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Jesus continued:  “There was a man who had two sons.  
The younger one said to his father, ‘Father, give me my share of 
the estate.’  So he divided his property between them. 
 “Not long after that, the younger son got together all he 
had, set off for a distant country and there squandered his 
wealth in wild living.  After he had spent everything, there was 
a severe famine in that whole country, and he began to be in 
need.  So he went and hired himself out to a citizen of that 
country, who sent him to his fields to feed pigs.  He longed to 
fill his stomach with the pods that the pigs were eating, but no 
one gave him anything. 
 “When he came to his senses, he said, ‘How many of my 
father’s hired men have food to spare, and here I am starving to 
death!  I will set out and go back to my father and say to him: 
Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you.  I am no 
longer worthy to be called your son; make me like one of your 
hired men.’  So he got up and went to his father. 
 “But while he was still a long way off, his father saw him 
and was filled with compassion for him; he ran to his son, 
threw his arms around him and kissed him. 
 “The son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against 
heaven and against you.  I am no longer worthy to be called 
your son.’ 
 “But the father said to his servants, ‘Quick! Bring the best 
robe and put it on him.  Put a ring on his finger and sandals on 
his feet.  Bring the fattened calf and kill it.  Let’s have a feast 
and celebrate.  For this son of mine was dead and is alive again; 
he was lost and is found.’ So they began to celebrate. 



 “Meanwhile, the older son was in the field.  When he came 
near the house, he heard music and dancing.  So he called one 
of the servants and asked him what was going on.  ‘Your 
brother has come,’ he replied, ‘and your father has killed the 
fattened calf because he has him back safe and sound.’ 
 “The older brother became angry and refused to go in.  So 
his father went out and pleaded with him.  But he answered his 
father, ‘Look!  All these years I’ve been slaving for you and 
never disobeyed your orders.  Yet you never gave me even a 
young goat so I could celebrate with my friends. But when this 
son of yours who has squandered your property with 
prostitutes comes home, you kill the fattened calf for him!’ 
 “’My son,’ the father said, ‘you are always with me, and 
everything I have is yours.  But we have to celebrate and be 
glad, because this brother of yours was dead and is alive again; 
he was lost and is found.’” 
 
SERMON:   
 
The past couple of weeks, we have been talking about spiritual 
transformation and what it means to grow in the image and 
likeness of Jesus; this is the purpose that God has called all of 
humanity into, that we would be conformed to the image of 
Christ, that we would begin to live as a true humanity that we 
would be able to put off our old false selves and put on the new 
self in Christ.  Now all of this language through all of these 
years are great hopes and promises, but the question arises for 
us is, “How do we make sure the rubber meets the road,” that 
we don’t just talk about Christ, we don’t just talk about 
imitating Christ, but we actually begin to live this out.  So for 
the past couple of weeks we have been looking at that spiritual 
journey and what we recognize throughout the history and 
tradition of the church is that there is a journey that we go on 
in life that God uses and incorporates all the things of our life 



and everything truly belongs as an opportunity for us to grow 
in maturity.  We want to continue reflecting on that this 
morning. 
 
I want to begin with a passage from James 1:2-4: 
 
 Consider it pure joy, my brothers, whenever you face 
trials of many kinds, because you know that the testing of your 
faith develops perseverance.  Perseverance must finish its 
work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking 
anything. 
 
Now how many of you have suffered in life?  You’ve had 
hardship, you’ve had pain, you’ve wondered, “Where are you 
God?  Where are you my friends?  Where are all of you in this?”  
We’ve been there, right?  Pain and suffering is part of the 
human experience and often times when things are going 
really well, when we think we’re doing the right things, we 
find, strangely enough that we begin to experience hardship 
anyway, and that can be a sense for us.  We often look at God as 
if, “What are you doing?  I’ve been honoring you all along, why 
aren’t you holding up your end of the bargain?”  And in fact, 
there was one of the great saints; she once said after a devoted 
time of prayer, “Lord, I understand why you don’t have many 
friends, because I see what happens to your friends.”   
 
This is a time and a question of suffering when we experience 
these things in life; we’re forced to wrestle with these things.  
So, I want to keep this passage in James in the back of our 
minds as well that when we encounter these moments, they 
become an opportunity for growth as well. 
 



I won’t go so far to say that God offers these moments, but God 
does redeem these moments if we can truly face them and 
experience them. 
 
The spiritual journey is often divided up into four categories, 
or four stages, if you will, and it’s not stages like I just walked 
up those steps when I step off the bottom step, I step onto the 
next one, it’s more cycles, back and forth; you move back and 
forth between the stages. 
 
So, the four stages that they talk about are awakening, 
purgation, illumination and union.  And they talk about these 
things as stages of life of spiritual journey that we go through 
in our life. 
 
Now awakening is a pretty straightforward one.  Its what 
opens our eyes to how different we are from God.  When we 
have a moment where you experience God’s holiness and our 
unholiness and it’s like, “Whoa, I can’t believe Jesus forgives us, 
while His enemies are nailing Him to the cross!  I can’t do that!”  
We see this separation between ourselves and God and we 
realize, “I got a long ways to go in maturing.”  Oftentimes what 
can happen in that awakening is that sometimes it comes 
through in a moment of suffering.  When everything has been 
going to plan, usually we just stay on plan, right?  When 
something disrupts the plan, that’s what opens our eyes to 
rethinking about how things are going.  So there can be this 
moment of rupture that opens us up to a sense of maybe God 
has something else for us. 
 
Purgation is a fancy way of saying, “It’s the stripping away of 
those things that hinder us in the spiritual journey” whether 
it’s sin or good things that distract us from better things; it’s 
stripping away of those things in our lives, and it can be painful 



because the reason that those things are there is because they 
bring us a measure of comfort.  Often times even the sin is a 
way of coping with the reality of the world, and so purgation is 
about stripping those things away. 
 
And then illumination is what happens once those things have 
been stripped away, and we no longer have that crutch to lean 
on, we begin to realize, “Whoa, there’s actually a sense of 
freedom here because when I take away my crutch then I have 
to lean on something else, and I begin to lean into God a little 
bit more in this.”  So there’s a transformation that takes place 
in that as well. 
 
Finally union is a stage of growth where it’s really you begin to 
live out that freedom in Christ, it’s an awareness of this new 
self. 
 
So, just in case, you think I’m making this up, lets look at the 
life of some of our biblical heroes and see where this shows up: 
 
Let’s talk about Joseph, now you may remember Joseph from 
the Technicolor Dream Coat, there’s a little more to the story 
though.  Joseph was one of the sons, and he was favored by his 
father, he was the favorite. 
 
Now how many of you have siblings?  Now you know Mom and 
Dad always said they didn’t have favorites, right, but you know 
they had favorites, right?  Whether it was the younger sibling 
or the older sibling, we have some friends who refer to their 
brother as “The Golden Child,” right?  This is a dynamic that we 
experience in families.  Well Joseph was the Golden Child in his 
father’s eyes; he could do no wrong, he got a special coat made 
by his father, when the other sons didn’t get anything.  What do 
you think began to happen in the relationship between Joseph 



and his brothers as a result of that?  There is some jealousy 
going on, there’s some anger going on, there’s some frustration, 
and Joseph, he really helped the matter because he had these 
dreams and he would talk about these dreams with his 
brothers and he would say, “I had this dream where I was there 
and you were there and you were all bowing down to me.”  
That goes over really well with your older brother or sister, 
doesn’t it?   
 
So at some point, it gets to the point where the brothers are 
just filled with rage towards their brother, and they actually do 
a great hardship to him.  They take him, they strip off the coat 
that their Dad had given him and they throw him into a well 
and their debating what to do; some of the brothers actually 
want to kill him, it’s gotten that bad in the family reunion that 
they would actually want to kill their brother, so then one of 
the oldest brothers, steps in and says, “We can’t kill him; 
there’s just no way with that.”  So he plans, when they all go 
back and cool off a little bit, he will come back to the well he’ll 
get Joseph out of the well once he’s learned his lesson, right?  
Because, you know, little brothers need to learn their lesson 
every now and then, so he plans to come back, but while he’s 
away from the brothers, a group of slave traders comes along 
and they decide, “Well, we can’t kill him, so we’ll sell him!”   
 
So they fish him out of the well, and they sell him off into 
slavery and he ends up down in Egypt and he goes through a 
great number of trails and struggles there; low and behold 
later in his life, his brothers have to come before him because 
he has become the right hand man in Egypt at this point, and 
he’s in charge of distributing food during a great famine. 
 
So he sees his brothers before him and what does he do?  He 
sets a test for them, and he actually makes them choose 



whether or not they will leave behind their father’s second 
favorite son to feed their family or if they’ll all just stay in 
communion and die together starving; just a beautiful test, 
right?  And Joseph sets this up and they have to make a 
decision and through the course of this, and what ends up 
happening is Joseph graciously feeds his family, welcomes 
them, reveals his identity and there’s a bit of reunion and 
celebration, especially for his father who thought his beloved 
son had died all those years before. 
 
Now I would wager to you that the way we tell this story is not 
just one of constant upward success, always up and to the right 
for Joseph.  He gets thrown into a well by his brothers, they sell 
him into slavery, he gets accused of a crime he didn’t commit 
and he ends up in prison.  While he’s in prison then, the 
Pharaoh hears about his gifts and talents and summons him 
and eventually he becomes his right hand man, but even then 
he’s got to try and solve the struggles of famine in Egypt and 
the surrounding regions at that time. 
 
There’s all sorts of suffering and pain and difficulty along the 
way in Joseph’s life, and if we overlook that, we can set him up 
as this ideal that we can never reach because it’s like, “I can’t 
do that because look at all the stuff going wrong.” 
 
When we look at Joseph, we see how God even uses those 
moments of hardship and frustration from our own choice and 
from other people’s choices, and sometimes from no one’s 
choice at all to redeem those moments, to grow us and mature 
us so we can be the sorts to forgive our enemies. 
 
Paul, Paul had a name before he was named Paul, what was it?  
Saul!  Saul was know for one thing and one thing only; he was 
going around in the early church after Jesus’ resurrection as 



they’re proclaiming the gospel, he is going around with a 
vendetta to arrest, imprison, and kill Christians for being 
heretics against the one True God of Israel.  So he’s going 
around and he gets warrants to go to Damascus and do the 
same.  As he’s on the road to Damascus, he has a vision.  Jesus 
appears to him as a great light that knocks him on his butt 
literally and a disembodied voice that is telling him, “Saul, Saul, 
why are you persecuting me?”  “Who are you, Lord?”   “I am 
Jesus, the one you are persecuting” which is Jesus aligning with 
his body, that when the body is persecuted, Jesus himself is 
persecuted, but more importantly, it’s Jesus literally disrupting 
Paul’s life by knocking him on his butt.  Sometimes we need 
knocked on our butt so we can open our eyes to the truth that 
God is leading us into; a truth that we don’t want to face when 
things are going our way. 
 
Remember, Paul’s whole motivation in this was for the glory of 
God; that’s why he was killing Christians.  Jesus shows up and 
says, “No, no, no, no, no…I like the motivation, but we need to 
redirect this energy.”  So what he does, Paul goes blind, he goes 
into a village where there is a follower of Jesus there who heals 
his eyes and explains to him what’s going on, and then Paul 
immediately goes out onto his missionary journeys, right?  No, 
if you read the text, what actually happens?  Paul actually takes 
three years to go live in the desert by himself to figure out 
what in the world is going on; his whole life gets upended and 
he has to sort things out.  It’s at the end of those three years in 
the wilderness that he is able to return and step into the world 
with a message of hope and love and grace and unity and 
reconciliation.  
 
There is a process to our lives; it doesn’t happen overnight.  
Our eyes have to be opened, we have to see what it means to 
rely on God and we have to have those things that hold us back 



from that stripped away so that we can experience real union 
with God. 
 
Often times this takes place through suffering or rupture. 
 
Turn with me to Luke, chapter 15: 
 
We’ve camped here in the story of the prodigal son because we 
want to talk about the prodigal father and what the father who 
is overly generous does for us in our journey.  We’ve been here 
a couple of weeks, so just briefly to repeat: 
 
When Jesus tells this story, He is telling it in response to the 
Pharisees complaining that He has meals with tax collectors 
and sinners; that He’s welcoming those into the kingdom who 
have no business being there because they live lives that 
dishonor God and their neighbor. 
 
So, He welcomes them in and He tells a series of parables about 
this, and He culminates with this one, and He tells a story about 
a young man who goes to his father and says, “Father, I want 
my share of the inheritance.”  In short, what he is saying is, 
“Dad, I wish you were dead already, I wish I could have my 
share of the property already and I wish I could do this.” 
 
Now in the ancient world and in the Middle East to this day, if 
you talked with your father with that sort of disrespect, your 
father would be obligated before God and the community to 
beat you until you recanted.  For your own good, you’ve got to 
learn how to live in this world and one of the things of living in 
this world is to honor your father and mother; that’s the 
expectation of the audience at this point.  Jesus turns their 
expectation on its head; the father complies with his wishes.  
He gives him his share of the inheritance even though his son 



has just wished him dead, he graciously takes that shame upon 
himself, he gives him his inheritance, the son takes the 
inheritance, he converts it into cash and he leaves, going off to 
a far land which automatically means he is going into the land 
of the Gentiles; historically the Gentiles and the Jews tried to 
remain intentionally separate; the whole goal was to stay 
separated so that the Jews could remain the chosen people of 
God, pure and undefiled by the nations around them. 
 
Now for most of us in this room, we’re part of those nations 
around us; we’re not from any sort of Jewish heritage or 
ancestry, so this is one of the reasons why it’s good news for 
you and me, because we were always on the outside, so what 
Jesus is doing is bringing all of us together on the inside in His 
Father’s house, and we see this in the parable here. 
 
So, the young man goes off to a far away land and he’s there 
and he’s having a good time and he’s sharing the wealth and 
he’s spreading the wealth all around and he’s making really 
poor decisions, as young people often do with their money and 
as a result, he ends up totally broken, he has no money left, he 
has no resources left, he’s starving and bankrupt.  He still can’t 
go back home though.  The reason being, in that culture, in that 
tradition, there was actually a ceremony where if you lost your 
family’s inheritance to the Gentiles, they would take and they 
would meet you at the edge of the village as you came home 
and they would have a jar and they would smash the jar at your 
feet and they would say, “You can’t come back, you are dead to 
us;” it is the ultimate in shunning.  So they would reject you 
and would send you out, so he knows he can’t go home empty-
handed. 
 
So he gets a job, and like any self-respecting young Jewish lad, 
the only job he can find at that time is taking care of pigs.  Pigs 



are an unclean animal; it makes the people who take care of 
them unclean as well, so he is losing all respect he has for 
himself in the process of this.  He is suffering greatly.  He is 
suffering so much; he is so hungry that he wishes he could just 
eat some of what the pigs are eating. 
 
Now I don’t know about any of you, I love the taste of bacon, 
but I’ve never been to the point where I’ve wondered about, 
“Ooo, I wonder what the pigs are having this morning.”  He’s 
that desperate, he’s broken, and he’s being humbled by his 
experiences in life, but not yet broken because he comes up 
with a plan.  He comes to his senses, is the way the NIV 
translates it, and what it means is he starts to think of himself, 
he starts to think of a plan out of this, he begins to scheme like 
we often do in these moments because our scheming is what 
brought us there, right?  HE’s in this situation because his 
scheming, his plotting and his planning for his life brought him 
there.   
 
At some point, when somebody is making so many mistakes, 
the solution is to not for them to continue relying on their own 
wits and wisdom because their wits and wisdom are failing 
them and they need to be reaching out for new ideas, new 
thoughts.  The thinking that brings us into the situation is not 
the thinking that can get us out of the situation.  There needs to 
be a new way of thinking about our lives.  
 
So he’s sitting there and he begins to plot and plan on his own. 
“I will go back and offer myself to my father, I will apologize 
and say, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and against you, 
take me back as one of your hired hands, I am no longer fit to 
be called your son.’  So in a rejection of his true identity as son, 
he decides, “I will earn my way back in, I will earn my keep, I 
will make it work.” 



So, he sets out to go back.  Notice there is no repentance in his 
life at this point, it’s no real changing of the mind.  His whole 
picture of his father is transactional; it’s no new way of seeing 
how his father could ever forgive him, in fact, his mindset 
reminds me a lot of what we see with the older brother at the 
end of the story.  “I have to earn my way, my father’s like a 
cruel landlord and slave owner and I have slaved for him, only I 
rebelled, and so I’ve got to go back, I got to earn my keep now, I 
got to make my way in this.” 
 
So he returns.  His father knowing that the village would see 
him and would meet him at the edge of the village with the jar 
and they would smash it and drive him off and reject him, his 
father runs to him.  Something that no self-respecting man in 
the Middle East would ever do; he runs to him, he embraces 
the one who has shamed, not only himself but his father and 
his entire family and the village.  He embraces him, he throws 
his hands around him, not his hands on his neck but his hands 
around him, pulls him in tight and showers him with kisses, 
and he calls for a servant to bring a signet ring with the family 
crest on it, to bring a robe to clothe his son, to bring sandals; 
that’s how desperate and destitute this young man had gotten, 
he didn’t even have shoes on his feet at that time.  Bring all of 
those things and while you’re at it, tell them to slaughter the 
fatted calf because we’re going to celebrate because my son 
who was dead is alive, he was lost and now he’s found! 
 
The son comes to his senses as he experiences the suffering in 
his life and as he comes back in a journey he realizes that no, 
he doesn’t have to earn his way, his father graciously prepares 
a way for him and that’s what I want to emphasize from that 
this morning. 
 



There’s a suffering and rupture in his life; everything was going 
well, he had all the money in the world, he had all the time in 
the world and he had lots of friends because when you have 
lots of money you throw lots of parties and so you have lots of 
friends and so everybody likes you; you’re always having a 
good time, right?  But there’s that rupture, something goes 
wrong, you run out, you lose energy, you get hurt, you get sick, 
you lose your wealth; whatever it is that happens; you lose 
your job, you go through a separation, whatever it is that falls 
apart, the music stops, the party ends and it can always open 
itself to something new. 
 
Dr. Henry Cloud calls this “Necessary Endings” a chance to see 
our lives and see that there are things that we need to let go of, 
and in that letting go, we find that there’s a newness that 
happens within us, there’s a change that happens within us as 
we face that suffering and that rupture and we let go of an old 
way of looking at the world and we embrace a new way of 
looking at the world, there’s a transformation that takes place 
within us; not so that we can leave behind all those things, but 
we engage with them through new eyes.  Notice how the son’s 
journey in this parable; he goes away, he suffers, he returns 
home and he is embraced with a whole new way of looking at 
the world by his father’s actions, reminded of his true identity 
as a son. 
 
What happens if we don’t face the legitimate suffering in our 
life?  The reality of pain and hurt in this world because often 
times we don’t want to, it’s there and we want to avoid it, we 
want to move on from it.  What happens is we become 
neurotic.  Neurosis is a substitute for legitimate suffering.  
Legitimate suffering is the price of being human; there is good 
and bad in our lived lives as humans; it comes with the 
territory of being human.  To acknowledge you’re having a bad 



day is to say, “I’m human, life happens!  There are decisions I 
make that don’t work out, there are decisions that others make 
that don’t work out that affect me.  There are decisions that 
others make and do work out and affect me very negatively; 
these are things that happen in our lives, we can’t control and 
avoid it, and what happens with neurosis, it’s on the spectrum 
of anxiety and what we have there is it begins to become this 
overwhelming stress in our lives.  It’s like when you were a kid 
and you had a beach ball, you know something filled with air 
and anytime you’re around a body of water there’s this kind of 
universal experience that you want to try and push the ball 
down under the water, right and what happens?  Well when 
you’re really young there’s this great joy in watching it explode 
up, right?  So maybe you’re parents are playing with you and 
they push it down and it comes up and you’re really that joy 
and surprise like “whoa, it just happened!” 
 
But later in life as you grow, it’s “how long can I hold it under” 
right?  I want to prove my strength, and so you hold it under 
and you hold it under and then what happens to the ball?  It 
squirts out one side or the other, right, because the buoyancy 
has to force itself out.  That’s what happens with suffering in 
our life. 
 
When we push the suffering down, when we ignore the 
suffering, when we avoid the suffering, it has to come out 
somewhere and if we don’t face it, if we don’t process it and if 
we don’t embrace it to some extent, it often comes out in 
damaging ways to those around us, whatever is not processed 
is communicated to others, and so what we’re invited to in our 
spiritual journey is to face these things and allow them to be 
transformed.  When we avoid them, it stifles our growth and it 
affects us and it affects those around us.  Life is going to hurt 
sometimes; the key is not to overcorrect when it begins to hurt.   



 
When you’re driving a car and get on black ice and you begin to 
slide, what do they tell you to do?  Don’t overcorrect, right?  
You want to turn back into it, but don’t overcorrect because 
when you overcorrect, what happens?  You end up in the ditch.  
This is what happens in our life too, life hurts sometimes.  
Don’t overcorrect when it begins to hurt, face it and 
acknowledge it in the presence of God. 
 
When we try to substitute something pleasant for something 
painful we develop and anxiety within us that begins to affect 
the rest of our lives as well; it causes us to miss out on the 
fullness of life, both the good and the bad and opportunities to 
know ourselves and those around us.  Healthy!  Especially 
when it comes to mental health and I would say spiritual health 
because I think they are very intimately linked is learning to 
suffer well, to sit with and face the pain in life.  This is what 
perseverance and endurance looks like that James is writing 
about, and I would say, that is one of the most important 
reasons why, especially in a community of faith, but even in 
your family, you need to do your best to integrate the 
generations because we are younger, we don’t know how to 
handle suffering, and those of you who have lived long enough 
you have suffered, and you have suffered well you need to 
teach the next generation how to suffer well, and it’s never too 
late to learn how to suffer well, how to face the hardship in life 
in a way that it can grow us and transform us. 
 
What happens when you experience trauma is your body will 
actually shut down your awareness so that you can just get 
through it, so you can endure it, but what’s important is that 
we go back and revisit those pains and hurts to process them, 
sitting with them in the presence of God, sitting with our 
enemies in the presence of God; just like Psalm 23 tells us 



because numbness to that pain is numbness in the rest of our 
lives, so we sit with it, sometimes alone but also in the 
presence of others even when we are alone, that there’s a body 
of life around us that will support us in this. 
 
Just a word about this: sometimes you’re not the one who is 
hurting, it’s the person next to you in the pew or the person 
next to you in the housing addition, right? 
 
Job, because when we’re talking about suffering, we have to go 
to Job, right?   Job 16:2 – listen to what he says; this is after his 
friends have come to comfort him, okay, we’re going to go real 
quick, crash course on how to comfort someone who is 
suffering or sometimes we learn what to do by watching what 
you don’t do! 
 
Job replied: “I have heard many things like these; miserable 
comforters are you all!  Will your long-winded speeches never 
end?  What ails you that you keep on arguing?”   
 
If you’ve ever had a moment where your hurting and suffering 
and somebody comes to you with a theological argument for 
why this has happened to you, it doesn’t bring you any comfort, 
does it?  That’s not what I need right now!  I need somebody to 
sit with me in this!  Job’s friends were coming to him with all 
these reasons why these hardships had happened to him.  All 
these reasons, “Job, there’s got to be unconfessed sin in your 
life. God is good, He wouldn’t do this to you, there’s got to be 
something wrong with you!  You need to do something about 
this!”   
 
And Job “I just lost my family, I have boils, I lost all my wealth 
and your solution is to tell me that that is my fault?  There’s no 
comfort in these words.  Will your long-winded speeches never 



end?  What ails you that you keep on arguing?  What’s wrong 
with you that you have to figure out my pain and solve it, like 
an algebra equation? 
 
The best thing you can do when somebody by you is hurting 
and suffering is to sit with them in it, to come alongside of 
them in it, to share a cup of coffee, to be with them in those 
dark spots in the night and let them share as they need to 
share, to cry with them, to feel their pain. 
 
One of the best lessons I learned about comforting someone in 
a time of grief, came from a Psychology professor at the 
university, Dr. Wayne _________ and he talked about the 
experience of his fiancé dying and the tragedy, and he was 
there at the funeral home and he talked about how everybody 
came through the receiving line and not one person looked him 
in the eye while they were giving condolences.  The thing that 
he told us is, “If you ever what to share someone’s suffering?  
Look them in the eye.”  The eyes are what, the windows to the 
soul.  When you look someone in the eye, you connect, you 
empathize with them, and you minister to them in ways that 
words cannot.  So the great challenge is to be with people when 
they are hurt and suffering and not try to solve it so quickly 
that they aren’t properly allowed space to grieve and to be sad, 
it’s okay in the time of grief to be sad, it’s natural and it’s 
important. So, in those pastoral moments, allow people space 
for that.  Don’t try to cheer them up; it’s okay for them to be 
sad, that’s part of life too, right?  Ecclesiastes right?  You know 
the song that’s made famous: There is a season, turn, turn, 
turn, right?  There is a time for sadness, there is a time for joy, 
and it’s all part of the life God’s given us. 
 



Now, in your Bibles, turn with me to John 21 and see how this 
can work because I think what’s going on in this passage is 
Jesus doing some therapy with Peter. 
 
John 21, okay!  Briefly, here’s what happens in the story: Jesus 
died on a cross, He forgave His enemies, He was dead for 3 
days and He is risen again; that’s where we are in the story. 
 
While He’s there in John 21, verse 1:  
 
Afterwards Jesus appeared again to his disciples, by the Sea of 
Tiberius.  It happened this way: Simon Peter, Thomas (called 
Didymus), Nathaniel from Cana in Galilee, the sons of Zebedee, 
and two other disciples were together.  “I’m going out to fish,” 
Simon Peter told them, and they said, “We’ll go with you.”  So 
they went out and got into the boat, but that night they caught 
nothing. 
 
Okay, you know it’s a real story because the fisherman said 
they caught nothing.  Yeah!  What just happened for Peter?  
When Jesus was on trial, what did Peter experience?  Now 
before the trial, Peter said, “Lord, they’ll never take you” and 
when they came to take Him, he actually took his sword and he 
chopped the ear off one of the guards servants, right?  And 
Jesus says, “Peter, put your sword away!”   He tapes the guy’s 
ear on and He rubs a little dirt in it because that’s what heals 
everything and he puts it back on the guy’s ear and He heals 
him, and then He gets arrested and is taken off to trial.  What 
happens later that night?  Peter does what?  He denies Him 
three times and at the end of the third denial, he hears the 
rooster crow and he runs off in great shame and in great pain, 
right because all along, all throughout the gospels, Peter is this 
manly sort of man; he’s always angry, he’s always loud, he’s 
always full of bravado and always, “I’m going to do the right 



thing!”  And then he doesn’t do the right thing?  And what 
happens?  He wilts in the pressure, in the stress of it and he 
falls away, he denies and he runs off. 
 
So, Peter, as we often do when we experience great drama, 
great pain, he goes back to the comfort of the familiar – he was 
a fisherman before Jesus, he’s going to go fishing.  He can’t 
figure it out, he doesn’t know what’s going on, he’s heard 
rumors that Jesus has resurrected, he knows that the tomb is 
empty, “This doesn’t make sense!  I’m going fishing!”  So he 
goes fishing. 
 
Early in the morning, Jesus stood on the shore, but the disciples 
did not realize that it was Jesus.  He called out to them, 
“Friends (literally lads) haven’t you any fish?” 
 
“No,” they answered. 
 
He said, “Throw your net on the right side of the boat and you 
will find some.”  When they did, they were unable to haul the 
net in because of the large number of fish.  Which recounts an 
experience earlier in the lives of the disciples as well, so there’s 
a little trigger of memory for them, a little hint of here’s what’s 
happening.   
 
Then the disciple whom Jesus loved said to Peter, “It is the 
Lord!”  As soon as Simon Peter heard him say, “It is the Lord,” 
he wrapped his outer garment around him (for he had taken it 
off) and jumped into the water.  
 
Now, how many of you have ever been skydiving before?  Me 
neither.  I don’t understand getting out of a perfectly good 
plane; it doesn’t make sense to me!  Why would you get out of a 
perfectly good boat?  Peter is doing something really weird 



here, right?  So when we push down and we deny the suffering 
and trauma in our life, we act out in neurotic ways, we begin to 
do things that don’t make sense to the people around us, we 
get a little crazy when we don’t face these things. 
 
Peter is acting in a very strange way as he is trying to process 
his grief and face it and figure it out.   
 
So he jumps into the lake, one of the reasons why this is really 
weird, a lot of people in that day and age don’t know how to 
swim, for whatever reason when Peter is doing this, he’s taking 
a great risk, he might not even make it to shore; this is a guy 
who doesn’t swim well.  One of the reasons why he probably 
panicked while he was walking on the water and began to sink, 
but it doesn’t matter, he’s compelled, he’s got to do something, 
he’s got to go! 
 
The other disciples followed in the boat, towing the net full of 
fish for they were not far from shore, about a hundred yards.  
When they landed, they saw a fire of burning coals there with 
fish on it, and some bread.  (Because Jesus brings you comfort 
food – bacon and eggs, a little fish, some toast with some nice 
jam and spread, Jesus meets them in that moment, again, 
always ministering to them, meeting them where they’re at.  
“They don’t have any food?  All right, I can handle that!”  He 
meets them where there at with what they need.) 
 
Jesus said to them, “Bring some of the fish you have just 
caught.”  Simon Peter climbed aboard and dragged the net 
ashore.  It was full of large fish, 153, but even with so many the 
net was not torn.  Jesus said to them, “Come and have 
breakfast.”  None of the disciples dared ask him, “Who are 
you?”  They knew it was the Lord.  Jesus came, took the bread 
and gave it to them, and did the same with the fish.  This was 



now the third time Jesus appeared to his disciples after he was 
raised from the dead.  (They recount the taking and the giving 
of the bread at the Last Supper, He’s doing it again, you’ll notice 
Jesus repeats over and over again until we catch it, so He’s 
there with them. 
 
When they had finished eating, Jesus said to Simon Peter,  
“Simon, son of John, do you truly love me more than these?”  
“Yes, Lord” he said, “You know that I love you.”  Jesus said, 
“Feed my lambs.”  Again Jesus said, “Simon son of John, do you 
truly love me?”  He answered, “Yes, Lord, you know that I love 
you.”  “Jesus said, “Take care of my sheep.”  The third time he 
said to him, “Simon son of John, do you love me?”  Peter was 
hurt because Jesus asked him the third time, “Do you love me?”  
He said, “Lord, you know all things; you know that I love you.”  
Jesus said, “Feed my sheep.  I tell you the truth, when you were 
younger you dressed yourself and went where you wanted; but 
when you are old you will stretch out your hands, and someone 
else will dress you and lead you where you do not want to go.”  
Jesus said this to indicate the kind of death by which Peter 
would glorify God.  Then he said to him, “Follow me!” 
 
How many times did Peter deny Jesus?  Three!  How many 
times did Jesus ask Peter, “Do you love me?”  How many times 
did it actually take for Peter to feel the hurt and pain that, 
“Wow!  Jesus has some questions about whether or not I love 
Him!”  Three.  Jesus is going back and with each of those 
moments, He’s helping Peter face the denial one for one, face 
the denial and now embrace this new reality.  “You weren’t 
strong enough then, I need you to be strong enough now!  We 
don’t need to dwell on the past, but we do need to face it, we do 
need to encounter it, learn from it and incorporate it into our 
new future that God is doing with us.  Jesus is working on 
healing the wounds and His relationship with Peter here, 



because what do we know what happens with Peter the rest of 
his ministry?  He’s humbled quite a bit!  His way of 
approaching ministry has changed from the gospels when we 
begin to read about him in the Book of Acts and the Epistles 
because he has a much stronger awareness of his own 
shortcomings along the way, and that’s what allows him to 
eventually be lead by someone else to go where he didn’t want 
to go.  His ego and his will had to be broken down so it could be 
submitted and used by God later on in life in ministry.  “Follow 
Me!” 
  
Peter turned and saw that the disciple whom Jesus loved was 
following them.  And when Peter saw him he said, “Lord, what 
about him?  Why are you spending all your time on me, can’t 
we just focus on him for a while?  I don’t want to do this, I don’t 
want to go down that road, what about them over there?  Let’s 
talk about what’s wrong with them for awhile, God!” 
 
Jesus answered, “If I want him to remain alive until I return, 
what is that to you?  You must follow me.”  Pretty simple, right?  
His point is stop focusing on him, focus on what I’m calling you 
to and follow Me.” 
 
Now notice what they do with this: 
 
Because of this, the rumors spread among the brothers that 
this disciple would not die. 
 
So again, adventures in missing the point, his whole point is 
“No, Peter, you need to follow Me.  Don’t worry about him, if he 
lives until I come back again, don’t worry about it” and what 
happens, they miss the point about following, right? And they 
focus instead on the crazy, “Well, Jesus said he might last until 
Jesus comes back again, he might never die!”  They focus on 



this sensational thing instead of focusing on the real nuts and 
bolts thing that Jesus is calling them to follow Him.  And you’ll 
notice what the witness in scripture says then, “But Jesus did 
not say that he would not die; he only said, “if I want him to 
remain alive until I return, what is that to you?” 
 
Focus on the work that God is doing in your life, where He is 
calling you to follow and obey, don’t get fixated on the others, 
don’t focus on those things. 
 
Many of us spend lots of time and energy trying to avoid the 
struggle of the world, whether it’s in our pain and our history, 
or it’s in the broader world around it, we wilt from it, just like 
Peter did that night.  Jesus doesn’t give up on us, He meets us 
and He wants to mature through that so we can really face 
what’s in the world and the work that God has called us to.  
God is wanting to strengthen us for the journey of 
reconciliation because it takes strong people to be 
peacemakers that Jesus has called us to be.  It takes strong 
people to forgive our enemies.  It takes strong people to engage 
in love with a world that causes and inflicts hurting, without 
even knowing why it does it.  Jesus is maturing us, God is 
maturing us so we can join Him in this work of reconciliation, 
and so we can move on into mature ministry, embracing 
people where they are and encouraging them to come forward 
despite our shortcomings. 
 
The title for this morning’s sermon: “A Beautiful Struggle” 
actually comes from a reference to Martin Luther King and we 
have a holiday remembering him shortly, but he actually got 
this concept from Paul in Romans because where it comes from 
is from a speech where he was calling upon those who are 
listening in his audience; this is April 4, 1967, a year to the day 
before he would be assassinated, and he said, “We have a 



choice between nonviolent coexistence or violent co co-
annihilation.  The world has gotten to this point in the nuclear 
age where we either figure out how to nonviolently coexist 
with one another or we’re going to end up destroying one 
another.”  And here’s what he says, “Now let us begin…let us 
rededicate ourselves to the long and bitter but beautiful 
struggle for a new world.  This is the calling of the sons of God 
and our brothers wait eagerly for our response.” 
 
Listen to Romans chapter 8, verse 18: 
 
I consider that our present sufferings are not worth comparing 
with the glory that will be revealed in us.  The creation waits in 
eager expectation for the sons of God to be revealed.  For the 
creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, 
but by the will of the one who subjected it, in hope that the 
creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay and 
brought into the glorious freedom of the children of God. 
 
King is drawing on Paul’s words here about facing the suffering 
of the world and being strong enough to do something about it.  
And if you know enough about the life of Dr. Martin Luther 
King, Jr. you know he was not a perfect man, he was not a saint, 
except in the sense that any of us are saints in Christ, he had 
many shortcomings in his personal life and he had 
shortcomings in his professional life, but God used him to face 
the struggle and turn up the volume on the struggle to the 
point where he began to see changes begin. 
 
A year after the speech, when he was calling on us to make the 
right choice to transform this pending cosmic elegy into a 
creative psalm of peace, he had a way with words, he is 
assassinated.  He was assassinated because people didn’t want 



to face the pain of change, so they inflicted destruction upon 
his life instead of joining him in this. 
 
If we will but make the right choice, we will be able to speed up 
the day, all over America, all over the world when justice rolls 
down like waters and righteousness like a mighty stream.  
That’s not King, that’s the prophets; that’s the vision that they 
give of the Messiah in the Old Testament.  It’s the vision that 
Jesus takes up in His proclamation of Isaiah in His Nazarene 
sermon.  This is what God is inviting us to be a part of and we 
have to face the suffering in our lives and in the world for Him 
to strengthen us for the journey ahead, to be able to use us as 
an agent of reconciliation, and if we don’t we suffer the 
consequences of it.   
 
America s the No. 1 user of antidepressants in the world, and 
we’re not the only one who has access to antidepressants, so 
that’s not what’s skewing the numbers, we have the wealthiest 
nation of all time, many of us have been blessed in ways that 
our forefathers could not have imagined, even those of us who 
aren’t at the top of the heap, and yet there’s this quiet gnawing 
within us, a neurosis that something’s wrong, and I would 
wager to you what God is seeking to do with us moment by 
moment of our days to face the pain and existence of reality, 
face it in the name of the cross, face it in the hope of Christ and 
His promises and to come through it transformed on the other 
side through the work of the Holy Spirit; to be transformed 
from mere men and women to agents of reconciliation and 
ambassadors of God in the world and that is the thing we have 
been invited to.  
 
Avoiding the beautiful struggle will leave us lonely and 
neurotic.  Facing it, even embracing it, leads us into loving 
community and real abundant life.   



 
I really appreciate what Brian has shared in his testimony this 
morning because in those moments you don’t have a choice but 
to face the struggle and the suffering and it becomes very real 
and overwhelming, and when the loving community comes 
alongside of you one way or the other, it gives you strength to 
come through it and there begins to begin a work in your heart 
that God is using in ways that you don’t know the fullness of for 
months to come and years to come.  God redeems those 
moments and uses them to strengthen us for the journey ahead 
and I look forward to the greater ministry, whatever it might 
be, in your journey and in this life as well as in this community 
and how that might look because when we embrace those 
moments, God meets us there and He transforms us. 
 
King’s final speech before he is assassinated in 1968; this is the 
night before, and he’s meeting with a union to talk about the 
wage strike for sanitation works in Memphis, Tennessee.  
Here’s what he closes with (note, real quick, before he’s giving 
this speech, he’s already in his reflections with friends, 
realizing he’s going to die, and he’s told them, “I’m probably 
going to get killed.”  He’s got a sense of his own mortality; his 
own shortness of life on this earth and here’s what he says at 
the end of this speech) 
 
“He’s allowed me to go up to the mountain (He meaning God) 
He has allowed me to go up to the mountain and I’ve looked 
over and I’ve seen the promised land, I may not get there with 
you, but I want you to know tonight that we as a people will get 
to the promised land, so I am happy tonight.  I’m not worried 
about anything, I am not fearing any man; mine eyes have seen 
the glory of the coming of the Lord.” 
 



Is it any wonder why there was such hope in that room that 
night when they closed singing about God’s faithfulness, 
leading them as they sought the transformation of the world 
around them?  He is speaking in that room, when he is talking 
about my people or our people, we as a people are going to get 
to the promised land, he is not just talking about the black 
community, that room is filled with whites and blacks and 
Hispanics all together. He sees it happening and he knows 
God’s promises are true and faithful and God will work them 
out because God is a god of reconciliation and He’s done it on 
the cross and He does it again and again as he strengthens us to 
face the world and our own private hurts to be strengthened 
for the journey of spiritual formation, to be transformed into 
agents of reconciliation and ambassadors of hope in God’s 
promise. 
 
As our song leaders are coming forward to lead us in our 
closing hymn, my prayer for you is that you will be reminded, 
that you will be willing to face the hurt in this world, the hurt 
in your own life and allow that facing to bring healing through 
the Holy Spirit, through the Holy Spirit working in you as you 
minister to others and as others come and minister to you as 
well, that you’ll have a sense that God is with you moment by 
moment in this journey of transformation and you do not walk 
alone. 
 
 
 
 


