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My soul finds rest in God alone;
my salvation comes from him.
He alone is my rock and my salvation;
he is my fortress, I will never be shaken.
Psalm 62:1–2NIV
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INTRODUCTION
Can Good Come Out
of This Situation?
In times of great difficulty, people often wonder how they will be able to continue. The pain may seem too great for them to handle or the sorrow too deep. They often ask, “Will anything good come out of this tragedy?” When God is involved, the answer is always yes!
However, it may take time—in some cases, years—before you realize God’s providential hand is always at work in your life. When you do, you also will come to know that you were never alone, forgotten, or abandoned. At every turn, Jesus was beside you.
David writes, “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil, for You are with me” (Ps. 23:4). There is only one way to face adversity, and that is by faith in Jesus Christ. Either you can struggle against life’s difficulties, or you can turn them over to the Lord and ask Him to give you the wisdom and strength you need to handle each one. When you commit your life to Him, He will take care of all that concerns you. That is His promise. David writes, “The LORD will accomplish what concerns me; Your lov-ingkindness, O LORD, is everlasting; do not forsake the works of Your hands” (Ps. 138:8).
In Philippians, the apostle Paul reminds us that there is no limitation to the accomplishments we can achieve if our hearts are set on Christ. He writes, “I can do all things through Him who strengthens me” (4:13). With these words, Paul reveals the secret to dealing with life’s hard-to-handle challenges. It is dependency—dependency on a sovereign, omnipotent God, who loves us with an everlasting love. Over his lifetime, the problems and trials Paul faced were anything but light. In fact, he tells us in 2 Corinthians,
Five times I received from the Jews thirty-nine lashes. [Forty lashes was a sentence of sure death.] Three times I was beaten with rods, once I was stoned, three times I was shipwrecked, a night and a day I have spent in the deep.
I have been on frequent journeys, in dangers from rivers, dangers from robbers, dangers from my countrymen, dangers from the Gentiles, dangers in the city, dangers in the wilderness, dangers on the sea, dangers among false brethren; I have been in labor and hardship, through many sleepless nights, in hunger and thirst, often without food, in cold and exposure. Apart from such external things, there is the daily pressure on me of concern for all the churches. Who is weak without my being weak? Who is led into sin without my intense concern? If I have to boast, I will boast of what pertains to my weak-x ness. The God and Father of the Lord Jesus, He who is blessed forever, knows that I am not lying. (11:24–31)
From a human perspective, Paul should have been dead, but he was alive to do the will of God. He writes, “For even when we came into Macedonia our flesh had no rest, but we were afflicted on every side: conflicts without, fears within. But God, who comforts the depressed, comforted us” (2 Cor. 7:5–6). When you face sorrow, heartbreak, and disappointment of any kind, He will do the same for you. He will comfort you so that you will not grow weary (Isa. 40:31). He will teach you how to trust Him to a greater degree, and He also will show you how to comfort others who are hurting and facing tremendous trials (2 Cor. 1:4–7). The problem that you are struggling with today may be one that has lingered for a long time—so long, in fact, you may wonder if it will ever be resolved and if life will return to being normal. But adversity, like nothing else, has the ability to bring about solid, constructive change in your life. When you allow God to bear your burdens, this change will result in a closer fellowship with Him.
As you read through this book, I want to challenge you to alter the way you view life’s problems and trials. Instead of cowering in fear when difficulties come, step out in faith and trust God to deal with your circumstances. Without a doubt, He will teach you to face life’s problems the way Joseph, Elijah, Moses, Paul, and Peter did—by staying the course, fighting the good fight of faith, and developing a new attitude toward the problems of life. In fact, when it comes to adversity, God always has a greater plan in mind.
It is my prayer that you will come to know the love of the Savior in a much deeper way. Then when life does become dark and stormy, you will immediately know to turn to God in prayer, trusting Him to care for you. You will watch in amazement as He works on your behalf. Therefore, believe, pray, and know that if adversity touches your life, God is at work, and He will bring you through this season of difficulty victoriously!
CHAPTER 1
No Problem Too Great
Nothing was gentle or kind about Hurricane Katrina. What began as a small tropical storm on August 24, 2005, quickly became a category one hurricane as it passed just north of Key West, Florida. At the time, no one would have thought that in less than four days, this storm would turn into a raging category five hurricane with wind speeds surpassing 170 mph, but this is exactly what it did.
After frightening residents of Key West and chasing tourists away from the southernmost point of the United States, the storm turned northward and headed out into the Gulf of Mexico where warmer-than-normal water temperatures fueled its growing fury. Two days later, weather forecasters were stunned by the satellite images they were receiving detailing the storm’s track. At one point the hurricane, along with its outer rain bands, completely filled the Gulf of Mexico. Even more frightening was the fact that the hurricane had trained its eye on the coastal areas of Louisiana, Mississippi, and the western third of Alabama.
Residents began frantically packing cars and seeking any route of escape. Highways quickly became slow-moving parking lots as people fled from the inevitable. Countless others, however, believed they could outlast the storm on their own. Some said they had no way to leave the area. They boarded up their houses or sought refuge in shelters, but to little avail. As Katrina approached land, local government officials realized this storm would be physically, emotionally, and mentally devastating to everyone in its path. Destruction would be mammoth, and recovery would not be easy or quick.
Just as it made landfall, Hurricane Katrina weakened to a category four. But its sustained winds hovered at 145 mph, and Americans witnessed one of the most deadly storms in history plow ashore. Close to 1,300 people died in storm-related deaths, and damage estimates are reported to be more than $200 billion. More than a million people were displaced from their homes. Countless individuals were separated from loved ones. At the time, the one question on everyone’s mind seemed to be: How could this have happened?
Winds of Adversity
The winds of adversity blow strong. They also blow in every direction. They do not discriminate between rich or poor, weak or strong. Though many people try desperately to avoid difficulty and hardship, sooner or later adversity will strike our lives. This is because no one is exempt from sorrow, heartache, disappointment, and even sudden tragedy. When the storm does hit, it can cause a multitude of problems: fear, anxiety, and anger. It can tempt us to doubt God’s goodness and to feel as though the very foundation of our lives will crumble beneath us.
In the aftermath of a storm—whether emotional or physical— we may be tempted to wonder if we will ever be able to put the pieces of our lives back together. After all, how do we recover from the heartfelt loss of our homes, the death of a friend or a spouse, or the sharp and painful feelings that come as a result of divorce? How can we go on after hearing the news that we have been let go from a job we loved? Will we ever get past the stinging reality of finding out that the husband or wife who once vowed to love until “death do us part” loves someone else? Is there any cure for the loneliness, isolation, and depression we are feeling? Will life ever return to a normal pace after suffering a long and serious illness? The answer to these questions is found through faith in God. In the aftermath of any storm, He is the only One we can turn to for encouragement.
Many times, people search through the debris of their lives looking for signs of hope and anything still connected to the life they once knew. Even if everything we regarded as familiar changes, God remains the same (Heb. 13:8). He is our eternal anchor in stormy and difficult times (Heb. 6:19). And He has promised never to forsake those who love Him (Deut. 31:6, 8; Heb. 13:5).
You may be thinking, My life has been shattered by tragedy,and I just don’t believe there is any hope available for me. In fact,I got up this morning, went to my office, and a few minutes intomy day, my manager told me the company no longer needed me.I have been fired, and now I feel numb and wonder what I willdo to take care of my family’s needs. God is never surprised by the difficulties you face. He knows all about the circumstances of your life before they unfold. Some come as a result of living in a fallen world. Others are the result of sin, but even when you have turned away from Him, there is hope.
There are also seasons to life—times when the winds of adversity hit without warning and with the force of a category five hurricane. And if a person lives long enough, he or she will experience some type of adversity. Being prepared for seasons of difficulty gives you the motivation you need to stay the course when trouble comes. You also can learn how to examine a problem rationally and to turn it over to the Lord rather than succumb to feelings of depression, guilt, or shame.
More than likely, you know what it feels like to stare sorrow and disappointment in the face. For the person who has picked up this book with the hope of finding an answer to the heaviness he or she is feeling, there is great news: God has given us His promise of restoration. He tells us in Joel 2:25, “I will make up to you for the years that the swarming locust has eaten, the creeping locust, the stripping locust and the gnawing locust.” In this passage, the Lord was speaking of the nation of Israel. However, there is an eternal principle involved that we can apply to our lives. When you trust God with your circumstances, He not only will help you solve whatever problem you are facing, but He will restore all that has been lost in the process. The restoration may come in a different way. Nevertheless, it will come, and you will be able to sense God’s goodness in the process.
He knows when we face difficulties that are beyond our ability to handle, and He promises hope and restoration when our faith is in Him alone. In Deuteronomy 30:1–3, He says, “So it shall be when all of these things have come upon you, the blessing and the curse which I have set before you, and you call them to mind . . . and you return to the LORD your God and obey Him with all your heart and soul . . . then the LORD your God will restore you.” The Lord is the One who provides the strength and courage we need to go forward by faith, trusting Him with our future even when the sun does not appear for many days and months. He is not the author of evil, nor did His original design include devastation and heartache. However, He uses both of these for His purpose and glory, and for our blessing. And it is in times of extreme difficulty that He develops our character and strengthens us spiritually, while helping us to grow deeper in our faith in Him.
Adversity comes as a result of two different aspects. It often strikes as a result of living in a fallen environment. While God originally created this world to be perfect, Adam and Eve sinned, and we are now living with the consequences of their disobedience. We also experience adversity when we fail to obey God. All sin has consequences—some much more serious than others. While the consequences of sin are very serious, God never stops loving us, and when we acknowledge our need of Him and that we have made a wrong turn, He is quick to restore our fellowship with Him.
God Specializes in Hope
You may think that in your disobedience, you have gone too far. Nothing is beyond His reach—no sin is too great for Him to handle. He is God, and He is sovereign. He loves you with an infinite love, and there may be times when He will allow adversity to strike so that you will turn back to Him. In their agony, Adam and Eve cried out, and the Lord moved on their behalf. Though He cast them out of the garden of Eden, He made garments for them to wear (Gen. 3:21). He also set into motion His plan of redemption for you and me, which included the coming of His Son, the Savior of the world. The Bible tells us, “For God so loved the world [you], that He gave His only begotten Son, that whoever believes in Him shall not perish, but have eternal life” (John 3:16).
God is greater than any form of evil. He is alive and present with us through the power of His Holy Spirit in the lives of those who have accepted Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord. This means that not only do we have a sure hope for what seems to be the most hopeless of circumstances, but we also have a loving Savior who comforts us in our times of trial and heartache (2 Cor. 1:3–4). He has a plan for your life, even if it has been damaged and torn apart by the winds of adversity (Jer. 29:11). You may think that there is no way He could ever love you, but He does. He created you in love for the purpose of knowing and loving you. Catastrophic events that involve innocent people are not the result of anything we have done wrong. God is not a stern judge who is sitting up in heaven waiting for the right moment to crush us for our actions.
He is a God of love, but when we make unwise decisions, He allows us to face the consequences of these wrong choices. Adam disobeyed God and therefore suffered for failing to do what God had commanded him to do. When we violate a principle of God, we can expect to suffer some type of adversity. Many times, we are quick to recognize what we have done and take the right steps to correct the situation. Other times, we may not be as quick to respond correctly, and the adversity intensifies until we respond to God’s correction.
There are consequences to sin—actions we are sure will not hurt anyone. Words thoughtlessly spoken bring deep hurt to a person’s life and can have a lasting impact. We may casually dismiss our actions as being said or done in fun, but God thinks differently and will prick our consciences until we acknowledge that what we have done is wrong. A few years ago, I sat in my office listening to a young man who had come by the church to drop off a few things and asked to see me. After a few minutes of light conversation, I became aware that storm clouds were not only building in this man’s life, but they were about to break open.
When we think about stormy situations, we usually believe these include an unexpected sickness, an unforeseen financial distress, or an unpreventable accident. This is true, but many of the storms we face also come as the result of personal sin—sin that could have been prevented by just saying no to a single thought of temptation. This was the case in this man’s life, and he had a lot of work to do before he could experience the unconditional trust of his family again. However, he was able to make it because he sought forgiveness and refuge in Christ. With God’s help, he was able to turn away from the sin that almost destroyed his family.
What type of storm are you facing today? Do you realize that even if it has appeared as a result of something you have done, God is in it with you? You are never alone. He will not forsake you when you call to Him and admit that you failed to follow His principles and need His forgiveness and wisdom to right what has been done wrong. He is your unshakable refuge, and though you may have strayed, He will restore you when you turn your heart back to Him.
How do you handle adversity? What do you do when the walls of your life collapse and there seems to be no point of retreat for you? How do you go on to face the next day and the day after that? In the back of the lonely, dark cave of Adullam, we can imagine David’s tears running heavy down his face. He had never been in a place like this one. Sure, he had been on the battlefield facing fierce soldiers of war, but he had never been here, and certainly never alone. Alone! That is the way he felt. Though four hundred men were with him, more than likely he felt alone, and the pain he experienced was horrifying (1 Sam. 22:1). How did this happen? Wasn’t he the anointed king of Israel? Didn’t he have a secure place to live, a home in Jerusalem, and friends who opened their lives to him? There was nothing in this place to welcome him except a handful of sandy soil and the constant dripping of seeping water emerging from the rocky walls that concealed him from his enemy, King Saul.
When David bowed for Samuel to anoint him king, he had no idea his life was headed for turmoil and trouble. In fact, more than likely, he imagined triumph and victory. Instead, he found himself writing these few words of a prayer and psalm to God: “Be gracious to me, O God, be gracious to me, for my soul takes refuge in You; and in the shadow of Your wings I will take refuge until destruction passes by. I will cry to God Most High, to God who accomplishes all things for me. He will send from heaven and save me” (Ps. 57:1–3).
No matter how painful your situation may be, God has a greater purpose in mind for the heartache that you are suffering. Over the weeks, months, and even years that followed, those few moments spent in a cave of discouragement were never forgotten by David. He had learned a simple principle—one that would rule his life: trust God with your circumstances, and leave all the consequences to Him. He was molding David’s life for a greater challenge and a greater blessing. He had a plan in mind for the disappointments His servant faced, just as He does for us. Perhaps the winds of adversity are blowing hard against your life, and you cannot begin to think how you will make it through another day, let alone another week. You tell your friends that you feel numb and defeated. God, however, wants you to lift your head so you can see the many promises, opportunities, and blessings He has waiting for you.
The Wrong View
There is a popular religious view in our world today that is totally opposite of what the Bible teaches. It tells us that if we will trust God, believe in Him, and make sure our faith is focused in the right direction, we will never have to face adversity. Nothing could be farther from the truth. The fact is that during our lifetimes, each one of us will face many trials. Some will be simple to weather, while others will be much more difficult. Having the wrong view of adversity can lead to serious problems. This can cause us to doubt God when we need to buckle down and trust Him to an even greater degree. It also can tempt us to become cynical and bitter, especially when we adopt a “poor me” attitude.
When you face adversity, ask God to help you understand His will and purpose for the difficulty. He may not tell you all you want to know. But over time, you will find that He gives you exactly what you need at the right time. One of the surest ways to experience God’s hope is to read His Word. God’s unconditional love and restoration are woven throughout the Bible. It chronicles the amazing, unconditional love of a holy and righteous God who loves you with an everlasting love. Within its pages, you will discover that you are not alone. Each one of the saints of God faced times of tremendous trial and discouragement. They struggled with feelings of fear and thoughts of defeat. But they were relentless in their faith because they were convinced that the One who promised to deliver them from heartache and sorrow would do it, and He did. The awesome truth is that He is willing to do the same for you today.
CHAPTER 2
The Test of Endurance
I have been a Christian many years, and as I think about my life, I realize God has allowed one storm after another to blow through my life—one heartache, trial, burden, or tribulation after another. Each time, He has spoken to my heart, but I have never heard Him say, “Don’t worry about a thing. Just relax.”
Instead, He often says simply, “Trust Me.” There is something about hearing these two words that brings a sense of peace to my heart. I may feel troubled over a decision and wonder what will happen next. However, when I sense God saying, “Trust Me,” I stop thinking about all that could or could not happen and begin to rest in His presence and care. I also find that when I let go of my need to work something out, He handles all the details of my circumstances perfectly. Later in his life, David faced a very difficult set of circumstances. His life was being threatened again. Yet we find that he placed his hope in God and not in his own ability as king. In Psalm 55:22, we discover the key to his confidence. He writes, “Cast your burden upon the LORD and He will sustain you; He will never allow the righteous to be shaken.” The word cast literally means to “roll over on God.” In other words, David is telling us to roll the burdens of our hearts onto the Lord. After all, He is the only One who has the power, the insight, and the ability to handle each one.
The apostle Peter echoes David’s words. He writes: “Cast all your anxiety on him [Christ] because he cares for you” (1 Pet. 5:7 NIV). Only here, he tells us to roll our feelings of anxiety, fear, and discouragement over onto Christ our Savior, knowing He will lift us up and give us the guidance we need to face every threat. Therefore, when all hope seems to be gone and when sorrow or sin has clouded your way, ask God to reveal Himself to you, and tell Him that you want His will for your life and that you are asking Him to forgive you if you have knowingly disobeyed Him.
A Test of Endurance
I have no idea what problem you are facing, but I know you are not alone. You may look at your life and wonder, “God, how did I get in this mess?” “Why did You allow me to fall to this place?” “How will I ever get out of this?” “When I look at my life, the only thing I can see is a long, dark tunnel, and there is not even a ray of light falling down. Is there any hope for me?” As far as you may be concerned, the walls of life have closed in on you, and there is no place to turn. Each of us will walk through times of darkness when all we will want to do is find a cave and crawl into it, but we must not do this. All of us have wept over the heartaches, struggles, trials, and temptations that we have had to face. We did not know how we would find our way through the darkness. I know there have been times in my own life when I have gone to bed at night wondering, “Lord, what are You going to do about all of this?” I also have prayed, “God, why don’t You do something?” One of the most wonderful aspects of our Lord’s life is the fact that He cried out on the cross, “My God, My God, why have You forsaken Me?” (Mark 15:34).
If we were honest, we would admit that there have been times when we have wanted to cry out, “Lord, why are You forsaking me? Why don’t You do something in my life?” He knows when you walk through the valley of temptation—when you want to do what is right, but you just do not seem to be able to do it. You try, but you fail, and then you want to quit, to give up and walk away. But you do not have to give up. Do not ever consider giving up. There is something about giving up that carries an awesome penalty and sense of disappointment.
The first thing I want you to understand is this: when we give up, we run the risk of damaging our self-esteem. Something also happens to our attitudes. Instead of life just looking dark for a season, problems suddenly seem insurmountable. We lose sight of the truth that nothing is too difficult for God. Abraham and Sarah thought there was no way that they would ever have children. Both were far too old. However, God reminded them of His promise and then said, “Is anything too difficult for the LORD? At the appointed time I will return to you, at this time next year, and Sarah will have a son” (Gen. 18:14). This is exactly what happened! The storms of life are not confined to physical storms. They can be emotional and mental. They also can come as the result of a sincere disappointment. However, when we seek Him, God gives us the ability to do what Moses did: “He endured, as seeing Him who is unseen” (Heb. 11:27).
The second thing that happens when we give up is that we miss out on the tremendous blessing God has for us, especially for those who are willing to undergo and endure hardship and difficulty. The Israelites had been given the promised land, but they did not go in and claim it. Securing the land seemed too hard, and they became overwhelmed by the prospect of doing what they knew God had given them to do. Instead of obeying the Lord from the beginning, they sent twelve spies to see if the land was good. Sure enough, ten of the men brought back a negative report saying that there were giants in the land and more than likely, everyone would die (Num. 13:27–31). Two men, Joshua and Caleb, had an opposite view. They believed the land was indeed good and that with God’s help they could take it from their enemies.
Sadly, negativism won out, and the people refused to enter the land. God was angry at the nation of Israel. In fact, an entire generation passed away before Israel had another opportunity to go into the land that God had given them. Only Joshua, Caleb, and Moses survived. The next time they surveyed the land, they came back and said, “Surely the LORD has given all the land into our hands; moreover, all the inhabitants of the land have melted away before us” (Josh. 2:24). The first time around, Israel had missed the blessing of God, but the second time, they had learned the lesson of obedience and entered into God’s promised blessing.
The third thing that happens when we give up is that we limit God’s use of our lives. There will be times when the battle you face seems to be too much for you. In fact, you cannot imagine how you will make it through, but God does. He knows exactly what you need and when you need it. If you give up now, there is no telling what you will miss. God has a purpose for the pain you are suffering. He used adversity in Job’s life to refine his servant and prepare him for an even greater blessing than he once had. With God’s strength, Job withstood the enemy’s wicked blows, and the Lord was glorified, though Job suffered a great loss. Are you ready to step over into the promised blessing that God has prepared for you? Or have you been tempted to turn around and run at the thought of having to endure for a long period of time?
Before her retirement, Supreme Court Justice Sandra Day O’Connor was asked what her confirmation hearings had been like. She looked straight into the eyes of the interviewer and said, “A test of endurance.” We gain nothing in this life apart from endurance, which involves two things—patience and time. Endurance means that I am willing to stay at my post— where God has placed me—until He tells me to move forward. It also means that no matter how hard life may become, I will follow wherever He leads. I will remain committed to waiting on Him for His direction and guidance. In 2 Timothy 2:3, Paul tells us to be willing to “suffer hardship . . . as a good soldier of Christ Jesus.” This is why it is critical to have a right focus. If we are worried and fretting over what will happen tomorrow, we will not be able to make godly decisions today. In fact, we will not even be able to hear God’s voice because we will be so caught up in the chatter of our doubts and fears. This is what happened to the nation of Israel. They listened to the enemy’s lies—telling them that they could not go into the land and claim what God had given to them.
If God has called you to a certain task, you can be sure that He will equip you to do it. Trust Him, and when He says, “Step forward,” take your first step and you will see His blessing open up before you. You may have to face affliction and persecution. However, when you do, God will give you the strength and ability you need to do this without complaining. Instead of becoming frustrated to the point of giving up, you will be able to face the difficulty with a sure confidence, knowing that the same God who has allowed these circumstances to touch your life has promised to bear the burden for you and walk beside you every step of the way. He is your burden-bearer. You do not have to carry the weight of sorrow by yourself because He will carry it for you.
Jesus told His followers in Matthew 11:28–30, “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy and My burden is light.” We are the ones who make sorrow and heartache even more difficult to bear. Many times, we believe Satan’s lies. Problems arise, and we immediately think that life is over or that we will never rebound from our problems. Nothing, however, is impossible with God (Matt. 19:26).
Five Principles That Lead to Victory
There are five principles that will help you turn away from the temptation to give up. They also will help you understand how to trust God even when it seems that there is no end in sight to the trouble you are experiencing.
Stop focusing on your circumstances and begin focusing on thepromises of God.
The night that Jesus walked across a stormy sea to the boat carrying His disciples, Peter shouted out to the Lord, “Lord, if it is You, command me to come to You on the water” (Matt. 14:28). Jesus told him to “come,” and Peter got out of the boat and began to walk to Christ. However, halfway there, he began to notice the strength of the wind and the height of the waves, and before he knew it, he was sinking and crying out to Christ for help. Jesus reached down and saved him. Then He said, “You of little faith, why did you doubt?” (v. 31). We can almost hear Jesus’ words to His disappointed disciple, “You were doing so well. Why did you stop? You would have made it, but you took your eyes off of Me and began to worry about the storm that was around you. Do you not know that I am your peace in time of difficulty and trouble?”
When he was fifty-five years old, J. C. Penney was tempted to think that his life was over. He was in terrible health, along with being seven million dollars in debt. He could have said, “I give up. I quit. I declare bankruptcy.” However, he refused to focus on his circumstances. Instead, he majored on the possibilities, and by the time he was ninety years old, he had not only regained what he had lost, but he was the head of a tremendous financial empire—one that continues to bear his name today. You may feel as though you just want to give up, but giving up is easy. Anyone can quit and walk away from life. However, it takes courage to go on when it appears that every avenue has been blocked and every opportunity removed. The pathway to hope and victory often runs straight through the valley of adversity—one that is difficult and full of heartache, affliction, and suffering. The key to endurance is not found in running to this friend and then another for advice. It is found only at the feet of Jesus, where we also learn to say no to discouragement and yes to God. After all, He is the One who knows you by name and has a marvelous plan for your life.
Be willing to make a commitment not to give up.
Only Jesus Christ suffered more than Job did. Job was God’s man, and Satan knew it. He also was sure that Job would fail the test. This is why he requested an opportunity to test Job’s faithfulness. God allowed it, and in the heat of the adversity, when it appeared that his misery could not become worse, Job declared his faith in God: “Though He slay me, I will hope in Him” (Job 13:15).
After Christ’s death, the disciples were full of fear and discouragement. In fact, even after they had seen the Lord, they continued to wonder what they would do. Finally, they returned to their old jobs as fishermen. When Jesus found them one morning, they were on the Sea of Galilee throwing nets out into the water (John 21). Weeks earlier, they were His disciples, following Him throughout the countryside, listening to Him teach, and being trained to minister His truth to others. Then the dream appeared to fall apart. The goal became unreachable, and they wanted to give up. But Jesus came to them, and He comes to each one of us who is experiencing feelings of rejection, loneliness, defeat, sorrow, and depression. He does not forget those who love Him.
Once the disciples realized that nothing had ended and their greatest fears were unfounded, they made a commitment to the Lord and never drifted off course again. Every one of them, except for John, died a martyr’s death. John was imprisoned on the Isle of Patmos where he wrote the book of Revelation. When things become difficult, we are tempted to think, I don’t have to put up with this anymore. God doesn’texpect me to have to face this. Many times He does. He allows trials to come our way so that we will turn to Him and learn how to live this life in total dependence on Him.
Claim your position in Christ.
First Peter tells us that He loves us regardless of our circumstances (5:7). The author of Hebrews 13:5 reminds us that no matter what we are going through—whatever circumstances we are facing, a sovereign loving God says, “I have wrapped My arms around you, and I am going to see you through this. I’m not going to desert you anywhere along the way.” “When the attorney comes with the papers for you to sign, I will be with you.” “When your children walk out and you find out they have been using drugs, I will be there to encourage you and give you the strength to hold on.” He will never leave us and never forsake us (Heb. 13:5). You can cast your cares on Him, and He will protect and care for you forever.
Cling to the anchor of your soul—the Lord Jesus Christ.
The enemy may try to unleash an avalanche of doubt and fear, but when you are clinging to the One who loves you with an everlasting love, you will be safe and secure. There will be no reason to doubt or to stop moving forward. No matter what anyone says to you, once you know that God has set the course for you to travel, be willing to cling and endure, and you will enjoy His goodness in a way that you have never felt. When you are anchored to Christ, you will not be blown off course.
Cry out to God.
In Psalm 34, David writes, “This poor man cried, and the LORD heard him and saved him out of all his troubles. The angel of the LORD encamps around those who fear Him, and rescues them” (vv. 6–7). Peter cried out to Jesus, and the Lord responded immediately. He put out His hand and pulled the brash and bold disciple up and out of the surf. There have been many times in my life when I did not know what to do. The only thing I had to stand upon was the Word of God. There seemed to be no solution to my problem. I have gone to bed and cried myself to sleep calling out for God to help me. Each time, God has answered my prayer. There has never been a time when He failed to help me. When I cried out in desperation and futility and in absolute dependency on Him, He responded to my plea and provided all that was needed and much more.
When Winston Churchill, one of England’s greatest prime ministers, was a young boy, he attended a private school in England. We probably would think that he was one of the smartest boys in his school, but he was not. In fact, he was in the bottom third of his class. It seemed that he had very little potential even though he was the grandson of Randolph Churchill a british statesman. Instead of giving up, he kept going forward. He graduated from his private school, entered the university, and then went to military school. Then he served in the British army in India and Africa before becoming prime minister and was one of the masterminds behind the allied victory in Europe during World War II.
Years later, he accepted a speaking engagement at his old school. The day before he arrived, the headmaster called all the students together and told them, “Tomorrow the prime minister is coming to speak. He is the most eloquent man in our country. Therefore, I want you to take very good notes. I don’t want you to miss a single word that he has to say because this is going to be one of those once-in-a-lifetime opportunities.” Everyone was excited and full of anticipation. When the five-foot five-inch prime minister walked into the hushed auditorium, every eye in the room was focused on him. Finally, after the principal gave a tremendous and beautiful oration about all of Churchill’s accomplishments, the prime minister stood up, walked up to the podium, and said these words: “Gentlemen, never give up! Never give up! Never give up! Never, never, never, never!” Then he walked back to his chair and sat down.
There is never a time when God gives up on us. His eternal hope is ours, and He gives us the faith we need to hold out during seasons of great difficulty. Moses endured as one seeing God. When we learn to do the same, temptation may come, but we will not yield to its pull. Put your faith, hope, and trust in God. Do not look at your circumstances. Commit yourself to doing what He requires of you. Cling to the promises in His Word. Then when desperation pulls at your heart, you can cry out to Him, knowing that He hears your every word and will answer and provide the encouragement you need to hold out in the face of adversity.
CHAPTER 3
God Has an Answer for Your Need
When the world around you is unraveling, it is hard to imagine being still and trusting God. Yet this is exactly what He wants us to do. In Luke, Jesus comforts those who are worried about the future. “Do not be afraid, little flock, for your Father has chosen gladly to give you the kingdom” (12:32). By accepting Christ as their Savior, they already had a place secured for them in heaven. Therefore, they did not need to worry about the circumstances surrounding their lives. Jesus assured them,
If God so clothes the grass in the field, which is alive today and tomorrow is thrown into the furnace, how much more will He clothe you? You men of little faith! And do not seek what you will eat and what you will drink, and do not keep worrying. For all these things the nations of the world eagerly seek; but your Father knows that you need these things. But seek His kingdom, and these things will be added to you.
(Luke 12:28–31)
Just as these words brought comfort to those who heard the Savior say them, they are a source of comfort today because they remind us that God is not distant and has not forgotten His promises to us. He is a personal God who is aware of every need we have. He also knows when these needs should be addressed. Many people today spend a great deal of time worrying about the future. The news media does their part in fueling the unrealistic fears of those who stay glued to their televisions. Their eyes become focused on predictions and events that have nothing to do with God’s amazing ability to provide for His children.
The Reasons for Problems and Trials
When was the last time you heard a news reporter look directly into the camera and remind you to trust God and believe in His ability to provide for the needs you have? More than likely, this will never happen during today’s news programs! This is because we are living in a world that is not operating according to God’s principles. Therefore, each morning as we get up, we need to put on His armor as Paul outlined in Ephesians 6, and we need to set aside some time to read His Word and pray. Far too often, people get up, rush to put on the coffee, and then turn on the television to see what is happening in the world. I can tell you that what you will hear 90 percent of the time will be negative. Satan is the prince of this world, and he definitely influences what is broadcast each day.
The enemy may try to deceive us into thinking that he is in control but this is nonsense. God is the One who has final control. He is infinite in wisdom and knowledge. He knows all things. Anything that touches our lives has to pass through Him before it gets to us. Nothing happens without His full knowledge. And nothing is too great or too small for Him to handle. The very fact that the check you thought would come on Monday has not arrived concerns Him, but there are times when He allows us to wait for His answer a little longer than we would choose. The fact is: God allows problems and difficulty for several reasons.
Our priorities get out of line, and He wants to show us how toreadjust them. Jesus told His followers, “Do not worry about your life” (Luke 12:22). However, many of the people did not know He was the Messiah. Therefore, they believed they had a good reason to become worried. They lived in a time that was full of turmoil. The Roman government kept a tight rule on their lives, and it was hard to make a good living. The taxes were high, and the political oppression was great. Certainly, many of us can identify with the needs these people had, but Jesus is the Prince of Peace. One of His first goals in coming to earth was to offer peace to our tired and troubled hearts and minds.
Instead of worrying and becoming fretful about our circumstances, He wants us to place our trust in Him and allow Him to interject His peace and assurance into our circumstances. Today, many people are living lives that are far from what God planned for them. They are entrapped by sin and spend most of their time trying to justify the lifestyle they have chosen. True peace cannot come to the person who has not surrendered his or her life to the Lord. We can try to make the broken pieces fit, but they never will until our hearts are fully His.
God is never out of control no matter how dark or stormy life becomes. After all, the birds of the air never toil or worry. They don’t frantically wonder what they will eat. Instead, they will get up each day with the understanding that they will have what they need. In this passage in Luke, Jesus is simply saying that if this is true for the most insignificant animal, then it is certainly true for you and me—people who were created in His image and for His fellowship and glory.
God allows adversity to touch our lives so that we will turn toHim. Nothing gets our attention any quicker than adversity. Nothing has the power to threaten our sense of peace and joy the way tribulation does. Many times, God uses difficulty and heartache to draw us back to Him and to make us aware of His intimate love. He enjoys our company and wants to build a personal relationship with us. Perhaps you have drifted spiritually and no longer take time to pray and worship Him. This may not have been the case a few years ago when you were a younger Christian. In fact, you prayed, read your Bible, and were overcome with joy at the many ways He was working in your life. However, as you began to grow in your faith, you became distracted by Satan’s lie telling you that you really did not have to seek God in trivial matters.
Instead, you think you can make decisions on your own. This is when you began to drift in your devotion to Him. Before you knew it, you were operating in your own strength— doing whatever you felt would be right and not considering God’s specific plan for your life. Problems began to grow, and soon you were weary and confused, not knowing which way to turn. The distance that has grown between you and Him may seem many miles wide, but it is not. He is just waiting for you to call out to Him. When you do, He will answer. A primary reason God permits adversity is to draw you back to Himself— close to His side because He loves you and knows that if you keep going, you will experience even greater heartache and hurt.
God uses adversity to purify us and prepare us for greater service. When he was sixteen, David was anointed king of Israel. He was not afraid to demonstrate His love and loyalty to the Lord. In fact, he wrote most of the book of Psalms. Yet David spent years waiting to assume the position God had given him. Why did it take so long for the Lord to clear the way for him? One of the reasons is this: we learn some of our greatest lessons in times of adversity. This is where God sifts us for service and purifies us for the work He wants us to do. When it comes to playing the piano, even those who truly are gifted with this talent must spend hours practicing scales and going over the material they will perform. The same is true in the area of sports. Gifted athletes spend many hours in strenuous and difficult training. Because of the commitment and effort involved, many people give up before they achieve their goals. They fail to see how difficulty and hardship are preparing them for the blessings that will ultimately come their way.
God uses adversity to conform us to His image. In times of deep sorrow, it can be hard to imagine how the sun will ever shine again. You never will have God’s infinite knowledge, but you can learn to think like Him by reading and studying His Word. Tragedies like category five hurricanes come and go in a matter of days, but the aftermath lingers for months and even years. In fact, three years after Hurricane Andrew swept over the southern tip of Florida, the destruction was still evident. Countless houses remained abandoned and uninhabitable.
The effects of a loved one’s death, a difficult divorce, and sudden disappointment can linger for a long time, causing us to doubt ourselves and also the goodness of God. We must maintain a strong relationship with Him and with other believers who know how to encourage and motivate us to keep going. When the disciples thought their lives were about to end, they cried out in hopelessness. They were certain that all was lost. Maybe you have felt this same way. One day, life seemed bright and even perfect; then suddenly a storm erupted, and you fell into hopeless despair.
When they pushed away from the shoreline and raised their sails, no one was thinking about having to face adversity. Jesus had sent them on ahead with the promise that He would join them later. As they settled down in the boat and talked about the day’s activities, they may have noticed a chilling wind beginning to blow. Still, no one became alarmed until they looked up and saw the thick, dark clouds building overhead. F. B. Meyer tells us, “A storm is the outskirts of [God’s] robe, the symptom of His advent, the environment of His presence.” The disciples certainly would testify to this. Crossing over the Sea of Galilee one evening, they encountered a swift and intense storm. Strong storms here were common, and these men were seasoned fishermen. In fact, Peter probably had weathered many storms on his own, but this was different, and all three men began to question if they would survive.
Finally, they called out to the Lord—the only One who could really help them (Matt. 8:25). Jesus was asleep in the bow of the boat. When they woke Him, He immediately stood up and commanded the waves and the winds to be still. Then He turned to them and asked, “Why are you afraid, you men of little faith?” (v. 26). Was He unaware of their circumstances? No. He knew exactly what they were facing, just as He knows what you are facing at this very minute. These men were in God’s classroom. They were learning what it meant to trust Him entirely—no matter how threatening the winds and waves of adversity appeared.
God allows adversity so that we may experience His comfort. What is the first step you take when disappointment strikes? Do you turn and drop to your knees in prayer seeking God’s wisdom, or do you pick up the telephone and quickly call a friend to ask advice about how you should handle the event? Without a doubt, the first thing we should do is turn to the Lord in prayer. This is true for times of difficulty as well as times when we feel great joy. God wants to comfort us in our sorrow just as He wants to celebrate with us when we have experienced an answer to our prayers. In times of adversity, we also have an opportunity to comfort others who are suffering. Jesus Christ is the God of all comfort. Just as the good Samaritan cared for the man who had been attacked by a band of robbers, Jesus Christ will care for you in an even greater way (Luke 10:30–37). He binds up your broken heart, and though the storm clouds may rest over your life for some time, He does not abandon you.
The storms of life reveal the depth of our convictions. After Christ’s death, the disciples were in shock. They could not believe that Jesus had been crucified. Fear gripped their hearts, and they fled thinking that they also would be arrested. The Lord predicted Peter’s denial, but the disciple did not believe that he would deny the Savior. However, he did—not once, but three times! In the aftermath of the storm, Peter tried to understand what had gone wrong and why it had happened. He was looking at Christ’s death from a human perspective and not with God’s will in mind. His denial of the Savior came as a result of wanting to protect himself. Instead of standing firm on his convictions that Jesus was the Son of God, Peter said that he did not even know Him.
As the winds of adversity threatened His very life, Peter realized what he had done and cried out to God. His denial had caused an emotional agony unlike anything he had experienced. The mental pain that came from being separated from the Lord was horrendous. Not only was Jesus his Savior, He also was Peter’s friend. Three days later, Christ arose from the grave. And even in the glory of His resurrection, He did not forget Peter. God sent an angel to the women who had gathered at the tomb. He said to them, “Do not be amazed; you are looking for Jesus the Nazarene, who has been crucified. He has risen; He is not here; behold, here is the place where they laid Him. But go, tell His disciples and Peter, ‘He is going ahead of you to Galilee; there you will see Him, just as He told you’” (Mark 16:6–7, emphasis added). The angel included Peter because God knew his heart. His plan for Peter’s life was not derailed by the disciple’s denial. When we are weak, God is strong (1 Cor. 4:10). And when we stand on the convictions we have in Christ, then we will be able to weather the storms of life—not in our strength, but in His.
Adversity can signal an oncoming change. Saul was totally convinced his persecution of Christians was right on track. He watched with approval as Stephen was stoned to death, even to the point of holding the robes of the individuals who took part in the attack. He cheered them on and in doing so drew God’s wrathful attention. A short time later, the Lord struck him blind with a light on the Damascus road. In a split second, Paul went from being a man who was breathing threats against the followers of Christ to a person who was completely humble in the presence of God. His human blindness was a doorway to spiritual insight. Suddenly, he knew that Jesus was Lord, and all he wanted to do was serve Him. God uses adversity to get our attention and redirect our lives. In that short moment, Saul of Tarsus became Paul, a committed follower of the Lord Jesus Christ. His eyesight was restored, but he never forgot the time He saw Jesus. His life was no longer infused with hatred; it was filled with the desire to love God and to be loved by Him. He was captivated by Christ and immediately set out to tell others about the saving grace of the Savior.
When problems come and you do not understand why, ask the Lord, “What are You saying to me? Do You want to reshape something in my life? Are You purifying me for a purpose, redirecting me for a reason?” God always will make His way through the storm clear to you. You may not understand why the clouds have appeared, but you can trust the One who has allowed them to gather. God never wastes our sorrows. Whatever you are facing today, you can be sure that He will use it in some dramatic way tomorrow to bring glory to Himself and to bless you.
There are two passages of scripture that God has used over and over again in my life. The first one is Proverbs 3:5–6: “Trust in the LORD with all your heart and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight.” God placed this scripture in my heart at the very beginning of my Christian life. It also is one that I come back to often because it reminds me that He knows exactly where I am and what I am facing, and that if I will allow Him, He will lead me to the place that I need to be.
The second scripture that God has used as an anchor to my heart during times of adversity is one that we mentioned earlier, Psalm 62. I love the New King James version of this psalm.
Truly my soul silently waits for God;
From Him comes my salvation.
He only is my rock and my salvation;
He is my defense;
I shall not be greatly moved. . . .
My soul, wait silently for God alone,
For my expectation is from Him.
He only is my rock and my salvation;
He is my defense;
I shall not be moved.
In God is my salvation and my glory;
The rock of my strength,
And my refuge, is in God.
Trust in Him at all times, you people;
Pour out your heart before Him;
God is a refuge for us.
(vv. 1–2, 5–8)
All of us will face stormy times—seasons when problems come, many times without warning. This is when we know that we need practical solutions that work. I believe David was in the middle of a very stormy season when he wrote this psalm. When he was about sixteen years old, Samuel the prophet anointed him king of Israel. However, he did not take Israel’s throne until he was thirty years old, and that happened only after he waited all those years. During this time of his life, he faced one difficult situation after another.
Most people’s idea of waiting is to just sit around doing nothing, but this is not what the Bible means when it speaks of waiting upon the Lord. From God’s perspective, waiting is an action verb. This means it is alive with faith. During difficult times, we must trust God to bring us through the problem, trial, or tragedy. We may think that we are not gaining ground, but we are. In fact, from His viewpoint, we are gaining the most important ground because we are learning to trust Him in the darkest moments of our lives.
One of the greatest benefits that comes from difficulty is an opportunity to draw closer to God and to develop a deeper faith in Him. A second benefit is an intimate relationship with Jesus Christ. There are many things in life that you can purchase with money, but you cannot buy intimacy with God. This comes as a direct result of learning to wait in faith for Him to work on your behalf. Isaiah writes, “Those who wait for the LORD will gain new strength; they will mount up with wings like eagles, they will run and not get tired, they will walk and not become weary” (Isa. 40:31). In this passage, the word wait also denotes faithful activity, where we exercise our trust in God even though we may not immediately see any results. Instead of giving in to thoughts of hopelessness and fear, we can keep watch for God’s deliverance and guidance.
Waiting for His best means you are willing to remain right where you are until you sense Him leading you on to the next step. It is an act of obedience, which always leads to blessing. This is why it involves faith. I remember different times in my life when I have discussed waiting upon the Lord with other people—friends, pastors, and staff members. After a few days of waiting and trusting God for an answer, they would say, “Why are you waiting? Don’t you think we need to keep going? Isn’t that what faith is all about—moving forward in difficult and unsure times?” There are times when God will indicate almost immediately that we need to step forward and keep moving. However, at other times, it is crucial to wait for His leading because He knows His plan for our lives. If we move without His guidance, we could miss His best and also end up missing a greater blessing.
Look for His Guidance
Moving forward without His guidance can have disastrous results. In fact, this is how many people end up in deep financial trouble. They make poor decisions financially, and when the bottom drops out, they panic. Instead of entering into a season of prayer where they seek God’s will for their lives, they push forward thinking that they need to make some type of decision. But without God’s wisdom, they run the risk of falling even deeper into debt. When trouble comes and you do not have God’s clear guidance, this is your cue to stop and wait for Him to show you the next move. How does He do this? God speaks to us in three different ways.
Through His Word
The Bible is our greatest source of guidance and direction. It also is His greatest form of communication to us. Within the pages of the Bible, we are given answers to every situation we face. Nothing is left out. If you are discouraged, God has a cure and you will find it in His Word. The same is true for problems with money, relationships, future decisions, and much more. The key to finding the answer to your greatest need is taking time to get alone with God and asking Him to reveal His will for your life through His Word. You can count on this: if you will pray and ask Him to guide you through the challenge you are facing, He will do it. He also will provide the encouragement you need to live each day victoriously and not in defeat and failure. He wants you to be a success, and the first step in this direction is taking time to read and study His Word—His personal Word to you.
Through the Holy Spirit
Once we accept Christ as our Savior, the Holy Spirit comes to live within us. We do not receive part of Him; we receive all there is, and He is our greatest source of comfort, hope, encouragement, and guidance for troubled times. As we read God’s Word, the Holy Spirit gives us the ability to retain what we have studied. Then when trouble comes, we will hear His voice speaking words of direction and courage to our hearts. After the sudden death of her husband, Catherine Marshall tells how she remained in the room with his body for a few minutes. She wanted to say a last goodbye. She writes,
Shivering, I rose to leave the room. I knew that this would be the last time on this earth that I would look upon my husband’s face . . . Now there was nothing to do but walk out. I sensed that out beyond the door, out beyond the chilly hospital corridor, a new life awaited me. That was the last thing in the world I wanted. But then, Peter had not wanted a new life either—not yet anyway—not at just 46. And already he had embarked on that other adventure.
Two paces from the door, I was stopped as by an invisible hand. As I paused, a message was spoken with emphasis and clarity, not audibly, but with the peculiar authority I had come to recognize as the Lord’s own voice: Surely goodness and mercy shall follow you all the days of your life.
It was His personal pledge to me and to a son who would now sorely miss his father. (Meeting God at Every Turn © 1980 Guidepost edition.)
God always goes out before us. We never go alone, and He always prepares the way even when that way is dark and stormy.
Through Trusted Christian Friends or a Pastor
Another way God speaks to us is through the counsel of trusted Christian friends or our pastor. God uses people to encourage, admonish, and offer suggestions. Always make sure that what you hear lines up with God’s Word. Many times, well-meaning friends will offer counsel, but it is not God’s best for us. Also, we should resist the urge to have our desires validated. In other words, if you know what you are doing is not in keeping with God’s will for your life, then asking others to support your effort is dead wrong. Most of the time, we know the way God wants us to go, but if it involves sacrifice or personal surrender, we can become resistant and even disobedient. Psalm 32:9 admonishes us to not become “as the horse or as the mule which have no understanding, whose trappings include bit and bridle to hold them in check.” Instead, God instructs us to listen for His voice, and be quick to respond in obedience. “I will instruct you and teach you in the way which you should go; I will counsel you with My eye upon you” (Ps. 32:8).
CHAPTER 5
Wait for God’s Timing
In the previous chapters, we have been talking about the importance of waiting on the Lord. Most of God’s servants had to wait for His timing and solution to their situations. Job learned to wait. Joseph waited, and David did the same. Many times, this is exactly what God wants us to learn to do—wait for His direction, His call, His plan, and His word to us. But learning to wait during a stormy time also includes something else—learning how to rest in God’s presence. When tragedy comes, many times our first response is to tell someone else. This also is true when we receive good news. So often, we reach for the telephone and think of those we can call. However, what would happen if before we dialed the number, we stopped and said, “Lord, I don’t understand what I am facing. Will You show me how You want me to respond?” Or, “Thank You, Lord, for providing for me. I did not know how I would make it through to the end of the month, but You knew, and You have given me Your very best.”
The woman in Luke 8 had struggled with a terrible illness for twelve years. She was not only demoralized, she was entrapped in what seemed to be an endless sea of hopelessness. She had spent all her money—all that she owned—on trying to find a cure for her illness. Because of her constant bleeding, she was viewed as unclean and one to be avoided. Not only did her suffering bring physical pain, it also brought tremendous emotional distress and an inescapable sense of loneliness. But God heard her cry for mercy, and He knew exactly when her healing would take place. He knew her by name, and He also realized that in desperation, she would seek the Savior and reach out to touch the very edge of His robe. When faced with a severe trial, many of us do what this woman did—we run first to one person and then to another until we think we have found the help we need. But nothing apart from God works for long. Finally, when we are exhausted and near a point where we want to give up, we cry out to Him and confess our need. This is when we discover that He has been beside us all the time, waiting for us to turn to Him. When this woman touched His robe, she was healed physically, but more than that, she was healed spiritually and emotionally.
According to Jewish tradition, Jesus never should have stopped to talk with this woman. The fact that she was bleeding made her unclean, and yet He told her that her faith had healed her (Luke 8:48). The brokenness of your life does not prevent the Savior from loving you. He loves you and wants to heal the hurt and sorrow that you are facing, and He wants you to know that He has a plan for your life that goes beyond the hurt and frustration you are feeling. He knows what has happened. He realizes the devastating effects adversity can have on your life, but He also wants you to know that He is not powerless. He will move on your behalf and bring you to a point of peace and rest where you will be able to sense His presence and know that He is in control of all that is beyond your human ability.
Steps to Learning How to Wait
How do you rest when everything within you is hurting and struggling to make sense out of what appears to be a senseless situation?
Ask God to help you understand whether the adversity you arefacing is from Him or from Satan. The apostle Paul suffered greatly, but it was not because of any sin that he committed. His suffering was for a greater purpose. At Lystra, he was stoned, left for dead by his enemies, and later abandoned by many who had once worked alongside him. However, in 2 Corinthians 12, he tells us, “Because of the surpassing greatness of the revelations, for this reason, to keep me from exalting myself, there was given me a thorn in the flesh, a messenger of Satan to torment me—to keep me from exalting myself! Concerning this I implored the Lord three times that it might leave me. And He has said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness’” (vv. 7–9). The Person behind the adversity—not the person who created the pain, but the One who used it for His glory—was God.
Joseph’s brothers threw him into a pit that was designed to trap wild animals. When a band of traveling merchants came by, they pulled him from the pit and sold him. Later, these merchants sold him as a slave in Egypt. God, however, was with him, and even in a dark and lonely prison cell, the Lord prospered him in spite of his circumstances. When he first landed in prison, he was not ready for the future that God had in mind for him (Gen. 39). It was only through years of captivity that he was trained to be a godly ruler. The time of isolation also kindled within him a fire of compassion and forgiveness. When you have faced severe adversity, you are much more ready to forgive, accept, and love than if you have never tasted the effects of sorrow and disappointment. When Joseph’s brothers came to Egypt asking to buy grain, he was positioned by God to help them and ended up being the key to their survival. He never could have been ready for such a task had he not been trained at the hands of adversity. You may be wondering why such difficulty has come into your life. However, the greater question is, “Lord, how do You plan to use this difficulty so I may serve You better?”
Be willing to submit to God’s time frame. Many times when difficulty comes, Satan tempts us to think that we need to escape the problem. He tells us that we do not have to listen to our manager at work, our husband or wife, or anyone we see as an authority figure. Pride is the key reason Satan was cast out of heaven. The apostle Peter makes it clear that we are to be people of submission. He writes, “You younger men, likewise, be subject to your elders; and all of you, clothe yourselves with humility toward one another, for God is opposed to the proud, but gives grace to the humble. Therefore humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the proper time, casting all your anxiety on Him, because He cares for you” (1 Pet. 5:5–7).
If we are wise, when adversity hits, we will immediately ask the Lord to give us His wisdom and to show us how we need to respond to the trial. Often He wants us to humble ourselves before Him and trust Him to work in our circumstances. But the world views humility and submission as being positions of weakness. However, this is not God’s view. When we submit ourselves to His plan—even if it includes trial and heartache—we position ourselves for tremendous blessing. Joseph submitted to God’s plan, and the result of his obedience was tremendous! He was never irate or bitter. He never vowed to destroy his brothers or seek revenge on those who betrayed him. When all was exposed, he realized what he already knew: God had a plan and a purpose in mind for his life, and all he had to do was to be willing to follow the course and obey the One who could bring deliverance to his life. All adversity that comes into the life of a believer must be sifted through the permissive will of God. As we said earlier, He allows difficulty for a purpose. Usually, it is to bring glory to Himself, draw us closer to Him, redirect our lives, test the depth of our faith, or strengthen us for a greater purpose. In times of extreme darkness, it is very important to remember that God is always at work. We may not see the evidence, but He is active and He knows exactly what to do so that we have His best in the future.
Therefore, when trouble hits, resist the urge to focus on yourself, your ambition, and personal desires. Instead, focus on God by realizing that He knows all about the sorrows you are facing, and He has promised to take each one and change it into a moment of eternal value. His viewpoint of adversity is not one of hopelessness and setback. Instead, it is one of spiritual advancement. “He who searches the hearts knows what the mind of the Spirit is, because He intercedes for the saints according to the will of God. And we know that God causes all things to work together for good to those who love God, to those who are called according to His purpose” (Rom. 8:27–28).
Know that there is a time limit to suffering. Nothing is forever, and no sorrow we face is wasted in God’s eyes. There was a time limit set for Joseph’s suffering. The same was true in David’s life, just as it is with us. You may have spent the past year wondering if you will ever be able to live a normal life again. The answer is yes and also no. If we allow God to carry us through times of adversity, we will be changed in ways we never thought possible. A new depth and dimension will be added to our lives. What we once viewed as being normal will be replaced by something that bears a greater value because it comes to us in the image of the Lord Jesus Christ. This changes us and makes us more sensitive to God and to those around us who are hurting. Because adversity has the ability to purge us of thoughts and actions that are not in keeping with God’s principles, we also find that our thoughts have changed. We no longer think about going back to the place we were before adversity touched our lives. While it is hard to leave the memory of a loved one behind, we realize that life is worth living, and we must live so that Christ can live through us.
No one who has ever loved deeply and then lost that love wants to move on immediately. But in time, and with God’s help, that person understands that God’s plan for his or her life is not over; it is just taking a different path than the one he or she thought would be traveled. When we realize that God is healing and restoring our hearts, we want to move on and even farther than we have gone before. David did take the throne of Israel, and Joseph became ruler over all of Egypt—only Pharaoh was greater in power. Most of the time when trouble comes, we do not immediately ask, “What will be the beneficial outcome?” Instead, we struggle with feelings of regret and wonder if we could have done something to prevent it, or we become angry. We do not see how God can use our trouble to bring blessing and hope in our lives through a greater faith in God. Tragedy strikes, and we cry out, “Why, God?”
God tells us, “My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways My ways” (Isa. 55:8). We may not understand why our suffering lingers or the reason the trial we are facing does not let up, but God knows. And if we will trust Him in the midst of it, He will bring us through to a place of blessing. When all hope appears to be gone, God always makes a way for us to travel. When you come to your last paycheck and wonder how you will pay the next bill, He knows, and He is our sufficiency for every need we have. The apostle Paul writes, “God is able to make all grace abound to you, so that always having all sufficiency in everything, you may have an abundance for every good deed” (2 Cor. 9:8). There is no need to doubt the goodness of God. He is ever faithful, and we can trust Him to provide exactly what we need when we need it.
Are you looking at your circumstances and becoming more fearful by the minute, or are you resting in the fact that God has promised to provide for every need you have—completely and perfectly and on time (Phil. 4:19)? He has never failed to keep a single promise, and no matter what you are facing, He has an answer for your greatest need when you turn to Him and place your complete trust in Him. Therefore, “Be anxious for nothing, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. And the peace of God, which surpasses all comprehension, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus” (Phil. 4:6–7). God wants to make a way through the darkness you are facing. He wants to help you solve the problem that is holding you back from being the very best you can be. The question is, are you willing to wait for His timing, and will you follow where He leads?
CHAPTER 6
A Change in Attitude
The apostle Paul probably thought long and hard about the words God had spoken to him. During a time when most of us would have given up, Paul remained strong in his faith because he had God’s promise: “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness” (2 Cor. 12:9).
The adversity you are facing may seem far too great for you to handle, but it is not for God. You wonder how you will make it through another day. Your nights are long, and your days filled with thoughts of anxiety and even fear as you wonder, Where is God? Why doesn’t He stop this pain?Didn’t He promise to provide for all my needs? God has not forgotten His promises to you. The same God who promised to take care of the apostle Paul will, indeed, take care of you (Phil. 4:19). However, just like Paul, God wants you to gain a new perspective on adversity. In fact, He may want to adjust your attitude toward hardship and trouble. You may think that the men and women in the Bible never doubted God and certainly were never fearful, but this is not true. Each one faced many temptations. Just like us, they became frightened and cried out to God for help and wisdom to know how to handle the situations facing them. Their lives were etched with moments of adversity and trials because both of these are useful in developing spiritual character and loving devotion to God.
A Greater Purpose
When God allows a problem or adversity to linger, we can be sure that something good is about to happen. We also can choose to approach adversity in one of two ways. We can sink into discouragement, or we can trust God to lead us through the difficulty and on to greater blessing. Here is the catch: God may not immediately change our circumstances. In fact, He may allow the adversity to continue to strengthen and purify our faith. One young man who had been out of work for several months was quick to ask, “Why doesn’t God open up some opportunity for me? I’ve prayed, but He seems so quiet. What should I do?” Just because we do not see the immediate evidence of God’s work in our lives does not mean He has stopped working. God is always at work. The news we hoped to receive may be delayed but His promises are true. At the right time, He will fulfill each one. Everything comes down to this: Do we truly believe God is in control of our circumstances? If we do, will we trust Him for the outcome? Often people get into serious trouble because they do not have the right view of adversity and problems. When a problem comes, instead of allowing God to solve it, they strain hard against the oars, fearing they will lose their lives. Many times, God wants us to take a step of faith, but not without His guidance. It takes a fraction of a second for God to tell you to turn this way or another way. However, when your mind is full of thoughts about what you should or should not do, you will not be able to hear His voice. Paul could have spent lots of time and energy seeking help and advice from others, but he knew he already had the greatest source of help in Jesus Christ. The delay or lack of an answer meant that there had to be something that God wanted him to learn and experience.
God never wastes our sorrows. He has a plan in mind for every problem and frustration we face. Always remember, He is not the One who created the adversity, but He uses it to strengthen our faith and mold our lives so that we reflect His love and grace to others. It is in the hard places in life that we learn the deeper truths of God. Paul struggled with his adversity for a long time. However, he began to understand exactly why God allowed it. Years before, he had a spiritual experience with the Lord that changed his life. It opened his eyes to a depth of God’s majesty that few people come to know. This one event could have left him feeling smug and prideful. The thorn that Satan sent his way was allowed by God to buffet him so that he would not become proud but would remain a humble man who worshiped Christ above all else. This painful adversity made Paul keenly sensitive to God’s will and purpose for his life.
The Key to Facing Your Problems Victoriously
The key to understanding adversity is found by asking God to make you sensitive to why He has allowed this in your life. Paul asked the Lord to remove the difficulty he was facing, and you can too. But the greater blessing comes in learning what God has for you to learn. Never be afraid of what He will show you, because He knows adversity and trials are doors to future blessings. The apostle may have suffered greatly, but God used him mightily. Out of the furnace of affliction came a tremendous testimony of faith. More than half of the New Testament was written by the apostle Paul. You may be tempted to say, “How can this be true? The problem I am facing has changed everything.” Don’t discount God. He knows the depth of your heartache, and He is working to bring you to a new place— a place of hope and extreme blessing. If the problem has come as a result of something you have or have not done, then God also will make this clear. Once you admit your sin, He is quick to forgive and restore your broken fellowship with Him. He also provides the wisdom and comfort you need to get through the adversity. He is the God of all comfort. He heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds (Isa. 61:1). “Grace to you,” writes the apostle Paul, “and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ. Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction” (2 Cor. 1:2–4).
Many people do not live with an eternal mind-set. They live for today and for themselves without considering what God wants them to do. They are earthbound in their thoughts and have not lifted up their eyes to the Lord to see His glory and goodness being poured out for them. Paul did, however. Therefore, when suffering came, he realized God had a plan for it in his life. He did not give up, nor did his faith buckle—and we also can remain faithful and strong in our love for the Savior.
God is aware of the trial you are facing. He cares for you or He would not allow disappointment to come your way. Does this sound odd? It should not, because just like an athlete preparing for a great competition, we are being trained to serve and honor God with our lives. He wants to teach us to be people of compassion—people who love and pray for those who have hurt us. While He never takes pleasure in our heartaches, He uses whatever problem or adversity we face to draw us closer to Him. Perhaps you are going through a very dark valley. You feel as though you are alone and do not know what will come your way next. You want to believe God is aware of your circumstances, but there is a question residing in the back of your mind. Does He really care?
Paul would answer with a resounding yes! Peter would agree; he reminds us to “humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the proper time, casting all your anxiety on Him, because He cares for you” (1 Pet. 5:6–7). The word humble is a call to become like Jesus Christ in times of suffering. Humility is not weakness. Instead, it reflects a great and unending strength—the same strength we have in God’s Son who died on the cross for our sins and salvation. Speaking of His life, Paul writes, “When I am weak, then I am strong” (2 Cor. 12:10). The strength that both Peter and Paul are talking about is not a self-induced strength. It is a God-directed strength that comes when we humble ourselves before God. This means that we bow down and submit our lives to Christ, trusting Him to take care of every problem and difficulty we have.
James agrees with Peter and Paul. He admonishes those who receive his letter to “consider it all joy, my brethren, when you encounter various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces endurance. And let endurance have its perfect result, so that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing” (James 1:2–4). The theme James uses to open his letter is one of submission to suffering. This does not mean giving up and giving in, but standing firm in your faith even when it appears the odds are completely stacked against you.
When Problems Seem Great!
The fact is, James was writing to a group of people who had lost everything. They were Jewish believers who were forced to leave their homes in and around Jerusalem. Many had been separated from their family and loved ones. Their sorrow was deep, but their hope was alive even though they faced the daily threat of death at the hands of the Roman government. Their problems seemed great, but nothing they faced was greater than God’s love for them.
When difficulty comes, we usually get through a few days thinking that God will rescue us. If the trial lingers, then stress builds, and this has the potential to wear on our emotions. Soon, we may catch ourselves wondering if there is any hope for the future. However, there always is hope with Christ—always another opportunity and always enough wisdom and strength to get through the situation victoriously. God knows that each one of us can be tempted to think that our problems and circumstances are far worse than what someone else is facing. When we begin to lift our heads and hearts, we find that many are suffering, and we are not alone in our quest to trust God in difficult and unreasonable times.
How do we change our attitude toward adversity?
Ask God to help you see the problem from His perspective. Many times, He wants to use your problem to teach someone else how to handle difficulty. Most of us would not think of this. But since He is the God of all comfort, He wants us to learn to be comforters too. Apart from trial and tribulation, we cannot do this. Paul learned to identify with the suffering of those in the New Testament church by facing the same, and even greater, fiery trials.
Realize the problem or adversity is being used by God to drawyou closer to Him. Your first response to any trial should be to ask, “Lord, what are You trying to teach me through this experience?” Remember, God always sifts every single heartache, sorrow, disappointment, trial, and tribulation so that it fits your life perfectly. He wants the disappointment or frustration to be something that will accomplish His will in your life. When you begin to look at adversity this way—the way God views it—your life will change. Suddenly you will understand as Paul did that God has an eternal purpose in mind for allowing you to face such difficulty. He loves you, and though you feel His discipline in your life, you know that He is creating within you a greater sense of faith, love, and trust. Watchman Nee believed that all the new things we learn about God come as a result of facing adversity. It is in times of deep trial, when our faith is tested beyond our normal ability to endure, that we discover God’s loving hand holding us up and reassuring us that He will never leave. He shifts the trial so that it fits His plan for us, and then He surrounds it with His love and grace.
Realize that God never takes our heartaches lightly. He knows the depth of the hurt we suffer. He also understands when we feel as though we cannot continue, but we must. The writer of Hebrews cheers us on as he writes, “Do not throw away your confidence, which has a great reward. For you have need of endurance, so that when you have done the will of God, you may receive what was promised” (10:35–36). The confidence we have is our position before a loving God who has sent His only Son to die on the cross for us. Nothing was fair about the crucifixion. Jesus was falsely accused of crimes He did not commit. However, God had a greater plan in mind for His Son. His death would satisfy the need for our sin’s atonement. Not only are we forgiven, we are saved through His grace by the confession of our sin and the profession of our faith in Christ. We can draw near to God and know that He hears our deepest cry for help.
When adversity first strikes, it always seems too difficult to bear. Problems are stressful, sudden tragedies are shocking, and memories of disappointment can linger; but through Christ, we can face all that comes our way, knowing that there is an eternal reason for our suffering and a way to handle the problem. It is God’s way. After all, it was His love that allowed His Son to die for you and me on Calvary’s cross. The world has known no greater love than this. Therefore,
• Ask Him to help you to respond to the difficulty correctly.
• Pray that you sense His love even though the darkness around you is painful and deep.
• Remain strong in your faith and trust Him fully.
• Be determined that you will not waste your sorrows, but will learn all God desires for you to learn.
Are you prepared to suffer if necessary so others may come to know the grace and love of Christ? Are you willing to support and care for a loved one who is hurting—maybe even dying? Because of God’s love that was displayed for you and me on the cross, suffering, blessing, and His eternal love will be forever joined together. We cannot have one without the other.
CHAPTER 7
Solving Problems Through Prayer
Once you became a member of God’s family, Satan’s personal goal for your life shifted. Because he knows he no longer has power over your soul or eternal destiny—these are in God’s care—his focus changes. He moves quickly, hoping to create heartache, frustration, and discouragement within your life. He will stop at nothing to achieve this wretched goal. Why? He wants you to become so sorrowful, angry, and stressed that you grow weary and abandon your faith. However, this is never an option for a true believer.
We are called by God to be overcomers through Jesus (Rom. 8:37). The apostle Paul writes, “I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor any other created thing, will be able to separate us from the love of God, which is in Christ Jesus our Lord” (Rom. 8:38–39). As we have discussed, God has a reason for the problems we face. However, He also has methods to handle each one. When life takes a sudden turn in a dark direction, we have to make a choice: to trust and obey Him, or to struggle with our fears and doubts on our own. It is always God’s desire that we will turn to Him in prayer for wisdom and strength.
Make the Right Choice
In 2 Chronicles, after a series of missteps, King Jehoshaphat found himself and the nation of Judah in a very difficult situation. In fact, the threat facing them was deadly. And for a time, it appeared Judah would be overthrown. The king had tried to “mend fences” with his neighboring enemies—something he should not have done since this only led to more trouble. Instead of soothing enemy forces, the menacing armies devised a plan to march on Jerusalem and destroy it. When King Jehoshaphat received the word of impending danger, fear filled his heart. However, instead of allowing fear to direct and rule his emotions, he did the one thing he knew would bring hope to an otherwise deteriorating situation: he turned to the Lord in prayer. In other words, fear was not his final choice. It came as a quick response to his circumstances, but he did not cling to it. Instead, he responded in faith through prayer. When trouble strikes without warning, what is your first response?
Most of us have had the same type of experience. Suddenly, our lives take a dark and stormy turn. Our minds fill quickly with thoughts of panic, but God’s Spirit also rises up within us to remind us that He is in control of even the most chaotic situation. If you forget everything else, remember this: God is always in control. Nothing that comes your way catches Him off guard. He is Lord over every detail of life and certainly over every storm—no matter how deep or dark it becomes.
Learn to Respond Correctly
Jehoshaphat received news that his enemies were plotting against him. He was a righteous king—the king of Judah for nearly twenty-five years. He sought to bring about a revival of faith among God’s people. It is believed that he had an army that consisted of close to a million men. However, on this particular occasion, that number seemed very small when compared to the armies of his enemies—the Moabites and the Ammonites. When their plan began to unfold, momentary panic swept over his heart and the hearts of the people. However, he quickly adjusted his thinking by turning to God in prayer: “Then some came and reported to Jehoshaphat, saying, ‘A great multitude is coming against you from beyond the sea, out of Aram and behold, they are in Hazazon-tamar (that is Engedi).’ Jehoshaphat was afraid and turned his attention to seek the LORD, and proclaimed a fast throughout all Judah” (2 Chron. 20:2–3).
Immediately the king knew there was only one place to find hope, and that was in God’s sovereign care. He recalled what the Lord had done for Israel in the past and knew that God would not abandon the nation now. As we have mentioned in earlier chapters, God has several reasons for allowing us to face difficult situations:
He wants you to trust Him to a greater degree.
He uses adversity to draw us even closer to Him. We look at our problems and think, How will I ever make it through this? But God says, “All things are possible for Me” (Mark 10:27).
He wants to demonstrate His faithfulness.
Children learn through repetition, and we do also. If there is a hint of pride in our lives, God will seek to remove it, and usually, the tool He chooses is your adversity. However, if you will trust, you will be delivered from your greatest fear (Ps. 72:12).
He wants to teach you an even greater lesson of faith.
God stretches your faith, but He will not break your heart. Each time a problem comes, He stretches you a little farther. He is watching for the response of your heart. In trying times, remember: “A bruised reed He will not break and a dimly burning wick He will not extinguish” (Isa. 42:3).
He wants you to learn from your mistakes so you will notrepeat them.
He disciplines those He loves (Heb. 12:6). He also knows when you need His wisdom concerning a decision that has turned out badly. You may have to suffer the consequences of your wrong choice, but He will provide relief and hope as you trust Him and refuse to become entangled with thoughts of fear and even death. There are times when people try to negotiate their way out of a bad situation. However, there was no escape route for Judah. They were stuck in a very narrow place. But they were not without hope. They had a powerful offensive weapon at their disposal. It is the same weapon that God has given us. It is prayer. When we pray—
• God always listens.
• He is committed to answer our cries for help.
• He views our prayers as a proclamation of faith in Him.
• He moves on our behalf.
Together: Prayer and Might
“So Judah gathered together to seek help from the LORD; they even came from all the cities of Judah to seek the LORD. So Jehoshaphat stood in the assembly of Judah and Jerusalem, in the house of the LORD before the new court, and he said, “O LORD, the God of our fathers, are You not God in the heavens? And are You not ruler over all the kingdoms of the nations? Power and might are in Your hand so that no one can stand against You” (2 Chron. 20:4–6). Devotional prayers are prayers that we say to gain an even greater sense of God’s presence surrounding us. Each morning, before we even get out of bed, we need to ask God to order our steps, to make us aware of His closeness and the many ways He seeks to guide us. Later, before we head out to the office or school, or to run errands and meet clients, we need to devote time to be alone with Him in prayer, study, and worship.
Notice that the first thing Judah did was to gather in God’s presence. The people wanted to be near Him, and they also wanted Him to know that they needed Him. Their prayer was not devotional; it was a cry for help. However, before they came to this point, they had established a relationship with the Lord. This means that their devotion, though it wavered at times, was set on God. Jehoshaphat had worked to remove many of the pagan high places in the land. He had worked to create an environment of worship to God and none other. Many times, to gain our full attention, God will allow us to face a situation that is far too great for us to handle on our own. We need Him, and this is exactly where Judah was standing— in a place of extreme need and dependence on Him.
The Essentials of Prayer
The next step they took was to readjust their thinking. As long as you believe God will not answer your prayers, He probably won’t, but not because He is unwilling. Often, we move out ahead of Him. We may pray and then jump up and think we need to fix the situation. We do not give God a chance, and we certainly do not allow Him time to answer our prayers. Waiting on God is essential to seeing how He will move on your behalf. Many times, He will answer immediately, as we will see by studying this chapter further. Other times, He calls us to wait until He has all the pieces in place to accomplish what He wants to do. You could be dealing with a problem that has lingered for weeks, months, and even years. You may wonder if God really knows what you are facing or if He cares. Waiting is not passive. It is an active step of faith. A person chooses to wait on God because he or she wants the best.
When you and I face challenges in life but we do not think correctly about Him, then any prayer we say will be in vain. You have heard people say, “I have told God about my problem, but nothing has happened. I have prayed and prayed, and He hasn’t given me a solution. In fact, I feel worse off. Why doesn’t God answer my prayer? Why is He so quiet, especially when He knows that I am hurting and the problem is growing larger every day?”
Jehoshaphat not only prayed, he began to recall all that God had done for the people. “Did You not, O our God, drive out the inhabitants of this land before Your people Israel and give it to the descendants of Abraham Your friend forever?” (2 Chron. 20:7). The king wanted to make sure that God remembered that He was the One who brought His people to this point. He had protected them, and now they were facing a horrendous threat—one that could undo all that the Lord had done. There will be times in your life when you will face situations at work or in service at your church when you will feel as though all that you have gained on a project could be lost as a result of another’s selfish actions. Judah’s enemies wanted to dominate and overthrow them because they worshiped the living God. It is very simple. Some may argue that there was material spoil to be gained, but what was really at stake was God’s ability to protect and provide for those He loved.
Right Focus, Right Thinking
Right focus and right thinking always yield right results. Therefore, if you will follow the next few steps, I guarantee you that God will deal with the problem that you are facing. He will provide a solution. But first, the question you must answer is, am I willing to abide by God’s solution—regardless of what that solution entails? If you come to God in prayer with a preconceived notion of what the solution needs to look like, then you will be disappointed. There may be times when God motivates you to pray a certain way. This is certainly evident in the prayer that Jehoshaphat prayed. God led him to recall the ways He had worked in the past to create an atmosphere of hope and courage among the people.
Why would you pray the following and expect God to act: “Lord, I don’t know how You will help me. I feel so weak and helpless. I can’t feel Your love. Have You left me?” God stands firmly beside you as you pray. He has never failed you, and He never will. If you refuse to trust Him, you will face times of disappointment and defeat. However, if you will believe in Him—trust Him no matter how deep the valley becomes—He will lift you up and bring you safely through the difficulty. There are several things we need to learn to pray with faith and power. These are always true and need to be applied to your heart and life.
God is interested in your problem. Jehoshaphat prayed, “LORD, the God of our fathers, are You not God in the heavens? . . . Are you not ruler over all the kingdoms of the nation?” (2 Chron. 20:6). He was reminding himself and those who heard his prayer that there was no one as great and as faithful as the Lord God. The people knew God had led them out of Egypt and brought them to this point. But their minds needed to be reset—refocused—on the Lord. They could not move another step without Him because He was over all things. There are times when we need to take this same step. The answer to our prayers may seem evident. The solution to our problems can only be solved one way, and that is God’s way. However, emotions such as fear, doubt, disbelief, and even deep sorrow can cloud our faith and diminish our trust in Him.
God has made a commitment to you. The moment you pray and ask Him to come into your life and save you from your sins, He does just that. He saves you from eternal death and establishes an eternal covenant with you that can never be broken. Your personal relationship with the Savior begins the moment you accept what He did for you on Calvary’s cross as payment for your sins. He died and paid the penalty of your transgressions. Three days later, He rose and ascended to the heavenly Father’s right hand, where He makes constant intercession on your behalf (Heb. 7:25). Whatever need you have, Jesus is committed to asking the Father to provide it for you.
Imagine the God of the universe, who is not only aware of your needs but longs to meet each one and give you the desires of your heart. Through salvation, you become a member of the family of God. As His son or daughter, this relationship is irrevocable. Your joys, heartaches, and problems also belong to God. The same was true for the nation of Judah. God was with them. Actually, He was the Commander over all that took place the day they marched into battle.
The next thing you need to remember is something we have stated earlier. No problem is too big for Him to handle. He is greater than any sorrow or disappointment you will ever face. You may be having a difficult time at work. Your boss is pressing you to perform with greater speed and accuracy in a much shorter length of time. The stress is overwhelming, and you know that you cannot quit because you have monthly bills that are due.
There are times when He allows a situation to get out of control to show us He is over all things. If the armies mounting an attack against Jehoshaphat had gathered but then became afraid and disbanded, more than likely the people of Judah would have become proud. They would have celebrated instead of turning to the Lord in prayer. Whatever drives you to God is good for you. This is because it reveals your weaknesses, your inability to handle life apart from Him, and your need for Him. Faced with a very serious physical problem, the apostle Paul writes,
Concerning this I implored the Lord three times that it might leave me. And He has said to me, “My grace is sufficient for you, for power is perfected in weakness.” Most gladly, therefore, I will rather boast about my weaknesses, so that the power of Christ may dwell in me.
Therefore I am well content with weaknesses, with insults, with distresses, with persecutions, with difficulties, for Christ’s sake; for when I am weak, then I am strong. (2 Cor. 12:8–10)
The implication of Paul’s words is this: “When I am weak—emotionally, physically, or spiritually—then I am made strong through faith in Jesus Christ.” Strength does not come through human ability to solve difficult issues; it comes through personal surrender—first to Him and then to the situation He has allowed to come into your life. In order to gain the victory, you must allow Him to take control of all that concerns you. When you do, He will refresh you and provide the energy, strength, and wisdom you need for every situation.
Never ignore God’s call to prayer. Many say they are too busy to stop and pray. Others seem afraid of what He may reveal to them if they do. They hesitate because they want to maintain control over their lives. This is foolish. Imagine trying to withhold something from the God of the universe— the One who knows all things, has created all things, and is over all things. All that sustains us in times of sin and resistance is the grace that He has extended to us. It is His grace that allows us to have a free will that is limited. In other words, God will let us go so far, but if we do not respond to His guidance, we will reap the consequences of our sinful action. He tells us in Numbers, “Be sure your sin will find you out” (32:23). Sin entails many decisions and actions. In every case, it leads to open rebellion against God.
Often the problems we face are the result of our decision to say no to God. He gave Adam and Eve a very straightforward command: “Don’t eat the fruit of the tree in the center of the garden” (Gen. 2:16–17). Yet they ignored Him. They understood His command, yet they chose to disobey Him. Actually, they did not understand what the consequences of their sin would be. But God knew, and this is why we should obey Him—on the basis of who is doing the talking. If He says no or wait, we need to remember He knows much more than we know. He may be saving us from deep heartache. Or He could be in the process of preparing a great blessing for us to enjoy. If we rush ahead, we could end up in trouble or missing the very opportunity that will open a door of personal joy and satisfaction.
Another point you need to remember is this: you don’t have to understand how God will solve your problems. He knows exactly what needs to be done. Your job is to set the focus of your heart on obeying Him. This includes seeking Him in prayer. If you are going to find a solution for your problems, you need to make this a top priority. Often the reason we do not receive answers to our prayers is because we are in a hurry. We are not willing to wait for God’s answer. One of the most rewarding experiences you will have is watching God work as a result of waiting for His timing.
Timing is everything to God. He has an overarching plan for our lives and for the events of history. He knows when a small sparrow falls to the ground, and He knows when you need to take a step in a certain direction. The key to learning this principle is to be willing to wait for His timing, for His leading, and for His guidance. As you wait, set a goal to be in prayer. You can hold a prayer within your heart all day long or, for that matter, a week or even much longer. “God, heal my friend.” “Save this person who does not know You.” “Show me the way I need to go from this point forward.” “Give me a promise to claim and to cling to when I sense the enemy drawing near with temptation.” “Protect me.” “Keep me focused on You so that I might know Your truth and hold it within my heart.” There are countless prayers that you can pray in an instant and outside of the time that you spend in quiet devotion to Him. The king of Judah “turned his attention to seek the LORD” (2 Chron. 20:3). He did not call his commanding generals together. Instead, he went to the Lord in prayer, and God heard him. In fact, the Lord saw and heard the prayers of His people. Prayer should be a natural first response to any trouble you face.
Fear Not!
One woman confessed that she had become fearful over her situation. She also was dealing with a sense of dread concerning the future. Like the apostle Paul, she was dealing with a serious long-term illness that was painful and unrelenting. Pain can be a distraction or it can be a doorway of opportunity to know God better. The psalmist writes, “How blessed is the man whose strength is in You. . . . Passing through the valley of Baca they make it a spring” (Ps. 84:5–6). The word Baca means “weeping.” In other words, the valley of Baca or the place of weeping becomes a spring of refreshment when God is the strength and the focus of our hearts. Whatever has your focus has you. If your mind is set on the Lord, then you will be able to walk through any valley knowing that He is right beside you. Fear has no power over you. It should be fleeting—a momentary emotion and not something we live with on a consistent basis. We have had friends say, “Oh, I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” Fear oozes from this type of comment. When we ask why, the answer is, “Something bad may happen.” Thank goodness, Thomas Edison did not listen to the negative, defeating comments of his friends. Someone else would have discovered the lightbulb, or perhaps we would all still be using kerosene lamps.
When there is a true need for caution, God will provide it. He may ask you to do something that He would never require of another person. He may want to use you in some way that others do not understand. Once you have received His marching orders, there is only one thing to do, and that is to go forward by faith believing that even if the way before you seems closed, He will open it. If you never spend time with Him in prayer, you will not know what is best in times of trouble or even in the simple moments of life. You will be stagnant in your spiritual growth and flounder in your love for Him. Don’t waste your sorrows. Ask Him to show you what He wants you to learn in difficult and foreboding circumstances.
The Power of Dependency
There are times when God will not allow you to solve a problem by yourself. He sends adversity, and He waits to see if you will call out to Him. Even though they had a large army, Judah realized they could not win the battle. It was evident that they would lose. There will be times in our lives when we will know the same thing—that there is no way to win the confrontation apart from God’s help. The truth is: God is never perplexed by your problems. Actually, He had the solution in mind before you were born and even before you knew there was a problem.
I can remember waking up one morning, and the first thing I was aware of was God’s voice speaking to me. He said, “Today you need to seek wise, godly counsel.” I began to pray, but the words came back to the forefront of my thinking, “You need to seek wise, godly counsel today.” There was a pushing in my spirit that seemed to press against my heart. I knew that I needed to do exactly what He was telling me to do. One of the greatest assets you can have as a believer is a group of godly friends who love the Lord and are committed to living their lives for Him. Actually, you need at least one person who loves you no matter what and accepts you—just as you are. God is this type of friend to us, but He also desires for us to have friends whom we can turn to at times for confirmation and instruction.
There will be times when God uses a friend to help you solve the problem you are facing. Pride tells us that we do not need anyone else. We can be there for others, but we want to take care of personal matters without the help of anyone else. However, we cannot do it alone—we need one another. We need honest feedback at times, and we also need to know others are cheering for our success. When you select your closest friends, choose people who only want to grow in their walk swith the Lord and are committed to living godly lives. When you do, you will find that life is a lot smoother. Far too often, we draw close to people who have the ability to pull us down spiritually. Over the course of life, we will know all kinds of people. I’m talking about the ones who make up your inner circle of friends. Choose wisely, and you will find that you will be blessed beyond anything you can imagine by their fellowship. Once you learn how to be dependent on Him, God will usually allow you to be a part of the solution. But first, we must:
• focus,
• wait,
• listen, and
• obey.
Jehoshaphat and the people of Judah became very determined in their faith. There are times when you will need to remain perfectly still before God—times when the only thing you can do is trust Him—even though the situation may seem as though it is spinning out of control. The king continued his prayer, “Should evil come upon us, the sword, or judgment, or pestilence, or famine, we will stand before this house and before You (for Your name is in this house) and cry to You in our distress, and You will hear and deliver us” (2 Chron. 20:9). The entire nation had assembled before the Lord— husbands and wives along with their children (v. 13). No one stayed home. The threat and the danger were far too real to ignore.
“Then in the midst of the assembly the Spirit of the LORD came upon Jahaziel the son of Zechariah . . . and he said, ‘Listen, all Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem and King Jehoshaphat: thus says the LORD to you, ‘Do not fear or be dismayed because of this great multitude, for the battle is not yours but God’s” (vv. 14–15). We should want to shout, “Praise God,” at the sight of these words. The Lord was about to show up on the scene in a mighty way.
When you earnestly seek Him, God will make you sensitive to His will. When He speaks to your heart, you will know it is His voice. Jesus underscores this point. In the book of John, He says, “My sheep hear My voice, and I know them, and they follow Me” (10:27). You may think, God never speaksto me. He speaks to those who have accepted Him as Savior, who have made Him Lord of their lives, and who take the time to listen. By listening, I mean being willing to be still before Him in prayer—still in your heart, mind, and spirit.
Prayer is a step of faith, not a pathway to anxiety. He calms our fears in His presence. We need to do what Je-hoshaphat did and that was to convey his total dependence on God. I don’t know the problem you are facing, but if you will write this down someplace where you can see it, God will draw your eyes back to these words: “Do not fear or be dismayed because of this great multitude, for the battle is not yours but God’s.” Here is the secret to victory: God never loses. He may not act as quickly as you want Him to act, but He is always perfectly on time—never late and never early.
Prayer Changes the Way We View Our Problems
One of the things that I think is easy to discern from this chapter is that God uses prayer to position us for victory. Prayer is something that we do as evidence of our love and worship of the Lord, but it also is a place of extreme security and empowerment. Some of the problems we face can only be solved on our knees. After the nation of Judah concluded their prayers to God, the Lord prepared them for battle, but He told them from the beginning that it was war, and they knew that they would not come away losers. The next morning, they marched into battle. However, a regiment of great warriors did not lead the way. Instead, the choir received the first-place nod from God. They were instructed to sing, “Give thanks to the Lord, for His lovingkindness is everlasting.” The Bible tells us that when the people began singing and praising, the Lord set ambushes against the sons of Ammon, Moab and Mount Seir, who had come against Judah; so they were routed. “For the sons of Ammon and Moab, rose up against the inhabitants of Mount Seir destroying them completely; and when they had finished with the inhabitants of Seir, they helped to destroy one another. When Judah came to the lookout of the wilderness, they looked toward the multitude, and behold, they were corpses lying on the ground, and no one had escaped” (2 Chron. 20:22–24). God took care of the entire problem. Judah did not have to lift one bow or fire one arrow. The question that begs to be asked and answered is this: Where was the battle fought and won? There was only one place: on their knees. Had the king decided that the nation would not seek God’s face but instead marched off to battle their enemies, the outcome would have been very different. With this in mind, how should we face our problems?
In Confidence
When you obey God, set your heart on Him, and commit your way to Him, He will take care of you. You do not have to be afraid because the problem facing you belongs to the Lord. It is not yours to bear alone. The moment the people of Judah realized this, they had no problem gathering a group of choir members to lead them into battle. In fact, being a member of that choir—singing praises to God—was probably the most exciting thing they had ever done. When you come to a point where you realize God’s power lives within you and He is willing to fight every battle for you, then your confidence will be unshakable. You will be able to say with the psalmist, “For You are my hope; O Lord GOD, You are my confidence from my youth. . . . But as for me, I will hope continually, and will praise You yet more and more” (Ps. 71:5, 14).
On Our Knees
We pray knowing that He hears every word. “Therefore [Jesus Christ] is able also to save forever those who draw near to God through Him, since He always lives to make intercession for them” (Heb. 7:25). Once you have learned to trust God in prayer, the next step is to shift your prayers from being problem-centered to God-centered. Jehoshaphat did not begin his prayer with words of fear; he prayed with words of faith, exalting the Lord, praising Him, and also reminding Him of His faithfulness. Why do we “remind” God of the ways He has worked in our lives in the past? The main reason is to reset our minds from negative programming to confident, God-centered thinking. This is why it is crucial for us to pray, and read and study God’s Word daily. The more we understand His ways, the greater our level of trust in Him.
In Obedience to God
When God tells you to do something, either you do it or you fail to gain His wisdom. Obedience is very important to the Lord. If God gives you a solution, are you willing to follow it? Are you willing to obey Him no matter what He requires? Sometimes there are risks involved. Sometimes the path He asks you to travel may seem very difficult and even unreasonable. It will demand faith and discipline on your part. But you will never regret obeying God. It is the only pathway to blessing and peace.
With the Right Mind-set
The prophet Isaiah writes, “For the LORD GOD helps Me, therefore, I am not disgraced; therefore, I have set My face like flint, and I know that I will not be ashamed” (Isa. 50:7). The author of Hebrews writes, “Let us run with endurance the race that is set before us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the author and perfecter of [our] faith” (12:1–2). Set the focus of your heart on God. The reason is very simple. Satan will try his best to throw you off course. He will place one harmful distraction after another in front of you with the hope of discouraging you and convincing you to quit. Negative and fear-filled words, even when spoken by those we trust, can create an atmosphere of hesitation within our hearts. Instead of moving forward by faith, we will languish behind in feelings of doubt. Ask God to make you sensitive to the enemy’s tactics, and keep your eyes set on Christ by studying His Word and applying His principles to your heart.
In Humility
Humility is a sign of submission. When we humble ourselves before the Lord, we reaffirm our faith in Him and our desire to do His will, regardless of the cost. We also confess that we want to lay down any sense of pride that we might have. Instead, we choose to obey Him, and this choice keeps us focused in the right direction. Pride leads to ruin, while humility leads to success and victory. The author of 2 Chronicles admonishes, “Put your trust in the LORD your God and you will be established” (20:20). There should be no question in your mind. While you face trouble or sorrow, God is on your side. He wants to ease your burden. Struggling, apart from Him, against the weight of your fear only leads to exhaustion. “Therefore humble yourselves under the mighty hand of God, that He may exalt you at the proper time,casting all your anxiety on Him, because He cares for you” (1 Pet. 5:6–7).
With Expectation
King Jehoshaphat prayed, and then he waited for God’s response. He was so sure that God would hear the voices of the people in prayer that the king called everyone together, and they stood before the Lord. Are you standing before the Lord with an expectant heart? I tell my congregation that we need to be on our knees before God in prayer. There is something about this position that demonstrates humility. Better yet, at times, bow down before Him in worship. When you do this, you will sense a strength rising up from within you that causes your spirit to stand and lift its face toward heaven in prayerful, hopeful expectation. The way you pray through a problem is by magnifying the power of God—focusing on His greatness and reminding Him of the promises He has given you. He will never fail you at any point in time. Trust, and you will see Him work mightily on your behalf.
CHAPTER 8
Lessons Learned from a Rebel
God instructed Jonah to head east to Nineveh, but he headed west across the Mediterranean Sea toward Tarshish and straight into trouble. Many of us have done the same thing. God makes it clear that He wants us to go in a certain direction, and we take another route! Imagine disobeying God. Yet each one of us has done this at some point. When we do, we miss a tremendous blessing and end up in desperate circumstances. In fact, most of the problems we face come as a direct result of not obeying the Lord. God tells us to go east, and we turn and go west.
When We Say No
Jonah was commissioned by God to take His word of salvation to the city of Nineveh. However, he refused to do this because the people living in that city were dire enemies of the Jewish people. Jonah did not want God to save the city; he wanted the Lord to destroy it and all who lived within its walls. Perhaps you have had a certain mind-set about something that God wants you to do. He may want you to say yes to a certain job, build a relationship with a neighbor, or take a position at your work that seems less than attractive. Maybe He wants you to take a certain path because He plans to use you in the lives of a group of people, but you are fighting hard against Him. When God tells us to take a step in a certain direction, we always need to obey Him. He knows what He wants to accomplish in our lives. He uses the forces of adversity and the power of unrelenting problems to:
• train us to do His will,
• refocus our lives so our hearts are set on Him, and
• prepare us for tremendous blessing.
Turning Our Attention Back to God
Walking away from God was not as easy as Jonah thought it would be. “The LORD hurled a great wind on the sea and there was a great storm on the sea so that the ship was about to break up. Then the sailors became afraid and every man cried to his god, and they threw the cargo, which was in the ship, into the sea to lighten it for them. But Jonah had gone below into the hold of the ship, lain down and fallen sound asleep” (Jon. 1:4–5).
There are times when God has to get our attention, and many times He uses trials, difficulties, and disappointments to accomplish this. Jonah really had no intention of obeying God. In fact, once the winds picked up and the storm clouds gathered, he headed inside and down into the bottom of the ship so he did not have to witness what was taking place on deck. When the captain realized that the prophet was hiding out below, he wondered how a man of God could simply walk away knowing that danger was right before them (Jon. 1:6). Meanwhile, the crew was up on deck casting lots to see who was the one responsible for the horrendous storm, and “the lot fell on Jonah” (v. 7). Most of us know the rest of the story. Jonah surfaced and seeing what was taking place, knew that his days of running away from God were over. The Lord allowed adversity to strike to get his attention. God always knows exactly what to do to get our focus on His will. Jonah instructed the men to throw him overboard and into the raging sea. When they did, the waters immediately grew calm. God had Jonah right where He wanted him—in a position of humble surrender.
The Lord sent a large fish or whale to swallow His prophet and then to carry him back to land. Jonah had plenty of time (three days) to think about his life and role as God’s prophet. From the belly of the whale he prayed,
I called out of my distress to the LORD, and He answered me. I cried for help from the depth of Sheol; You heard my voice. For You had cast me into the deep, into the heart of the seas, and the current engulfed me. All Your breakers and billows passed over me. So I said, ‘I have been expelled from Your sight. Nevertheless I will look again toward Your holy temple.’ . . .
You have brought up my life from the pit, O LORD my God. While I was fainting away, I remembered the LORD, and my prayer came to You, into Your holy temple. Those who regard vain idols forsake their faithfulness, but I will sacrifice to You with the voice of thanksgiving that which I have vowed I will pay. Salvation is from the LORD. (Jon. 2:2–4, 6–9)
When Jonah surrendered to God’s will and admitted his failure to obey the Lord, God commanded the whale to deposit him on dry land in the direction of Nineveh. Then we read, “The word of the LORD came to Jonah the second time, saying, ‘Arise, go to Nineveh . . . and proclaim to it the proclamation which I am going to tell you’” (Jon. 3:1–2). This time, Jonah obeyed God by preaching His Word to the people living in the city of Nineveh. They heard God’s truth and turned away from evil.
Getting Back on Track
In his rebellion, Jonah realized that God was serious. He had chosen him for a particular task, and to continue to say no would be a deadly decision. Many times, God does not actually take our lives, but He certainly knows how to set us aside for a season of time until we are ready to listen and obey.
Most of us know when we are doing the opposite of God’s will. We feel uncomfortable and restless. We may not sleep well, or we watch as our finances dwindle. There are countless ways for God to get our attention, and each one has the ability to produce enough stress to bring us to a point where we are ready to do whatever He wants us to do. He may want to restore a relationship that has been severed, or lead us to a place where we can finally sense His peace overflowing in our lives. He allows the winds of adversity to blow until we are knocked down and He has our attention. It is at this point—the point of surrender—when we begin to advance through the problem or difficulty.
One of the ways God solves our problems is by teaching us to listen for His corrective voice pointing out where we have taken a wrong turn. In Psalm 25, we discover that David is under extreme pressure. He had sinned against God, and guilt was eating him alive. He longed to experience the Lord’s forgiveness and restoration.
To You, O Lord, I lift up my soul. O my God, in You I trust, do not let me be ashamed; do not let my enemies exult over me. . . . Make me know Your ways, O Lord; teach me Your paths. Lead me in Your truth and teach me, for You are the God of my salvation. . . . Do not remember the sins of my youth or my transgressions; according to Your lovingkindness remember me, for Your goodness’ sake, O Lord.” (vv. 1–2, 4–5, 7)
All adversity, every problem you face, is a gift of love given to you from the hand of God. Whether you have followed the way of Jonah or not, adversity trains you to worship God and to long for time alone in His presence. He has three main purposes for allowing trouble and disappointment in our lives.
To Conform Us
This is God’s ultimate purpose for allowing us to experience adversity. When the eyes of our hearts are set on doing only what we want to do, then we will not be able to hear God. Remember, Jesus took time to be alone with the Father. He did not do this to impress the disciples; He did it because He wanted to be just like His heavenly Father. The pressures of His world were just as great as they are in ours. Christ knew that to be like God, He had to spend time with Him. This is even truer for us. We may be saved by His grace, but we must conform to His image before we can reflect His love, grace, and mercy to others.
To Remind Us of His Great Love for Us
God loves us with an everlasting love. It is a love that is eternal and cannot be changed. God does not love us one day and then forget about us the next. He loves us when we are following Him and even when we get off course through sin and disobedience. Adversity is the tool He uses to guide us back to Him and to get our attention when we have gone our own way. Just as we discipline our children when they do wrong, God disciplines us.
To Provide an Opportunity for Self-Examination
The winds of adversity reveal the real person you are inside. When life is going well, you will never stop to think if there is anything wrong with what you are doing. Most people think that if life is going along smoothly, then God must be pleased with them. However, when the bottom drops out of life and problems begin to appear, we are much more likely to stop and pray, “Lord, show me if there is anything within me that is not pleasing to You.” God allows the winds of adversity to blow long enough and strong enough until we are driven to examine what we are doing.
When you are being buffeted by adversity, one of the most natural things for you to do is to examine your heart to see if you are right before the Lord. “God, am I in Your will, or have I taken a step in the wrong direction? If the problem is not the result of sin, then are You trying to show me something?” God deals with root attitudes buried deep inside of us. Many of these have been in our lives since we were young. Those predetermined, preprogrammed attitudes often deal with our self-esteem and attitudes toward others. We may confess the problem and admit the sin, but this will not take care of it. God wants to change us so that our lives reflect His grace and mercy to others. He begins the process of sweeping our hearts clean.
If you respond to the situation and God the right way, He will reveal where you have taken a wrong turn. Or if the problem has come as a natural result of life’s sorrows and trials, He will give you the strength and wisdom you need to get through the difficulty. Regardless of the reason, the moment you cry out to God with an open and willing heart, He moves to comfort, encourage, and guide you. Remember, the intensity of His adversity is always limited to your capacity to bear it. He will never send adversity into your life and break your spirit. He will never use trouble or heartache to destroy you. He may use these to gain your love and attention, but in doing so, He always is working behind the scenes to build you up and bring you to a point where your life can be used for His maximum potential. Adversity is a tool God may use to shape your life. It can be a great source for spiritual growth or a point of discouragement. It all depends on how you allow Him to work in your life.
The key to overcoming problems is in our response to difficulties. God knows that heartache and disappointment are hard to bear. But He reminds us in Romans 8:28 that He would work all things together for our good and His glory. This means that even when we refuse to obey Him, once we have confessed our disobedience and asked Him to forgive us, He will do just that and also will restore our fellowship with Him.
If you are going through a dark time, when problems are stacked on every side, then you know that God is on the move in your life, and He has a great reward waiting for you when you yield your heart and life to Him.
CHAPTER 9
God’s Purpose for Adversity
The young man was frustrated and watched closely for my response. Moments earlier, I had explained how God teaches us some of His greatest lessons in times of adversity. “But isn’t there another way?” he asked. “Why does He allow us to hurt like I am hurting? I had no idea that I would lose my job and maybe my marriage, too. Will the pain that I feel inside ever stop?” I had heard these questions before from others.
Many times, we can identify with the hurt a person is feeling. However, there are other times when we simply cannot. We know what adversity feels like to us, but the problem in someone else’s life may seem too great, the hurt too deep, and the sorrow too intense. Still, there is a common thread every problem we face: a desperate need to know that God understands and that He hears our prayers. We may not have a serious illness, but more than likely, we know what it feels like to face a difficulty that seems both overwhelming and debilitating. When you see someone who is hurting, ask God to give you the wisdom you need to respond with compassion and understanding.
In Psalm 18, the psalmist writes,
“The Lord is my rock and my fortress and my deliverer, my God, my rock, in whom I take refuge; my shield and the horn of my salvation, my stronghold. I call upon the Lord, who is worthy to be praised. . . . In my distress I called upon the Lord, and cried to my God for help; He heard my voice out of His temple, and my cry for help before Him came into His ears” (vv. 2–3, 6).
God is our comforter in times of trial and sorrow. He is our refuge and strength when we feel as though we cannot face another trying day. He is our protection when problems grow too large for us to handle, and He is our shield and our deliverer. There is no reason for us to be fearful because He is with us at every moment and at every turn. He is sovereign. This means that He has full knowledge of the problem or sorrow that we are facing, and He is all-powerful—nothing is beyond His ability to heal or restore.
Believe in God’s Ability
In Luke, we read how Jairus, an official of the synagogue, came to Jesus seeking healing for his twelve-year-old daughter. The Savior agreed to go with the man to his home to see the little girl. When Jesus and His disciples arrived at Jairus’s house, they saw people weeping and overcome with sorrow. Immediately, the Lord sought to assure them that the little girl was not dead. She was sleeping (Luke 8:52). Actually, the people had seen her die. From their viewpoint, there was no saving her. Earlier, Luke had recorded a conversation that Jesus had with Jewish officials who thought they had insight into God’s way of thinking, but they did not. The Lord asked them, “Why are you reasoning in your hearts?” (Luke 5:22). Though the situation had changed, these people were doing the same thing. They were looking at their circumstances from a human perspective. The scribes and Pharisees had been concerned about sin, but these people were simply concerned that someone they loved deeply had died.
Jesus took the little girl by the hand and commanded her to sit up, “and her spirit returned, and she got up immediately” (Luke 8:55). Death is a part of life on earth. There are times when God intervenes, and those we love remain with us. However, there are other times when He allows our loved ones to go and be with Him. In each circumstance, we should ask Him to show us how to pray and then to give us the ability to see our situation from His perspective. These two steps of prayer based on Jeremiah 29:11 are essential to gaining His strength in times of adversity:
“Lord, show me how to pray so that I may know Your will for my life and my situation.”
“Give me the ability to see my situation from Your perspective. Help me to understand that You have a future planned for me, and it is one full of hope and promise.”
We may not fully understand the problems that we face, but God does perfectly. He knows the right words to speak to our hearts so that we are encouraged, lifted up, and sense His covering of protection falling down around us. However, we must be still enough in our spirits to hear Him when He speaks.
Are you listening? Or are you still talking nonstop to Him about the circumstances of your life? In times of crisis, He wants you to be still and know that He is God (Ps. 46:10). He has not forgotten you. In fact, He acknowledges the fact that your name is written on the very palm of His hand. “Can a mother forget the baby at her breast and have no compassion on the child she has borne? Though she may forget, I will not forget you! See, I have engraved you on the palms of my hands” (Isa. 49:15–16 NIV). With this truth in mind, why would you ever worry?
An Unplanned Storm
Adversity can be a swift teacher if you allow it to do its refining work in your life. We are never alone in our heartache. God is with us. At times, it may feel as though He is not listening or watching, but He is. He understands when we feel forgotten, weary, and overwhelmed. When the disciples were caught in a horrific storm on the Sea of Galilee, He was with them, but they did not know the extent of His care and love for them. Therefore, they cried out, “Teacher, do You not care that we are perishing?” (Mark 4:38). In their hearts, they knew Jesus did care, but they were afraid. More than likely, they did what many of us do. They waited to pray. The winds began to blow harder, and the waves grew higher, and still they tried not to cry out. But when it appeared that their boat would capsize and they would drown, they cried out to Him.
Jesus may have appeared to be sleeping, but He was completely aware of their circumstances, just as He is of yours. Have you ever wondered if Jesus is aware of your needs? He is, and He has a solution for the problems you face. In times of crisis, our goal should be to discover His will for our lives concerning the problem. Then we should ask Him to show us how we can faithfully obey Him. The fact is, in this particular situation, the Savior had been the One who instructed the disciples to leave the area where He had been teaching and row to the opposite side of the lake (Mark 4:35). There will be times in your life when God leads you out onto a stormy sea. From your perspective, it appears that you will drown. The sky is dark, the sea is swelling, and the wind is violent. You have no idea how you will survive, but God knows. He is the One who has led you to this point, and no matter how rough your sea becomes, He will carry you on to safety.
Don’t overlook what Jesus told His disciples: He said, “Let us go over to the other side” (Mark 4:35). He said nothing about stopping midway and drowning. While He did not necessarily promise an easy, carefree journey, He certainly said nothing about dying or drowning. In fact, He said, “Let’s go to the other side.” In other words, they were going to make it, but no one in the group thought about the choice of Christ’s words. How many of us stop along the way and become frightened by our circumstances? There are times when life becomes very difficult, and all we can do is believe in the One who has never failed us and keep moving forward until He tells us to stop.
A Matter of Focus
David writes, “The LORD is my shepherd, I shall not want. He makes me lie down in green pastures; He leads me beside quiet waters. He restores my soul; He guides me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake. Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I fear no evil, for You are with me” (Ps. 23:1–4). Notice that David did not say, “If I get through the valley.” He said, “Though I walk through.” His focus was set on God—not on the shadows or the depth of his trouble but only on the Lord. Are you walking through a difficult time and wondering whether you will get through it or not? The answer always is yes when God is involved. The enemy may seek to tell you that you will not, but you will. Trust Him, obey Him, and then watch to see what He will do on your behalf. Adversity teaches us the importance of the following:
Obeying God
When my children were young, they would ask me what was the one thing they could learn about God’s principles that would make a difference in their lives. I always told them to obey God, and leave all the details to Him. I am sure they have faced many trials, just as I have, but this one principle is foundational to every area of our Christian life. Obey God, and He will guide you through the stormy times to a place of great blessing. This may or may not mean material blessing. The true blessings of God can rarely be counted because He places them within our hearts. There is no eternal value that we can assign to the eternal love of God, the overflowing goodness of His mercy and grace, and His compassion that engulfs us and holds us secure and close whenever the winds of adversity blow hard against us. Obey God, and you will know what it means to walk in the light of His eternal love and grace.
David writes, “With your help I can advance against a troop; with my God I can scale a wall. As for God, his way is perfect; the word of the LORD is flawless. He is a shield for all who take refuge in him” (Ps. 18:29–30 NIV). A young woman who was struggling with a terminal illness ended up in my office insisting that she would visit her family over the Christmas holidays. She had been receiving treatment for several months, and her strength had faded. Still, she knew that one of the best medicines available to her was the love of her family and the presence of God in her life providing the support she needed. God is our very present help in times of trouble.
When Israel faced a serious threat from their enemies, Moses inquired of the Lord, saying, “If Your presence does not go with us, do not lead us up from here” (Ex. 33:15). Moses knew the value of having God lead the nation of Israel forward. In fact, he wanted to stay put if there was an outside chance that God was not going to go with them. Obedience teaches us to want the same thing. In other words, we want to be in God’s will and not off on some trail that leads to serious trouble and disappointment.
If you are not sure about the direction you are about to take, pray as Moses prayed, “If Your presence does not go with me, then do not lead me up from here. Block my path, and guide me so that I will be in the center of Your will.”
Listening for God’s Direction
There is a mind-set in our world that tells us as long as we are doing good things, God will bless us. Satan loves to derail our lives by telling us that God really does not care where we end up. He wants us to think that the entire world is God’s ministry, and whatever we choose to do is okay with Him. While not everyone is called into the ministry, each one of us certainly has been called by God to fulfill a certain purpose. There is no greater blessing than to know that you are doing what He has gifted you to do—whether it is on your job or in your church. Years ago, I preached a message entitled “Who’s Doing the Talking?” In it, I demonstrated how we are constantly hearing different voices of reason—all of which, if we allow them, could drown out the voice of God. Remember, God spoke to Elijah through a whisper and not from the center of a raging storm. You may feel as though your life is in a vortex of trouble, but if you ask Him to show you how to be still before Him, He will; and in the calm of His presence, you will hear Him speak words of hope and encouragement. There are three ways God speaks to us today: through His Word, through His Holy Spirit who lives within the life of a believer, and through a trusted Christian friend or pastor. However, before you can hear His voice, you must be still enough to listen.
Living with a Sense of Perfect Peace
David learned to wait before the Lord, and we need to do the same. God’s timing is perfect. He knows when to tell you to move forward. Until He does, you can rest knowing that the Prince of Peace is at work in your life. When trouble comes, we think, I’ve got to do something. An opportunity presents itself, and we jump at it. People sink deeper into debt because they refuse to be still and listen for God’s guidance. They jump ahead of the Lord and then wonder why their lives are so troubled. Before they know it, they have added layer upon layer of problems that they cannot control. This can be true of someone who has lost a spouse or job. The death of a loved one is devastating. Being laid off from a job we like can strike hard against our self-esteem.
After the sudden death of his wife, a middle-aged man announced to his friends that he could not be alone. He needed a wife. Therefore, he remarried and quickly risked bypassing God’s best to meet a need in his life. He did not even know if what he was doing was right. He just knew that he had a need and could not wait any longer. Loneliness is not something only single people face. It is something that comes from not being at peace in God’s presence and not being satisfied with what He has provided. A person can be lonely even though in a room full of people. Never allow loneliness to drive you to do something that you will regret later. God has your need well within His sight, and He will meet it according to His timetable.
Who Can Identify with Your Sorrows?
Jesus Christ died a cruel death so that you might have eternal life. He knows exactly the struggle you are facing. The Bible tells us, “For since He Himself was tempted in that which He has suffered, He is able to come to the aid of those who are tempted” (Heb. 2:18). He understands the temptations you face. He knows the frustration of your heart, the feelings of rejection that threaten to overwhelm you with sadness, and the burdens you bear that seek to crush every notion of hope within you.
In the Garden of Gethsemane, Christ prayed, “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from Me; yet not as I will, but as You will” (Matt. 26:39). Just as we have done, Christ asked if there was another way for God to accomplish His will. No one, not even the Savior, enjoys the thought of adversity. However, no sooner had this thought passed over His lips than He professed His willingness to obey God: “Yet not as I will, but as You will.” Surrender is not a symbol of weakness for the Christian. It is a demonstration of tremendous strength—the same strength that Paul talked about in Philippians 4:13 when he wrote, “I can do all things through Him who strengthens me.” When life turns stormy and we cannot see the shoreline, we may not have the strength to trust God, but Christ within us will give us this ability.
When problems come, we also wonder if we have done something wrong. Are we out of step with God’s plan? Is sin involved? While these are important questions, the greater question is, “Lord, how do You want me to respond to this problem?” If you have fallen into sin and are living apart from God’s fellowship, then you know what you need to do—ask Him to forgive you and restore you spiritually so that you might enjoy His goodness again. If you have refused, like Jonah, to do what He has asked you, tell Him that you have been rebellious and that you want to get back on track with Him. God will not refuse you. In fact, He will embrace you with open arms.
The difficulty and trial that you are facing may simply be the result of God’s desire to test your faith and strengthen you for a greater blessing. If you sense that this is the case, tell Him that you are willing to remain right where you are until He moves you forward. Always keep in mind that God uses the circumstances of life to conform us to His image. He strengthens our faith and tests our ability to trust Him by allowing difficulty at work and also in our relationships with others. Often, pride is hiding out just beneath the surface of our hearts, and God knows that when He turns up the pressure, it will be exposed and then He will deal with it. He always has a purpose for the trials He allows to touch our lives. The thorn in the apostle Paul’s life was allowed by God to keep the apostle from being prideful. The difficulties that David faced were sent to prepare him to rule Israel. The suffering that New Testament believers faced was used to strengthen their faith and as a testimony to each of us.
Our response to every trial is crucial. We have the choice to become bitter or to grow stronger in our faith. Years ago, noted evangelist J. R. Miller wrote in For the Best Things:
Sometimes it is very dark. We cannot understand what we are doing. We do not see the web we are weaving. We are not able to discover any beauty, any possible good in our experience. Yet if we are faithful and fail not and faint not, we shall some day know that the most exquisite work of all our life was done in those days when it was so dark.
If you are in the deep shadows because of some strange, mysterious providence, do not be afraid. Simply go on in faith and love, never doubting. God is watching, and He will bring good and beauty out of all your pain and tears.
You may feel as though your life has been burned to the ground and nothing recognizable remains. However, God sees potential even when you are blinded to the hope your life contains. God promises us “[beauty or] a garland instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning” (Isa. 61:3). For God’s people, ashes are a sign of grief, unworthiness, humiliation, and penitence. They are also used as a symbol of deep humility and need. In his misery and sorrow, Job sat in ashes, but God restored all that he had lost to an even greater degree. He never subtracts; He always multiplies.
No one can escape adversity. Either we are passing through a dark valley or we see one approaching. Life is full of trials. However, it is brimming with victory, too. God uses difficulty to shape and mold us so that we become men and women of faith—people that reflect His love and mercy to others. Jesus knew the disciples could not minister to others until their lives had been broken by adversity. Each time the Savior allowed some hardship to come their way, He was preparing them for the future and for their ministry. We are trained by life’s difficulties to either trust God or ourselves. If we trust the Lord, we will never know defeat. We may suffer at times, be disappointed, and even face discouragement, but we will never lack anything. God is faithful, and He will provide exactly what we need, when we need it.
CHAPTER 10
How to Find Clear Guidance
Have you ever needed to make a decision but had no idea what God wanted you to do? You wanted to do what was best, but you were not sure what that was. You were standing at a crossroads— a place where the road divides before you—and you wondered whether to turn right or left or stay where you were.
God always has a plan in mind. The challenge for most of us is how to discover it. Many people make a mistake by believing they cannot discern His will. They think it is either hidden or difficult to know, or that He makes His will known to others but not to them. This just is not true. He is willing to speak to each one of us, but we must be in a position where we can hear His voice. The nation of Israel spent forty years wandering in the wilderness as a result of not listening to God. He led the people to the very door of the promised land, but they refused to go in and claim what He had given them. They were frightened at the sight of their enemies, and they forgot who was leading them—the Lord of heaven and earth. Throughout the years that followed this moment of disobedience, God remained committed to Israel. No matter how many wrong turns they took, He was determined to teach them how to hear His voice and to do what He had given them to do, which was to enter a land of goodness and blessing. God is long-suffering. He will never give up on you. He sees all that lies behind you and knows all that is up ahead. He is omniscient and committed to your success because He knows that when you succeed, you bring honor and glory to Him.
One Decision After Another
Forty years after Israel had turned away from the land God had given to them, He brought them back to the same place. There are times in our own lives when we refuse to do what the Lord has asked us to do. We may have missed doing His will due to ignorance or disobedience. So often, problems that arise in our lives come as a result of our not obeying God. We may be focused only on our desires, but He coaches us to turn in another direction. Still, we ignore His voice, and as we said earlier, we suffer the consequences of our disobedience. This is exactly what the nation of Israel did. Forty years later, after wandering in the desert, God brought them back to the place where they had disobeyed Him. Essentially, He gave them another opportunity to obey and gain access to His blessing. This time, they obeyed and entered the land.
God’s main form of communication is through His Word, but there are times when He speaks to us through the circumstances of life. The closer we are to Him, the greater our level of discernment will be. The first time Israel approached the land, they were only concerned about their needs. The second time, their focus had changed. Now, they were focused on doing what God wanted them to do. Isn’t it amazing how adversity sharpens our outlook and helps us see the will of God for our lives?
Problems and trials will come, and we will wonder what He is doing. Difficulty, heartache, and disappointment are the very tools He uses to teach us to honor and trust Him in greater ways. We need His clear guidance so we can avoid the pitfalls of life, but we also need to learn to listen. Israel did not go into the land the first time because they were frightened. They did not even cross the boundary line because they were shaking with fear over the sight of their enemies. Israel forgot an important principle: when God calls you to do something, He provides all you need to accomplish the task. All you need to do is obey Him and go forward—without hesitation—by faith.
If you do not learn the lesson you need to learn the first time, God will do what He did with Israel—He will bring you back to the same point at another time to see if you are willing to obey Him. The next time Israel approached the promised land, they had a different perspective. They were ready to enter it. The years they had spent in the wilderness and the desert had helped to refocus their hearts on one thing: doing exactly what God wanted them to do. Regardless of the effort, they were committed, and you can learn to do the same thing. When you do, you will experience one victory after another. Your life will be framed in peace and a deep sense of joy. You also will have hope. Just as there are consequences to sin, there are consequences to obedience. One of these is hope—hope for the future, hope for the present, and hope in all that you do.
God Provides the Guidance You Need
You may be a person who is experiencing a change in your vocation or a financial crunch. Someone reading this could be in the process of making a decision about marriage. Or a couple may be praying about the college their son or daughter wants to attend. Each day, you make hundreds, if not thousands, of decisions. Your circumstances feel urgent. And for the believer who wants to walk in the power of God’s Spirit, they are. Every decision is important to God. He wants to give you direction and guidance so you will not get off track or make a mistake. Far too often, we want to see miles beyond where we are standing. The reason living life for Christ is a walk of faith is because this is what we are called to do. Trust Him for today and tomorrow and all the days that will follow. Remember, He went out before the nation of Israel, and He will do the same for you.
When Moses turned to face the burning bush, God began to instruct Him. Immediately, the Lord provided direction: “I am the God of your father, the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.’ . . . I have surely seen the affliction of My people who are in Egypt, and have given heed to their cry because of their taskmasters, for I am aware of their sufferings. So I have come down to deliver them. . . . I will send you to Pharaoh, so that you may bring My people, the sons of Israel, out of Egypt’” (Ex. 3:6–8, 10). He also gave Gideon the insight he needed at just the right point in time (Judg. 7). He did the same for the apostle Paul. In Acts 16, he was headed in a certain direction to preach the gospel when God’s Spirit spoke to him, stopping him from going forward.
They passed through the Phrygian and Galatian region, having been forbidden by the Holy Spirit to speak the word in Asia; and after they came to Mysia, they were trying to go into Bithynia, and the Spirit of Jesus did not permit them; and passing by Mysia, they came down to Troas.
A vision appeared to Paul in the night: a man of Macedonia was standing and appealing to him, and saying, “Come over to Macedonia and help us.” When he had seen the vision, immediately we sought to go into Macedonia, concluding that God had called us to preach the gospel to them. (Acts 16:6–10)
Was God uninterested in the cities of Asia Minor? Certainly not! He just had a different plan in mind. He knew the direction He wanted the apostle to go. Therefore, His
Spirit redirected the team of missionaries. Later, Paul would travel through this region preaching God’s truth and seeing many people come to Christ. However, this moment was not the time for that. Remember, timing is everything to God. He knows exactly when to motivate us to move forward and when to hold us back. God has not stopped talking. He continues to speak to those who have accepted His Son as their Savior. However, to hear His voice, we must surrender our wills to Him and be willing to wait—if necessary, indefinitely—until He leads us to the next step. Waiting is an active step of faith and obedience. Paul obeyed the Lord and his ministry stayed right in step with God’s plan.
God Wants to Speak to You.
He is just as interested in speaking to you as He was to Moses, Paul, Daniel, Peter, David, John, and so many more. In Psalm 32:8, the Lord says, “I will instruct you and teach you in the way which you should go; I will counsel you with My eye upon you.” This is a clear promise from the Lord that He will give you direction for your life. In Proverbs, He tells us, “Trust in the LORD with all your heart and do not lean on your own understanding. In all your ways acknowledge Him, and He will make your paths straight” (3:5–6). These verses provide specific promises telling us that God will guide and instruct us. We do not have to leave home or even pick up the telephone to call a friend to gain eternal wisdom about our lives and any problem we may have.
He is our instructor, guide, and teacher. But sometimes we do not hear what He is saying because we are too wrapped up in our problems. We pray and think we are giving our burden to Him, but we continue to carry it around by talking about it and even frantically wondering what will happen next. When we ask God to take our burdens, He does. However, if we continue to cling to it and work on ways of solving it, we signal a lack of faith in His ability.
Our Burden-Bearer
When faced with a difficult problem, you can respond three different ways:
You can continue to struggle with it and bear the weight of thesituation alone. Many people who do this end up suffering emotionally and physically. They become weary and discouraged, which plays right into Satan’s hand. God did not create us to carry huge emotional burdens. He wants to be our burden-bearer, but we must submit control of the situation and our lives to Him.
I have watched as people have hung on to their problems believing if they just worked hard enough, they could come up with a solution. Even if we could, do we only want the solution that we can achieve? Or do we want what God provides? Often, the enemy whispers, “You need to stay in control to get what you want.” The truth is, we only need to do what God is requiring us to do. When rolling our burdens over onto Him, He will provide the answer we need along with the peace and release our hearts long to experience. We can be worried, or we can be discerning and give God the opportunity to work infinitely on our behalf.
You can run from it and avoid dealing with it. Many people have an “I’ll deal with it tomorrow” attitude, or “I’ll pretend the problem is not there, and it will go away” mindset. Problems don’t just go away. They need to be solved, and you can either ask God to give you wisdom to know how to handle it or you can wait, deny it is there, and watch your stress level grow to a point where it is unbearable.
You can surrender the problem and yourself to God’s care. For the believer, this is the only real solution. God is concerned about every area of your life. He never sees your burden as being insignificant. He knows small issues can quickly develop into large problems. Therefore, no matter how large or small a difficulty may appear, make a habit of praying about it. Through the difficulties of life, God is training you to come to Him in times of trouble and in times of joy and gladness. He never wants you to view your time in prayer as just a place to dump your worries. He has a greater purpose in mind. He wants you to develop a desire to know Him intimately. Instead of going to God in prayer with a list of things you think you need, spend time with Him in worship. Praise Him and tell Him that you only want to live your life for Him. Rest in His presence, and you will find that He knows exactly what you need even though it was never mentioned. When you face a difficulty, God wants you to do the following:
• Seek Him in worship and prayer.
• Declare your faith in Him.
• Be willing to wait, if necessary for His solution.
• Learn to rest in His presence, knowing that He is working behind the scenes on your behalf.
• Move forward when He directs you without questioning His method or motive.
• Claim the victory, because regardless of the outcome, God has promised to work all things together for our good and His glory (Rom. 8:28).
Sometimes, the only evidence you or I have in addressing a problem is the guidance of the Holy Spirit who continues to impress upon us to move in a certain direction of faith. If we only make decisions based on what we can see or the information we have at the moment, we will miss a tremendous blessing. God has an infinite information service. He knows all there is to know about everything we are facing and how the outcome will affect our lives later. It is shocking how many people waste money trying to find out something about their future. They risk entanglement with a side of the spiritual realm that God does not want them to encounter. Believers should never consult anyone about the future other than God. He is the only One who knows the absolute truth. Horoscopes are strictly the enticement of the enemy to lure you away from the Word of God. We need to avoid this and anything else that would deny God’s power in favor of spiritualism and worldly reasoning.
There are six elements that are essential to helping you find God’s solution for the problems you face.
Pathway
To discover God’s will for your situation, you must realize that He has a step-by-step plan for you to follow. The first step includes confession of sin. There are people who believe that they can say a quick prayer and God will answer it without requiring anything from them. However, they overlook the fact that God’s first desire is for us to draw near to Him in order to enjoy His presence and fellowship. We worship Him first. Like Moses, we come to Him, bow down, and remove our “sandals” as a symbol that we know we are on holy ground (Ex. 3:5).
Second, lay down your personal desires. This is essential to overcoming the difficulties of life. Sometimes God allows hardship to coach us into giving Him full control of our lives. Years ago, a young girl struggled for some time to tie her shoes. She did not want her father to help her. He allowed the battle to go on. Finally, standing outside her bedroom door, he heard his young daughter say, “God, I just can’t do it. Please help me.” God is waiting for us to say, “I just can’t do this. I need your help.” As long as we are pressing to reach our desires without considering what the Lord wants us to do, we will run into conflict. You can tell the Lord, “Father, this is what I truly want to do. I place my desires in neutral. Please show me Your will for my situation so I can be obedient to You.”
Patience
A sign of genuine maturity is patience. James writes, “Let endurance have its perfect result, so that you may be perfect and complete, lacking in nothing” (James 1:4). In other words, let patience complete its work in your life so that you will be mature, wanting nothing other than what God in His grace and mercy gives freely to you. Have you ever considered the gifts that God gives? Many times, people avoid praying about a problem because they do not want to face it for fear that God will punish them or withhold His goodness. God gives good gifts to His children. He wants us to be so in tune with Him that we find all our needs met in Him. He not only provides answers to problematic situations, He also provides the very things we long to receive—friendships, gifts, and even possessions for our enjoyment—as long as our first and only goal is to live our lives for Him.
Remember His promise to us in Psalm 84, “The LORD God is a sun and shield . . . no good thing does He withhold from those who walk uprightly” (v. 11). And James reminds us, “Every good thing given and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shifting shadow” (1:17). It is very important that you are patient with the Lord, because patience indicates that you are willing to be emptied of selfish activity and to have victory over the urge to make a snap decision. It also means you want to wait on God’s timing instead of rushing to take action when what you are doing may not be His best. Never rush to make a decision. Instead, wait until you have God’s mind concerning the problem or the circumstance you are facing. If you will do this, then you will gain tremendous insight into God’s character, attributes, and personal love for you.
Pressure
When it comes to making right decisions, I believe this is the greatest enemy we face. There are two types of pressure:
External: This is the pressure that comes from the opinions of others. I call it “people pressure.” It often involves the pressure of time. For example, someone will say, “You have to make a decision in three days.” This type of demand can set the stage for extreme pressure. You feel pressured to make a decision now rather than later. There are some major decisions in life where we need to take time—days, weeks, or even months—to understand God’s will and mind. There are other times when we need to move forward by deciding what needs to be done. The Lord understands time restraints. He knows when you truly do need to make a decision, and will make His will known in accordance with the need you have. Therefore, never allow yourself to be pressured by others if you know that God is prompting you to wait. On the other hand, do not allow the enemy to hold you back from stepping forward to make a decision that is clearly God’s best for you.
Internal: This comes when the Holy Spirit is coaching us to make a decision or to deal with a situation. Pressure in this way means we do not really have clear guidance and direction for a decision that we are considering. It is God’s way of saying, “Be patient. Don’t yield to the pressure of those externally who would force you to make a decision when you are not ready.” You may not have all the facts. Therefore, when the pressure increases, tell the Lord, “I’m Your servant. It is my duty [you are duty-bound to be obedient to God] to obey You. In order for me to do this, I need to know Your will for my situation. I cannot follow unless You are guiding me. Please open my heart and mind to Your plan and show me exactly what You want me to do. So, Lord, I’m waiting patiently for You, refusing to be pressured into anything. I have cleared my mind and my heart of any known sin or personal desire. Now, Lord, tell me what You want me to do.”
Prayer
Often, when it comes to prayer, the key to hearing God’s voice and gaining His wisdom is learning to persist in prayer. You may think that prayer is something that you do only in the morning during your quiet time with God or late in the evening after the children are asleep. However, prayer is a lifestyle. And we can live in a state of prayer even when we are going about our normal routines. Learning to pray God’s way includes persistence, waiting, and listening. Through prayer, He prepares us for His answer. He points out the areas that need to be addressed, but He also teaches us His principles to live by. There will be times when God withholds an answer until we have submitted to His will. Ultimately, prayer is a method He uses to position us for blessing.
Promise
The same God who led Abraham away from his home in Ur is willing to lead you through the difficulty you are facing. And the same Lord who led the nation of Israel into the promised land desires to do the same for you—to lead you to a place of extreme blessing and hope. He wants to guide you—to give you wisdom and to provide for every need you have. It begins with a promise: “Call to Me and I will answer you, and I will tell you great and mighty things, which you do not know” (Jer. 33:3).
There are countless promises in God’s Word. Begin to read it with an open and submitted heart, and you will discover fresh hope and enough courage to face each day. The psalmist writes, “I will hear what God the LORD will say; for He will speak peace to His people, to His godly ones” (Ps. 85:8). Here also is a warning about opening the Bible and looking for an answer without truly seeking God. People also have told me that they just opened God’s Word and found a scripture that seemed to justify their actions. Sometimes they were sinful actions. You never want to flip open the Bible and scan the text for an answer or for justification for what you want to do. This is highly dangerous, but you definitely want to study His Word and over time, you will gain insight into God’s solution for your problems. When you spend time with Him, He reveals Himself to you.
Peace
In Colossians 3:15, God gives us a beautiful promise that we can claim for our lives and the difficulties we face: “Let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts.” Paul is saying that we need to learn how to let peace be an umpire over our hearts. When the peace of God is standing sentinel over your heart, fear, anxiety, depression, and anger will not be able to set up a stronghold.
A sense of perfect peace is evidence that you are either in the middle of God’s will or that you have made the necessary adjustment to get to that point.
Having God’s peace comes as the result of having the right focus. When your heart and mind are set on Christ, you will not be shaken, even when the winds of adversity kick up around you or the threat of failure comes swiftly like a flood. Peace—God’s peace—will rule your heart. If someone is seeking to push you into making a decision, refuse to budge until you know that you have a sense of peace from God.
The final confirmation that you have God’s peace is a sense of rest within your life. You are not rushing to meet life head-on. Instead, you are operating alongside God with a supernatural strength and sense of discernment that come from surrendering your life to Him. The struggle to do more, get ahead, experience more, and gain more has ended. You have a sense of peace, not because of what you have, but because of who has you, and this is your greatest reward—life everlasting lived out in the arms of unconditional love and infinite grace!
The Mighty Hand of the Lord
When the nation of Israel reached the promised land, God instructed them to collect twelve stones from the Jordan River from the place where the priests had been standing (Josh. 4). These stones represented the twelve tribes of Israel. God had delivered the nation into the land, and now they were about to build a memorial to Him—one that would be a reminder of His faithfulness to future generations. Joshua said to the people,
When your children ask their fathers in time to come, saying, “What are these stones?” then you shall inform your children, saying, “Israel crossed this Jordan on dry ground.”
For the LORD your God dried up the waters of the Jordan before you until you had crossed, just as the LORD your God had done to the Red Sea, which He dried up before us until we had crossed; that all the peoples of the earth may know that the hand of the LORD is mighty, so that you may fear the LORD your God forever. (Josh. 4:21–24)
Have you set up a memorial to God for the times He has delivered you from your enemies? Maybe you keep a daily journal and can look back to see the many ways He has worked in your life. Regardless of how you do it, He wants you to recall His faithfulness and live with the promise that no matter how great a trial appears, He will help you solve it.
CHAPTER 11
Reaching Your Full Potential
Some of the most painful and difficult times of my life have been when God was in the process of breaking me to prepare me for greater service. I have never enjoyed this process, although I know the outcome always leads to growth and blessing. Most people feel the same way. There is enough independence left within us that we want to draw back and avoid anything that resembles hardship or trouble. Yet these are the very tools God uses to increase our faith and prepare us for the next step. The message of brokenness does not appeal to those who only want to live for themselves and not for God. While none of us would be eager to sign up to experience a season of brokenness, we can learn to endure it with patience and steadfast hope once we understand that God sees our potential and has a plan for the adversity He allows to touch our lives.
For Those Who Bear Heavy Burdens
Throughout this book, we have discussed King David and others whom God has used. One of the primary characteristics of David’s life was that he had a heart for God (Acts 13:22). However, if you did not know anything about his life other than the years he spent running away from King Saul and the threat of death, you would be tempted to wonder what God was doing.
In 1 Samuel 16, the Lord instructs the prophet Samuel to anoint David king of Israel, but nothing significant happened in this direction for a long time. Imagine being called into the office of the CEO of your company and being told that you had just received a very important promotion. In your mind, it is time to clean out the desk in the cubicle you have been working in for the past three years and get ready for a move to an upstairs office with windows and a pastoral view of woodlands. But nothing happens. You pray, and God confirms that He has a plan for your life and especially for your circumstances.
David may have had times of disillusionment, but we never read of him wanting to do anything other than to achieve the goal that God had set for him. If that meant waiting, then he was ready to wait indefinitely. His relationship with the Lord was tightly woven with threads of faith, hope, love, and surrender. You will never reach your full potential as long as you look at your circumstances and say, “God, I can’t,” or “God, I won’t.” The truth is: brokenness is a pathway to blessing. But it also is the way God uncovers our true potential. Rarely does He use people until He has broken them. This process can be very painful, but one of the best ways to advance through it is to surrender your problems and fears to the Lord. Be willing to obey Him, and be willing to wait or move forward at His command.
Clinging to disappointments and feelings of anger and frustration only prolong the journey. These also have the potential to tempt us to doubt God’s goodness and plan. Resist feelings of self-pity, especially when the enemy whispers, “This is the end,” “You will never get out from under this burden,” or “You are alone, and there is no one to help you.” Friends and family members can be great encouragers, but they also can be tempted to offer discouragement instead of faithful support. Remember what Job’s wife suggested when he faced severe temptation? She told him, “Do you still hold fast your integrity? Curse God and die!” (Job 2:9). He ignored her negative counsel and said, “Though He slay me, I will hope in Him” (13:15).
Know When to Let Go
Have you ever felt like Moses, David, or Job? You have come to a point in your life where you want to say, “Lord, this problem is too great for me—too vast, too heavy, and too hurtful. I can’t handle it alone.” This was where Moses found himself—wondering how he would continue at such a stiff pace with such an unwilling group of people. Numbers 11 outlines the nation of Israel’s decline in the area of morale. With the excitement of their escape from Egypt behind them, they began to think about what they had done and the inconveniences of living on the road. This is when they began to complain and murmur against Moses and the Lord. God was not pleased with their actions or words. He had provided their freedom from slavery, but they wanted even more. Even more devastating, they really did not want anyone to tell them what they could or could not do.
Moses became so depressed by the actions of the people that he actually told the Lord, “If You are going to deal thus with me, please kill me at once, if I have found favor in Your sight, and do not let me see my wretchedness” (Num. 11:15). The bottom line is, Moses wanted to die! And he needed to let go and allow God to take control of his life and circumstances. There will be times in each one of our lives when God gives us a task to do that appears far too great for us to handle. At first, prideful thoughts can tempt us to think we can handle the job no matter how great the challenge may seem. However, God did not create us to work independently of Him. We can do nothing apart from Him.
If you want to reach your full potential, allow God to have the problems that you are facing. Surrender them to Him. It may seem simple when written in black and white, but it is rare. Many people believe they have given their problems to God, but they have not. They lay them down only to pick them up again. How do you know when you are still carrying a burden or a problem? Usually, you know by the weight of the burden. If it is heavy to the point of being destructive, you must stop and ask God to show you if He wants you to bear this load on your own. Earlier, we mentioned how Jesus instructed His followers with these words, “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you and learn from Me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, and you will find rest for your souls. For My yoke is easy and My burden is light” (Matt. 11:28–30).
The Savior wanted the people to give their burdens to Him. In New Testament times, a yoke was used to couple animals together so they could work more effectively. Jesus used this term with a positive application. He is teaching us that His yoke is easy, light, and much more productive. When we share our burdens with Him, He comes alongside us and lifts the yoke up so that it is not weighing us down. But if we insist on shouldering the weight alone, we will fall and not get up. Everything boils down to a matter of trust. Do you trust God with your problem, your future, and your immediate circumstances?
His Eye Is Set on the Goal
God always has His eye set on the finish line. But He also is very concerned about how we arrive at the point of destination. Israel came to the doorway of the promised land but refused to enter because they believed they knew better than the Lord. They had not learned what it meant to submit to His will and plan for their lives. However, forty years later, the attitude of the nation had changed. Instead of resisting His will, they knew to obey and entered the land without hesitation. God had trained them through the difficulties they had faced. Therefore, the time they had been in the wilderness was not wasted. God had prepared them to receive the promise and the blessing He had given years earlier.
In times of training and brokenness, God targets specific areas in our lives that are hindering His purpose and will. He arranges the circumstances for our brokenness and also chooses the tools by which this will be accomplished. He also controls the emotional and physical pressure that is applied to our life. All of this is done in an effort to teach us how to submit to His will. God created us for Himself and for His purposes. Paul writes, “Do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy Spirit who is in you, whom you have from God, and that you are not your own? For you have been bought with a price: therefore glorify God in your body” (1 Cor. 6:19–20).
The people who have the greatest difficulty with submission to God usually are the ones who have no desire to live their lives solely for Him. They would rather go to church on Sunday, but leave God out of the rest of their week. When they do, they miss the greatest source of blessing and hope known to man, which is an intimate relationship with the Savior—the God of the universe who loves them unconditionally. By saying no to God, they never fully experience the dynamic presence of His Spirit living in them. The source of our strength shifts from our limited ability to His infinite resources. We may feel the pressure as it rises, but we also have clarity and can make right choices as we roll the problem over onto the Lord. We allow Him to give us the wisdom we need to solve it without having to carry a mental and physical weight that is far too great for us to bear. God has a purpose and a plan for every situation we face. In fact, you cannot think of a problem that is too great or vast for Him.
One of the reasons brokenness is such a painful experience is because God works at deep levels. He also deals with the very issues that we do not want Him to touch. Ultimately, He wants to control every aspect of our lives. And the last thing we want to do is surrender this type of access to anyone— including the Lord. Earlier, we talked about the apostle Paul and how God allowed him to face tremendous suffering (2 Cor. 12:7). As we read his letters, and especially Acts, we find that Paul faced great opposition. However, he never lost sight of the goal that God had given him. And he stopped resisting God and opened himself up to the corrective hand of the Lord.
When problems come, our greatest challenge is to remember that He uses adversity to bring us to a point of surrender so we can reach our full potential. Once Paul accepted Christ, his life changed. His personal goals shifted and suddenly became very unimportant to him. The only thing that mattered was his service and dedication to the Lord. Brokenness brings clarity and focus to our lives. Paul may have struggled with many of the same temptations we face, but he was determined to continue to live for the truth he was called to proclaim (Rom. 7).
One of the most spiritually dangerous thoughts you can have is, I’m glad I have learned that lesson. As soon as we allow those words to pass through our minds, we should sense a check in our spirits. We never completely learn all there is to learn when it comes to areas such as pride, forgiveness, waiting on God, and much more. We may learn a great deal about these areas, but there is so much more that God wants to teach us. Paul was not an exception to this rule. Throughout his life, he faced one valley experience after another (2 Cor. 11 and 12). He was beaten on several occasions, shipwrecked at least twice, and was always under the threat of the Judaizers, who were eager to mount an opposition to his work. We might be tempted to wonder, Why would God calla man like Paul into the ministry and then allow him to facesevere suffering?
There are several lessons in this area that God wants us to learn. They are the same ones that He wanted to teach Paul.
We cannot live the Christian life apart from God. When Paul came to know Christ, he quickly realized that God was his new instructor. The lessons he had learned as a Jewish scholar were no longer valid as solutions for the problems he faced. His new grid system was based on the saving grace and mercy of the Lord Jesus Christ. Everything changed in Paul’s life. The knowledge he deemed as being so important suddenly appeared weak and invalid. Though I’m sure there were times when he wanted to rise up and say, “I know how to solve this situation. After all, I have a degree. I know the answer,” he did not do it. He learned to listen for God’s voice directing and guiding him through one difficulty after another.
How do you resist using the human knowledge and ability you have learned over the years?
Ask God to help you see your circumstances from His perspective. In the heat of the battle, when conflict arises, you must train yourself to stop and wait for God’s guidance. This can take place in a matter of seconds. Or it can be something that transpires over time. Often, I’m asked, “What do I do in times of emergency?”
My answer is this: God knows the emergency is coming even before it appears. Let the first words you whisper in prayer to Him be words of humble submission. “Lord, I don’t understand what is happening. Please show me what to do.” The moment He hears this type of prayer, He will be moved.
He may open a door of escape, or He may be quiet and want you to wait. I imagine that after His conversion to Christ, Paul wanted to tell everyone about what had happened to him, especially those in Jerusalem. However, notice that he did not do this. Instead, he went away into Arabia where he spent time alone with God in His classroom—studying at His feet. Most people want to rush into action. They want to solve the problem, and they want to do it now. Consequently, instead of receiving God’s blessing, they only get what they can achieve. Waiting always involves a choice, and I would rather wait an eternity for God’s solution to my problem than seek to solve it on my own. There is no comparison to the joy that comes from waiting versus rushing ahead of the Lord.
Realize God is doing a new work in your life. He does not always work the same way. He never changes, and His principles remain the same; however, He is very creative and may work one way today but another tomorrow. Therefore, ask Him to make you sensitive to His Spirit’s leading. You can also pray that He will close before you every door that is not the one He wants you to pass through. When you have an open and willing heart, He will provide the wisdom you need to do His will.
Recognize that God has a plan for the storm you are facing. As we have said several times, He has a purpose for every problem you face. But you must be willing to discover this, and many times He won’t reveal it immediately.
Recall His promises to you in the past. God often gives a promise to us, but we forget about it. He promised David that one day he would be king of Israel. David never forgot this, although he had to wait years to see it fulfilled. The time he spent waiting was used to prepare him to reign. You have no idea what God is preparing you to do. All you can see are your immediate circumstances. In times of prayer, you may have sensed God saying, “I have something that I want You to do. It will be a tremendous blessing.” He may even reveal some of His plan to you. However, the days of waiting and wondering drag on. They become weeks, and the weeks become months. Still, there is no change in your situation. You have a promise, but you wonder if you really heard from God or from yourself. You can ask God to reaffirm His will. The psalmist writes, “The steps of a man are established by the LORD, and He delights in his way. When he falls, he will not be hurled headlong, because the LORD is the One who holds his hand” (Ps. 37:23–24).
Living the Christian life in our own strength is a waste of time. God brought the apostle Paul to a point where he cried out, “Wretched man that I am! Who will set me free from the body of this death? Thanks be to God through Jesus Christ our Lord!” (Rom. 7:24–25). Christ is the only one who can strip away the dross in our lives that is preventing us from being what God wants us to be. As I have said earlier, the process of brokenness is painful, and the depth of the pain depends on what God is seeking to remove from your life. Never overlook the fact that He has an objective that He wants you to reach. When you do, you also will reach your full potential. The problem you are facing may seem so great that you feel you will perish under its weight, but you won’t. He is in the process of shattering your old self-made life so that you may walk with Him in oneness.
He also allows us to face difficulty in order to prepare us for greater service. Wheat cannot be used until it has been sifted—winnowed by the wind and separated. We cannot expect to go through life without facing times of trouble and difficulty. And the adversity that does come our way may not be a result of anything we have done wrong. After his conversion, many of the problems Paul faced came as a direct result of his devotion to Christ and also because he lived in a broken world like us. Therefore, the entire Christian life is woven tightly together with the process of brokenness. He stretches us and breaks apart our selfishness—not to harm us, but so that He can bless us.
Each one of us has watched believers go through deep valley times and wondered, How can they do this? The answer is, they are not doing it. God is living through them. He is bearing the weight of their burden because they have come to a point where they have stopped struggling with the difficulty and are allowing Him to carry them through the storm. Jesus told His disciples, “Let’s go over to the other side of the lake” (Mark 4:35). David wrote, “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death” (Ps. 23:4). In times of extreme stress and difficulty, it may seem as though you will not reach the other side or that the valley walls will come crashing in on you, but God’s sovereign, omnipotent hand is always sheltering you—protecting and guiding you.
There are several aspects to brokenness that many people overlook.
God only breaks us in love. The entire process of brokenness is an expression of God’s love for you. Many people ask, “Lord, why would You allow this to happen to me?” Remember how we asked this same question in the opening of this chapter about the apostle Paul? How could God allow Paul to suffer such severe trials, especially when he was so committed to Christ? There is nothing within the process of brokenness that speaks of punishment. The day that Paul accepted Christ as his Savior on the Damascus Road, his sins were forgiven. His suffering was not a result of sin. God breaks us so that we will change and open our hearts up to the fullness of His love. He allows the thorns of life to prick our lives, not for the purpose of harming us, but instead to teach us the need for total dependence on Him.
God always sets a limitation to our brokenness. I mentioned this earlier. When God begins to target an area in our lives, He does not turn us over to the enemy and withdraw His hand of protection. The fact is, He does the opposite. He sets limitations on the brokenness that we experience. This includes the length of time along with the intensity of pain we feel. He never abandons us to the process but watches over us and protects us. Even though we may feel at times as if we will perish, God holds our lives in His hands. He targets the area that needs attention. He arranges the circumstances. He chooses the tools, and He controls the process.
God’s process of brokenness stops at the point when your willbecomes broken. He will never break your spirit—only your resistant will. This is the area of your life where rebellion seeks shelter from God’s omniscience. It is an area where sin lurks, waiting for a safe opportunity to resurface. King Saul is a perfect example of this. He could have reigned over Israel for many more years, but he lost the throne to David because deep within his life was a thread of rebellion. And this prevented him from reaching his full potential and carrying on the work that God had called him to do. Even though Saul fought to conceal his pride and self-gratification, God knew his heart. It was never fully turned toward Him. David’s, however, was.
My personal advice to those who are going through a serious time of growth or conviction is to surrender to God. Over the course of a lifetime, each one of us will experience times of brokenness—brokenness as a form of godly discipline and brokenness as a result of something that needs to be eradicated from our lives. God made David wait many years before he became king. However, his young heart never grew resentful or prideful. He remained steadfastly committed to receiving God’s promise at the right time. Do you have this type of commitment—a commitment that is steadfast and not altered by the circumstances surrounding you? Acquiring this is all a matter of developing a heart-focus for God. Stay focused on God and not what you think “should” happen, and you will be able to wait for God’s provision with a great sense of peace and victory.
The process of brokenness ceases at the point where, if it continued,it would damage God’s greater purpose for your life. The Lord limits our time spent in brokenness. Nothing pleases God’s heart more than a heart that is humbled before Him. So many people resist God. They don’t understand that obedience is a doorway to blessing. Those who love Him will obey Him. The blessings that come from brokenness are not necessarily material, but they are eternal and far more valuable than anything else you can own. You cannot purchase the type of peace that comes from obeying God on a store shelf. Likewise, you cannot buy the infinite joy that comes from hearing God say, “Well done, My faithful servant.” You can rush after the trappings of this world and lose all you receive, or you can worship God, live for Him, and gain eternity.
God uses brokenness to deepen our understanding of Him. Believe it or not, you may come to a point in seasons of brokenness when you will not want it to end. This happens not because you enjoy experiencing heartache and trial but because if you allow God to work completely in your life, you will draw closer to Him than you imagined possible. He takes us through the breaking process and strips away the very things upon which we depend. Then we gain a new perspective of Him and His love and about what He wants to do in our lives. He removes the clamor and clutter so we can hear His voice. He tells us, “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are My ways higher than your ways and My thoughts than your thoughts” (Isa. 55:9).
Once we allow brokenness the space to work, clarity comes. The reality of His forgiveness helps us to understand that His love is not based on anything we have done or will do in the future. It is an unconditional gift He gives to those who profess their faith in Him. God’s goal is straightforward: His brokenness is bringing us into an intimate oneness with Him. The principle of brokenness will lift almighty God, the cross, God’s grace, and the shed blood of the Lord Jesus Christ to a higher level in your life. Not only will your view of God change, your view of others will also. Thoughts of selfishness will begin to fade. Tenderness will increase. Your critical, negative spirit will soften, and you will begin to want to help others with no thought of payback because you realize that God will never require a payback from you.
God never deserts us in seasons of brokenness. This point is very important because there will be times when the emotional or physical pain becomes so great that you will want to cry out asking God why He has abandoned you. Suffering can be intense and overwhelming. There have been times in my life when I thought, God, have You deserted me? I know better, but this is what I felt at the moment, and more than likely, someone reading these words is at that very point. God is right where you are.
When brokenness finally comes, God may separate you from everything you hold as valuable and dear. It is just you and God. But He is more than enough. He is sufficient to meet all your needs. He also wants you to keep in mind that maintaining healthy relationships with others is essential. Healthy relationships are ones in which everyone involved is completely committed and devoted to Jesus Christ. We learn to lean on God first but value the love and concern of friends. When we are in right relationships, we do not pressure others to meet our demands. Instead, we know deep inside that God is at work, and He will answer our prayers.
God is always patient with us in times of brokenness. God knows exactly what you are experiencing, whether you are dealing with a problem that has come as a result of sin or something that is a part of your life through no fault of your own. He knows, He sees, and He is patient with you even when you feel overwhelmed, angry, and isolated. He sees an end to your suffering. He knows the blessing that is on the way. Jesus was totally misunderstood, along with most of the disciples following His death. The apostle Paul was stoned and left for dead outside the city of Lystra. However, he did not think of himself personally but viewed God’s calling on his life more important than what men thought of him. “Jews came from Antioch and Iconium, and having won over the crowds, they stoned Paul and dragged him out of the city, supposing him to be dead. But while the disciples stood around him, he got up and entered the city. The next day he went away with Barnabas to Derbe” (Acts 14:19–20).
This experience, among others, had to be very humiliating for a man of such strong character and personality. However, the level of Paul’s faith was not affected. He got up and went back into the city. More important, he did not allow this incident to stop him from doing God’s will. Many times, Satan will seek to trip us up by motivating someone we may know well to question our character. When this happens, we must think quickly and wisely, and focus only on Jesus. The greater your potential is for usefulness, the more you may suffer. Problems and trials come because God has something He wants you to do—something that no one else can do. It is dangerous to rebel against God. In fact, if you continue to fight and push against Him, ultimately He will set you aside—literally on a shelf where you do not have an opportunity to serve Him or enjoy the many pleasures of this life.
Years ago, I knew a middle-aged man who decided that he did not need to attend church any longer. Each Sunday, his wife and children would head out the door, but he remained behind. He thought, I’ll get back into the habit of going again at some point,but I work hard and just need to rest on the weekends. Time passed, and he began to notice that he was not doing well physically. He felt unusually tired and could not sleep. His doctor prescribed sleeping medication, and when that did not help, he wrote the man a prescription for depression. If there was a death in the family, the man was the first one to say, “We need to go to church together.” But then his desire would weaken, and after one or two Sundays, he would fall back into his old habit. He never really became serious about God even though God was very serious about him. So many of the health issues people face today come as a result of guilt, shame, and anxiety over the future. The Lord says, “Come to Me, all who are weary and heavy-laden, and I will give you rest. . . . For My yoke is easy and My burden is light.”
God will lead you to victory through brokenness. Young or old, God has a purpose for your life. The first step to reach His goal is to open your life up to Him. Ask Him if there is anything within you that needs His attention. He may bring something to mind, or He may not. When brokenness does come, always remember that for the believer, it is an expression of God’s love and never a form of punishment. It always leads to victory because it always leads to a closer relationship with the Lord Jesus Christ.
CHAPTER 12
You Have Always Been Loved
I can imagine dusty cracks of light filtered down into the pit where Daniel was held captive. There probably was just enough light for him to look through the darkness of his cell into the eyes of hungry lions pacing back and forth, watching their potential prey. As the darkness of night fell around him, all light was gone, and he could no longer see what surrounded him. But he could still hear the footfalls of his would-be attackers. We can imagine his heart beating hard against the inside of his chest as he weighed his options. There were not many. He could not run. There was no way of escape. Shouting would not work—it would only draw more attention, and he refused to listen to the negative thoughts that were seeking to break into his mind.
Had he not been obedient? Did he not love God? Was it not obvious that faith to him was more than idle chatter? Yes. Therefore, he was determined to wait for God’s deliverance. In fact, he would wait forever if necessary for God’s promise to unfold. Perhaps Daniel stood with arms lifted toward heaven in worship to God, or maybe he knelt in prayer. We are not given these details, but what we do know is that Daniel’s faith and love for God was not shaken by the nature of his circumstances.
When Our Faith Is Tested
Have you ever been in a difficult situation and felt tempted to disobey God because life had become too hard for you to endure? At some point, we all have had our backs against the wall of disappointment or heartache. Most of us know what it feels like to be betrayed, rejected, or forgotten. We have heard the whispering voice of the enemy telling us that we have been treated badly, and there is no reason for us to maintain a steady sense of faith. After all, God would understand if we protested what was. Adversity always reveals the true nature of our character. Daniel was steady in his faith. Though he had been wrongly accused, he did not dwell on this. Instead, he set the focus of his heart on the Lord. Not once do we read that he frantically cried out to God. Certainly, he had the motivation to do this, but that did not fit the nature and character of Daniel’s life. He knew that God was aware of his circumstances, and while he did not know what would happen next, he was willing to trust God for the outcome because he had an unshakable promise buried deep within his heart. He believed that God would protect him even in times of grave trouble. But should he die, Daniel knew that he would stand in God’s presence and see His glory.
Daniel had an eternal perspective. His focus had never been on the wishes or desires of men. He obeyed those in authority over him. However, he refused to worship anyone other than the Lord. God honored his faithfulness by preserving his life. Notice that God did not prevent His prophet from spending a night in the lions’ den. He allowed Daniel to be tested, and He allows the same thing to happen in our lives to bring us to the same point that he reached: God is ever faithful, and when we trust Him, He will solve every problem we face.
He could have become paralyzed with fear. Not only was his life on the line, but his future was too. Darius had signed a decree. The only person or thing that was to be worshiped was the king himself. Daniel, however, did what he normally did— he worshiped the Lord and no one else. His faith was tried in the crucible of adversity. God used this situation to purify Daniel’s faith, and there will be times when He does the same thing in our lives. He stretches us and allows us to face difficulty— not to terrify us—but to strengthen us and purify us so we will become a reflection of His hope to others.
No Need to Fear
There was no reason for Daniel to be afraid. He had obeyed God perfectly. When we obey God, we do not have to worry about what will happen tomorrow. God has taken care of all of our tomorrows. However, if we are living outside of His will in sin, then we can expect to face some really difficult times. While He loves us with an everlasting love, God hates sin, and He wants us to hate it too. In Psalm 97:10, He commands us to “hate evil, you who love the LORD.” And in Psalm 37:27, He admonishes us to “depart from evil and do good, so you will abide forever.”
Sin causes a separation in our fellowship with God, and this sense of separation gives birth to fear. Deep within our spirits, we know what we have done is wrong. Guilt builds, and we want to hide from God rather than enjoy being in His presence. This is exactly what happened in the garden of Eden when Adam and Eve sinned against God. They became fearful and hid from His presence (Gen. 3:7–10). Even when we sin, God does not stop loving us. He created us out of His love. His greatest desire is to have fellowship with us. Sin is the one thing that prevents this from happening. When we yield to temptation and step away from what we know is right, we suffer the consequences of our decision. Yet, when we pray and seek His forgiveness, He offers it to us just as He gives His unconditional grace and mercy freely.
Few people have had to endure a night alone in a lions’ den where the stench of death is so strong that it is difficult to breathe. Plus, the lions used for this type of punishment usually were starved in advance so that they would hit their prey fast and tear it apart. However, Daniel escaped untouched. His life was spared and has become a testimony of faith—one that even King Darius was quick to acknowledge.
When problems escalate, you can do one of two things. You can ask God to give you the ability to remain steadfast in your faith, trusting Him to provide exactly what you need when you need it. Or you can become doubtful, fearful, and worried. Always remember, God is fully aware of your circumstances, and His commitment to you never Streams in the Desert, Mrs. Charles Cowman reminds us, “Sometimes, God sends severe blasts of trial upon His children to develop their graces. Just as torches burn most brightly when swung to and fro; just as the juniper plant smells sweetest when flung into the flames; so the richest qualities of a Christian often come out under the north wind of suffering and adversity. Bruised hearts often emit the fragrance that God loveth to smell.”
Adversity provides the perfect opportunity for us to allow Him to stretch our faith, take us to new places of blessing, and prepare us for victories beyond anything we can imagine. Elijah, like Daniel, was severely tested. He had no idea that God was preparing him for a tremendous conquest—Mount Carmel loomed in his not-so-distant future (1 Kings 18). This was the very place where God demonstrated His greatest power to those who worshiped Baal. Many times, when we are in the middle of God’s will and following His plan, He will require us to face a season of testing. A deeper level of faith and devotion usually requires time spent in darkness with Him. What is He requiring of you during this time of trial? Has He asked you to go to a place that seems far from your home? Do not worry. Do not be frightened. He is with you, and He will not leave you alone.
When the Brook Runs Dry
At first, there was plenty of water in the brook where God had led Elijah to set up camp (1 Kings 17:2–5). The Lord commanded the birds of the air to feed His prophet. Many scholars tell how Elijah was fed by ravens—animals that were scavengers. Regardless of the method, God provided for His prophet. Elijah lacked nothing; then one day the brook began to dry up, and the Lord instructed him to leave that place. Most people find it extremely difficult to stay put when everything around them is falling apart, or in Elijah’s case, the brook is running dry. They grow restless and want to do something to escape the trouble. Even when many people are forced to stay in one place, such as a job they find stressful, they may run away emotionally. But notice how the prophet waited until God made it clear that it was time to move. He lived by a dwindling brook for many days until he heard the Lord’s voice instructing him to move on to another location. When it came, he packed up his bedroll and left the brook of Cherith.
The Lord had a greater purpose in mind for Elijah’s suffering. He was preparing His prophet for the day he would stand on Mount Carmel and face the prophets of Baal (1 Kings 18:20–40). He also was training Elijah to see Him as the source of every need he had. In times of difficulty, people may reach out to help us. While we are deeply grateful, we also should be keenly aware that only Christ is our Provider. Just as ravens fed Elijah, God may use others to meet our needs. However, these birds were not Elijah’s providers. The brook certainly was not. There was only one Person who could meet his needs, and that was God.
People get into trouble when they look to others to solve their problems. God is our problem solver. He allowed the difficulty, but He will also provide the answer that you need for the right solution. The answer will not come from your supervisor, friends, family members, or even through a paycheck. Our provision comes only from God. Someone reading this book may have lost everything within the past few months. You may be discouraged, but you have a future that is brimming with hope; however, it does not rest in the arrival of a check or the rebuilding of a home or a family. It rests in your ability to trust God in the hard times just as much as you trust Him in times of joy and celebration.
Far too often, people depend on worldly “brooks” and “ravens” to meet their needs. This was Israel’s main problem. They did not look to God as their provider. When trouble came, they cried out to Him; but after He had solved their problem, they returned to trusting in their own abilities. If we become comfortable in circumstances that are outside of God’s will, then they can become our security and not God. Even believers living for the Lord can do the same thing. They may become frightened over the thought of having to change jobs. They would rather stay where they are than risk a change. God has a way of drying up our brooks to move us on to greater blessings. What looks like an ending to us is really a new beginning to Him.
We may mistakenly think that if the water dries up, then we will die; but this is never the case with God. His resources are inexhaustible. His love for us is eternal, and His future plan for us is mighty and full of hope and promise. Therefore, never give up. Though you may be facing the darkest time of your life, if you will ask Him to cover you with a sense of His closeness, you will sense streams of light flowing down into your circumstances. You never know just how close you are to being released from the agony you are feeling.
When You Are Tempted to Give Up—Don’t!
Peter had been arrested and thrown into jail. By this point in his life, he knew what happened to men and women who worshiped Christ. However, he had learned many lessons of faith and believed that no matter what came next, Jesus was with him, and he would not cave in to fear or disbelief.
On the very night when Herod was about to bring him forward, Peter was sleeping between two soldiers, bound with two chains, and guards in front of the door were watching over the prison. . . . Behold, an angel of the Lord suddenly appeared and a light shone in the cell; and he struck Peter’s side and woke him up, saying, “Get up quickly.” And his chains fell off his hands.
And the angel said to him, “Gird yourself and put on your sandals.” And he did so. And he said to him, “Wrap your cloak around you and follow me.” And he went out and continued to follow, and he did not know that what was being done by the angel was real, but thought he was seeing a vision. When they had passed the first and second guard, they came to the iron gate that leads into the city, which opened for them by itself; and they went out and went along one street, and immediately the angel departed from him. When Peter came to himself, he said, “Now I know for sure that the Lord has sent forth His angel and rescued me” (Acts 12:6–11).
God wants to rescue you, to give you hope and a sense of a bright future. No matter how small or large, when difficulty comes, call out to Him because He is the One who is committed to solving every problem and supplying every need you have. Tell Him your need and your situation, and ask Him to provide the wisdom and encouragement you need to get through this trouble. When you commit your way to Him, the prison doors will open, and His light of hope and love will fill your heart and mind. He will show you exactly how to walk through each and every day as you place your trust in Him.
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