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Chapter One: Arm Yourself


Christians worldwide often fail to fully grasp the necessity of arming themselves spiritually. A Christian unprepared for suffering is akin to a soldier heading into battle without weapons. As 1 Peter 4:1 teaches, just as Christ suffered in the flesh, we too should arm ourselves with a similar mindset, for those who have suffered in the flesh are liberated from sin.
 Spiritual growth in a believer mirrors physical and mental maturation. We start our spiritual journey as infants (1 Peter 2:2), ideally progressing from infancy through childhood to adulthood or maturity (Ephesians 4:14; Hebrews 5:14). While physical growth is time-bound – you won’t find a two-year-old who is six feet tall – and intellectual growth depends on learning, spiritual growth is neither a function of time nor learning. Sadly, there are long-time believers who remain spiritually immature, despite their scriptural knowledge and memorization. Knowledge alone doesn’t equate to skill in application.
 If spiritual growth were merely about learning scripture, then the Pharisees of Jesus’ time, who could recite the first five books of the Bible, would have been the most mature. Yet, they failed to recognize the Son of God in their midst. Spiritual growth, therefore, is not about suffering per se, though suffering as Christ did signifies maturity. It’s not the mere experience of suffering that cultivates maturity but obedience to God amid that suffering, as demonstrated by Jesus (Hebrews 5:8).
 Suffering in Christ’s manner leads a believer to maturity, arising when we resist human will to submit to God's will. This isn’t about self-inflicted suffering or enduring hardships like illness or financial woes for its own sake. Christ’s suffering was about facing every temptation, yet remaining obedient to God (Hebrews 4:15).
 When our desires clash with God’s will, we face a critical choice. This was illustrated when Jesus, in the region of Caesarea Philippi, asked his disciples about his identity and Peter acknowledged Him as the Christ. However, Peter’s understanding was challenged when Jesus spoke of His impending suffering and death (Matthew 16:23). Jesus used Peter’s reaction to teach the necessity of self-denial and taking up one’s cross to follow Him (Matthew 16:24-25).
 Our journey with God often brings us to crossroads where we must choose between personal comfort and God’s will. As Psalms 11:5 and 17:3 and 1 Thessalonians 2:4 suggest, God tests the hearts of the righteous. Abraham’s test with Isaac (Genesis 22:1-12) and Joseph’s trials (Psalms 105:17-19) exemplify this.
 The Israelites also faced numerous tests, contrasting Joseph’s faith. Their responses to the challenges in Egypt and the journey to the Red Sea (Exodus 5:6–21, 6:9, 14:11-12) reflected a focus on immediate comfort over trust in God’s plan. These stories highlight the importance of aligning our will with God’s, especially when facing trials, as true spiritual growth stems from obedience and faith in the face of suffering.
 Notice the phrase "it would have been better for us." This statement highlights their disobedient hearts, revealing a concern more for self than for God's will. This echoes Jesus' rebuke to Peter, "You are not mindful of the things of God, but the things of men" (Matt. 16:23). Fulfilling God's will requires self-sacrifice and trust in His care.
 Without this trust, we are prone to abandon God's will when suffering seems unbearable. Despite their complaints, God delivered Abraham's descendants, parting the Red Sea for their escape and drowning their oppressors. Their subsequent joy and praise were short-lived, as only three days later they faced a new test at Marah, where the water was bitter (Exodus 15:22-24). Their complaints here again show a form of rebellion, a refusal to accept God's provision as sufficient.
 God's repeated tests, met with continual rebellion, resulted in the Israelites never moving beyond their trials. Hebrews 3:7-10 reflects on this, pointing out their constant erring hearts. They chose comfort over obedience, convincing themselves that hardship couldn't be part of God's plan, contradicting the idea that God desires our happiness, peace, and prosperity.
 Paul's message to the young churches in Lystra, Iconium, and Antioch was stark: "We must through many tribulations enter the kingdom of God" (Acts 14:22). This message, though seemingly disheartening, was meant to fortify them. Similarly, Paul commends the Thessalonians for their endurance of persecutions and tribulations (2 Thessalonians 1:4, 5), viewing these hardships as preparation for God's kingdom.
 Paul himself experienced a shift in understanding suffering. Initially overlooking verses like Philippians 1:29, he later embraced suffering as an honor (Romans 8:17). His transformation is evident in his letters, where he speaks of rejoicing in suffering for the sake of the church (Colossians 1:24) and understanding the role of suffering in ministry (Acts 9:15–16).
 In Philippians 3:10, Paul expresses a desire to share in Christ's sufferings, realizing that in these sufferings, intimacy with Jesus is found. His attitude toward suffering evolved, as shown in 2 Corinthians 12:7–10, where he sees value in hardships, recognizing that divine strength emerges in human weakness.
 Paul's perspective is a stark contrast to the Israelites' in the wilderness. He saw the glory beyond hardship, leading him to declare that present sufferings are incomparable to the glory to be revealed (Romans 8:18). This outlook is echoed in 1 Peter 4:12-13, encouraging believers to rejoice in trials as partakers of Christ's sufferings.
 The Biblical narrative consistently shows that those who embrace trials in faith emerge victorious, while those who complain perish in their discontent. Joshua and Caleb exemplify seeing beyond immediate suffering to the promised future. Therefore, expect hardships in serving the Lord. While we don’t seek suffering, obedience to God often leads us there. Psalms 34:19 and 1 Corinthians 15:57 remind us of God's deliverance and victory through these trials.
 Ultimately, to follow Jesus requires self-denial and embracing the cross of suffering. As 1 Peter 4:1 teaches, those who suffer in the flesh cease from sin, equipping us for spiritual battles ahead. Just as it is unthinkable for soldiers to go to war untrained and unarmed, so too is a Christian unprepared for suffering. Peter’s admonition, "Arm yourself," underscores the necessity of this spiritual readiness.
 Christians who lack preparation for suffering often react to trials, afflictions, and persecutions with shock and bewilderment. In such states, they tend to react impulsively rather than following their spiritual leader's guidance.
 Consider the example of an airline pilot trained in flight simulators. They face various simulated emergencies, honing their responses until they can handle real situations calmly. This training equips them to remain composed during actual emergencies, even when passengers may panic. This level of preparedness is similar to how Jesus, unlike Peter at the time, was prepared for suffering. Jesus' resolute journey to Jerusalem, as described in Luke 9:51, exemplifies His unwavering commitment to His mission.
 In contrast, His disciples were not prepared for suffering. Their amazement and fear on the way to Jerusalem, as recounted in Mark 10:32, demonstrate their shock and inability to understand Jesus' willingness to embrace His fate.
 The true measure of spiritual maturity is revealed in how one handles persecution, tribulation, and hardship. Jesus, though He struggled the night before His crucifixion, exemplified humility and obedience, even to the point of death on the cross (Philippians 2:8). His endurance of such extreme suffering was a result of the grace granted by His Father.
 To follow Jesus' example, as urged in 1 Peter 2, we must similarly prepare ourselves. Paul, aware of the bonds and afflictions awaiting him, shared this mindset with the elders of Ephesus (Acts 20:22-23). This readiness to face persecution and hardship is crucial.
 Unfortunately, much preaching and prophecy today promote a comfortable, happy, and prosperous life, shifting the focus from obedience to God to seeking benefits from Him. This attitude does not prepare believers for suffering. Paul, despite warnings against going to Jerusalem due to the prophesied suffering, was resolute in following God's direction (Acts 20:24).
 Being armed to suffer allowed Paul to approach his mission with joy, regardless of the difficulties. This contrasts with those who, unprepared for hardship, struggle to even start or complete their spiritual journey. They might be saved, but only after enduring trials, often because they have chosen comforting messages over challenging truths.
 The tears shed at the judgment seat of Christ will reflect the sorrow of what could have been achieved through a life of obedience. In contrast, those who finish their race joyfully are the overcomers, victorious through their faith and testimony, not clinging to their lives even unto death (Revelations 12:11).
 The goal, therefore, is to overcome: to aim for and achieve a life of victory, marked by resilience and faithfulness.
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