The Purpose of Trials  

Fourth and final in an August series, Your Best Life Now, based on Joel Osteen’s book of the same title chap 23.
 Scripture:  1 Peter 1:3-9; 4:12-19;   Rom. 8:18-39 
Key Thought:   God uses trials in our lives for his holy purposes. 
Intro idea -  Where troubles come from
One thing is sure: we all have problems.   In fact Jesus told us, “In this world you will have trouble…” (Jn 16:33)   And the thousand years before that the psalmist wrote, “Many are the afflictions of the righteous…” Ps 34:19 ESV.    Fortunately, both verses end on better, more encouraging notes.    
Our own doing

Now some of our troubles, it is pretty clear, are of our own making. We all know this. For example: for most of us, it is our own bad spending habits and lack of savings discipline that get us in financial trouble. Our lack of discipline in eating and exercise eventually results in some physical challenges. Bad moral choices cause pain in our relationships. And we could go on. There's no doubt that probably the greatest majority of our troubles are of our own making. But even these troubles if we look at them from another perspective, we can learn from them. The reason we have them is that God has ordained the world so that we reap what we sow much of the time. If we sow undisciplined behavior, we reap the results of the lack of discipline.   This law of cause and effect, of consequences of our behavior is part of what teaches us from our earliest childhood.   

Brokenness of creation

But there are many other kinds of troubles, problems that just happen to us because of the nature of our world.   Romans 8:18-24  teaches us that the creation itself is in a broken state. It too is waiting for the completion of the redemption that Christ has accomplished.   So many of the troubles that assail us can simply be attributed to the broken state of our world.   We live in a broken creation, and amid people who are rebelling against God.   Troubles from these kinds of sources are usually not under our control.   Maybe they are caused by the economics of the society around us, maybe they are weather related, maybe they are pure accidents, and maybe they are diseases whose causes are completely unknown.  Bible tells us that God sends rain on the just and the unjust and these kind of troubles seem to happen in this same kind of way-- they happen to everyone; but not even always equally.     
If you are a Calvinist you might prefer to say that God sends such trials for specific purposes; if you are Arminian, as most Wesleyan's like myself are, you would probably rather say that God uses such afflictions for his purposes.  When we get to heaven will find out whose perspective is more correct theologically.  If you never heard of either John Calvin or James Arminius, then this morning will help you skip right past the historical details and get right to the main point.   People who follow either of those two thinkers agree on one point.   Because the Bible is very clear about one thing.   Through our trials, afflictions, adversities God is working out his higher holy purposes!  
It is so helpful to us in our spiritual growth, if we understand this fact, and if we understand what some of these purposes are.  That's what I like to talk about this morning.  We will establish that troubles have purposes by looking at some of the purposes that are listed in Scripture.

Our trials refine us! 
The refining metaphor

The apostle Peter uses the metaphor of refining -   What is he referring to? 

“Mentioned even in the bible, refining by fire is the preferable method for larger quantities of gold. In ancient times, this form of refining involved a craftsman sitting next to a hot fire with molten gold in a crucible being stirred and skimmed to remove the impurities or dross that rose to the top of the molten metal. With flames reaching temperatures in excess of 1000 degrees Celsius, this job was definitely a dangerous occupation for the gold refiner.” (from website http://www.gold-traders.co.uk/gold-information/how-to-refine-gold.asp)   
In Psalm 66 the writer is speaking of Israel as having been refined and now enjoying the benefits  and looking back on the experience.  
First question is, why would we need refining?   -  we don’t see our need to change – To keep the metallurgy metaphor,  we are not aware of our impurities.   
Our trials are meant to persuade us to recognize where we need to change.  
In his book Your Best Life Now (p. 206), Joel Osteen says something that we do not like to hear but something  I think is very biblical. “I discovered in the struggles of life that God is more interested in changing me then he is in changing my circumstances. I'm not saying that God won't change the circumstances. Certainly, he can and often does. But most of the time, I'm tested in the areas where I am the weakest.”   
Example: in financial struggles, job transitions, layoffs, etc.    We tend to follow our impulses when it comes to spending, and think we can make it on our own.   In the resulting financial problems and pain, we discover the need for financial discipline. We also discover the need to trust in God rather than in ourselves.   Neither of these discoveries come to us naturally and both of them we resist.   Both are crucial discoveries that we need to make and we will not make unless we go through painful times that force us to face our inadequacies.   Once we face the fact that we can't do it on our own, then we are ready to learn to discipline our financial life, and to learn to trust God to meet our needs.  Those are higher values in God's eyes than ending quickly the immediate pain of our financial shortfall.     The pain is essential in order to get our attention and force us to take a different path.
The same thing is true in relationships. When relationships go through times of stress and trouble and pain, there is a reason.  God would like to get our attention and help us to seek new insights, to learn to do things differently, to question habits that are causing relationship pain, and try new strategies of behavior.  But unless there is some relationship difficulty, we keep on with the same unloving, uncaring,  self-centered behaviors.   Relationship pain is an opportunity for us to see how we need to change personally.   

 Sometimes I talk to couples were going through a crisis.   I find that they are often open to learn the adjustments that are needed to fix the immediate crisis.   But I discover that frequently they are not willing to question the behaviors that lead up to the crisis, that allowed the crisis to happen.  So the result is that while the immediate crisis is fixed, the relationship remains vulnerable to similar crises cause the underlying dynamics were not recognized.    It's again the same principle in action pain is a sign that things are not being done in the way that works the best with God's plan.  So we have an opportunity to understand ourselves better and seek to comply more fully with his design for our relationships.  And that way we have an opportunity for new wholesomeness.

Our trials are meant to purge out unchristian attitudes and actions 

Did you ever notice that when you're the most anxious to get someplace and being the most impatient that you're most likely to get behind a slow driver?  Did you ever stop to think about the fact that in the conflicts in your marriage, God is trying to rub some rough edges off from you so that your character will be better suited for future relationships both in this life and in the next?   
There is an interesting passage in the book of Isaiah that also speaks about refining. God mentions that he has refined his people for his own sake. He wants them to be better representatives of himself.    Of course as we learn more in Scripture, we know that as we become more godly, we also enjoy greater wholeness and happiness.   But this passage helps us see that one of the reasons that God allows us to go through periods of trial in an tribulation is to refine us, to make us more Christlike.  

Isa 48:10-11 “See, I have refined you, though not as silver;  I have tested you in the furnace of affliction.  11 For my own sake, for my own sake, I do this. How can I let myself be defamed? I will not yield my glory to another.” NIV

When Malachi predicted the work of the Messiah he described it in terms of refining

Mal 3:2-4    “But who can endure the day of his coming? Who can stand when he appears? For he will be like a refiner's fire or a launderer's soap. 3 He will sit as a refiner and purifier of silver; he will purify the Levites and refine them like gold and silver. Then the Lord will have men who will bring offerings in righteousness, 4 and the offerings of Judah and Jerusalem will be acceptable to the Lord, as in days gone by, as in former years.” NIV

Now you ask how does trouble refine us?   That is a good question?     Often, sadly, it does not because we do not react well to it.  We become angry, or bitter,  or we choose to react toward troubles in destructive ways, acting out like a child who is mad because they can have their way, or escaping into chemical dependency, for example.  When we do these things we usually discover quickly that we have made it worse for ourselves.   Sometimes, unhappily, as God said in the book of Jeremiah (6:29)  “the refining goes on in vain.”   Our wicked ways are not purged out .   We refuse to change.  

Consider the prophecy of Daniel   “Many will be purified, made spotless and refined, but the wicked will continue to be wicked. None of the wicked will understand, but those who are wise will understand.” (Da 12:10 NIV).    

So we definitely want to be among those who allow the Holy Spirit to use the difficulties of our life to purify us to refine us to make a spotless as Daniel is talking about.  That is one of God's purposes in allowing times of trouble in our lives.    
Hebrews suggests that we look upon our trials and difficulties as discipline.   The word discipline can be taken in two ways.   It may be deserved consequences of our wrongdoing, or it may simply be the hardships that are needed to produce growth.  Either way the writer says to look at the fruit that discipline produces.

Heb 12:7-11 NIV

“Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons. For what son is not disciplined by his father? 8 If you are not disciplined (and everyone undergoes discipline), then you are illegitimate children and not true sons. 9 Moreover, we have all had human fathers who disciplined us and we respected them for it. How much more should we submit to the Father of our spirits and live! 10 Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness. 11 No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.”   

Note the triple affirmation of the positive purposes of such difficult time as --  “for our good” ;  “that we may share in his holiness”;  and “produces a harvest of righteousness and peace.”  

Our trials stretch us and challenge us!

Does an athlete to get better while he is lounging in the hemic and vacation?  No!  He disciplines himself to exercise and conditions as muscles.   “ No pain no gain”  is one of his training modules.    He learns from scrimmages so that he is prepared for the next contest.
I'm a Chiefs fan. The big news for Chiefs is that Stephen Strasburg was supposed to pitch yesterday. He's on a rehab stint and is been pitching down in Hagerstown Pennsylvania in AA. You ask why don't they just ship them back to Washington and let him pitch for the Nationals? The answer is that he is not ready. Physically and emotionally he must rehab by gaining strength under testing. So he is gradually rehab up through the minors again so that he may gain strength by gradually increasingly difficult challenges.  Then, hopefully for the nationals, by September, he will be ready to pitch in the major leagues again.  

The way a coach shapes players would be a contemporary illustration of how trials stretch is and strengthen us for future challenges.    In the Old Testament the prophets use a different illustration.  Their illustration for the way God shapes us was something that was a common sight in their day.  It was the work of a potter working with clay on a potter’s wheel.    Consider the following example from Isaiah.  

Isa 64:8 “O Lord, you are our Father. We are the clay, you are the potter; we are all the work of your hand.”  NIV

It is the stress on the clay that is produced by the potter's fingers holding the clay as the wheel turns that shapes the clay.   In the same way the stresses of our lives as we go through life, and the responses that we make to them and faith as we reach out for God's help shapes us strengthens us prepares us for the future of our lives.  

Our trials can be redemptive for others.
Trials directly for the sake of the gospel
Some of our trials may be for the sake of the gospel, for the name of Christ.  These trials are especially blessed, for in these we directly participate in the suffering of Christ in bringing the good news of the kingdom to others.   Beatitude tells us blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness …  (Matt. 5:10)
The Philippians church, for example, was being persecuted just as Paul and been persecuted (Phil. 1:29).  But Paul is very specific in saying that God's purposes were being worked out through this suffering. 

“Therefore, my dear friends, as you have always obeyed — not only in my presence, but now much more in my absence — continue to work out your salvation with fear and trembling, 13 for it is God who works in you to will and to act according to his good purpose.”  Php 2:12-13 NIV   Paul encourages them in the verses that followed that in the midst of – perhaps through their suffering they would “shine like stars in the universe 16 as you hold out the word of life” Php 2:15,16 NIV    In other words,  their suffering would be redemptive for others!
Trials made redemptive because God uses them for others

But even other sufferings that are not directly caused by persecution can be redemptive for others.   The Bible teaches that God wants to use the comfort that he gives us in our troubles to comfort other people.  He wants us to use the wisdom the grace encouragement that we received and that helps us through our trials to help other people through their trials.     This then becomes another part of the holy purpose that God has in helping us in enduring our sufferings.   Consider Paul's words to the Corinthian church.  
“Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, 4 who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God.”   2 Co 1:3,4 NIV

One way to put it is a God does not waste pain.    For example, some of the best counselors at pro-life centers are people who understand by experience the tragedy of abortion.  So the best leaders of grief support groups are people who have suffered deep griefs in their own lives.   Why is this?  Because they understand–they have walked the road and they know how to help others avoid the pit falls.   Our trials can indeed become redemptive for others.  

Suffering offered up to God
This section is from Elisabeth Elliot. 
“The thing that I want us to try to look at in the few minutes that we have today is the offering up like a gift the thorn that was given. Let me read you a poem. I don't know who the author of this is. It says "anonymous" down at the bottom. 

"I stood, a mendicant of God." A mendicant is a beggar. "I stood, a mendicant of God, before His royal throne and begged Him for one priceless gift, which I could call my own. I took the gift from out His hand, but as I would depart I cried, 'But Lord, this is a thorn and it has pierced my heart. This is a strange and hurtful gift which Thou hast given me.' He said, 'My child, I give good gifts. I gave My best to thee.' 

I took it home. And though at first the cruel thorn hurt sore, as long years passed I learned at last to love it more and more. I learned He never gives a thorn without this added grace: He takes the thorn to pin aside the veil which hides His face."

Can you offer up to Jesus Christ the sorrow or the suffering that you are experiencing now? Colossians 1:24 says, "Now I rejoice in what was suffered for you, and I fill up in my flesh what is still lacking in regard to Christ's afflictions."

Paul was making an offering to Christ of his own sufferings. You can do that, too. Just get down on your knees, perhaps, if you wish. You don't have to do it this way. Lift up your hands to the Lord and say, "Lord, here is this suffering. I give it to You. I give it over to You as an offering." God's gift of suffering enables us to offer Him something. In other words, God, in giving us suffering, is giving us material for sacrifice-something to offer to Him.

Suppose your little child, your three-year-old, comes in with a fistful of smashed dandelions. It's a precious offering, and no mother or father in his right mind would dream of rejecting such an offering. Well, my helplessness or hopelessness or suffering certainly looks like a useless offering to Jesus Christ, but it never is.

When the little boy's lunch was given to Jesus-the five loaves and two fishes-what did Jesus do with it? One of the disciples, Andrew, said, "Well, what is the good of this for such a crowd?" It didn't make any difference what the good of it was. Jesus knew what to do with it.

The same thing is true of the offerings that you make. They seem pitiful. They seem inadequate. They seem meaningless. Yet I shall never forget what one missionary said to us when I was a student at Wheaton College: "If your life is broken when given to Jesus, it may be because pieces will feed a multitude when a loaf would satisfy only a little boy."

I don't think the little boy who gave up his lunch ever forgot Jesus. If the disciples perhaps had extorted it from him, I don't believe that little boy ever regretted his sacrifice. Suppose he had withheld his five loaves and two fishes. 

Jesus was willing for His Heavenly Father to do whatever He wanted to do with Him. He said, "A body hast Thou prepared for Me; My body for the life of the world, given for you." Can you make an offering today of your broken heart? Are you willing to accept the trouble-the root canal, the traffic jam, the flat tire, the job that you didn't want? The Bible says, "All things serve Thee," so offer them back to Jesus Christ.”    Quoted by Lisa Berry on a Back to the Bible webpage (http://www.backtothebible.org/index.php/Gateway-to-Joy/Offering-Your-Suffering-to-God.html). Probably from Elliot’s book,  A Path Through Suffering
God has made sufficient spiritual provision for us to fulfill his purposes and be victorious in our trials. 
But when we are in the midst of troubles.   What we need is assurance that we will get through them at all.  I believe it helps to recognize that they are not pointless.  It helps to know that the sovereign God is great enough to bring good out of our sufferings.   This is one of the meetings of that beautiful verse Romans 8: 28

“And we know that in all things God works for the good of those who love him, who have been called according to his purpose.”   NIV

But there's one more thing that we need to know.  We need also to know that God's grace is sufficient to bring us through our troubles.   Praise God he has promised this too.   

 Numerous promises help us grasp this concept.  
“My grace is sufficient for you for my power is made perfect in weakness.” (2 Cor. 12:9)
“I can do everything through him who gives me strength.”  (Php 4:13 NIV)

“No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.” (1 Co 10:13 NIV)
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