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The text of this sermon may be used without first obtaining my permission.  I do ask, however, that if you use any portion of the message for teaching or preaching preparations, that you would e-mail me a brief note to say you are making use of it.  This would be a courtesy and help to me personally.  You will note that in some sermons sections are bracketed between two sets of three asterisks (***).  The purpose is to delineate material that I did not preach, but that is integral to understanding the theology or exegesis of what was preached.  My e-mail address is revyoung@comcast.net  – Rev. Curt Young)

When the Roman legion went out to fight a battle, their strategy was simple.  They marched onto the battlefield and waited.  They stood firm.  When the enemy came, they continued to stand firm and resisted with shield and sword and lance and arrow, until their foes lay dead at their feet or fled before them.  
Peter’s words invoke just this image.  So do James’ when he wrote, “Resist the devil and he will flee from you.”  (James 4:7)

It takes a strong will to stand firm and the most active commitment to resist.  This morning I want us to think about resisting what can destroy you and your testimony.

Perhaps surprisingly, our focus will not be on resisting the devil per se.  I believe all four of our verses taken together are intended to steer us clear of a particularly alluring and deadly pitfall.
I refer to self-pity, to feeling sorry for ourselves when we suffer; when our plans and hopes are frustrated; when we expected God’s blessing to take a certain shape in our lives but it doesn’t happen; when our best intentions and hard work meet with antagonism, criticism or indifference; when we are slandered or mistreated; when we are cheated or defrauded; when we are passed over; when no one seems to care about the wrongs done to us.
Peter has been dealing with Christian suffering throughout this letter.  Its purpose is to prepare believers for suffering.  When you think about it, Peter has been relentless in steering Christians away from the least inkling to feel sorry for themselves though they suffer unjustly.

He has written of the high calling of sharing in Christ’s sufferings, of the powerful testimony that graciously bearing up presents to the world, of the sanctifying impact on their own lives of accepting suffering when it is God’s will.

Here in our final verses Peter ends with a dose of tough love.  Yes there is a devil and he is big and bad, but you can resist him.  Yes, you are suffering, but so is everyone else.  Indeed you are suffering, but it will not be long until God’s glory is fully revealed to you.
In writing this way, Peter slams the door on feeling sorry for ourselves; he locks it, and throws away the key.  While his words are applied immediately to Christian suffering, I think they speak to us in whatever affliction, disappointment or setbacks we face. 

Self-pity.  People talk about their struggles with lust or anger long before they will admit their struggle with this, yet it is universal. Self-pity is a destructive form of self-indulgence like alcohol abuse or porn or hatred.  It offers its own kind of relief from pain only to erode the soul.  It feeds depression.  It creates despair. It destroys initiative.  It ruins people. It drags others down.
Yet, if we learn to express self-pity without labeling it as such, it can become a magnet for drawing sympathy out of others, and sympathy feels good.  Self-pity is highly controlling and manipulative.  So what is God’s word to us?
YOU ARE NOT HELPLESS

Let’s look at verse 8.  You do have an enemy; he is ruthless, relentless, ravenous.  He is the devil.  He is a true spiritual being, a fallen angel.  “Devil” means adversary.  He is by nature a liar and killer.

But you are not helpless.  You are not a bound lamb being dangled before a ravenous beast.
Do you remember in Jesus’ last prayer before being led off, he prayed for his disciples.  He prayed (John 17: 14-15), “I have given them your word and the world has hated them, for they are not of the world any more than I am of the world.  My prayer is not that you take them out of the world but that you protect them from the evil one.  They are not of the world, even as I am not of it.  Sanctify them by the truth; your word is truth.  As you sent me into the world, I have sent them into the world.

Notice what Jesus did not pray for:  He did not pray for God to take his disciples out of this world with is evil and suffering.  He did not pray that they be spared hostility or persecution or slander, let alone the ills of this life.    
He did pray that God would keep them from the evil one, that he would not let Satan destroy your soul, that he would not let him get to you.  But rather, that you live in the truth, grow in the truth, remain in the truth just as he had done. 
In the New Testament the premier example of being self-controlled and alert, of resisting the devil and standing firm is Jesus himself when he was tempted in the wilderness after 40 days of fasting.  
We think of famous battlefields – Thermopylae, Hastings, Waterloo, Gettysburg.  To those names add the wilderness of Judea.

The devil came to him (paraphrasing), “You’re the Son of God and go hungry like a beggar?  How sad for you!  If you are the Son of God, turn this stone into bread.”  
Jesus had a choice.  He could say, “Why should I go through this when I could be eating sweet bread in the blink of an eye.  It’s unfair.  Poor me.”  
But he didn’t think that way did he?  He knew this was warfare.  He knew the victory or defeat turned on his faithfulness and loyalty.  So he stood firm and resisted:  “Man shall not live by bread alone but by every word that proceeds from the mouth of God.”

Many of the devil’s temptations were that way -- invitations for Jesus to take pity on himself, break with God and avoid suffering.  
Do you remember just after Jesus named Simon, “Peter”, “The Rock”, and explained that he must go to Jerusalem and suffer many things and be killed.  Peter took him aside. “Never, Lord!”  That is what the NIV says, but in the Greek it is, “Mercy to you.”  In other words, “Take pity on yourself!”   Jesus said, “Get behind me, Satan!”

“Satan”, another term for the devil, means accuser.  His work is to slander and accuse men to God and God to men, men to men and men to themselves.  By these he stirs up resentment, disobedience, rebellion, and yes, self pity.  By these he kills and destroys.   

You can fight back, and you must fight back against the accuser.  No matter what you may suffer physically or materially, far greater suffering is inflicted by taking a wrong turn spiritually in the midst of it, responding in a way that places you in the devil’s jaws.  
Confront, oppose, resist, stand firm, and he will flee from you.  Cast your anxiety on the Lord.  Throw self pity out!  This is spiritual combat!  Peter’s counsel is tough love.
Then, there is the latter part of verse 9.  It reads, “Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that your brothers throughout the world are undergoing the same kind of sufferings.”

YOUR SUFFERING DOES NOT MAKE YOU THE EXCEPTION.
Nothing fuels self-pity like the sense that we have been singled out and made the exception, that God is subjecting us to things others do not have to face. Nothing fuels self-pity, in other words, like comparing what we face unfavorably with what others are going through.  “I’m losing out – They’re not!”

I understand why we are tempted to do this, but why do we believe it?  The devil prowls throughout the earth.  He is an equal opportunity misery-maker.  I hope you are not offended to hear this, but as far as the devil is concerned, you are just another soul to ruin.  That you suffer does not distinguish you.  Distinction comes in how you deal with it.
Resisting the devil and standing firm is a calling shared by many.  In responding faithfully, you join very good company, many of whom you have not met but will. 

The outward circumstances of suffering vary widely, yet these are secondary to the spiritual struggles that accompany them within.  Inside is where your adversary finds his primary battlefield.

Yesterday, Erik and Laurie wrote me an e-mail that they asked me to relate for your prayers.  They have been refused access to the Turners’ apartment in Balekisir; they are entirely unwelcome.

It begins:  “It's been an up and down week.  Having plans

turned upside down without a moment's notice has definitely been a stretching exercise.  And being told "we don't want you to live here" is certainly a first.  As we try to work it out on our own strength, we remember that God knows what he's doing, he has it all under control, and does not make accidents.  So, we submit and wait.  And drink tea.  I had a revelation last night that Turks do a lot of waiting.  And when they wait, they drink their hot tea…I realized that the posture that the Turks have in waiting peacefully (not like we in DC wait for our slow Starbucks server!)…is the posture that we should have before the Lord.  Waiting for him and drinking tea.  Not waiting and fretting, but peacefully waiting.”
They go on to say how they have found a tiny apartment that might do for five months.  They ask us to pray for wisdom and “also,” Laurie wrote, “for peace.”  
“We've had many sleepless nights this week.  I've had migraines and I think Erik's hairline is receding farther.  Some could be from the heat…but obviously not all of it.  We know we trust the Lord, and continue to remind ourselves of that, but in the middle of the night, it's hard to sleep well while fighting a mental spiritual battle.”
“Resist him, standing firm in the faith, because you know that your brothers throughout the world are undergoing the same kind of sufferings.”  This counsel also is tough love.
The question is not, “Why am I being singled out to suffer?”  Rather, “Why should I be expect an exemption?”

Finally verse 10 reads:  “And the God of all grace, who called you to his eternal glory in Christ, after you have suffered a little, while, will himself restore you and make you strong, firm and steadfast.”  

YOU ARE NOT ABANDONED

Even between the lines, I see no pity here, do you?  Not when Peter is emphasizing you’re not abandoned in your sufferings.
You are not being sacrificed, you are being sanctified.  You have not been hung out to dry.  The God of all grace who has called you to his eternal glory in Christ, is at work in you.  
Though the intensity of suffering can make you feel like the hands on the clock have stopped, they have not.  It will end.

In I Corinthians Paul assured the church that the Lord will not allow it to be more than you can withstand.

Peter’s point is much stronger.  Drawing from the best of several translations, God “himself will restore you, confirm you, strengthen you and establish you.”  
These are four different ways of speaking to the same certainty.  Together they speak to one reality.  There is nothing you may lose through suffering that will not be more than completely restored to you, like Job, so your heart has nothing but wonder and praise.

There is nothing taken from you to diminish you, nothing put upon you to weaken you, nothing thrown against you to shake you that the Lord himself shall not restore, or lift, or cast away; even as he wipes away every tear.
How suitable that our text concludes by rejoicing in the fact that God has the power to do exactly what he has promised:  “To him be the power for ever and ever.  Amen.”
The Lord’s tough love is the only antidote to self-pity.  It is good for us to receive.  For nothing is as destructive as self-pity.  As for destruction, nothing brings the devil more pleasure.
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