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Sometime before the holidays I was thinking about the hardships all of us face in our 
lives, the hurt, the pain, the losses, the frustration. I was thinking about Vi and the 
Kerns’ son in law Steve. And my sister [and I] still feeling the loss of our folks- 
especially at holiday times. 
I was also thinking about Aleppo and the refugees and this year’s wildfires and 
flooding and earthquakes in Italy, New Zealand, and Japan among other places and 
the loss and suffering so many felt from all of this. And also the “BrExit” situation and 
our own political shifts and the angry polarization still growing like a cancer in both 
parts of the world.   
 
And it occurred to me- again- how despite all the pain and suffering we see outside of 
our own lives and within our own personal experiences we still seem to anticipate- 
expect even- that life is supposed to be good. Our default setting is that trouble, 
hardship, pain and suffering aren’t supposed to happen. At the very least they 
aren’t supposed to be happening to us!! Life is supposed to be constantly pleasant, 
especially if we believe ourselves to be good people, live and let live, reasonably kind, 
especially if we serve the poor and cultivate humility. And perhaps even moreso if we 
see ourselves as doing our best to follow Jesus.   
 
We, all of us, believe bad things SHOULD NOT happen to us. And- let’s be honest- 
when they do, despite the fact that it’s happened all our lives, our response is to be 
shocked. Our frustration or anger or mourning is tinged with surprise. And –I believe- 
we’re surprised because we have this built-in expectation that Life is “supposed” to be 
a consistent stream of smooth sailing.  [Because I believe the message of Scripture I’m led to 

suspect this is because humans were originally intended for a perfect world without pain, destruction 
or death [Eden]. We were built for paradise. Some place in our Spirit we still feel what we were meant 
for. Thus the incongruity when “bad things” happen.  [On the plus side: God’s Holy Spirit in us reminds us that 

what we were made for is where we are headed in the age to come.] 

 

And if we’re Christians, well, Christians expect that a God who loves us should only 
allow good and pleasant things into our lives- nothing but puppies and sunshine. At the 
same time your un-religious neighbors expect the same thing and are just as 
astonished and frustrated when life gives them coal instead of diamonds.  

 
But that doesn’t stop any of us- atheist or Christian from asking: Why me? “Why me?” 
they ask the universe. And “Why me?” we ask God.  It’s part of the Human condition. 
We expect life to be “all good.” And when it’s not we want to know why?  
We see it in the Psalms. 
Young David –who’s done nothing wrong- is on the run from King Saul and he says: 
[SLIDE] Psa. 13:1 How long, O LORD? Will You forget me forever?   How long will You hide Your face 

from me?  2 How long shall I take counsel in my soul,  Having sorrow in my heart all the day?   How long will 

my enemy be exalted over me? 
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Psalm 44 expresses frustrated surprise after a military defeat for Israel:  
[SLIDE] 22 But for Your sake we are killed all day long; We are considered as sheep to be slaughtered.  

23  Arouse Yourself, why  do You sleep, O Lord?  Awake, do not reject us forever.  

24 Why do You hide Your face And  forget our affliction and our oppression? 

Psalms of Lament- songs wondering why these bad things are happening to me and 

questioning God about it- make up more than a third of the songs compiled in the 
book. [@68 give or take]  
 
My point here is that it seems to be a human trait to expect life to go our way and 
be surprised and wonder why when it doesn’t. So I was thinking about all of this 
and then a song lyric came to mind. It was a tune from a 1989 album by Randy 
Stonehill and from a song called “Stand Like Steel” 
 
The song has verses about the Rev. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and his fight for 
the dream of equality and South African, anti-apartheid activist Stephen biko. 
The Chorus says this: 
[SLIDE] 
He said, "You've got to stand, stand like steel,  
and carry your cross through the fire - that's part of the deal," 
You've got to stand, stand like steel, 
Nobody ever promised a garden of roses, 
Nobody gets to Heaven with out a fight,  
that's right, Stand like steel. 

[SLIDE] 
“Nobody gets to Heaven without a fight.” That’s the line that jumped out at me 
 
We really want to expect that between here and eternity God’s just going to make 
everything nice and free and easy for us; that every day, every moment will be nothing 
but blessing. And hardship and loss and poverty and illness will never happen to us. 
The Joel Osteens and the Paula White’s of this world want you to believe that the only 
thing you should ever experience is health, wealth and prosperity. They want you to 
believe that you should never have cancer or money troubles or loss. And if you do it’s 
either because your FAITH is faulty or you haven’t sent in enough “seed money” for 
God to notice you need a blessing.  
 
But the reality is that life in a “Fallen world” is filled with pain and suffering and loss. 
And it cannot be avoided. And that goes for devoted followers of Jesus: Nobody- 
especially Jesus- ever promised us a garden of roses, when it came to following him.  
 
In John 16:33 Jesus promised us that [SLIDE] “…in the world you will have many trials and 

sorrows… [NLT] 
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Multiple times in the gospels Jesus declares [SLIDE] Matt. 16:24  …“If anyone would come 

after me, he must deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. 
The Rich young man is told to sell all he has and give the receipts to the poor [Mk 10] 
He calls us all to “lose our life” in order to find it [Matt 16:25]  
In Matt 24:9 he promises the twelve they can look forward to tribulation, death and the 
hatred of all peoples. Jesus promises his followers crosses and tribulations- no rose 
Gardens because “Nobody gets to Heaven without a fight.” 
 
Devoted follower of Jesus, the Apostle Paul knew this:  
In Acts 14 after Paul’s been stoned nearly to death by the Jews from Antioch and 
Iconium he gets up and goes back to preaching Jesus Christ crucified and resurrected 
saying: [SLIDE] 22 …Through many tribulations we must enter the kingdom of God.” 
He tells the Corinthians: he and his associates commend themselves to the people  
[SLIDE] 2Cor. 6:4 …as servants of God,  in much endurance, in afflictions, in hardships, in distresses, 
Remember his words in Philippians: how he wants to Know Christ and the “fellowship of 

sharing in his sufferings.” 

To the Romans Paul says: nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ 
listing: 8:35 …trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword?  The 
implication being that these hardships will be present but we will press on through 
them by the Love of God in Christ.  
In fact Paul seems to take Jesus promises of crosses and tribulation at face 
value. He expects it. He does not write as if “surprised” by the trouble he encounters. 
In fact God’s power is painted on the canvass of their tribulations: [SLIDE] 2Cor. 4:7 But 

we have this treasure in jars of clay to show that this all-surpassing power is from God and not from us.  8 We 

are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; 9 persecuted, but not 
abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed.  
And remember: he told the Philippians it was granted to them 1:29 …not only to believe on 

Jesus, but also to suffer for him,… And Later that they must  2:12 “Work out their own salvation in fear 

and trembling.” 

 
Nobody Gets to Heaven without a fight…because… Jesus promises Crosses and 
tribulations to all of us who call Him Lord.  
In 2017 in the course of our day to day living you and I will have crosses to bear and 
trouble to face. [And, if we let them, those crosses and troubles are the things that will make us 

more like Jesus- that’s something we’ll talk about another in weeks to come.]  
 

But there’s another sort of “fight” Stonehill alludes to in his song. After talking about 
powerful heroes for the cause of Justice, MLK and Stephen Biko, Stonehill’s third verse 
says: [SLIDE] 
Now we all must fight our private battles to tear away this darkness that enslaves us from our birth, It 
takes more than guts to be strong enough, It's an act of faith in the power of love, that's right, And we 
dare not talk of freedom until we're free from our own curse. 

See alongside the normal sadness and loss and sickness and bullying we live through 
day to day, sooner or later the time may come when we –our ordinary selves- may be 
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called by God to a larger fight [SLIDE] “to tear away the darkness that enslaves us 
from our birth.”   

 
I’m talking about like Moses was called or like God called on the Judges [Deborah, or 

Gideon or Samson] or the prophets [ Samuel, Amos, Ezekiel] or James [leader of the 

Jerusalem Christians] or Stephen [called to feed the hungry and the first martyr] or in the 1600’s 
Roger Williams who pressed for the equality of Native Americans and the English 
settlers or William Wilberforce in England called by Christ to stand against the buying 
and selling of human beings, Sojourner Truth, a former slave herself, had a vision of 
Jesus Christ and was baptized in the Holy Spirit and began preaching the scripture 
with the insight of a woman and former slave.  
 
The point is God’s people are often called upon to stand up for this thing the Bible calls 
“justice.” 
[SLIDE]  Psa. 106:3  Blessed are they who maintain justice, 
[SLIDE]  Deut. 16:19 Do not pervert justice or show partiality. 
[SLIDE]  Is. 59:15b The LORD looked and was displeased that there was no justice. 16a He saw that there 

was no one, he was appalled that there was no one to intervene… [God expects his people to step up.] 
[SLIDE]  Amos 5:23 “Take away from Me the noise of your songs; I will not even listen to the sound of your 

harps. 24 “But let  justice roll down like waters   And righteousness like an ever-flowing stream. 
Isaiah 58 says you pray and you fast and you fast and pray but you’re still exploiting 
your workers 
 [SLIDE] Is. 58:6 “The kind of fasting I want is this: Remove the chains of oppression and the yoke of 

injustice, and let the oppressed go free.  7 Share your food with the hungry and open your homes to the 

homeless poor. Give clothes to those who have nothing to wear, and do not refuse to help your own relatives.  8 

“Then my favor will shine on you like the morning sun, and your wounds will be quickly healed. I will always 

be with you to save you; my presence will protect you on every side. 
 
And “Justice” is not some modern, politically-charged, anti-gospel speech. In the view 
of the whole of scripture “Justice” means not letting the “powers that be” steamroll 
over the little guy: - the outcaste, the foreigner, the sick, the despised.  
And if you’ve read the gospels, you know this is exactly what Jesus- the image of the 
invisible God- did: In the years of his ministry He spoke up against authority for the 
sake of the outcaste, the foreigner, the sick and the despised.  
 
2017 will certainly bring crosses and troubles into our own lives- and it shouldn’t surprise 

us. But it may also bring such troubles to others that you and I may- I say “may” find 
ourselves CALLED BY GOD to stand up for their well-being.  
And as Stonehill’s lyric says:  
It takes more than guts to be strong enough, It's an act of faith in the power of love.  
[And I encourage you to go home and read Hebrews 11, esp: v32-40] 
 
This is what we’re going to consider for the next little while- a few weeks anyway: that 
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“Nobody gets to Heaven without a fight.” 
 

We’re going to consider “the fight” we face in the role of suffering in our Christian 
experience. We’ll try to answer the question: ‘what does suffering do for us as followers 
of Jesus?’  
AND we’ll also try to consider “the fight” some Biblical characters faced as God called 
them to stand against “evil” and for the outcaste, the foreigner, the sick and despised.  
[SLIDE] 
Nobody ever promised a garden of roses.  
Nobody gets to Heaven without a fight 
Lord help us all to stand like steel for your kingdom, for your righteousness  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


