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SURPRISED BY SUFFERING
(Acts 21:1-16)

SUBJECT:  Suffering.
F.C.F:  How can I make it through the tough times?
PROPOSITION:  Since Jesus saved us through suffering, we must suffer with 
him.
INTRODUCTION:

A.  The Bible is a surprising book.  This is, in fact, one indication of its divine origin as the Word of God.  Think of it, if it were a purely human work, we probably would not be surprised so often; we could easily relate to it.  But those who follow Christ and who report on their knowing him in the Bible keep doing unexpected things. 

We find just such a surprise in our text from Acts 21.  In every which way, Paul is being warned that terrible suffering awaits him in Jerusalem.  The Holy Spirit confirms that this is true.  Paul declares:  “the Holy Spirit testifies to me in every city that imprisonment and afflictions await me (in Jerusalem).” (Acts 20:23)  Paul’s friends plead with him not to go.  And what does he do? He becomes even more determined than ever to walk right into those afflictions.  Remarkable!  


B.  You don’t have to live very long before you realize that there is something wrong with this world and that it can cause a lot of suffering.  You learn very quickly that you don’t like suffering, and that you must do what you can to avoid it.  But you also know that you cannot escape it entirely, and that somehow you must deal with it.  And that’s why it is surprising when we find someone like Paul who knows there is a dark road ahead of him, and he only quickens his pace forward.  He must know something we don’t know.  And he does.  He knows Christ.  He has heard Jesus’ call to “Come, follow me.”  And he knows what that means.  And he will follow Jesus to the end.


As Christians we serve the Son of God who suffered and was mistreated his whole life long, and at the end of his life was tortured to death.  That should, perhaps signal some clues to us about what this Christian life will be like.  Our text from Acts 21 draws this into sharp focus and reminds us that SINCE JESUS SUFFERED TO SAVE US, WE MUST ALSO SUFFER WITH HIM.  Nobody can escape suffering, but as God’s people, we know what to do with it.  And we learn first…

I.  WE MUST ANTICIPATE SUFFERING.     


A.  God has not left us in the dark.  Through the Scriptures God makes us “wise for salvation.”  In the Bible we have the very mind of God, so we possess a wisdom that is truly unavailable in this world.  And one of the great truths that we learn early on in the Bible is that this world has been incurably, terminally broken.  Because sin has entered into the world so has suffering and death.  So we must anticipate suffering.  

I don’t know if it helps you, but I find great relief and comfort in the fact that suffering is normal.  Though they are, of course, unwelcome and unpleasant, afflictions and trials are not abnormal.  If we don’t have a firm grip on this truth, we will find ourselves in a constant state of confusion and disappointment.  In a broken world, things usually go badly.  Children rebel.  You lose your job, you struggle with personal problems and hang-ups, you feel lonely, and suffer conflicts with others, your health is impacted, and eventually everybody you know and love will die.  Why is this happening? Christians know the answer.  We live in a ruined world.  What else would you expect to happen?

B.  Now the interesting thing is that becoming a Christian does not really shield you from these kinds of adversities.  In fact, trusting Christ in some ways only adds to your troubles.  Now, as you walk with Christ, you become the special target of Satan, the adversary.  He hates Christ supremely, and he especially hates all who love and trust him.  And Christ calls us to live holy lives.  

In Philippians 2:15, the Apostle Paul writes that believers are to “be blameless and innocent, children of God without blemish in the midst of a crooked and twisted generation, among whom you shine as lights in the world….”  Well, of course, shining lights are quite highly visible in the darkness, and “a crooked and twisted generation” doesn’t really like being exposed by those who live morally blameless and superior lives.  So you see the problem.  Remember, we follow the Son of God who was tortured to death.  We follow in his steps, and as we do, we find that his footprints are bloodstained.  So the Word of God teaches us that we must anticipate suffering.  

And even more…
II. WE MUST ACCEPT SUFFERING.

A.  There are no less than four tearful partings recorded in our text.  The first is when Paul and his company depart from Miletus, leaving the Ephesian elders behind who have wept because they know they will never see him again.  

“1 And when we had parted (literally ‘torn ourselves away’) from them and set sail, we came by a straight course to Cos, and the next day to Rhodes, and from there to Patara. 2  And having found a ship crossing to Phoenicia, we went aboard and set sail. (Notice the pronoun “we.”  Luke is still with them.  This is an eyewitness account.)  3 When we had come in sight of Cyprus, leaving it on the left we sailed to Syria and landed at Tyre, for there the ship was to unload its cargo. 4  And having sought out the disciples (they knew there was a church in Tyre), we stayed there for seven days. And through the Spirit they were telling Paul not to go on to Jerusalem. 5  When our days there were ended, we departed and went on our journey, and they all, with wives and children, accompanied us until we were outside the city. And kneeling down on the beach, we prayed 6  and said farewell to one another. (Notice the deep love and affection between these believers, even though they had only met the previous week.) Then we went on board the ship, and they returned home. 7  When we had finished the voyage from Tyre, we arrived at Ptolemais, and we greeted the brothers and stayed with them for one day.

    
8 On the next day we departed and came to Caesarea, and we entered the house of Philip the evangelist, who was one of the seven, and stayed with him. 9 He had four unmarried daughters, who prophesied. 10 While we were staying for many days, a prophet named Agabus came down from Judea. 11  And coming to us, he took Paul’s belt and bound his own feet and hands and said, “Thus says the Holy Spirit, ‘This is how the Jews at Jerusalem will bind the man who owns this belt and deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles.”’ 12 When we heard this, we and the people there urged him not to go up to Jerusalem. 13 Then Paul answered, “What are you doing, weeping and breaking my heart? For I am ready not only to be imprisoned but even to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus.” 14 And since he would not be persuaded, we ceased and said, “Let the will of the Lord be done.”  Paul accepted the suffering which Christ had in store for him in Jerusalem.


B.  And I think we should notice a couple of things from this text.  First, we find the wonderful comfort of our brothers and sisters in Christ as they sympathize with us in our afflictions.  There is this bond between believers, a God-given, Holy Spirit-created affection so that we rejoice with those who rejoice and weep with those who weep.  There is a love and tender compassion in the family of God.  And let me invite you in to this hopeful consolation.  You need to join with the people of God.  You need to get to know other believers in your spiritual family, and that will only happen if you stick around long enough so that we can share our lives together.  I have often felt the support of the Lord Jesus through the compassion of his people.  Honestly, I don’t think I would have survived some of my troubles had it not been for the kindness and affection of God’s people.  But first you have to know others and be known by others.  What a tragedy when we come to a funeral, and the mourners say, “Who was that, anyhow?” And the response is, “I don’t know; I never got a chance to know them.”  God intends for us to function as the body of Christ together, and we need each other in God’s family.  

C.  But the other striking feature in this text is that sometimes even our fellow believers can be well-meaning, but mistaken.  Look again at verses 10 and following:  “10  While we were staying for many days, a prophet named Agabus came down from Judea. (This prophet, like some of the Old Testament prophets before him dramatically portrayed his message.)  11  And coming to us, he took Paul’s belt and bound his own feet and hands and said, “Thus says the Holy Spirit, ‘This is how the Jews at Jerusalem will bind the man who owns this belt and deliver him into the hands of the Gentiles.”’  Notice what Agabus does not say.  He does not say, “So, Paul, don’t go to Jerusalem.”  Instead, he merely delivered the message from the Lord.  Jesus wanted Paul to be fully aware of what awaited him so that he would not be caught by surprise.  


Notice what Paul’s other friends and companions did out of their well-intended love for Paul try to turn him aside.  “12  When we heard this, we and the people there urged him not to go up to Jerusalem. 13  Then Paul answered, ‘What are you doing, weeping and breaking my heart? For I am ready not only to be imprisoned but even to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus.’ 14  And since he would not be persuaded, we ceased and said, ‘Let the will of the Lord be done.’”

Sometimes in our suffering we may have to walk alone for a time.  Others may not fully understand, but Christ does.  And he goes through the valley with us.  

What this all means is that…
III. WE MUST ASSOCIATE WITH CHRIST IN SUFFERING.


A.  The answer to this dilemma is Jesus.  If you know him and have put your faith in him, then you already know that he saved you by suffering for you paying the debt you owe by offering his life as an atoning sacrifice on the cross.  And you already know he calls you to suffer for his sake as well.  Jesus described the life of faith in these terms:  “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.” (Mark 8:34)  Our Lord Jesus spelled it out in bold, black letters so there would be no mistake.  


Many Bible scholars point out the striking similarities between Paul’s determination to go to Jerusalem where he would suffer, being “handed over to the Gentiles,” and our Lord’s similar determination to go on to Jerusalem where he would be “handed over to the Gentiles” and be nailed to the cross.  The similarities are overwhelming.  Luke is telling us that Paul is deliberately following Jesus in the way of suffering.  Even so, there is much confusion on this point today.  

 
B.  In his book, The Spirituality of the Cross, Lutheran scholar Gene Edward Veith describes the beliefs represented in the spirituality section of a typical, secular bookstore.  What one finds is “a whole array of techniques and teachings that will solve all problems and bring us to the pinnacle of success.  The spiritual disciplines of yoga, pop psychology, and the principles of positive thinking all promise empowerment, career advancement, self-actualization, acquiring power, prestige and prosperity.”  


But what about the Christian bookstores?  Veith notes:  “Today their shelves too are stocked with ways of using God for one’s own health, happiness, and prosperity.  There are Christian diet books, titles on the ‘Management Techniques of Jesus Christ,’ and the analyses of Christ as the master salesman.  Other books deal with more serious concerns, offering solutions for child raising problems and improving society.  Their covers make vast and excited claims, as if by following certain steps family problems will disappear, our bodies will do what we want, our financial problems will evaporate, we will solve our nation’s problems, grow the church and live happily ever after.”  (p. 57-58).  


One of the shortcomings with this way of thinking is that it doesn’t really work.  Veith explains:  “The best Christian families still experience conflicts, intractable problems, and embarrassing failures.  The most devout Christian may go bankrupt, or have a mental breakdown, or contract a heartbreaking disease and not be healed.”  (p. 58)

C.  The Protestant reformer Martin Luther called these schemes of power, prestige and prosperity “the theology of glory.”  Spirituality is intended to make us successful by all the standards this world prizes:  pleasure, power, possessions, and prestige.  We find this kind of teaching, for example, in the so-called “prosperity gospel” which teaches that God’s intent is perfect health and great wealth right now, and if you are not healthy and wealthy, it’s because you lack sufficient faith.    


Luther contrasted this unbiblical Theology of Glory with the Bible’s own message of the Theology of the Cross, the message that God came in Christ, not in power, but in weakness, not to seize control, but to die in shame for the sins of others.  This is the precise opposite of the theology of glory, of self-help and success through self-effort.  
CONCLUSION


Jesus said, “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me.”   What part of that do you not understand?  Everybody knows that this life includes suffering. God’s people know why, and what to do with it.

Anticipate it, accept it, and associate with Christ in it.  It seemed like Paul was the only one to get it that day.  “What are you doing weeping and breaking my heart?  For I am ready not only to be imprisoned, but even to die in Jerusalem for the name of the Lord Jesus.”  


Jesus bids us follow in his steps.  Yet if you examine his footprints closely, you will notice that many of them are blood stained.  Nonetheless, Jesus calls us:  “Come, follow me, and I will give you life.”

(
____________________________________________________________________________________________


