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On suffering for Him 
 
Exodus 16:2–15 
Psalm 105:1–6, 37–45 
Philippians 1:21–30 
Matthew 20:1–16 
 
Text: Philippians 1:29 
For he has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of suffering 
for him as well. 
 
Introduction 
St Teresa of Avila (1515-1582) was a Carmelite nun whose dedication to contemplative prayer 
and writing have been an inspiration for many; she would be considered a highly influential 
Christian mystic.  The nun we know as Mother Teresa, for example, was inspired by St. Teresa 
of Avila’s writings sufficiently that she took the name ‘Teresa’ as her own as she dedicated her 
life to serving God. 
 
One reviewer of St. Teresa’s writing said, “She writes with joyous abandon and humorous, self-
deprecating humility.”  In the hagiographic accounts of her life, the story is told that one day St. 
Teresa was making her way to her convent during a fierce rainstorm, she slipped down an 
embankment and fell squarely into the mud.  The irrepressible nun looked up to heaven and 
admonished her Maker, "If this is how You treat Your friends, no wonder why You have so few 
of them!"  
 
1. Does this prayer from the lips of St. Teresa find parallels in your experience?  Slipping into a 
mud puddle where the only injury is the mess of the mud and slight wound our pride suffers, is 
the kind of thing we ought to laugh about. (and you can laugh with God.)  If we call this kind of 
event ‘suffering’ then real suffering loses its meaning.  In Jesus’ ministry, he relieved the 
suffering of illness and anguish wherever he went.  We are to relieve this kind of suffering and 
seek relief from it.  It is of interest to note that St. Teresa is considered a patron saint of those 
who suffer physical pain and headaches.  So, what is Paul talking about when he says it is a 
privilege to suffer for Christ? 
 
There is a suffering the believer cannot avoid; it is the ill treatment of our world because of 
identification with Jesus Christ.  It was while on his way to the Garden of Gethsemane with his 
disciples that Jesus taught his followers that the world hates us because it first hated him. (John 
15:18-20) The only way for the believer to avoid this sort of suffering is to repudiate relationship 
with Jesus Christ.  “Take up your cross and follow me,” said Jesus.  Discipleship is always 
cruciform in nature.  Hence, there is this consistent stream of thought in the New Testament, like 
this expression in Paul’s Philippian letter, that following Jesus includes this kind of suffering.   
 
The Russian novelist and historian Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was sentenced to eight years in a 
Soviet labour camp and then internal exile for criticizing Josef Stalin in a private letter.  His book 
The Gulag Archipelago describes life in the Gulag—the Soviet forced labour camp system.  
According to his description of the Gulag, ‘dehumanization’ seems a mild descriptor for what 
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occurred there.  Solzhenitsyn’s message to the Western world, shared repeatedly after his 1978 
Harvard Commencement Address, is that “Godlessness is the first step to the Gulag” and also to 
the death of common civilized decency in the West.   
 
It seems to me that as our society has moved in the direction of jettisoning God from governance 
and education, replacing God imagining instead our lives as taking place in a self-sufficient 
immanent order, our world in not growing in kindness.  I think that there is little doubt that much 
of the harshness of society is aimed at Christians and Christian faith claims.  I have no idea how 
things will unfold; many think we are on the cusp of a new dark age.  Be that as it may, this 
gospel theme of suffering for Christ has, I believe, growing relevance for believers in the 
Western world.   
 
I know that St. Teresa’s prayer was said about falling down in the mud, but I wonder if we may 
also find it relevant with respect to this suffering that comes because of identity with Jesus.  If 
the gospel message includes this certainty that the world will hate you because it hated him, we 
may wonder if this is a reason Jesus “has so few friends”.  We love to proclaim Jesus’ great love 
and ready welcome of people—it is such a winning message.  The point Jesus stressed regarding 
the price for following him in this world may seem to undermine our Lord’s attractiveness.  But 
does it? 
 
2. The gospel writer Matthew distills the good news Jesus preached and commissioned his 
disciples to preach, with this sentence; “The kingdom of heaven has come near.”  Jesus had lots 
to say about that kingdom—the good news being that it has come near to us.  Jesus told several 
parables to help his hearers understand what this kingdom was like.  The parable of the labourers 
in the vineyard is just such a parable.   “For the kingdom of heaven is like…,” begins Jesus.   
 
Keep in mind that there is no kingdom without a king.  To say that “the kingdom of heaven has 
come near” is to say that the king is near.  These parables of the kingdom reveal something about 
the heart of the king—what it means to be ruled by this king.  It is “like a landowner who went 
out early in the morning to hire labourers for his vineyard,” said Jesus.  How did the disciples 
hear this parable?  They were more than familiar with the agricultural story Jesus was telling—it 
is harvest time and landowners need to harvest the grapes.  It was a scene they knew intimately.  
Day laborers gathering early in the morning at a town gate waiting for someone that might hire 
them.  In some ways akin to today’s ‘gig’ economy characterized by the prevalence of short-term 
or freelance work.   
 
A question for us to ask is, what is it about this story, in the way Jesus tells it, which stands out 
because it is not what his disciples expect in such a story?  The first thing that would hit them 
was that it was the landowner himself who showed up at the gate to hire people.  Most 
landowners have people who do that.  But in Jesus’ story the landowner comes himself, 
personally, and keeps on coming back seeking additional labourers.   
 
This is gospel.  God comes among us and addresses us personally.  The biblical understanding of 
God’s address is that he is active or present speaking.  In the kingdom of heaven God isn’t on 
some distant throne and has people to do that for him.  The kingdom of heaven has drawn near, 
insisted Jesus.  When we hear the gospel read and proclaimed, to be sure we hear the voice of the 
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preacher, but we are listening past that preacher for the One who addresses us as that word is 
proclaimed.  God summons us personally to work in his vineyard.   
 
A second thing that stands out is the landowner’s return at various hours during the day hiring 
any labourers who were there waiting.  Had the landowner not calculated adequately how many 
labourers he needed at the beginning of the day?  Did he so underestimate the size of the job that 
he was returning in a panic hoping to ramp up enough staff?  No.  The parable is told by Jesus to 
highlight the way the landowner was focussed on the needs of the day labourers.  They needed 
the work and they needed a day’s pay, even if they worked for only an hour.  Does the prayer 
Jesus taught us come to mind?  Give us this day our daily bread. 
 
A third point that stands out is that in the kingdom of heaven all calculation is rendered mute.  In 
Matthew gospel this parable is bookended by Jesus’ statement that, “the last will be first, and the 
first will be last.”  The parable is told to emphasize this point.  The context of this parable is the 
story of the rich young man who turned away from Jesus because of the power his possessions 
held over him.  Jesus quipped that it is hard for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of 
God.  Peter had asked a follow up question—"Look, we have left everything and followed you. 
What then will we have?” (Matthew 19:27) Jesus’ answer asserts that calculating isn’t the way to 
understand the kingdom or its king.  
 
In this sentence of the last being first Jesus wasn’t offering us a kingdom calculator as if to say, 
standing at the back of the line will assure you of first place or showing up last is the way to get 
the best treatment or some such thing.  Doing that is still calculating; it is to take what Jesus said 
and apply it to our calculators.  Rather, insists Jesus, the reality of the kingdom is not like our 
calculating and ranking of people. 
 
This parable is rarely heard as good news in North America.  Our culture’s generosity is always 
about earning.  It’s tied to a bonus system.  Like the labourers hired at the beginning of the day 
who grumbled about the pay system, our thinking is tied to a system of how much we think we 
are owed.  The love of God is so lavish we do not possess a calculator that can contain it.  In 
response to Peter’s question of what will we get having left our business to follow you, Jesus 
said, “everyone who has left houses or brothers or sisters or father or mother or children or 
fields, for my name’s sake, will receive a hundredfold, and will inherit eternal life.”   
 
In the NRSV the question Jesus puts on the lips of the landowner to the grumbling labourers is 
translated as, “are you envious because I am generous?  The word translated ‘generous’ is the 
Greek word for ‘good’.  I point this out because doubting the goodness of God is at the root of 
our having turned away from God.  In the Genesis story God said eat of any tree but one—the 
tree of the knowledge of good and evil.  ‘Good and evil’ is a Hebraism that means, ‘whatever the 
human mind can imagine.’ God put limits on human self-extension for our good.  We doubt this.  
In fact, our calculating is in some measure saying to God, we need to add this up to know if it is 
really good.  Is the promise of eternal life really worth the abuse of being identified with Jesus? 
 
When it comes to faith in Jesus Christ there is a point at which we come to the end of all our 
calculating because our calculators won’t contain it; we reach the end of our human capacity of 
reason because our reason can’t contain or circumscribe God; and we have to take what Soren 
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Kierkegaard called the ‘leap of faith.’  This is not a leap that is without knowledge but includes 
our knowledge.  But it is a leap nonetheless, a leap into the open arms of the crucified Saviour.  
And because the world’s hatred of Jesus did not undo him as his resurrection from the dead will 
declare; so too for all those who cling to him in faith, the world’s hatred cannot finally undo the 
believer. 
 
3. If a letter was being read to you today from your minister who had written to you from a 
prison cell and was proposing a visit to come to see you upon anticipated release from prison—
as was the case in Paul’s Philippian letter—how eager would you be to look forward to such a 
visit?  And yet, we read just such a letter today and find ourselves blessed by God in it.  The 
Apostle was in chains because he proclaimed Jesus Christ as the world’s true Lord; the emperors 
of Paul’s day were not impressed.  The powers of our own world today are not impressed by the 
believer’s loyalty to Jesus Christ—a loyalty that comes first above all other loyalties.  
 
The pressure that we often feel about reading a biblical letter written so long ago, is to make it 
relevant to our world today.  I realize that we need to express the gospel in language that can be 
heard—in doing so care needs to be taken to not denature or compromise the good news of Jesus.  
We have it backwards often; God doesn’t need to make himself relevant to us—rather we need to 
be set right with him.  We need our questions reshaped and reframed by his indescribable love 
revealed in the cross of Jesus Christ.  Too often churches have engaged in a public relations 
scheme trying to make Christianity’s brand relevant and uncontroversial.  The world opposed to 
God hates Jesus.  This does not mean that we seek controversy for the sake of controversy; 
however, we can’t render Jesus uncontroversial to a world that despises him. 
 
4.  Today I have focused on this current in the gospel of suffering for our identification with 
Christ and how Paul spoke of this as a privilege.  I think the ‘privilege’ aspect is that we have 
been identified as belonging to Jesus.  The suffering part is painful; the identity with him is 
eternal life.  Paul wrote of two privileges in this text.  “For he (God) has graciously granted you 
the privilege not only of (1) believing in Christ, but of (2) suffering for him as well.”  While Paul 
doesn’t hide the fact of such suffering, as you read the breadth of Paul’s letters his clear 
emphasis is on the privilege of ‘believing in Christ.’  Much like our Lord’s preaching.  Jesus 
spoke of the price of following him, yet the joy of the kingdom is his emphasis. 
 
I wonder if the Apostle Paul has his experience on the road to Damascus when Jesus arrested 
him with blinding clarity when he speaks of the privilege of believing.  To be sure, he has 
suffered a lot for making Christ known but it must be the power of Jesus’ presence that holds 
him in such things.  It certainly isn’t prestige or popularity that keeps him going.  
 
Is this not the believer’s experience, Jesus holds us?  Jesus gives us salvation by giving us 
himself.  It is a personal relationship that is the character of faith.  Only Jesus can be the person 
that he is for you—and wondrously only you can be the person you are for Jesus in this 
relationship.  We are held by the power of a love so amazing it defies complete description—
such is its length and breadth and height and depth.   
 
For he has graciously granted you the privilege not only of believing in Christ, but of suffering 
for him as well. 


