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Three weeks ago, on Wednesday, April 18, Islamic terrorists entered a small Christian publishing house in Malatya, Turkey, tortured and then murdered three believers, Necati, Ugur, and Tilman.
The church in Turkey grieves over the deaths of these men and grieves for the families, and we here join them in this.

In reporting the incident, the world press expressed shock.  Two thousand years ago, when the apostle Peter wrote this epistle to churches across Turkey, believers faced the same kind of atrocities.  His words might as well have been written last week.
Peter wrote them to raise the standard of hope in the midst of grief, to defend the presence of joy in the midst of sorrow, to remind believers that the source of their joy is far more enduring than the cause of their grief.

As our believers in Turkey today take comfort and hope from these and many other scriptures, I hope for us whose afflictions are for the most part so much less, that we will do the same.

There is an assumption everywhere in our text.  In fact it is everywhere in the Bible.  The griefs we suffer, no matter what their immediate cause, are sent by God.  

There is no question from the context that Peter especially had persecution in mind.  Yet in verse 6 he speaks of grief coming from “all kinds of trials”.  And there all kinds of them.  Sitting in Silver Spring this morning, most of you could quickly come up with the greatest griefs of your life.

Can you think of anything?  I can.  Some of you can think of one, others of two or three or four – the hardest and worst things that ever happened to you.

Peter’s point is, they come from God.  That is what the term “trial” implies.  God’s sovereign will and purpose are behind them.  Note, Peter does not defend this assumption, he was just reminding his audience of what they knew.

They were already convinced that God is sovereign, and that God is good.  Because he is sovereign and good, his good purpose must lie behind all that happens.  Perhaps some of you do not agree with this or haven’t thought about it or struggle with it. 

I agree, this is a big assumption.  That is why I point it out.  Yet, at the same time to assume that God is not good or that He is not sovereign is just as huge an assumption.  It robs you of any reason for hope.  

Christ came to give us hope, to show us that in him is real hope.  He demonstrated God’s goodness on the Cross as he suffered for our sins, and God’s sovereignty at the tomb has he rose from the dead.  If he had not suffered as he did or risen as he has, I would I would challenge the assumption that griefs are in fact trials.  But because he did, I invite you to share mine.
To instill hope in the midst of our griefs, Peter give us four solid assurances.  
1) The cause of your grief will be short lived compared with the cause of your hope, which is everlasting.

“In this (salvation),” Peter wrote, you greatly rejoice though now for a little while you may have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials.”

Is this an unfair attempt to minimize your suffering?  Or a well meaning strategy to distract you from pain?  
Peter’s terms show he was minimizing nothing.  The term translated “suffer grief” is graphic and intense, used to describe the most intense sorrows we know.  It was used to describe Jesus’ experience in the Garden of Gethsemane. (Matt. 26:37), the disciples’ reaction when he was crucified and killed (John 16:20), and the torment we feel when someone we love dies. (I Thess. 4:13)

Peter is not minimizing the griefs we carry.  He is not arguing that they are trifling.  To assume that entirely misses Peter’s point.  They are trials sent by God.  
Peter’s words put our suffering in perspective.  And that is important.  The kind of grief Peter is writing about is overwhelming grief, sorrow like a house on fire – you cannot think of anything else or feel anything else.  It feels like the end of the world, like nothing good can follow, as if chaos has descended and remains.

His point is that in truth, these griefs cannot be compared with the joy that is to come – not in how long they last, not in their intensity.  Not, that is, in their quality.  Our hope in Christ is eternal because it is immediately and directly of God, not of this creation.  It is flawless, incapable of ruin and incapable of improvement.  It’s result is perfect joy.
The sufferings you suffer here are nothing to give up your faith over, no reason to surrender your hope in Christ.  That would be to give up so much over what by comparison is so little.  In Gethsemane Jesus prayed, “Take this cup from me.”  The cross was the agony of agonies, yet he endured it.  Hebrews tells us, he did endure it for the joy set before him.  Following him entails doing the same and for the same reason.

People wonder what will it feel like to be with the Lord in heaven.  It will be joy!  Unspeakably good, utterly satisfying.  The question of whether it was worth all had to be endured to reach heaven is never raised.  Because the answer is so obvious.
Every analogy breaks down and this one perhaps more quickly than others.  But everyone I have ever known who has been married fifty years or more says the same thing.  There were times when it was hard, years when it was really difficult and painful. “Was it worth it to reach this point?” I ask.  The response is always the same.  “Absolutely!” 
2) The griefs you suffer now are trials to strengthen your faith, not destroy it, to ensure your hope, not besmirch it.
Even accepting that the griefs we endure are trials, have you never wondered, what good can possibly come out of this?  This is the question Peter answers in vs. 7:  “These have come so that your faith – of greater worth than gold – which perishes even though refined by fire – may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.”

Whether you live ten years or a hundred and ten, it makes no difference.  To end well, you must endure much.  The strength of your faith at the beginning of your Christian life is not nearly what it needs to be to end well.  It must be strengthened, and the way it gains strength is through trials, by being tested.

At the time, you may not at all be aware of the effect a trial is having in you except for pain.  Others might not see it either.  But afterward, as the pain recedes, there is a strength that wasn’t there before.  It really is a lot like physical exercise.  You test your strength.  For the next two days you hurt.  The following week you test the same muscle, and guess what, the same muscle that hurt so bad last week, can now lift five pounds more or do three more reps.

That is the way it is with trials.  You look back.  You say, “The next time, I’ll remember this promise, or avoid that danger; I’ll seek out fellowship sooner or get more people praying for me, or spend more time alone in prayer.  Not only have you gained knowledge, you have gained resolve.  

The greatest trials of my own life I don’t feel comfortable talking about.  After many, many years in some cases, I can still feel very sad when I think about them, so I won’t go into them.  They are just too personal.  But I will say this, the greater the grief, by God’s grace, the greater the change in me.  The hotter the fire, the greater the effect.  But in most cases it took years for me to recognize the change in myself.  

No how matter how hot the fire of sorrow and grief, remember fire can’t destroy gold, and that is what your faith is.  It can only remove the “combustible impurities”.  That is why you feel the heat.

3) Whatever you suffer now for Christ will increase your joy later when he is revealed.

The end of verse 7 tells us that our faith being tested and proven genuine will result in “praise, glory and honor when Jesus Christ is revealed.”  The text does not explicitly say whether this is praise glory and honor for Christ or the believer, but Peter’s point appears to be it is for the believer.

Yet isn’t all praise, glory and honor due to Christ?  Of course.  Salvation is by grace from first to last.  It is for his praise, glory and honor from first to last.  I submit that you, Christian, are Christ’s trophy.  
But unlike a lifeless, soulless, metal mold on a marble base, you will have the joy of presenting yourself to him.  You will have the joy of adding the triumph of your faith to the triumph of his grace.  It will be for you the happiest thing you have ever done.
Paul put it this way, “For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all.”  I think of gold refined, molded and shaped into a trophy that is weighty, a real tribute to the victor.  It is being given to you, to give to him, to give you joy that adds to his joy…
Peter ends this passage by commenting, “Though you have not seen him, you love him; and even though you do not see him now, you believe in him and are filled with an inexpressible and glorious joy.  For you are receiving the goal of your faith, the salvation of your souls. 
Why does Peter end with such an intense focus on the believer’s love for Christ?  Why is the focus not on Christ’s love for the believer?  Here is the fourth assurance:

4) If suffering does not diminish the love you have for Christ, know for certain it cannot touch the hope Christ has in store for you.
The love you have for him is proof of your faith; even more it is living proof of your salvation.  If you honor Christ with your love in the hour of your trial, how much more will he honor you with his love in the hour of his triumph?

In speaking of your love for the Lord, Peter directs you back not only to the faith that saves as well as that perseveres.  

It is trust in Christ, in Christ personally, that causes us to love him.  It is not confidence that I have biblical answers to life’s most troubling questions, or that I can make sense of evil when it comes.  It is trust in the person God sent to win your trust as your Savior.  Given all that Christ suffered for you and his triumph and his calling you, what more could you require of him?  What does is lacking that would persuade you?
Paul expressed his own faith in such personal terms when he told Timothy how he endured all he endured:  “I know whom I have believed, and I am persuaded the suffering he is able to guard what I have entrusted to him for that day.”  (II Timothy 1:12)
In the end it is all very personal. All that you ever suffer will be just about this: Growing a bond with him that is so strong and so deep that nothing can break it.

As the casket of Necati, one of the Turkish martyrs, was carried onto the church grounds, there were shouts of “Aferin” which means “well done.”  That was a beautiful gesture.  When I heard about it, I started to choke up.  Imagine Necati’s joy at hearing the “Well done!” of his savior.  Now, imagine your own!
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