Sunday, October 31, 2021
The Lord’s Day of Worship
Sermon      “Suffering is Life” – Moses Camacho
· Introduction
Let us pray, Thank you, Lord Jesus for this word. Thank you for your provision and your mercy. Father, would you place your word upon my lips, and would you speak God, what you would have us say, know, and do. Please, Hide your servant behind the cross, And may Jesus Christ be high and lifted up in this place today. In your matchless name we pray, Amen.
For those who don’t know, I was away last week on a medical mission trip to Mexico. I left Friday and came back Wednesday. I have been on several trips in my lifetime, all over the Caribbean and Central America, and this last one was perhaps one of the toughest and heaviest experiences of my life. It was fitting and what I can only call God-ordained that this was my passage to preach and speak on right after this mission trip. 
A detail I was not aware of before heading out on this trip was that the population we would be serving and ministering to would the majority be immigrant refugees from all over South and Central America emigrating North, trying to get as North as possible. Due to the political nature of our world here at present, of which I will not comment on, these refugees have taken camp and refuge and asylum along the border. 
We spent a couple of days in Matamorros, Mexico, coming in and out of Brownsville. And we spent a couple of days in Reynosa, Mexico and Peńitas, Texas. I came back a couple of days earlier than the rest of my team due to logistical complications, but God is still good, and the team accomplished what we could. 
A few of the stories, the things I witnessed, that I am about to share with you struck me deep and profoundly and please forgive me if and when I get emotional sharing… 
· Body
1. Treasure in Jars of Clay
From what we read together in today’s passage, we can clearly see that Paul purposely filled this section of the letter with paradox and provocative images. But these images he always concludes them with an image of hope and power. The treasure we have, in these jars of clay, is what Pastor Chip alluded to last week, “the light that shines in the darkness,..” “the light of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.” It is the gospel of grace which was accomplished by the work of Christ, in his life and on the cross and resurrection, which took place in the past and is being applied by the work of the Holy Spirit now in the present. 
This treasure then, hidden with vulnerable, limited, weak, decaying bodies and vessels, was done on purpose by God to demonstrate that the “all-surpassing power belongs to God and not to us.” Therefore, when Paul was considering his own history, and that of the disciples, his brothers and sisters, and all their sufferings, he can say that “We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed…” for they were witnesses to the goodness of God and the power of the Spirit to endure. 
But what happens if you only heard of God, but never saw him, what happens if you were hoping for love and fellowship, but were left completely alone? What if life, which was meant to be full of joy and full of light, felt like it was only darkness and you were “afflicted in every way, perplexed, (which means, deep inner distress, anxiety or depressions or something darker), persecuted, and struck down (which entails being beaten down to the very ground.” Who would you be without hope and without anybody?
Experience 1: The story of Jose, the abandoned orphan in the orphanage, orphan since birth, no living family, was robbed, beaten, forgotten disabled suffering and dying… prayed for him, heard his story, tears on my hand when praying and gave him a big hug, which brought more tears… how could you leave after that? We had to… we left all the elderly people there with some gifts, medicine, clothes… a drop in the bucket… what brought him to tears, and so myself and my team, once I felt to pray the Gospel to him, that though he felt alone, there was one who died and lives now, so that we would never have to feel alone, and that there was one who promised us new life abundant after this present suffering was over… and that his name was and is Jesus the Christ. all I can do is pray and hope that he believed that truth.
The words afterwards in our passage then I heard continually from the mouths of the caretakers, the pastors who were hosting us in their church and facilities and echoed the heart of their amazing ministries. These people were suffering all kinds of persecution, criticism and threats for taking in the lost, the broken and the abandoned. Especially, taking in those wandering without hope and looking for light. Paul presents to the church that the treasure within these dying vessels leads one in conviction to believe that the same power that raised Jesus from the dead will one day raise us into his presence. It’s the definition of hope. 
And this hope, one that I would dare call, after having seen it with my own eyes, an aggressive hope, is for the purpose, in Paul’s words: “ For it is all for your sake,” [who’s sake? The church. The Lost. Those wandering in the darkness.] “…so that as grace extends to more and more people it may increase thanksgiving, to the glory of God. [and] So we do not lose heart.”
2. “I Will Not Sit and Do Nothing”
I would like to read us verse 16-18, but now in the Message translation:
Verse 16-18, MSG: “So we’re not giving up. How could we! Even though on the outside it often looks like things are falling apart on us, on the inside, where God is making new life, not a day goes by without his unfolding grace. These hard times are small potatoes compared to the coming good times, the lavish celebration prepared for us. There’s far more here than meets the eye. The things we see now are here today, gone tomorrow. But the things we can’t see now will last forever.”
I must emphasize that Paul must not be misunderstood. To clarify, what Paul calls a “light momentary affliction” in the ESV and other translations is NOT him romanticizing or downplaying suffering or death. He does not want death, he knows it very well, seeing it, having had persecuted others, and then himself having had faced it, persecution, and even dying once himself. The point here, the very large and main point Paul is stating, to the Corinthians, to the church, to any wandering and are lost, is that the current days of suffering and pain, for those who dare walk with Christ, is only “small potatoes” when seen as a preparation “for the eternal weight of glory that is beyond all comparison.” 
There is nothing in this life that lasts or is eternal, only Christ, the kingdom of Heaven and all that that entails is what the believer should strive, live for,… [pause] die for. Again, Paul is not leading the reader to desire death or to go looking for it, but our hope should be in the coming future, in the already but not yet, that leads to turn that aggressive and active hope into action. 
Experience #2: Belen, the nurse who helped us in Reynosa, from Guatemala…. Living in one of the many tents with her daughter a beautiful little girl…  and family… helping us with patients, thought she was a member of one of the coordinating teams and churches, or assisting the other YWAM’ers… no, she was one of the people, who decided that she could other sit down and do nothing… or trust in God and do something… I did the math from the stories she told…. she spends about 90 hrs a week, just going around in her 2000 person community, checking on everybody…. No money, no incentive, just compassion and hope… 
Suffering is Life… that’s what she told me… “es parte de la vida.. which means, it’s part of life and we can’t control it… but then she said, “pero lo que hacemos, en que queda nuestra esperanza, eso si esta abajo de nuestro control.”… which translates, “But what we do, in what we place our hope in, that is under our control.” 
Suffering is Life… Paul teaches us that we must suffer, whether in our own walk with the Lord, or whether coming to the aid, support and encouragement of a brother or sister who is in need and in their own suffering, this all contributes to the eternal glory that is coming down the road. 
Suffering is Life, Jose the orphan would hear that and agree, a statement without hope and full of desolation, but when met with hope, that there is life on the other end of suffering it brings tears, “how can there be hope?” Because the one who suffers the worse things suffers with us… 
Suffering is Life, Belen, the nurse from Guatemala, would hear that and agree, a statement that moves her to hope aggressively and work, and do something for the sake of the kingdom, because it’s better than suffering alone and staying still. 
3. If Our Aim is to Please Him, then How?
Lastly, I’d like to read you the last four verses of today’s passage, 6-10, but from the Message. 
2 Cor. 5:6-8, MSG: That’s why we live with such good cheer. You won’t see us drooping our heads or dragging our feet! Cramped conditions here don’t get us down. They only remind us of the spacious living conditions ahead. It’s what we trust in but don’t yet see that keeps us going. Do you suppose a few ruts in the road or rocks in the path are going to stop us? When the time comes, we’ll be plenty ready to exchange exile for homecoming. 9–10 MSG: But neither exile nor homecoming is the main thing. Cheerfully pleasing God is the main thing, and that’s what we aim to do, regardless of our conditions. Sooner or later we’ll all have to face God, regardless of our conditions. We will appear before Christ and take what’s coming to us as a result of our actions, either good or bad.”
This is the same word that not only was preached to the people without hope and living in suffering, it was also shared with me from and by the very same people who shouldn’t have hope, yet still do, even in suffering… There were many cutting-to-the-heart moments in this trip, but there was one that our whole team would shed tears every time it came up:
Experience #3: the nameless boy, who had nothing to his name but the clothes on his body, and a glass coke bottle with marbles he brought from home… those marbles were all he had… his only possession… two team members saw him walking around with it and found out that was his only toy and only possession. He had lost a lot, came with nothing, living in a tent with his own family and two other families… to this moment, only the Lord knows what moved within the heart of this little boy. But what happened next shocked even the kids there that knew him… the boy tugs on the arm of a team member, he kneels down, and the boy takes two marbles out of the bottle and gives it to the gentleman. [plops them right in his hand] and walks away smiling and joyfully. To the point the other team member ran to find the biggest gift she could, which I think was a buzz lightyear backpack and toy, and told the boy it was his, the tears that followed told the rest of the story. 
Families who traveled days without food, many people who didn’t make the trip, people living inside gifted tents, with only the clothes on their back, sleeping on the rock hard pavement, and experiencing all the kinds of horrors one experiences in that situation. I honestly don’t care what you’re political views are, or your opinion on the overall situation in our country today. For a moment, let us acknowledge that suffering is suffering. It is universal. Death and decay plagues all of us. So what do we do?
We follow in the example of Christ, of Paul, of the disciples and believers throughout history, and even the example of those few hundred people who having nothing, fell to their knees and gave their everything to Jesus and placed their hope and trust in him: our aim, our ultimate aim, is please God. However, we can, for if we are disciples, if we are to Love God, and love others as we love ourselves, then let us do it. Honorably, Lovingly, Sacrificially, and Joyfully. 
You know where you are… you know what have done, you know what you haven’t, you know what you have given, and you know what you could have given but didn’t. 
· Conclusion: “What have you given? What are other ways you can give?...
My encouragement and hope for us today is that we not only place our hope in the undying light and power of Jesus Christ, but that as we hope in him and await that eternal glory to come, promised to us and guaranteed through the Holy Spirit, my hope and encouragement for you is that you will take that extra step of recognizing the needs and sufferings of those around you. It doesn’t take much. It can be as simple as donating some plates and bowls and blankets to someone who is moving from a shelter to a new home again.
I am saying this to all of us. Many of us have given beyond our financial and personal comfort, on the other hand there are some of us who have not had the opportunity to go do missions or evangelism yet. Maybe, God is calling you to the ends of your street or moving you to serve a little closer to home…  
Is he moving you to give of your time to come and pray for others during prayer times at the church or more time of prayer for others at home? Maybe it’s getting more involved in a ministry or team of the church? Is he moving you to meet with Matt and plug into a small group? Or rather, to lead one? Is the Lord moving you to connect with more people during times of fellowship and learn new names and stories and recognize any needs? Is he moving you to volunteer with the youth? Or to invite new church members to your home for lunch or dinner? 
Or maybe, just maybe, he’s moving you to go the extra mile and come along on the next mission trip which comes around? To go and provide medical care? To go and minister the Word of God to the Lost? To meet people and families who live outside of your hometown and hear stories upon stories that will move you to your core? Is the Lord moving you To venture outside of your comfort zone and be the hands and feet to bless someone else? 
Or is the Lord moving you to recognize the need in our community, charities, orphanages, women’s shelters, food pantries, community centers, kids performing arts ministries in need of help financially and with volunteers?... It is easy to do nothing and say there’s nothing to do. It’s much harder, but much greater, to just do something, so that someone else would be moved to look the Great One, and then be moved to do something else too.
Suffering is Life, that does not mean we must suffer alone, or live hopelessly. 
Suffering is Life, but that does not mean we have to do nothing, when we can muster up the hope, the courage and the strength to go beyond ourselves and do something.
Suffering is Life, because, in Christ, suffering, even death, leads to Life, and Life everlasting, and we must always remember that Christ Jesus suffers with us, and if his Word is true, and we have plenty reason to believe it is… then we can hope that in the end, he will raise us up from glory to glory, to a brand-new beginning. Amen? Amen.
 
