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“PROVIDED WE SUFFER WITH HIM”
(Romans 8:12-17)
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INTRODUCTION

A. What do we do with suffering? Why do Christians suffer? Nobody naturally enjoys it. We ordinarily move away from pain and toward pleasure. We consider it a disorder when someone seeks pain, a masochist, or when someone embraces pain by engaging in cutting, often self-inflicting physical pain, seeking to escape emotional pain. 

The wonderful, high-soaring eighth chapter of Romans, which Derek Thomas calls “the best chapter in the Bible,” at one point plays a discordant note in verse 17: “17 and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him.”
“Provided we suffer with him….” This statement constitutes a conditional, “if…then” clause. “If” we suffer with him, “then” we will be heirs with him. There’s no way of escaping it: salvation in Christ includes suffering with Christ. 

B. Our Pentecostal friends make a serious mistake at this point. Their answer to suffering is to reject it, to claim authority over it and command it away. And here’s their reasoning: Christ suffered for us in our place (so far so good), so that we will not have to suffer ourselves (oops!). They will often quote a text like Isaiah 53:5: “But he was pierced for our transgressions; he was crushed for our iniquities; upon him was the chastisement that brought us peace, and with his wounds we are healed.” “So, we can always claim healing in Christ!” What they fail to note is that Christ heals us of our “transgressions” and our “iniquity.” Or they may quote 2 Corinthians 8:9: “For you know the grace of our Lord Jesus 

Christ, that though he was rich, yet for your sake he became poor, so that you by his poverty might become rich.” So, you guessed it, we can always claim that promise and enjoy perpetual prosperity. 

C. But all of this would have come as news to the earliest believers, many of whom suffered persecution and poverty for their faith in Jesus. And that is especially true of the twelve apostles, all of whom died for Jesus, save John, though he was banished to languish in exile, prison, basically. It also flies in the face of the entire New Testament which everywhere describes this suffering for Christ and even promises suffering for Christ. James writes: “2 Count it all joy, my brothers, when you meet trials of various kinds, 3 for you know that the testing of your faith produces steadfastness. 4 And let steadfastness have its full effect, that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing.” Peter is perhaps the most explicit: “6 In this you rejoice, though now for a little while, if necessary, you have been grieved by various trials, 7 so that the tested genuineness of your faith—more precious than gold that perishes though it is tested by fire—may be found to result in praise and glory and honor at the revelation of Jesus Christ.”  And you notice that in both of these instances the writers actually lead with this truth instead of burying it in the footnotes. They don’t waste any words but get right to the point. 

On the night he was betrayed, our Lord Jesus suffered mightily. And as the curse and condemnation of the cross drew near, he pleaded with God the Father: “If there be any other way!” We will never suffer as much as he suffered. But on our way to glory, we will surely suffer as he also suffered—or we are not on our way to glory. 
I. WE ARE HEIRS WITH CHRIST.


A. One of the happiest and most welcome words in the Bible is the word “inheritance.” To those in the Old Testament, it spoke of the Promised Land and their share in it. Languishing in Egypt under the heavy rod of slavery for 400 years, God’s people cried out to God for salvation. And God remembered his promise to Abraham. It included three great benefits: a land, a people, and a blessing. Even under slavery in Egypt, God gave a people, they multiplied greatly. And this was part of the blessing that did not fail. But what was lacking was a land, the land God had already promised Abraham forever. 


So, the exodus under Moses was not simply escaping from Egypt but it had a destination in mind, Promised Land. And this pledge of their own land, their inheritance, sustained them through the barren wilderness. God provided for their daily needs, but in the wilderness they found no permanent dwelling.

B. And you know that this was a living picture of God’s greater promise to his people in Christ. Jesus is the new and better Moses. He has led us out of slavery to sin and the death it imposes. He is now leading us on a second exodus through the wilderness of this world which is not our true home. It’s so vital that we see this pattern and understand its dynamics. Even in Egypt, the people of Israel were heirs, but they did not receive their guaranteed inheritance until they crossed the border and took possession of it. Do you see the point? 


C. Those who have trusted Christ have left the misery, the slavery of sin and death in Egypt. Through his perfect life, his atoning death on the cross, and his vindicating resurrection from the dead, Jesus has won the Promised Land of heaven for us. But we have not arrived yet. So, all of life is wilderness. We can expect daily provision to be sure, but no lasting dwelling place here. So, now Paul’s statement in our text begins to make a bit more sense: “14 For all who are led by the Spirit of God are sons of God. 15 For you did not receive the spirit of slavery to fall back into fear, but you have received the Spirit of adoption as sons, by whom we cry, “Abba! Father!” 16 The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, 17 and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him.” 

So, now let’s take our medicine full dose: 
II. WE WILL SUFFER WITH CHRIST.


A. There are no two ways about it. Suffering is not optional. Suffering is not just for the super-spiritual. Suffering is neither punishment nor purgatory. Suffering is not a signal that something has gone wrong. Suffering is not meritorious, earning us a place in heaven . But suffering is clearly an essential, necessary part of the package.


This is the revolutionary idea that Martin Luther grasped early on in his biblical search for salvation, a great truth that seems to have been neglected by many churches, even Protestant and Reformed churches. Luther contrasted what he called the “theology of glory” with the “theology of the cross.” In the theology of glory, God is who we expect him to be. For example, we expect God to reward good people and to punish bad people. So, we would expect God to bring good people to heaven and banish bad people to hell. But that’s not true. The “theology of the cross” accepts God as he actually is, which we discover through his Word. And “the theology of the cross” centers on the cross of Christ, where our false expectations die and our true hopes begin. 


When someone considers the cross of Christ, all they see is weakness. There, to all appearances, is a vile criminal condemned to death and suffering in weakness. In 1 Corinthians 1, for example, the Apostle Paul declares that the preaching of the cross of Christ “is folly to those who are perishing.” In other words, it’s not how we would expect God to work, reflecting the theology of glory. In the same context Paul states that he only purposed to “preach Christ crucified, a stumbling block to Jews and folly to Gentiles.” Neither Jew nor Gentile considered what God said about himself and his way, and instead substituted their own expectations. That’s why Jesus is so disappointing to unbelievers, but to those who are being saved, Christ crucified is both the power and wisdom of God. It was not a failure at all, but it is the only way of salvation, and that through weakness and suffering. 

B. Now here’s the hard part. This is God’s ordinary way with believers as well. Luther distinguished between what he called God’s “alien work” and his “proper work.” In his alien work God deals with us in a way we do not expect which involves something we do not desire: weakness and suffering. And through this alien work, God accomplishes his proper work. In terms of the cross, “the alien work of death, suffering, wrath and condemnation” becomes “the vehicle for achieving life, blessedness, mercy and salvation.” And, according to Carl Trueman, “God always achieves his proper work in us (i.e. our salvation) through his alien work (our suffering and weakness).” And this is in several distinct ways.


First, to bring us to the joys of salvation we must experience the sorrows of sin so that we reject our self-righteousness and flee to Christ. The sinner, of course, ignores this by making excuses, blaming others, or even blaming God. So, this is the suffering of owning up to our sin, guilt, and shame. But God’s alien work of weakness and suffering does not stop there. 


There is the suffering of the fight against sin and self, against the mortal enemies of the world, the flesh, and the devil. The believer will constantly be out of step with the world, hated and despised, considered odd, mocked and ridiculed by the world.
The Christian will be constantly battling the sinful self, exposing, rejecting, and mortifying sinful desires, a sometimes tireless, often disappointing work of admitting failure, asking forgiveness, and then pleading for new strength to overcome. 


The believer becomes the special target of the devil. Unbelievers are easy prey: not so the believer. Satan hates all humans, especially those he will not be able to claim in the end. 


The self-sacrificial love of Christ demonstrated to the uttermost degree on the cross also becomes the pattern for us. We likewise love others by sacrificing and serving others to the uttermost degree. This involves weakness and suffering on our part. 

And lastly, since Jesus submitted to suffering and death in his own life and ministry, we should expect nothing less. Charles Hodge notes: “We suffer as Christ suffered…in the ordinary sorrows of life in which he, as the man of sorrows, so largely shared.” “[F]or Luther,” Trueman notes, “suffering and weakness are the essence of the Christian life, for it is in our suffering and weakness that God achieves his proper work in us… bringing us to heaven.” 


C. Christlikeness, then, is not to be strong and self-reliant, impervious to any trouble, and immune to every sorrow. To be Christlike is to suffer, to feel weak and inadequate. It is through this alien work that God accomplishes his proper work. Only this perspective can make any sense of Paul’s famous declaration in 2 Corinthians 12:10: “For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities. For when I am weak, then I am strong.”

We are heirs with Christ, we will suffer with Christ, and 

III. WE WILL BE GLORIFIED WITH CHRIST.
 


A. “Glory,” as you know, is a big subject in the Christian faith. We Presbyterians have (correctly) declared that the whole purpose of God creating us is that we might “Glorify God and enjoy him forever.” In fact, God made all things for his glory. And let’s be very precise. God made all things to reveal, to disclose, to showcase his own glory. For, as you may know, all glory derives from God himself, as do all life and being. 


Just this week, NASA launched Artemis II, a manned space mission to the moon, the first of such since 1972. The moon, as you know, lights up the nighttime sky. But the moon supplies no light of its own. The moon merely reflects the light of the sun. And in the same way, none of God’s creatures bear any glory in and of themselves. They only reflect God’s glory, the glory of the Creator who fashioned them in wisdom and power. And our text concludes with glory: “16 The Spirit himself bears witness with our spirit that we are children of God, 17 and if children, then heirs—heirs of God and fellow heirs with Christ, provided we suffer with him in order that we may also be glorified with him.”

B. So, what does it mean that we who possess no personal glory will be “glorified with [Christ]?” It can only mean that that through our suffering and weakness, the wisdom, power, and grace of God are revealed in us. Again, according to the theology of glory, we consider “glory” in terms of things like power, skill, self-confidence, defiance, conquest, and wealth. Think only of those who are regularly vaunted as celebrities in our culture to demonstrate this. 

To be glorified, then, is to reflect God’s glory. The finished product, which God pounds and shapes into the image of Christ, reveals God’s glorious work! A mere creature of dust and air, and a fallen, rebellious, miserable creature at that, snatched as a burning brand from the bonfire and forever established as a pillar in God’s temple. All will wonder and behold the glory of God’s mercy, wisdom, and power. Oh, and we will enjoy it as well. 
CONCLUSION


So, I have some good news and some bad news for you. The good news is that the believer will suffer and live in weakness. And through his alien work, God will accomplish his proper work of both fitting us for and bringing us to heaven. The bad news is…well, there is no bad news for the follower of Christ. For we are heirs of the gospel which means “good news” and is good news through and through! 

We will surely, surely suffer with Christ. When things are going well, this may seem like bad news. But when we are in the thick of it, deep in the throes of suffering, pressed down, hurting, despondent, this great truth overflows with hope. Everything is right on track according to schedule. This was all supposed to happen in the mind and mercy of almighty God. This is God’s alien work, weakness and suffering, to bring about God’s proper work, delivering us at last to our eternal inheritance with Christ as trophies of his kindness and displays of the glory of his matchless grace, his unsearchable wisdom, and his unstoppable power. J
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