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How to Worship When You’re in Pain*

August 11, 2002

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

· I remember seeing prayer huddles at football games from time to time.

· But it seems as though, whether it’s the NBA playoffs, Super Bowl, or World Series, there is always someone in the locker room giving Jesus the credit for their winning lay-up or knockout. (Even at the Academy Awards these days)
· It’s always fun to see how the announcer tries to immediately steer the conversation back to the game.

· But why is it that we don’t see this kind of thing in the loser’s locker room? You never hear, “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.”

· “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.”

You just don’t hear that kind of thing!  Isn’t Jesus in the loser’s locker room as well as the winner’s?  Well, frankly, He better be in the loser’s locker room… 

· Because there is an overwhelming portion of the world today that feel they are “loosing” at life… who have failed in one area or another… who are suffering and in pain to one degree or another.

· There are a lot of reasons why we may be experiencing pain in our lives.

· Sometimes its b/c of our own sin.  There are times when God allows things into our lives in order 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.

· If you choose to cheat at work, you may get fired.  If you choose to fool around before you’re married, you may get pregnant.  Sometimes we simply need to accept the consequences of our sin… accepting that these consequences may have been designed by God, as hard as they may be.

Sometimes we suffer simply because we are living in this world… because we are living, as we spoke about several weeks ago, as the “not yet” side of the Kingdom of God.

· Some suffer financially (car is broken again, unexpected bills, lost job, 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).

I want to look at a snapshot into the life of Paul, which we read about in Acts 16.  

· Paul is miraculously led by God to preach in Philippi.  First, the Spirit told them not to go into Asia at that time.  And then he had a vision of a man from Macedonia pleading with him to come the Macedonia to help them.

· When he arrives, he finds a group of women who had come together for one reason or another.  He then miraculously leads a woman, Lydia, and her family, to the Lord.

· In verse 14 we read that God had “opened her heart” so that she would accept what Paul was saying.

· He then baptizes her and her 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.

· He could have easily died.

· That would have been tough for any person… especially after God specifically told him to go to Philippi and gave him all kinds of prophetic signs and words along those lines.

· With all of that, wouldn’t you expect something different than beatings and imprisonments?

Yet, it was in this context that we find what may be the most incredible miracle in this chapter…

· The door to the prison cell, which he and Silas were in, opens up.

· That after Paul and Silas are stripped and badly beaten, thrown into the stocks in prison, we read (vs 25) that they began singing hymns to God… they started worshipping God!

How is it that they are able to worship God in the midst of their suffering?

· Sitting in the stocks, he could have gotten so angry at God.  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.”

· I’ve prayed the prayer of Jabez… you told me to come here… so what am I doing in this prison!

Paul could have done what so many others do when they are angry… SIN! 

· “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’ll just turn to my form of escape…

· eating that chocolate cake, throw myself into work, looking to pornography.

· What is it that you do in response to pain?  Do you get angry?  Jealous of others?  Pray?

Look at what Paul does in response to his situation.  In verse 25 it says, “around midnight (couldn’t sleep), Paul and Silas were praying and singing hymns to God.”   

· In the midst of their pain, they were worshipping.

· Perhaps those first few expressions of thanks and praise left their mouths weren’t so easy.  

· But once they invited God into that painful situation, the Spirit “Opened Their Hearts” as He had done with Lydia, so that they would be freed 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 will have to choose our response.

· And rather than turning back to our sinful patterns or escapes, we can turn to Him in Worship.

· Remember, Worship is about seeing His worthiness… and bowing down to Him as the king of Kings.  It is not about how we feel or about how it makes us feel.

· 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.

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

· If you find yourself in the unemployment line once again, bearing the weight of rejection and lost confidence, kneel down

· After your boyfriend breaks up with you and you’re really hurting, you can choose to kneel down and worship Him.

How?  How could Paul do this?

· For one, Paul did not struggle with the idea that God not only allows for but designs suffering at time.

· I don’t think Paul spent a lot of time asking God why “You led me to Philippi if you knew this would happen to me.”

· Its not that he wouldn’t think that… but, in the end, Paul understood the answer… 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.”

· Someone might say, “how can Paul think that God would design such a terrible thing to happen?”  

· I think Paul would say, “how can you find peace in the fact that all of this is just an accident or act of evil men?  How can you reconcile that with God’s sovereignty?

· 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.

That’s why God disciplines us.  Remember what the writer of Hebrews says in 12:11… that discipline in painful!  If it isn’t about discipline, maybe its about God answering our prayers to make us more like Jesus.

· CS Lewis said, “I don’t turn to religion to make me happy.  I learned a long time ago that a good bottle of wine would do the trick.  If you’re looking to religion to make you comfortable, I don’t recommend Christianity.”

· Sort of a strange quote… but the point is good.  Sometimes God not only allows but designs suffering in our lives.  But He does so for our good.

Story:  4th Century monk from Asia Minor named Telemakus felt called by God to Rome.  So he threw all of his belongings into a sack and began his journey.

· He got to Rome and saw everyone rushing through the streets. “Where are you going,” he asked.  “To the Coliseum,” they replied, “to see the gladiators kill one another.” He was appalled.

· He followed them into the arena and saw the gladiators hold up their shields, offering their lives to Caesar.  

· Telemakus climbed into the arena and ran b/t 2 gladiators and yelled, “In the name of the Lord Jesus, stop!”  The crowed yelled to have him killed.

· One gladiator hit him hard with the butt of his sword.  When he got up, another pierced him through.  

· He said, “In the name of the Lord Jesus, Stop!”

· One man in the arena stood up and silently walked out.  In ½ hour, most everyone in the Coliseum walked out.  That was the last gladiator fight ever in the Roman Coliseum.

(Story of Raymond Lull in June 1315, 125 miles east of Algiers)

Yes… the gladiator killed Telemakus… and yes, the Muslims killed Raymond Lull… but God called both of them to be there.  You see, for Paul, whether or not he understood the circumstances he was in; 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?”

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?

· 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.”
Read Job 1:20-22.  I know I’ve shared this before.  But being part of Diana’s life… and more so, her death, changed me.

· She didn’t blame God.  Believe me, she struggled to see the good in dying of cancer… in leaving Paul after just two years of marriage.

· But she never once asked, “why me?”  And she never once blamed God.

· Diana was just like you and I… no spiritual secrets… she simply believed that regardless of her pain, that God was good.

· She reminded me of David, who wrote in Ps. 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.

· 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.

2 Cor 4:9; 16-18

* Thanks to Rich Nathan whose sermon, under the same title, strongly influenced what I’ve shared this morning.

