never heard Holyfield giving thanks after Riddick Bowe knocked him out in 1995 or when Mike Tyson bit part of his ear off in 1997!

· Have you ever heard a football player say, “I just want to thank my Lord Jesus for His wisdom and grace in allowing me to drop that game-winning pass so that I would learn to rely on Him more and find my identity more solidly in Him.”
· Have you ever heard a baseball player say, “I want to praise God for putting that pebble out there in the outfield that caused that ball to shoot off in the opposite direction so I wouldn’t be able to make the throw to home plate in time.  If I would have made that play, allowing our team to win the World Series, I would probably filled up with pride… so, thank you Jesus.”
Truth is, you just don’t hear that kind of thing!  And yet, isn’t Jesus in the loser’s locker room as well as the winner’s?  Well…  He better be in the loser’s locker room… 

· Because there are an overwhelming number of people today who, for one reason or another, feel they are “loosing” at life… whether they’re having a difficult time with work or a relationship or their health… 

· Life for them just seems to be three steps forward and three steps back… never really getting anywhere.

For so many people, life has become very painful.  Sometimes we’re the ones who have to take responsibility for that pain… because of a choice or series of choices we may have made.

· At other times we may find ourselves in the midst of a painful situation simply because God is at work to discipline us.

· But even then, the author of Hebrews encourages us to “endure God’s discipline,” knowing that God disciplines those whom He loves.

But I think most often, we suffer simply because we are living in this world… because we are still living on the “not yet” side of the Kingdom of God.  And so….

· Some suffer financially (car is broken again, unexpected bills, just making it)

· Some suffer vocationally (out of work, unfulfilling job, difficult boss)

· Some suffer relationally (divorce, betrayal, gossiped about, difficult meeting people, kids going in the wrong direction)

· Some suffer physically (sickness, can’t get pregnant, serious diagnosis)

· Ministry suffers (want to do something but doors don’t seem to be opening, feel like you’re spinning your wheels).

· You see, most of our suffering has to do simply with our living life on this side of heaven.

Well, what I’d like to do this morning is to look at a situation in Paul’s life from Acts chapter 16 that can help us to not only see how Paul managed to worship God through the difficult seasons of his life… but how we can as well.  

· So, if you’ve got your Bibles, go ahead and turn to Acts 16.  We’re going to read verses 6-10. 

· So you can see how Paul was being led by the Spirit to bring the Gospel to Philippi, a major city in Macedonia.  

· Paul’s intention was to go to Asia… but the Spirit said no… then he headed toward Bithynia but, again, the Spirit said no. 

· So Paul walks through Mysia to the city of Troas.

· And while there, in Troas, he has this vision about a man from Macedonia pleading with him to come the Macedonia to help them.  

· And so, he takes a boat from Troas to the island of Samothrace… and after another day, arrives in Neapolis… a port just east of Philippi.

When Paul and Silas arrive, they find a group of women who had come together for one reason or another. 

· We’re told in verse 14 that God has “opened the heart” of one woman named Lydia… so much so that not only she, but also her entire family comes to the Lord.  Paul ends up baptizing Lydia and her entire family!

· Soon after, he delivers a demonized slave girl, which gets in the way of the profits her owners were making from her fortune telling… ending their prosperous business.

· As a result, these slave owners brought them before the magistrate who had them stripped and severely beaten with wooden rods.  

· They were thrown into the dirtiest, most horrible part of the prison where their feet were clamped into tight metal stocks. They could have easily died.

Can you image going through all that… especially after God specifically told them to go to Philippi and gave him all kinds of prophetic signs and words along they way?

· With all of that, wouldn’t you expect something different than beatings and imprisonments?  If God were to lead to like that, wouldn’t you expect things to go easier than that??

· Yet, it was in this context that we find what may be the most incredible part of this story…

· We’re told in verse 25 that after Paul and Silas are stripped and badly beaten… after they’re into the worst part of the prison with tight metal stocks… that they began singing hymns to God… they started worshipping God! 

Sitting in that dark room in pain… they could have gotten so angry at God.  “God, why in the world did you bring us here to Philippi… knowing this would happen?!”

· And believe me, the only light at the end of this tunnel seemed to be the train about to barrel over him.

· He could have easily gotten into a lot of self-pity, “no matter what I do, things never lighten up for me.”
· “Why don’t the other Christians get persecuted?  After all I do for your Kingdom, Lord, it doesn’t seem as though You are holding up Your end of the bargain.”

· “You told me to come here… so what am I doing in this prison!  Why is this so hard?!”
Have you even been there?  “God… if You’re not going to hold up your end of the bargain, I won’t hold up mine.”  

· And then what do we do?  We each turn to our own form of escape.

· “If He won’t get me that job or relationship, then I’m going to just disappear for a while,” or “I’m going to eat that chocolate cake, throw myself into work, look at pornography…”
· What is it that you do in response to pain?  Do you get angry?  Jealous of others?  Do you escape?  

· Maybe you escape or run to certain things like unhealthy relationship, food, work, excessive exercise, old patterns of behaviors…  

· Or maybe you run from certain things… like God or godly people… maybe you run from church or even from yourself…

And yet, Paul and Silas were praying and singing worship songs to God.  In the midst of their pain, they were worshipping.

· The problem is, I’ve never been one to view Paul as some kind of superhero… but then come on… verse 23 says that they were severely beaten.  

· I think the reason why Luke mentions in vs. 25 that it was around midnight when they started worshipping was to simply say that they couldn’t sleep… It hurt too much to lay down.

But maybe he wrote that for another reason.  Maybe we’re supposed to see that a good number of hours went by before they began worshiping the Lord.

· Maybe those first few expressions of thanks and praise weren’t so easy… maybe it took everything they had… to get their attention off of themselves.  Maybe they struggled to release those first few notes of praise. 

· And yet, once they invited God into that painful situation… into their doubts and frustrations and painful discomfort…  the Spirit “Opened Their Hearts” as He had just done with Lydia, so that they would be free to worship the Father in the midst of their pain.

Whenever we face a storm coming at us, or if we just find ourselves dumped in the middle of one, we’ll always have a choice to make… will we get lost in our hurts or disappointments or failures… OR will we worship?

· Will we retreat or escape back to some of our old patterns or sinful responses… or will we turn to Him in Worship.

· Remember, Worship is about seeing His worthiness… It’s about seeing who are against the backdrop of who He is... It’s about submitting our lives to Him.  

· The Hebrew word for worship means to prostrate oneself… as if to lay yourself down in submission before a king.  

· It means to “give up” as if to surrender to God.

· Guys… I need to ask you this one question.  Even in your struggles… are you worshipping Jesus in your life right now?  

· If you’re not… would you make that choice before you leave here today?

I am not encouraging you to pretend that you’re fine when, in fact, you’re in pain.  Believe me, when Paul began praising God, he was very much in touch with the pain he was in.

· But I am encouraging you to chose, because of who He is… even if you don’t understand why you are in the situation you are in… to worship Him even in your pain.  

· That was David’s invitation to us in Ps.95 when he wrote, “Come, let us worship and bown down… let us kneel before the Lord our God our maker.”

· In the midst of our pain, or the pain of a loved one laying in a hospital bed, will you bow down to Him.

· If you find yourself in the unemployment line once again, bearing the weight of rejection and lost confidence, will  you kneel down?
· If your boyfriend has broken up with you and you’re really hurting, will you choose to worship Him?

· It’s never easy.  That’s why David calls us to bring a “sacrifice of praise” to the Lord.  He calls it a sacrifice because it is never an easy thing… especially when we’re hurting… to take our attention off of ourselves into to truly worship Him.

But still… how were Paul and Silas able to do this?  How were they able to really worship the Lord the way they did?

· For one, Paul did not struggle with the idea that God allows us to walk through some pretty painful times in our lives.

· You see, even though I’m asking the question… I don’t think Paul spent a lot of time asking God why He led them to Philippi knowing this would happen to them.

We ask that question b/c it is on our grid… not necessarily b/c it is on Paul’s. For us… when we believe God is calling us to something, we tend to believe that our faithfulness will produce His blessings… and…

· That’s true… except that we define “blessings” in terms of rest, leisure, and convenience.

· Its not that Paul wouldn’t ever want any of that.  And yet, in the end, Paul understood that God’s appointments are always good even when they’re hard.

· “I don’t get this, God.  My heart is confused.  In fact, this stinks… but I know that You are good, and so I kneel down before You.”

You see, guys, we spend a lot of time shaping our understanding of suffering around a statement that you’ll often hear in the American church… that “the safest place in the world is in the center of God’s will.”

· But you know what?  Tell that to Peter, who was crucified upside down… Or

· Andrew, Simon, Bartholomew, and Philip who were crucified

· James, Son of Zebedee, beheaded

· Matthew, James (Son of Alphaeus) and Thomas, speared to death

· We want to believe that God’s heart is simply for us to always have extra cash laying around, drive nice cars, live comfortable lives.

But God really does have a different kind of agenda for us… because God would never choose for us safety at the cost of significance. God created Paul as He created you… so that our lives would count for eternity.

· If you read about Saul’s conversion in Acts 9, God told Ananias down in Damascus that he is to greet Saul when he enters into the city.

· Now, of course, Ananias is terrified b/c he’s heard of how Saul had been persecuting the church.  But look at what God says in Acts 9:15… “And I will show him how much he must suffer for me.”
1 Peter 4:12-13 says, “Do not be surprised at the painful trial you are suffering, as though something strange were happening to you.  But rejoice that you participate in the sufferings of Christ.”
· How did Peter come to understand this?  You remember that at the Passover supper Jesus announced that someone would betray him. 

· Peter cries out in Matthew 25, “No me, Lord… I will lay down my life for you.”  But within twelve hours, Peter had denied him three times.

· But after Jesus’ death and resurrection, Peter and Jesus had another conversation… about love and sacrifice.  

· Three times Jesus asked Peter if he loved Him.  And each time Peter adamantly declared his love.

· And so Jesus took the conversation to a place Peter may not have expected.  In John 21:17-19 we read, “I tell you the truth, when you were younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.”  

· Then it says, “Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter would GLORIFY God.  Then he said to him, ‘FOLLOW ME!”  
Those were hard words spoke to Peter... And yet similar words were spoken to you and I in Luke 9:23 where Jesus tells us… “If anyone would come after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross daily and follow me.”
· You see, Jesus began His public ministry with a simple invitation, “Come and follow Me.”  
· But Dietrich Bonhoeffer, a devout German believer hanged for helping Jews escape the concentration camps of Nazi Germany, once wrote, “When Christ bids you come, He bids you come and die.”
· And yet, in spite of what Peter writes, we are surprised when we face trials and tribulations.  At times we begin questioning the character of God… is He really good?
Knowing that Peter and Paul suffered… if they were here today… how do you think they would answer that? 
· Without any theology books… you should just write that out… sort of an unofficial letter from Peter to you explaining how he feels about all of this.
· In 2 Corinthians 1:3-5, Paul writes, “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our tribulation, that we may be able to comfort those who are in any trouble, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God. For as the sufferings of Christ abound in us, so our consolation also abounds through Christ.”
· Paul tells us in Philippians 4 that he’s learned to secret to how to worship even in the most difficult of times… the secret to living a content life whether you have a lot or a little.

· Paul’s secret was that he wasn’t living life simply to enjoy life.  Instead, he was living life in order to enjoy the Father… and this was something he could do whether preaching to crowds or sitting in prison cells.

You see, for Paul, whether or not he understood the circumstances he was in; at the end of the day, he always trusted in and believed in God’s essential goodness and power. 

· That was why Paul could worship God while He was in pain.

· I know that may be difficult, but I know that when we choose to worship Him in our pain, then we have offered Him a very special sacrifice.

· God considers it a good thing when we get on our knees and thank Him for the good things in our lives.

· It is a good thing to return thanks to Him for the good in your life… family, friends, job, church…

But there is nothing more precious to Him then when you worship Him in the midst of suffering and pain.

· Listen.  There isn’t a person in the world that will come along and ask you, “tell me you secret, how do you do it?”

· “Here you are living in a nice, big house, you’ve got a great family, a great job, the best medical insurance, a large bank account… How do you stay so happy?”  Tell me your secret?

· But if someone sees you in a hospital room kneeling down and worshipping God…

· If someone sees you on your knees after hours on the unemployment line

· When they see you on your knees when everyone else would be freaking out,

· They will ask you, “How can you do that?”  “BECAUSE He’s worthy of it.”
In Psalm 71, David’s enemies were closing in on him… those around him kept telling him how God has abandoned him.  

· But David prayed out, “For I am overwhelmed by how much you have done for me… You have allowed me to suffer much hardship, but you will restore me to life again and lift me up from the depths of the earth.”
· People must have asked David… how can you be like that?

· Look at what David wrote in Psalm 73, “Whom have I in heaven but You? I desire You more than anything on earth.  My health may fail, and my spirit may grow weak, but God remains the strength of my heart; He is mine forever… As for me, how good it is to be near God.  I have made the Sovereign Lord my shelter, and I will tell everyone about the wonderful things you do.”
Some of you are really struggling right now… and with all you’ve endured growing up, in your marriage, in your relationship with your kids or boss, you may have the right to be hurt and angry.

· Yet, I want to challenge you to worship the Lord… because of who He is.

·  Habakkuk 3:17 says, “Even though the fig trees have no blossoms, and there are no grapes on the vine; even though the olive crops fail and the field lie empty and barren; even though the flocks die in the fields, and the cattle barns are empty, yet I will rejoice in the Lord.”
· And as you worship Him, remember what Paul wrote in 2 Cor 4:7, “But we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us… Therefore we do not lose heart. Though outwardly we are wasting away, yet inwardly we are being renewed day by day. 17 For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. 18 So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen. For what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal.”
