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Chapter One
Arm Yourself





   




  

    A


  




  ll across the world Christian people have not truly learned the ability to arm themselves. A Christian who is not prepared to suffer is comparable to a soldier who goes to war unarmed.




  1 Peter 4:1 Forasmuch then as Christ hath suffered for us in the flesh, arm yourselves likewise with the same mind: for he that hath suffered in the flesh hath ceased from sin;




  Just as a human being matures physically and mentally, a believer also matures spiritually. We begin our spiritual walk with Christ as babies (1 Peter 2:2) and ideally progress from infancy to childhood and then to adulthood or maturity (Ephesians 4:14; Hebrews 5:14).




  Physical growth progresses with the passage of time. You will never find a two-year-old who is six feet tall! You cannot hurry physical maturity because it is a function of time. You naturally grow at a predetermined rate that is tied to the passage of time.




  Intelligent growth is not a function of time but of learning. If you are thirty years old and have yet to master the first-grade level of reading, you will not be able to comprehend the tenth-grade level. Conversely, there are twelve-year-olds who have completed their high school education.




  Spiritual growth is not a function of time or learning. I am sorry to report there are people who have been saved for years who are still immature babies or children in the spirit. This even includes people well-versed in Scriptures and memorization. Their knowledge of the Word does not mean they are skilled in its application.




  If spiritual growth was a function of learning scripture, the Pharisees would have been the most mature of Jesus’ day. They could quote the first five books of the Bible from memory, yet they didn’t recognize the Son of God as He cast out demons and raised the dead.




  So what causes spiritual growth? We just read that those who suffer as Christ suffered have reached spiritual maturity. Is it a function of suffering? I know many who have suffered greatly in their Christian walk, yet they remain in the trenches of bitterness and despair. These are not the spiritually mature. Suffering in itself does not cause spiritual growth. Maturity is found through our obedience to God in the midst of suffering. This is what it means to suffer as Christ suffered.




  Hebrews 5:8 Though he were a Son, yet learned he obedience by the things which he suffered;




  The suffering Jesus experienced was the direct result of His obedience to the will of God. The course or flow of this world’s system directly opposes the kingdom of God; therefore, when we obey God we move against the current. This automatically introduces conflict, which gives birth to persecution, affliction, and tribulation. Obedience in the midst of this conflict causes spiritual growth. Examine again the words of Peter.




  1 Peter 4:1, 2 Forasmuch then as Christ hath suffered for us in the flesh, arm yourselves likewise with the same mind: for he that hath suffered in the flesh hath ceased from sin; That he no longer should live the rest of his time in the flesh to the lusts of men, but to the will of God.




  Suffering after the pattern of Christ brings a believer to maturity. This kind of suffering is caused when we resist the will of man to submit to the will of God.




  It is not the religious suffering of self-induced pain and neglect. It is not dying of a disease or lacking the finances to pay your bills. God receives no glory from these. This mentality has actually caused many to search for an opportunity to inflict themselves with suffering in order to feel worthy. They believe God is pleased if they make themselves suffer for Him. This perverts their relationship, causing it to be based on works and not grace.




  We are to embrace the suffering Christ experienced. Jesus did not suffer because He was diseased and lacked money to pay His bills.




  No, the suffering He experienced was to be tempted in every manner possible and yet remain obedient to His Father. He was “in all points tempted as we are, yet without sin” (Hebrews 4:15).




  We face resistance when our desire and the desire of those who influence our will to go one direction, but God wills another.




  Jesus and His disciples had come into the region of Caesarea Philippi. He questioned them as to who they thought He was. In answer, Peter boldly declared Jesus to be the Christ, the Son of the living God. Jesus affirmed Peter’s revelation.




  Immediately following this, Jesus told them He was going to Jerusalem, would suffer many things, be killed, and then rise again. This disturbed Peter, so he pulled Jesus aside and rebuked Him.




  Matthew 16:23 But he turned, and said unto Peter, Get thee behind me, Satan: thou art an offence unto me: for thou savourest not the things that be of God, but those that be of men.




  Jesus had told His disciples that it was God’s will that He suffer, die, and rise again. Yet Peter and the other disciples believed it was only a matter of time before Jesus set up His kingdom (Acts 1:6). They had all endured so much hardship to follow Jesus. Why would He die now when the hope of the kingdom was so near?




  Peter was confused. What does He mean, “I am going to die”? What will happen to us? What good could His dying possibly do?




  His fears focused on self-preservation instead of the will of the Father. He had yielded to the desires of the same selfish nature that entered man at the fall. It is the self-ruled will that opposes the will of God. Jesus seized the opportunity and used Peter’s error to teach the disciples this powerful truth:




  Matthew 16:24. 25 Then said Jesus unto his disciples, If any man will come after me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow me. For whosoever will save his life shall lose it: and whosoever will lose his life for my sake shall find it. The only way to walk with Jesus is to completely deny yourself and take up the cross. This means dying to your own desire and will. This attitude enables you to follow Christ in His example of obedience in the face of suffering.




  Whether you have died to your desires or not, you will eventually find yourself in a position where you will have to choose between comfort, advantage, security, self-esteem, or pleasure, and the will of God.




  God purposely steers us to these places where we must choose between our desire and His will. It is called His testing. In Psalms 11:5 we find, “The LORD tests the righteous.” And again in Psalms 17:3, “You have tested my heart…. You have tried me and have found nothing; I have purposed that my mouth shall not transgress.” Paul affirms this with, “We speak, not as pleasing men, but God who tests our hearts” (1 Thessalonians 2:4).




  Abraham waited twenty-five years for his son of promise. This in itself was a test. Most people will not wait more than a few months for the promise of God. After Isaac was born, God waited until Abraham and he were very close before He gave Abraham another test.




  Genesis 22:1, 2 And it came to pass after these things, that God did tempt Abraham, and said unto him, Abraham: and he said, Behold, here I am. And he said, Take now thy son, thine only son Isaac, whom thou lovest, and get thee into the land of Moriah; and offer him there for a burnt offering upon one of the mountains which I will tell thee of.




  Notice the scripture specifically says, “God tested Abraham.” Isaac was more dear than life to Abraham. Yet Abraham proved his love for God by offering his most precious possession. Abraham rose early in the morning and made the three-day journey to the place God showed him. He bound his son on the altar and raised the knife in obedience to God. Then the angel of the Lord said:




  Genesis 22:12 And he said, Lay not thine hand upon the lad, neither do thou any thing unto him: for now I know that thou fearest God, seeing thou hast not withheld thy son, thine only son from me.




  Let’s look again at Abraham’s great-grandson Joseph. God gave him a dream of leadership. God knew beforehand exactly how it would come to pass—Joseph’s older brothers would turn on him and sell him into slavery. The Lord did not panic when his jealous brothers did this wicked thing. He knows the end from the beginning (Isa. 46:10). God did not author their evil behavior, but He did use the opportunity it afforded to test Joseph’s heart.




  Psalms 105:17-19 He sent a man before them, even Joseph, who was sold for a servant: Whose feet they hurt with fetters: he was laid in iron: Until the time that his word came: the word of the LORD tried him.




  Joseph did not disobey or dishonor God. He believed in the dream, but even more he believed in the God who had promised it. God’s promise was so real that Joseph clung to it in the midst of unbelief and adversity. He believed yet suffered. His obedience was accompanied by suffering. He faced the same temptation his descendants would later face in the wilderness. Would he complain, be offended and bitter toward God and his brothers, or would he learn obedience by that which he suffered? He chose obedience and endured suffering because he knew God was faithful. In the end he was greatly rewarded for faithfulness.




  Joseph’s descendants (the people of Israel) were also tested numerous times. But they had a different heart than what Joseph had. Over and over they failed and chose their own comfort, security, and pleasure over God’s heart.




  They were first tested when Pharaoh would not let them go, even after he’d seen the miracles. Because of the hardness of Pharaoh’s heart, things got much worse for them. They were no longer supplied with straw for their quota of bricks. This meant that after a long day of toiling under the hot Egyptian sun they had to glean in the fields by night. In the face of this hardship, they complained to Moses (Exodus 5:6–21).




  Later, after even mightier signs and wonders, Moses encouraged the people to believe God’s promise of deliverance. But “they did not heed Moses, because of anguish of spirit and cruel bondage” (Exodus 6:9). It seemed the more God’s plan was revealed, the worse it was for the descendants of Abraham. They were so discouraged they wanted to forget their dream of freedom and embrace Egyptian slavery. The pressure of their circumstances caused them to be mindful of the things of men rather than the plan of God.




  When they left Egypt, God led them right up to the Red Sea where He once again hardened Pharaoh’s heart so that Pharaoh pursued them. Now there was a sea before them and behind them a massive army waiting to butcher them. Watch the response of the Israelites.




  Then they said to Moses, “Because there were no graves in


  Egypt, have you taken us away to die in the wilderness? Why




  Exodus 14:11, 12 And they said unto Moses, Because there were no graves in Egypt, hast thou taken us away to die in the wilderness? wherefore hast thou dealt thus with us, to carry us forth out of Egypt? Is not this the word that we did tell thee in Egypt, saying, Let us alone, that we may serve the Egyptians? For it had been better for us to serve the Egyptians, than that we should die in the wilderness.




  Notice the words, “it would have been better for us.” This is a key statement; it revealed their disobedient hearts. They were more concerned about themselves than the will of God. This is exactly what Jesus was saying to Peter when He said, “You are not mindful of the things of God, but the things of men” (Matt. 16:23). The only way we can fulfill the will of God is to lay down our lives and trust in His loving care for us.




  If not, we will abort His will whenever we perceive the suffering as more difficult than we can bear.




  Even though they complained, God delivered Abraham’s descendants by parting the Red Sea. They crossed over on dry ground and turned to watch those who had oppressed them for four centuries buried under the waters.




  After seeing all this, Israel sang and danced with great joy. Oh the love and confidence they had for God now that they had seen Him move so mightily on their behalf. They would never doubt Him again! Right? Wrong!




  Three days later God presented them with a new test.




  Exodus 15:22-24 So Moses brought Israel from the Red sea, and they went out into the wilderness of Shur; and they went three days in the wilderness, and found no water. And when they came to Marah, they could not drink of the waters of Marah, for they were bitter: therefore the name of it was called Marah. And the people murmured against Moses, saying, What shall we drink?




  Complaining is a form of rebellion. It murmurs that God’s way is not the right way, His provision not good enough. Just three days after they saw God’s mighty power they failed another test.




  God provided the water they needed.




  A few days later the people complained again because they were short of food. Disgruntled they murmured about how much better their food had been back in Egyptian slavery.




  God told Moses, “Behold, I will rain bread from heaven for you. And the people shall go out and gather a certain quota every day, that I may test them” (Exodus 16:4).




  This pattern of testing and rebellion repeated itself many times. Their constant rebellion caused them to never leave their place of testing. Hebrews sums up the sad story.




  Hebrews 3:7-10 Wherefore (as the Holy Ghost saith, To day if ye will hear his voice, Harden not your hearts, as in the provocation, in the day of temptation in the wilderness: When your fathers tempted me, proved me, and saw my works forty years. Wherefore I was grieved with that generation, and said, They do alway err in their heart; and they have not known my ways.




  “Their hearts were always looking somewhere else.” This is the behavior of an individual who has elevated comfort over obedience. They will follow God into the easy places only to turn aside as the path becomes difficult. Surely this is not God, they assure themselves as the road takes a turn toward hardship. Their hearts may know this is the road God has for them, but they allow their minds to talk them out of it, asserting, “God wants me happy, at peace, and prosperous.”




  Hear what Paul has to say to the young churches in Lystra, Iconium and Antioch. He had returned to them to strengthen the souls of these new disciples. How did he accomplish this? He exhorted them with, “We must through many tribulations enter the kingdom of God” (Acts 14:22). Those who love “the good life” would question his statement, asking in disbelief, “Is that supposed to strengthen me?”




  Hear what the Holy Spirit spoke through Paul to the Thessalonian believers.




  2 Thessalonians 1:4, 5 So that we ourselves glory in you in the churches of God for your patience and faith in all your persecutions and tribulations that ye endure: Which is a manifest token of the righteous judgment of God, that ye may be counted worthy of the kingdom of God, for which ye also suffer:




  This body of believers is commended by Paul. Today would we consider the hardships a sign of weak faith? Notice the statement, “He is using your sufferings to make you ready for His kingdom.” Just as Jesus did, we learn obedience by what we suffer. This prepares us for His kingdom because spiritual growth progresses as we obey in the midst of suffering. This lends understanding to Paul’s letter to the Philippian believers.




  Philippians 1:29 For unto you it is given in the behalf of Christ, not only to believe on him, but also to suffer for his sake;




  I was a believer for years before I recognized this scripture. I had passed over it many times because I did not believe in suffering. It did not fit my doctrine, so I omitted it. In my eyes all who suffered were either in sin or had not developed their faith. How immature!




  When God opened my eyes to this truth, I had to laugh. Paul presents suffering as if it were a great honor or promise. “For to you it has been granted.” You wonder, What wonderful blessing has been granted to me? Excited, you continue to read but then discover, “to suffer for His sake.” What does Paul mean by “granted”? Is that a promise? Sounds more like a discouraging report!




  But in fact, it is a promise because we are “heirs of God and joint heirs with Christ, if indeed we suffer with Him, that we may also be glorified together” (Romans 8:17). Those who suffer with Him will be glorified with Him. How do we suffer with Him? Paul amplifies this in his letter to the Colossians.




  Colossians 1:24 Who now rejoice in my sufferings for you, and fill up that which is behind of the afflictions of Christ in my flesh for his body's sake, which is the church:




  Paul had a strong understanding of suffering in his life because of the way the Lord called him into ministry. Paul received his calling from God through a man, Ananias, who prayed for him to receive his sight after his experience on the road to Damascus. Ananias was told, “Go, for he is a chosen vessel of Mine… For I will show him how many things he must suffer for My name’s sake” (Acts 9:15–16). God prepared Paul for suffering from the very onset of his ministry. The Holy Spirit does the same for us by His Word.




  1 Peter 2:21 For even hereunto were ye called: because Christ also suffered for us, leaving us an example, that ye should follow his steps:




  You can understand Paul’s final heart cry: “That I may know Him and the power of His resurrection, and the fellowship of His sufferings, being conformed to His death” (Philippians 3:10). The word fellowship means “participation with.” Paul longed to participate with Christ in His sufferings, for he came to understand that in Christ’s sufferings he found intimacy with Jesus.




  In his earlier years Paul asked God to remove one of the hardships he was experiencing. He had yet to understand the purpose godly suffering played (2 Corinthians 12:7–9). Later he understood its purpose. Then Paul no longer requested a life free of suffering. “So for the sake of Christ, I am well pleased and take pleasure in infirmities, insults, hardships, persecutions, perplexities and distresses; for when I am weak (in human strength), then am I (truly) strong (able, powerful in divine strength)” (2 Corinthians 12:10, AMP).




  Notice he said, “I am well pleased and take pleasure.” Did he really say that? Yes, he had been caught up beyond the interest of self and had glimpsed the glory beyond hardship. That is why he could say to the Romans, “For I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worthy to be compared with the glory which shall be revealed in us” (Rom. 8:18). Who is this us he referred to? All who have suffered as Christ.




  Hear this wonderful promise:




  1 Peter 4:12, 13 Beloved, think it not strange concerning the fiery trial which is to try you, as though some strange thing happened unto you: But rejoice, inasmuch as ye are partakers of Christ's sufferings; that, when his glory shall be revealed, ye may be glad also with exceeding joy.




  If you look closely at these verses, you see that the greater the trial, the more you should proportionately rejoice. You will also notice that the extent to which you suffer with Christ’s sufferings is the extent to which His glory will be revealed. This explains why the disciples rejoiced in their trials: they looked beyond the hardship into the realm of glory.




  Those who rejoice in the furnace come out of the furnace. Those who murmur in the wilderness die in the wilderness. The children of Israel could not see beyond the desert. Joshua and Caleb saw past the suffering of the desert into the Promised Land of milk and honey.




  Settle it in your heart that there will be hardships in serving the Lord. We do not need to look for opportunities to suffer. But as we live obedient to God they will present themselves. We are forewarned in this:




  Many are the afflictions of the righteous.




  —Psalms 34:19




  Yet there is no defeat in the suffering of Christ! For the psalmist continued:




  But the LORD delivers him out of them all.




  —Psalms 34:19




  Paul affirmed this:




  But thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.




  —1 Corinthians 15:57




  Often our flesh will not be pampered as we obey God.




  Jesus made it clear that to follow Him, there must be a denying of self by taking up the cross of death to self.




  Therefore, since Christ suffered for us in the flesh, arm yourselves also with the same mind, for he who has suffered in the flesh has ceased from sin.




  —1 Peter 4:1




  A Christian who is not prepared to suffer is comparable to a soldier who goes to war unarmed! Can you imagine the United States sending our men to war without training and weapons? They would fail! Unarmed soldiers are either killed, captured, or severely wounded, unless they desert the battle and their duty, thereby accomplishing nothing. That’s why Peter said, “Arm yourself.”




  Christians who are not armed to suffer respond to trials, afflictions, and persecutions with shock, bewilderment, or amazement. In this state of stupor they will react to the situation at hand as opposed to following the lead of their Commander.




  Let me give you an example of one who is armed. A crucial part of training for airline pilots comes through the use of flight simulators. In these simulators pilots are confronted by almost every flight emergency they might face. In the safety of this setting they hone their response skills until they successfully face each situation. This arms them for emergencies. When something happens on an actual flight, they do not panic. They respond calmly, assisted by their extensive training. Even though the passengers may panic and give way to shock and hysteria, the pilot remains calm and in full control. Investigators who review black box tape recordings from crashes are amazed by the calmness of pilots. There is no panic in their voices even up to the moment of the crash. They are armed!




  Jesus rebuked Peter for being mindful of the things of men. At that time Peter was not armed to suffer. Jesus was. This is confirmed by Luke 9:51, “Now it came to pass, when the time had come for Him to be received up, that He steadfastly set His face to go to Jerusalem.” He would not be distracted from His course of obedience. He was unshakable in His resolve.




  His twelve followers had quite a different perspective. Undoubtedly they were not armed to suffer.




  Mark 10:32 And they were in the way going up to Jerusalem; and Jesus went before them: and they were amazed; and as they followed, they were afraid. And he took again the twelve, and began to tell them what things should happen unto him,




  They were amazed! In shock! Their thoughts ran wild with fear: How can He head toward Jerusalem, knowing what awaits Him there? I can understand that He knows He is destined to die, but I can’t comprehend embracing it. Maybe it is just a possibility and will not happen. Their thoughts were interrupted as Jesus pulled them aside to remind them He was going to Jerusalem to die. They were amazed and confused. Again their thoughts mocked them, I don’t understand. What good could this do anyone?




  Jesus was steadfast in His obedience; the disciples wavered in shock and uncertainty. Our maturity level is revealed in difficult times. How we handle persecution, tribulation, and other forms of hardship is a gauge for our true level of spirituality.




  Jesus fulfilled His Father’s will, yet not without a battle. The night before His crucifixion, He had to resist the temptation to preserve Himself. Under the pressure of this war He shed drops of blood (Matthew 26:36–44; Luke 22:44; Hebrews 12:3–4). We are told, “He humbled Himself and became obedient to the point of death, even the death of the cross” (Philippians 2:8). He humbled Himself and therefore was given grace from His Father to endure the suffering required by obedience. He endured the most awful and gruesome death known to mankind.




  If we are to follow Jesus’ example (1 Peter 2), we must arm ourselves in the same manner. Paul did so. He shared his armor with his disciples, the elders of Ephesus.




  Acts 20:22, 23 And now, behold, I go bound in the spirit unto Jerusalem, not knowing the things that shall befall me there: Save that the Holy Ghost witnesseth in every city, saying that bonds and afflictions abide me.




  How would we respond to prophetic words of persecution, hardship, and tribulation awaiting us at each turn? I am not implying that every genuine word from God should be of this nature, but there needs to be a balance.




  A lot of our preaching and prophetic words have encouraged the wrong attitude in many believers. Our messages have been nice, comfortable, happy, or exciting. Our prophecies foretell prosperity and peace, all will be well. This encourages people to seek God for what He can do for them. The foundation of their love for Him shifts from who He is to what He can provide. They seek to fulfill the prophecy rather than obey the God of the prophecy. They are not interested in magnifying Jesus, whether by life or death (Philippains 1:20). They want their promise! They are not armed to suffer.




  Many people surrounding Paul urged him not to go to Jerusalem because that was where it was prophesied he would suffer. However, Paul knew that Jerusalem was his directive from God. He declared that he would go no matter what happened.




  Acts 20:24 But none of these things move me, neither count I my life dear unto myself, so that I might finish my course with joy, and the ministry, which I have received of the Lord Jesus, to testify the gospel of the grace of God.




  Notice he was armed to suffer, and this gave him the ability to finish his race with joy. Many never start or complete their race because they are not prepared or because the way appears too difficult. It is like trying to run a marathon without ever training.




  Some will be saved, but they will pass through fire first (1 Corithians 3:15). They had chosen to believe the wrong messages. They wanted preaching that would encourage them in their comfort. Tears shed at the judgment seat of Christ are extremely painful; they are shed in the light of the knowledge of what could have been if the course of obedience had been completed.




  There are those who will finish their race with great joy. These are the overcomers—overcoming by the blood of the Lamb and the word of their testimony. They will not love their lives unto the death (Revelations 12:11).




  Overcome! Let this be your aim, your goal and your testimony.




  





  
Chapter Two
Humility the Road to Success





   




  

    I


  




  t seems that one of the hardest things to accomplish after a little ministry success is humility. A proud person blames everyone while excusing himself.




  A person is the most susceptible to falling when he is doing well. When he reaches a level of success, it is easy to forget the grace that transported him there. Because this is true, we are to “be clothed with humility, for God resists the proud, but gives grace to the humble” (1 Peter 5:5).
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