“Persevering Through Suffering”

God’s Sovereign Plan for Suffering

Total Devotion ’02 – ‘03

“Many Christians are like poor photographs – overexposed and underdeveloped.  They’ve had plenty of input from the Word of God, but what difference has it made in their lives?  Spiritual growth is a commitment to change.  And yet, the human heart resists nothing as strongly as it resists change.  We will do anything to avoid it.”

- Howard G. & William D. Hendricks


These words were penned in reference to applying the truths of Scripture to life.  Your personal Bible study is not complete until it is applied in your life.  Contrary to popular belief, the application part of a sermon or lecture is not up to the teacher/preacher.  It is up to the student.  As one of your teachers, my job is to clearly explain and teach to you what Scripture states and intends for you to know.  Your job is to allow God to give that teaching working power and make it a living part of your life.  I cannot and should not do that for you.  I can give you suggestions and examples but, ultimately, it is up to you to put it into action.  That takes prayerful determination and desire.  It takes practice, practice, and more practice.


As we ponder the future trials, persecutions, and sufferings that we will encounter, the primary question I would like you to consider in this study is, “How will I deal with it?”  As I shared in the lecture, you will: 1) blame God and be angry with Him; 2) just endure it; or 3) embrace it as God’s perfect will for you by counting it as joy, giving thanks, and being content.  This is not to say that you won’t or can’t experience all three expressions.  You may, in fact, begin at #1, then move to #2, and then to # 3.  The important point, however, is that you do end up at #3.  But you won’t arrive there without planning and preparing for it.  That’s application!

1. On a scale of 1-10, how well do you think the average Christian does in applying the truths of Scripture?  Explain.

2. On a scale of 1-10, how well do you think you do in applying the truths of Scripture?  Why did you rate yourself that way?


Truthfully, I don’t even like the phrase “applying the Bible/Scripture to my life”, as if we need to adjust and twist Scripture so it can apply to us, though I know what well-meaning people mean when they use it.  However, to me, it subtly makes us the center and the Bible peripheral.  To me, it seems to subtly reflect the common notion that the Bible is not relevant for us today, and thus we need to find ways to make it relevant and “apply it to our lives”; kind of like molding its truths around us. 

In truth, however, it is the Bible that is timeless and it is us that have grown irrelevant.  The Bible is the immovable truth of life.  It is we who need the adjusting and the twisting; we are the ones who need to be molded – around the truths of Scripture.  Thus, though I may be making more out of it than necessary, I prefer to say, “We should apply our lives to the Bible/Scripture.”  

3. What specific steps can you take in order to improve the application of your life to Scripture?

Responding to Suffering

4. To what extent do you believe a person’s view of God influences his or her response to suffering?  Explain.

5. If you knew for certain that your response to suffering made a difference in the unseen spiritual realm, how might your response be different?

6. When you know you will be facing a difficult day ahead, how do you react?  How do you prepare for it?

7. Acts 1:8 records Jesus’ final command to His disciples (including Christians today), just before He ascended into heaven.  What does He want us to do during our days on earth?  Does this command and expectation change when we suffer?  Why or why not?

8. The body of Christ includes Christians who experience suffering.  Read the following Scripture passages and note the impact of those who suffer.

Scripture Passage

Impact of Those Who Suffer
1Cor. 1:27-31

1Cor. 12:18-26

2Cor. 1:3-5

James 2:5

Reflections of God’s Glory

“Nothing is lacking when it comes to what Christ did on the cross.  It is finished, just as he said.  But something is lacking when it comes to showcasing the salvation story to others.  Jesus isn’t around in the flesh, but you and I are.  When we suffer and handle it with grace, we’re like walking billboards advertising the positive way God works in the life of someone who suffers.”

“So many in our culture of comfort . . . need the power of example.  They need to see someone experiencing greater conflict than they make it.  “We do not want you to become lazy, but imitate those who through faith and patience inherit what has been promised.”  (Hebrews 6:12)

· Joni Eareckson Tada

But I’m Angry!

Anger is a legitimate feeling that God had ordained for us.  It is a feeling that God Himself has expressed on many occasions in the Bible, and, I believe, continues to experience today.  Someone recently told me something to the effect of, “I can’t control my feelings.  I feel what I feel.”  She’s right; we cannot control our feelings.  However, we CAN control what we do with our feelings.  Ephesians 4:26 confirms that not all anger is sinful.  Much anger IS harmful and sinful, but some anger can also be righteous, constructive and beneficial, especially when it pushes us to take positive action and to move in the right direction.

9. List qualities and characteristics you can think of that describe both destructive anger and constructive anger.

Destructive Anger



Constructive Anger

10. List an instance or two in which you exhibited destructive anger.  Why did you act or react that way?  How could you have better dealt with the situation?

11. List an instance or two in which you exhibited constructive anger.  Why were you able to act or react that way?  What helped you?

12. How can you better prepare to fulfill Ephesians 4:26 when your turn for suffering comes?

Persevering With Joy!


In Friday’s lecture, I gave three resolutions that we must cultivate in order to properly and healthily persevere through suffering:  1) resolve to rejoice; 2) resolve to give thanks; 3) resolve to be content.  To the world, this not only seems fake and foolish, but impossible!  However, those donned with Lord’s perspective and led by His Spirit can and will be able to sincerely and joyfully do so.  It all begins with your attitude.  As is often stated, your attitude determines your altitude.


The Apostle Paul was in a Roman prison, very near to his death, when he penned the letters to the Philippians.  Yet, these letters have been called “The letters of Joy”, for that is its dominant theme.  

13. Read all four of Paul’s letters to the Philippians and make note of each time he expresses the attitude of rejoicing, thanksgiving, and contentment.  Cite chapter and verse while briefly jotting down the substance of the verse.

Rejoicing



Giving Thanks



Contentment
Coram Deo

14. Paul’s joy was supernatural, unable to be stripped away by his circumstances.  Your circumstance is the only thing that Satan can affect or influence.  He cannot rob you of your joy.  Only you can do that.  Ponder Philippians and pray to the Lord for strength, vision, power, ability, and perseverance to develop and construct this kind of joy in your life.  Using the themes, ideas, and verbiage in Philippians as a tutor, jot down specific attitudes and actions that you can prayerfully practice each day to help you nurture God-centered, circumstance-defying joy.

