Trials and Temptations: Week 3 – Purposes and Lessons from Trials
Last week we looked at the source of trials, and this week we are going to focus on the purpose of trials and the lessons we can learn from them.  
[Advance Slide] The quote on the screen is from John Newton, a man you may not recognize by name or picture, but he wrote one of the most recognized songs in the English-speaking world -- “Amazing Grace”.  
QUOTE: John Newton (1725–1807) wrote, “Trials are medicines which our gracious and wise physician prescribes because we need them; and he proportions the frequency and weight of them to what the case requires.”  Mr. Newton spoke from personal experience because his life included several twists and turns before he finally accepted Christ.  This started at age 18 when the British Royal Navy captured him, and pressed him into naval service.  Later he was enslaved in West Africa, and he would go on to captain slave ships.  In 1748, he was caught in a violent storm at sea and called out to God for mercy.  Newton marked this as the start of his spiritual conversion.  He would eventually give up the slave trade to work as an abolitionist and he became an Anglican priest.  To illustrate a sermon on New Year's Day of 1773, Newton looked back on his life and wrote “Amazing Grace”.
I. God’s Purposes for Trials and the Lessons We Learn
Let’s look at several purposes and lessons we can learn from trials.
A. [Advance Slide] Purpose: Get Our Attention

QUOTE: C.S. Lewis wrote the Chronicles of Narnia, Mere Christianity, Screwtape Letters, and several other books.  He once said, “God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pain…it is his megaphone to rouse a deaf world.”
There is Biblical support for God using the megaphone of pain and trials to get our attention.  Turn in your Bible’s to 1 Corinthians 11:28-30 “Therefore whoever eats this bread or drinks this cup of the Lord in an unworthy manner will be guilty of the body and blood of the Lord. 28 but let a man examine himself, and so let him eat of the bread and drink of the cup. 29 For he who eats and drinks in an unworthy manner eats and drinks judgment to himself, not discerning the Lord’s body. 30 For this reason many are weak and sick among you, and many sleep.”

You often times hear verses 23-29 read when we take communion, but look again at verse 30 “For this reason many are weak and sick among you, and many sleep.”

DISCUSSION: Were weakness, sickness, and death peculiar to the Corinthians because of their not taking the communion in a worthy manner, or does God still send physical infirmities to us today to get our attention?

I don’t think all physical ailments are necessarily sent as a wake-up call, but they sure have a means of getting our attention when we cannot do the things we normally do because we are sick or even incapacitated. 
1. Lesson: Open your eyes
If we find ourselves in the midst of a trial, this might be God’s way of getting our attention.  By using the trial, the pain, the sorrow, maybe he is trying to tell us something and get us to open our eyes.  We should examine ourselves to see if we are doing God’s will or if there are specific sins or issues where we are coming up short.
B. [Advance Slide] Purpose: Discipline

Hebrews 12:3-11 touches on God’s discipline, and Hebrews 12:6, “My son, do not despise the chastening of the Lord, nor be discouraged when you are rebuked by Him; For whom the Lord loves He chastens, and scourges every son whom He receives.” 
DISCUSSION:  What are some examples of trials that God might use to discipline or chasten us for disobedience?

Depending on what we are doing, there may be judicial ramifications for doing something illegal.  There are many things that are legal from a worldly standpoint, but still against God’s will.  I believe sexually transmitted diseases are an example of a trial someone might suffer as a result of disobeying God’s commands on sexual purity.

1. Lesson: Examine ourselves
If we find ourselves going through a trial, it is a good idea to take 2 Corinthians 13:5 to heart “Examine yourselves as to whether you are in the faith. Test yourselves.”  God may choose to discipline us through trials as a means to get us to change our ways.
2. Lesson: Stop doing the bad thing, and repent

If we find there is an area of our lives where we are not obeying God’s will, we need to do everything in our power to stop doing the bad thing and repent.  We’ll get into this more when we look at temptation later in this class, but it is interesting to see how some of our trials and pain may be a result of falling to a temptation that leads to sin.
C. [Advance Slide] Purpose: Test your Faith
James 1:2-3 “My brethren, count it all joy when you fall into various trials, knowing that the testing of your faith produces patience.” 
This passage is one of the familiar ones on trials, and I would like to draw your attention to the bolded text, which emphasizes a purpose for trials is to test our faith.

In many ways, the Lord assists us in taking spiritual inventory by bringing trials into our lives to demonstrate to us the strength or weakness of our faith. A person who becomes resentful, bitter, and self-pitying when troubles 

come plainly reveals either weak faith, or a faith in real need of strengthening. On the other hand, a person who turns more and more to the Lord when troubles come their way or get worse, and humbly asks other believers for help when during times of struggle, just as plainly demonstrates great wisdom, and a strong faith in God.

1. Lesson: We need to learn patience

In testing our faith, the first lesson God intends for us to learn is patience, which James explicitly states.  Unfortunately, patience isn’t something that arrives in a nice, gift-wrapped box that you can open and instantly apply.  Patience may be something that we have to learn over a days, weeks, months, or even years.
Psalm 30:5b “Weeping may endure for a night, but joy comes in the morning.”  2 Cor. 4:17 “For our light affliction, which is but for a moment, is working for us a far more exceeding and eternal weight of glory…”

DISCUSSION:  How are trials considered momentary if we have to endure them for years or even life?
Both scriptures point to trials lasting a short time.  It is important for us to realize that a “short time” in God’s eyes is likely different from our human perspective.  Some people may live with a trial all their life (e.g., blind, deaf, injured in an accident, etc.), but even that is a “short time” when compared to eternity.  
D. [Advance Slide] Purpose: Keep us Humble
The greater our blessings, the more Satan will tempt us to look on them as our own accomplishments, rather than the Lord’s, or as our rightful due, rather than an opportunity to honor God. This condition demonstrates pride and a need to grow in humility. Paul testifies in 2 Corinthians 12:7 “And lest I should be exalted above measure by the abundance of the revelations, a thorn in the flesh was given to me, a messenger of Satan to buffet me, lest I be exalted above measure.” 
DISCUSSION: What do you think Americans can do to proactively avoid trials associated with humility?

The scriptures tell us that pride cometh before the fall, and being aware of this can help us avoid the need to learn humility from trials.  

Another thought is around “our stuff” – money, possessions, time, etc.  If we view these things as “ours”, we can potentially become so involved in them that we forget they are really “God’s stuff” for use in His kingdom.  God may send some trials our way to help us remember whose “stuff” it really is, from where it comes, and how we ought to be using it to glorify God instead of ourselves.
1. Lesson: Our blessings come from God and not our own accomplishments and hard work
When we work hard for a job to earn a paycheck, we get a sense of entitlement that we’ve earned the monies and potentially praise for a job well done.  Even so, we must remember that it is God that ultimately deserves the thanksgiving and praise, and the things we have are for His glory.  We must also look to use our resources – talents, wealth, possessions, time – to glorify God and do good works.  
Turn in your Bibles to Eph 2:8-10 “For by grace you have been saved through faith, and that not of yourselves; it is the gift of God, 9 not of works, lest anyone should boast. 10 For we are His workmanship, created in Christ Jesus for good works, which God prepared beforehand that we should walk in them.”  This passage points out we are ultimately saved by grace and not of works; however, v10 goes on to point out that we are created in Christ Jesus for good works.  This is not a contradictory statement as much as it is a complimentary statement.  Yes, we are saved by grace, and yes, we are to do good works!  The two things go hand-in-hand.
E. [Advance Slide] Purpose: Dependence on God
On the slide, you will see several things that people may depend on and/or turn to in times of trial.  One of our first resources is money.  In the United States, some have much more, some have less, but this is often where we turn when things go wrong.  We look for ways to throw money at the problem to buy our way out of the trial, to fix what is wrong, to find consolation.  
ILLUSTRATION:  On August 28, 2014 Joan Rivers was at an endoscopy clinic for a routine procedure on her vocal cords, but she went into cardiac arrest.  Firefighters responded within six minutes of the call, and rushed her to the hospital.  Although she had an estimated net worth of $150 million, it did nothing for her at that moment, and she later passed away on September 4th.  I’m not saying God struck Joan Rivers down, but I am using her as an example to show we may reach a time in our lives where no amount of money can help us, and our dependence is completely on God for deliverance.  
The others pictures of alcohol, drugs, and even food are things we might turn to for consolation when we are in the midst of trials.  If we are not careful, these things can lead to dependency and addiction.

1. Lesson: We need to depend on God rather than our resources and/or seeking consolation
God may send trials, repeated trials, and extended trials in our lives to show us that we need to depend on Him rather than things of this world.  Philippians 4:19 “And my God shall supply all your need according to His riches in glory by Christ Jesus.”

DISCUSSION:  What are some other things people turn to during trials beside money, alcohol, drugs, and food?
The list is really endless for the things we can fall dependent upon when we don’t turn to God completely with our trials.  This could include things like sex, escaping into entertainment (e.g., reading, video games, TV, movies, golf, sports, etc.), shopping (i.e., charging things and going into debt), etc.
F. [Advance Slide] Purpose: Empathy
Another purpose for trials in our lives is to equip us with the ability to empathize with others.
DISCUSSION:  What is the difference between empathy and sympathy?

IILUSTRATION: Imagine being at the bottom of a deep, dark hole. Peer up to the top of the hole and you might see some of your friends and family waiting for you, offering words of support and encouragement.  This is sympathy; they want to help you out of the pit you have found yourself in. This can assist, but not as much as the person who is standing beside you; the person who is in that hole with you and can see the world from your perspective; this is empathy.
1. Lesson: We should seek out others that have similar experiences

When we are going through a severe trial, we need to realize that we are not alone.  God is ultimately there for us in prayer, but there are also others that have gone through similar experiences.  You can likely find support groups with worldly people, but you can often times find fellow brothers and sisters in Christ that have gone through similar trials.
The phrase, “I know what it is like to ______ (insert blank, e.g., go through a divorce, lose a job, get cancer, lose a loved one, etc.)” is powerful.  Knowing others have gotten through tough times can be helpful because they might have special insight that others do not have because those sympathizing with you haven’t gone through the same experience.  
2. Lesson: We should help others when they experience a trial we have

2 Corinthians 1:3-4 “Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, 4 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.”

After surviving a trial, we should be on the lookout for how we can use our experience to help others that find themselves going through the same thing we went through.
G. [Advance Slide] Purpose: Yearn for Home
A final purpose we are going to touch on this morning is the realization that trials help us to look forward to our heavenly home rather than being contented with life on this earth.  I think this is more difficult for those with abundant wealth, possessions, and ease of life compared those that are really struggling.

On the screen is a popular hymn “This World Is Not My Home”, and it is one that we should keep in mind when we are in in the midst of trials.  
1. Lesson: We need to be uncomfortable with this world, and expectantly looking for Heaven
In John 18:36 Jesus said, “My kingdom is not of this world.”  There are many other numerous passages that touch on our heavenly home, and I think Paul had the right attitude as expresses in Philippians 1:21-24 “For to me, to live is Christ, and to die is gain. 22 But if I live on in the flesh, this will mean fruit from my labor; yet what I shall choose I cannot tell. 23 For I am hard-pressed between the two, having a desire to depart and be with Christ, which is far better. 24 Nevertheless to remain in the flesh is more needful for you.”

We need to make sure we are living a life where we could say the same thing as Paul.  There aren’t things we still need to get done before Christ returns.  There aren’t areas of lives where we need to get right with God.  We need to have a life where we are ready, but more importantly, where we are expectantly looking forward to spending eternity in Heaven.

Conclusion:

This week we touched on seven different purposes God has for trials.  This is not an exhaustive list, nor are all of the purposes listed necessarily applicable to each person or trial, but they are things to keep in mind to help us understand why God has allowed something in your life.

[Advance Slide] Next week we will look at tools we can use to endure trials.
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