Week 11: Growing through adversity
Intro:
QUOTE: I found hundreds of quotes of adversity from Greek philosophers, William Shakespeare, and Mark Twain, but I chose this simple quote from Vance Havner who was a preacher for over 70 years.  He said, "Sometimes your medicine bottle has on it, Shake well before using. That is what God has to do with some of His people. He has to shake them well before they are ever usable."  God may choose to directly shake us up, or allow us to be shaken, but He has a purpose for it in His Sovereign control over the universe.  This morning, we are going to look at:
· Pruning
· Benefits of adversity
· Reflections on adversity
I. Pruning
A. Horticultural pruning
Pruning is a horticultural practice involving the selective removal of parts of a plant, such as branches, buds, or roots.  The practice entails targeted removal of diseased, damaged, dead, non-productive, structurally unsound, or otherwise unwanted tissue from crop and landscape plants
Reasons to prune plants include deadwood removal, shaping (by controlling or directing growth), improving or maintaining health, reducing risk from falling branches, preparing nursery specimens for transplanting, and both harvesting and increasing the yield or quality of flowers and fruits.
B. Spiritual pruning
Just as a gardener prunes a rosebush to bring forth beautiful flowers, Jesus indicates that God prunes us in John 15:1-3 “I am the true vine, and My Father is the vinedresser. Every branch in Me that does not bear fruit He takes away; and every branch that bears fruit He prunes, that it may bear more fruit. You are already clean because of the word which I have spoken to you.”
DISCUSSION:  How does God prune Christians?
As mentioned, pruning is a targeted removal process, and I think God can remove things in our lives to increase our fruitfulness.  That could be the removal of financial means, health, friendships, influences, and many other things that God chooses to proactively remove.

While I think there are times where God proactively intervenes in our lives, I think there are other times where he simply allows things to happen that we’ve set in motion with the choices we make.  If we choose 
II. Benefits of adversity
A.
Comfort and fellowship
QUOTE: It’s been said “the ground is level at foot of the cross”, which means regardless of our wealth, power, or station in life, we are all alike in our need for a savior.  Adversity has a way of breaking down barriers between people and dissolving any appearance of self-sufficiency.  We can worship together, sit in this class together, eat together without ever truly feeling a bond of fellowship with each other.  But adversity has a way of striking us and all the sudden people can feel a sense of fellowship if we find ourselves going through the same circumstances.  Adversity also prepares to comfort other people.
ILLUSTRATION:  Our Sister Rita Goff shared a story with me recently about a man who recently lost his wife.  She was only 41 years old and she left behind an infant and several other young children.  She mentioned how the husband was taking it hard, and she also mentioned talking about this tragedy with our own Brother Tyson Gosch, who is going through similar circumstances.  When Tyson heard of this man’s loss, he asked for his contact information so he could talk with him.  The similarity in these two men’s stories is hard to believe, but it falls in exactly with the thought conveyed in 2 Cor 1:3-4 “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 tribulation, that we may be able to comfort those who are in any trouble, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God.”
B.
Increased dependence on God
Whether it is a coin or a bill, all of the American monetary devices bear the motto In God We Trust.  I think that is generally true, but it is especially true when things are out of our control due to some adversity.  If you lose your financial means or the doctor comes to you and says, “There’s nothing else we can do”, then I think this saying In God We Trust takes on an entirely different meaning.

Paul knew this kind of adversity, and I like how he acknowledges his dependence on God in 2 Cor 1:8-9 “For we do not want you to be ignorant, brethren, of our trouble which came to us in Asia: that we were burdened beyond measure, above strength, so that we despaired even of life. Yes, we had the sentence of death in ourselves, that we should not trust in ourselves but in God who raises the dead…”

I think God creates and/or allows adversity in our lives so that we can come to the realization that we are dependent on Him, and we can’t do everything on our own.  
C.
Deeper relationship with God
Perhaps the most valuable benefit of adversity is our deeper relationship with God.  Through adversity we learn to bow before God’s Sovereignty to create and/or allow things to happen in our lives.  We learn to trust God’s wisdom, and as we discussed last week we learn to experience God’s love for us.  It is through these hard times that we can move from knowing about God, to knowing God in  a personal way as Job said in 42:5 “I have heard of You by the hearing of the ear, but now my eye sees You.”
III. Reflections on adversity
A.
Tears of Joy
God’s word in James 1:2 tells us “My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials…” Paul writes in Rom 5:3 “…we also glory in tribulations…” I find these verses intriguing and difficult at the same time.  

I purposely chose the four pictures on the slide because they show people emotionally shaken up, crying, and even in pain; however, I think we can also see great joy in being reunited with your soldier, winning a competition, finding a spouse to walk life’s pathway, and for a mother holding her baby in her arms after such pain during the delivery.  
DISCUSSION:  Where should our joy be in our adversities?
I take a lot of comfort in Heb 12:2 and the example of Jesus. “…looking unto Jesus, the author and finisher of our faith, who for the joy that was set before Him endured the cross, despising the shame, and has sat down at the right hand of the throne of God.”  Jesus found joy in enduring the cross because he was looking to the future and what would be gained from that process.  That is where I think we have to look for joy.  

QUOTE: Augustine "Og" Mandino once said, “Search for the seed of good in every adversity. Master that principle and you will own a precious shield that will guard you well through all the darkest valleys you must traverse.”
B.
Remembrance
After enduring a difficult adversity, I think it may be natural to want to bury that thing in the past.  To move on from it, and not look back in fear it might return or even worse turn us bitter.  
QUOTE: While I was working on this lesson, I stumbled on an anonymous quote, “Let your past make you better, not bitter.”  This really struck a cord with me because it touches on our need to remember, but remember for good reasons to make us better, and not to remember for bad reasons that can lead to bitterness.  

I think remembrance is an important part of adversity, and that is why God reminded His people in Deut 8:2-3 to remember.  “And you shall remember that the LORD your God led you all the way these forty years in the wilderness, to humble you and test you, to know what was in your heart, whether you would keep His commandments or not. So He humbled you, allowed you to hunger, and fed you with manna which you did not know nor did your fathers know, that He might make you know that man shall not live by bread alone; but man lives by every word that proceeds from the mouth of the LORD.”

When we are beset with adversity, I think it is important to remember the past times that God has helped you overcome.  I think this can be a source of comfort as it was to David and why he could confidently say in Psalm 27:1 “The LORD is my light and my salvation; Whom shall I fear?  The LORD is the strength of my life; Of whom shall I be afraid?”
C.
Perseverance
The last point I would like to cover this morning is that of perseverance.  In the homework I asked a question that asked the difference between endurance and perseverance.  Both works are used in the Bible around the topic of adversity, trials, and tribulations.  I don’t want to downplay endurance because I think that is important.  What I would like to do is point out a slight difference in how we potentially handle adversity.
DISCUSSION:  What is the difference between enduring adversity and persevering?
I’m hopeful the pictures I used can visually show the point I’m trying to make.  In the top picture, time and wind have blown that tree into the crooked shape that it’s in.  That tree has definitely endured countless years; however, it seems hardened and bent by the process.  The bottom picture shows two runners getting tripped up in the race.  What I’m trying to point out is stumbling in adversity is OK, but we need to get up and finish the race.  We need to push forward to overcome the circumstances.

This is the attitude I see expressed in Hebrew 12:1 “Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles, and let us run with perseverance the race marked out for us.” (NIV)  I expressed chose the NIV because it uses the term perseverance rather than endurance like we see in the NKJV or patience in the KJV.  
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