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1. When I was a kid, I was always on the search for stuff that was crawling, slithering or 

hopping.  Frogs, snakes, spider, caterpillars—if they were close, I picked them up. One day 
I pick up a big black spider and showed it to my Mom—and she freaked out. The thing also 
bit me—so I was pretty much cured of my interest in spiders. 

  
-One day I caught a caterpillar and put it in a jar for future inspection.  When I checked on it 
after a couple of days, I found a cocoon—and not a caterpillar.  So I waited.  And waited.  
And waited.  After a couple of months, I thought, “You’ve had plenty of time to change in 
this little phone booth you made!  I’m going to rescue you!”  But when I cut it open, there 
was just all this dried up stuff—nothing that even resembled a butterfly! 

 
 -Here’s what I found out.  It’s not cool to help a butterfly out of it’s cocoon!  The same is true 

of chicks hatching out of an egg.  There’s something about it’s struggle to get out that 
strengthens it so it can survive!      
 
a. Now, here’s what I know.  Everyone’s different—but we all struggle!  I know 

something else; we look at some people and think, “They don’t struggle—they’ve had 
life handed to them!”  When Lori and I started dating, I met the sister of the guy she’d 
dated before me—who said, something like, “Wow—she’s had everything handed to 
her!”  

 
 -Lori was drop-dead gorgeous—and gifted musically and artistically—and had lots of 

friends--I mean, she got my attention!  But I know that she struggled, too.  She was 
barely able to buy necessities—and had a sister who was in and out of prison and 
plunged her whole family into continuous chaos.  

  
b. Here’s my point; we all struggle!  How many of you heard that?  We ALL struggle!  

Sometimes it’s because of an accident, or a bad habit, or a health crisis—or stress.  
Sometimes it’s finances that have us walking a tightrope.  Sometimes we’re at war 
with someone—and we’re filled with fear and resentment—or hatred!   

 
-Sometimes it’s because of bad choices we’ve made—and we’re so ashamed and 
think, “I got what I deserve!”  Sometimes we’re struggling because of someone 
else’s bad choices and we’re thinking, “I don’t deserve this!”  
  

 -Whether it’s character flaws, trusting the wrong person, bad habits, health 
challenges—or accidents—we all experience pain; we all struggle somewhere.   

 
 -Sometimes we’re victims of what others do—we get robbed, or raped, or beaten 

up—or our kids are the target of bullying—it’s painful! Some of you are young 
Moms—with no outside support.  Some of you have been through a marriage break-
up—where all your dreams and self-confidence have leaked through the cracks.  
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-To that—add loss—the loss of someone you love, the loss of a job—and the fear 
that brings.   
 

d. As broken people who live on a broken planet—struggle is part of it all.   
My question is--How will you struggle? Struggle, difficulty—is a 
TRANSFORMER. It changes you—one way or the other.     
 

2. First, the obvious.  How many of you have ever watched the reality TV series,  
Forged in Fire?  
 
What’s interesting on this show is, first, the two words in it’s title:  Forge and Fire.  To forge 
is to form/shape/strengthen metal by heating and hammering it.  If you’ve ever watched 
the show, they don’t usually give points for how pretty the knife or sword is—but by how 
strong it is and whether or not it holds it’s edge. And that only happens by heating it white 
hot, pounding it between a hammer and anvil—than quenching it in oil or cold water.  
 
a. The plastic on the front of your car is pressure molded.  The clay or ceramic in your 

dishes poured—then heated.  The glass in your baking dishes and you windshield is 
heated—tempered. The gold or silver in your jewelry—is heated and purified.   

 
b. Is it possible to build muscle and run long distances without pushing yourself; lifting 

weights, doing sit-ups and push-ups or planks--going running or using an elliptical 
trainer?  How many of you do that kind of stuff?  How many of you, when you get the 
urge to exercise, lie down until it goes away? 

   
 -Why would you take time to go outside to run on ugly days—or drive to a gym, pay 

a fee, and leave tired and sweaty?  There’s hope attached to it, right?  That you’ll 
look like the pictures in the ads—and not like a stranded white whale at the beach! 

 
c. If you’ve ever done any study of the training that Special Forces—like Navy SEALS 

go through—you know that hell week is…well, hell!  The point isn’t to create 
unnecessary suffering—but to give these guys the endurance they will need to 
survive under awful circumstances. James, half-brother of Jesus, writes these words:  

  
 Dear brothers and sisters, when troubles of any kind come your way, consider 

it an opportunity for great joy. For you know that when your faith is tested, 
your endurance has a chance to grow. So let it grow, for when your endurance 
is fully developed, you will be perfect and complete, needing nothing.  
(James 1:2-4 NLT)  

  

-Difficulty and trouble, according to this, are the forge, the tempering fire, the gym, 
the Navy SEAL training unit for our character and spiritual depth. Know what I 
found out in my last 25 years of running?  To develop endurance—you have to 
endure!    
 
-Fascinating, isn’t it?  I found that if I wanted to run further—I had to run one 
driveway further than I thought I could.  God doesn’t inject our souls with a special 
endurance drug called marathonos.   
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3. Now, let’s talk about the other side of this for a minute.  Too much stress can create 
serious problems.  Has anyone ever heard of stress fractures? If you want to break a 
piece of metal in half, just keep bending it back and forth. 

 
In 1988, Aloha Airlines Flight 243 took off from Hilo, Hawaii for Honolulu. The combination of 
the constant compression and decompression of the cabin—plus the corrosion salt creates 
caused a huge piece of the cabin top to blow off at about 24,000 feet!  Seatbelts are a good 
thing!   
 
a. Here’s my point. Humans can take a lot—and generally speaking—stress 

strengthens us.  But if we aren’t paying attention—and giving ourselves the latitude 
we need and the care we need, stress can do a lot of damage. 

 
b. Financial stress or struggle, over a long period of time, is destructive.  Relational 

stress—or struggle, over a long period time, is destructive.  Physical stress, over a 
long period of time, causes blood vessels in the brain or in the heart to blow out. 

   
 -Actually, God’s prescription for this is that we don’t make it the point of life to get 

rich; that we keep our relational world strong by forgiving—and by loving God and 
others; that we stay away from keeping nasty secrets and hatred—and learn to trust 
Him. Why?  Because stress is good and strengthens you—but constant stress will 
take you down!   

 
4. Now, here’s what you need to know about God; the Bible is clear that He never causes our 

struggles.  He does however allow us to struggle—and experience pain, loss, stress, 
difficulty and setbacks—promising that He will be with us—and He will protect us in the 
middle of it all.   

  
-So…Why would He allow that?  My first answer, in any specific situation, is—I don’t 
know!  Where’s what I do know: 
 

 *First, if you want to spoil a child—hand them everything in life. 
 

*Second—on a planet broken by sin—and inhabited by people who are mainly concerned 
with themselves—life brings a boatload of difficult stuff.   
 
*Also, difficulty offers us an array of opportunities to grow, strengthen and be refined.  To 
reject that opportunity means that we will likely have to go through it again., 
 
*Third, difficult experiences refine us—and also create both endurance and resilience into 
our lives.  Honestly?  That’s true of anything—from baby chicks to tomato plants to oak 
trees.   
 
*Simply put; Struggle is a TRANSFORMER. Difficulty can make you more like Jesus--
kinder, more loving, stronger—and help you persevere.  But it can also transform you into 
a bitter, mean, hard self-pitying person. 
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James, the author I quoted previously, continues:   
 
God blesses those who patiently endure testing and temptation. Afterward they  
will receive the crown of life that God has promised to those who love him. 
 And remember, when you are being tempted, do not say, “God is tempting me.”  
God is never tempted to do wrong, and he never tempts anyone else.   
(James 1:12-14 NLT)   
 
a. Now, notice how this starts.  We all want the blessing of God, right?  It comes when 

we patiently endure the testing and temptation that comes our way.   
 
 -Notice what the alternative is: It’s blaming. This comes in a lot of forms—but the 

most common form is blaming God. Now, please understand—our first instinctual 
response when we hit the pain intersection is disorientation.  We’re in shock.   
 
-When I was traveling in this band across the US and Canada, we were in a bad 
accident that totalled our bus and seriously injured a number of the band members.  
Know what I did?  I took pictures! [pic] Know why?  I don’t know!  People do weird 
things when they’re in shock!   
 
-So our first response when our life is flipped upside down may be, “God, why are 
YOU doing this to me?  How could you?  You’re like an 8 year old kid pulling the 
wings off flies!”  The point is that we need to move from our anger and into a better 
space.   
 
*Why? in cause you haven’t noticed is usually a pointless question.   
 
*What is a better question.  What do I do now?   
 
*How is even better; how can I get through this, grow through this, and access 
the power and grace of God in the middle of it? 

 
b. How many of you know someone whose first response is to blame?  Work sucks—

but it’s someone else’s fault!  The dog gets sick—and they’ve gotta blame 
someone.  There’s an argument—and rather than just owning their role—they blame. 

  
-Here’s what I know; you can always find someone to blame.  There are therapists 
who, for $150 an hour, will help you blame your parents for everything! There are 
people who’ve lost 15 jobs—and it’s a string of bad bosses!   
 
Blaming is a little like getting hit by a drunk driver, then waiting for them to come 
back, take you to the hospital and then drive you every day to physical therapy! 
  

c. Sometimes people beat themselves up.  Bad stuff happens and they revisit all the 
mistakes and wallow in regret and self-pity.  “I’m such a loser!  Things will never 
change!  I’ll always be this way!”   
 
-It’s good to take responsibility to bad decisions—it helps you to not make the same 
mistake again.  But if you don’t move on to the tenderness and grace and 
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forgiveness of the God of the 2nd chance it backfires; you get stuck in the mud of 
self-pity. “Life is so unfair!  Woe is me!  Waaaa!   
 
-How many of you have ever had a pity party?  Don’t invite me—I hate them!   
Even if you serve cheese caviar with your WHINE!  God doesn’t like pity       
parties either.  
  

5. So, where is God in all this?  Well, he’s right there—even when you can’t see Him.   
 

I’ve taken a series of pics of the high rise apartments from my office window.   
 
There are some days because of fog or snow that I can’t see them. Other days—I can 
barely see them.Most days—they’re crystal clear. So, when I can’t see them, are they still 
there? Of course they are.   
And the same is true with you.  God is there.  So have a frank talk with him.  Yell at him if 
you need to—pound on His chest—He can take it!  He’ll always be there—even when the 
fog of your situation hides Him.   
 
-C.S. Lewis lost his wife Joy—love of his life—to cancer after they’d only been married 3 
years. He raged at God—even though he’d written a book called The Problem of Pain.  
His book, A Grief Observed about his loss was so raw that it was released under a fake 
name.   
 
a. Pain does and relentless difficulty does raise questions about God’s care,  

doesn’t it?  We think, “If I was all powerful and saw one of my kids in difficulty—I’d do 
something!  Why doesn’t He? If God is great—that is, has no limitations to His 
power—and good—loves me and cares about my pain, why would he just let me 
suffer?  My answer? I don’t know!   

 
b. Let me tell you what I do know—and have experienced in times of difficulty, okay?   

Sometimes God gives clarity—or heals instantaneously!  He healed me completely 
of a cyst after a surgeon told me the only cure was surgery.   

 
 -Years ago, one of our children was in a horrible situation where they were being 

accused of things they hadn’t done.  As I prayed one day, I was agonizing over it—
and in an instant, God revealed exactly what the problem was and it was resolved in 
2 days.   

 
c. But on another occasion, I was in agony over a situation in a church where there was 

betrayal and lying that threatened me, the church and my entire family.  I prayed,  
I agonized, I had anxiety issues so intense that I would have stop when I was driving 
and do breathing exercises. The promise God clearly gave me was:  

  
 “Sacrifice thank offerings to God, fulfill your vows to the Most High, and       

call on me in the day of trouble; I will deliver you, and you will honour me.”  
(Psalm 50:14-15 NIV)  
 

 -I took that to mean, “Don’t lose your sense of gratitude, do what I’m asking you do 
to, keep calling on me—and then I will deliver you—and you will be able to 
celebrate how I solve this mess!”  
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-So I did what I knew God was asking me to do—but how He delivered me—along 
with the timing—was way different than what I asked for.   
But here’s the thing; The Olive Branch was the direct result of what God did.               
A good thing, right? 
 

d. Paul the apostle ran into a similar situation with God.  He said that he asked God 
three times to deliver him from what he called a thorn—a messenger of Satan. We 
aren’t told what it was—but it ultimately hindered his ministry.  And this was with 
someone whose prayers had healed countless people.  Yet when Paul asked for 
healing, God said No!   

  
 Each time he said, “My grace is all you need. My power works best in 

weakness.” So now I am glad to boast about my weaknesses, so that the power 
of Christ can work through me. (2 Corinthians 12:9 NLT) 

 
 -Now, how many of you are feeling right about now, “Wow!  That’s what I want—to be 

weak, to suffer, so that Christ can work through my weakness!”  What you find out 
as you read this is that Paul had had an astounding supernatural vision before 
this—and God allowed the thorn to keep Paul’s feet on the ground!  You could say, 
There’s a price tag on doing anything well, on making a difference.  

  
6. See, the bottom line in life is that no one does anything well—whether it’s sports, playing an 

instrument, or being a great surgeon—without training and inconvenience.  
 
 But endurance training—as in what Navy SEALS go through—is about survival.  If you 

can’t endure, you won’t survive.  To make it simple, God uses the struggles you and I find 
ourselves in to discipline or train us. Listen to what the Bible says about it: 

 
 As you endure this divine discipline, remember that God is treating you as  

his own children. Who ever heard of a child who is never disciplined by its father?  
If God doesn’t discipline you as he does all of his children, it means that you are 
illegitimate and are not really his children at all. Since we respected our earthly 
fathers who disciplined us, shouldn’t we submit even more to the discipline of the 
Father of our spirits, and live forever?  

19 Text On 

For our earthly fathers disciplined us for a few years, doing the best they knew how. 
But God’s discipline is always good for us, so that we might share in his holiness.  
No discipline is enjoyable while it is happening—it’s painful! But afterward there will 
be a peaceful harvest of right living for those who are trained in this way.   
(Hebrews 12:7-11 NLT) 

 
 Let me share just a few key thoughts about this—and then we’ll be done. 
 

a. The first thing to note here is that love is the motivation behind God’s disciplines or 
training.   

  
How many of you have ever been around kids who’ve never been disciplined or 
trained by their parents?  Are parents who refuse to discipline helping their kids?  
From my perspective—no!   
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-There is no discipline without a struggle.  Here’s the deal--behind every struggle 
God allows, there is a purpose.  He sees what we need—and uses the struggles to 
train us for it. He needs our trust that He is lovingly accomplishing something--even 
when we don’t see it or understand it. Let me put it another way—God is at work 
in a transforming way.  
 

 -The author—who suffered to live out his faith—challenges us:  Don’t give up!  Think 
about it; if you go to university and quit because you don’t like the work, what do you 
get for it?  Nothing.  It’s the same whether you’re learning to play the guitar or run a 
marathon—quitting = zip!  Nada! Nothing!  

  
-Now, are there sometimes when you should quit?  Yes—if you’re training to be a 
brain surgeon and you can’t even button your shirt—quit!  But you should never quite 
because you’re too lazy to do the work.   
 

b. This says, as you endure the discipline/training remember that God—as a 
Father—has accepted you as His child and that it’s in His love—and His plans for 
you—that He has allowed whatever it is that you’re facing.   

  
 -What I’m talking about here is trust!  Trusting that God can use what you’re going 

through—and will use it is an act of faith.  Don’t give up!  God sees all of your life 
from front to back—and he knows what you need to be strengthened for!  Trust Him!  

  
c. Then there’s this issue of respect—the sister of trust.   
 

Since we respected our earthly fathers who disciplined us, shouldn’t we submit 
even more to the discipline of the Father of our spirits, and live forever? 
 

 -How many of you, when you were disciplined by your parents, enjoyed it; thought it 
was really cool and said, “Bring it on—cause I want to grow as a person!”  No sane 
kid does that!  We cry, whine, tell ourselves, “You’ll be sorry when I’m dead!  You are 
being so unreasonable!”  

  
 -For me—maybe for you—there came a point in my life when I thought—and still 

think, “ “I’m so glad someone loved me enough to train me to say no to stupid 
things.”  If you had a great coach who pushed you, you likely weren’t a fan at the 
time—but later? I’m so glad someone saw my potential and pushed me!” 

  
-Now, here’s the problem; most of the difficulty, the hassle, the financial or physical 
struggle, the hurt of betrayal, the struggle of disability—seems absolutely pointless.   
-And it’s in these times that we look at others who seem to be carefree, happy, 
healthy, with kids who aren’t trying to destroy their lives or burn down the house and 
think, “God—How about if you just love me a LITTLE less—and love THEM a 
little more?  Why?  Cause our journey is incomplete! 
 

 d. Listen to how this concludes: 
  

But God’s discipline is always good for us, so that we might share in his 
holiness. No discipline is enjoyable while it is happening—it’s painful! But 
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afterward there will be a peaceful harvest of right living for those who are 
trained in this way. (Hebrews 12:10b-11 NLT) 
 
-Notice what this is saying; God’s discipline is always good for us.   
I need to make a distinction here between God’s discipline and life’s discipline.  Do 
you mind?  How many of you have ever chosen a rebellious path?  Let me illustrate: 
 
*Has anyone here besides me ever gotten a speeding ticket?  Is it fair to whine and 
blame God because there’s a speed limit sign—and a cop with a radar sitting beside 
it who caught you doing 70 in a 40?   
 
*Is it fair to drink too much and fall down and get hurt—or get a DUI and shake your 
fist at God?   
 
*Is it fair to get sexually involved with a multitude of people and end up with STDs 
and say, “God, why are you doing this to me?!”  
 
*Is it fair to spend money you don’t have to buy stuff you don’t need to impress 
people you don’t know—and then blame God for bills you can’t pay?     
 

-Sometimes trouble is a wake-up call; it’s life saying—and even God saying, “You’re 
going the wrong way!  I love you—but that path is gonna run you head on into a 
tractor-trailer!” 
 
-I’ve done a lot of dumb things.  Ask Lori—she has a long list—and she’d be glad to 
share them with you!  All I’ve been able to say, at times, is “God have mercy on my 
scrawny soul—and help me to learn wisdom through this!”   
-Now, here’s my take; God is infinitely patient—and even though He rules the entire 
universe, He knows how many ants and other bugs crawl on the earth; He can give 
you the precise number of grains of sand on all the shores.   
 

-And He knows how many hairs I have on my head—a shrinking number, I assure 
you.  And He knows what He’s doing in me!  His ultimate plan is for me to BE 
TRANSFORMED by what I experience.  He wants to use it all as training in right 
ways—for my job description as it’s written up in the Bible:   
 
Their responsibility is to equip God’s people to do his work and build up  
the church. (Ephesians 4:12 NLT) 
 

-Do you see it?  God has to train me in holiness and produce in me a peaceful 
harvest of right living—that is transform me—so that through Him, I can have a 
transforming influence on you,, and so that you can have a transforming influence 
where you live work and play.  If I won’t submit myself and live, grow, become like 
Jesus—than how can I do what I’m God will hold me accountable for? 

 
7. So, let me ask you; what do you want to be when you grow up?  Like, what is your plan 

for your existence?  Is your plan—as I put is so crudely—to SURVIVE TILL YOU DIE?  
Your chances of that hover around 100%!  Or do you want something more; is it your plan 
to do something great for God and others?   
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-If that’s what you want—then I can guarantee you that it will require some refining and 
some forging—cause you’ll need to be strong—and you’ll need pure motives.  But what 
God can do through those who submit to His plan in their struggles is nothing short 
of amazing.  See, the deal is that life has a way of measuring out difficulty and pain and 
hassle.  The miracle is that God can redeem it—if you’ll let Him.  A couple of examples—
and we’re done. 
 

a. Immediately before writing these words about struggle and discipline, the author 
takes a walk through God’s Hall of Faith.  There are all kinds of people in this display 
case.  Let me mention a couple. 

  
*One of those who stands out is Joseph.  The unfortunate thing about him is that his 
Dad’s favoritism sets him up to both have ego issues—and be hated by his brothers.  
And when they had the chance, they sold him as a slave.  He did well wherever he 
was—because of God’s blessing—and his innate ability to manage—and his good 
looks. 
 

-But, given all that, he still ended up in prison as an innocent man for 13 years!  
That’s unfair, right?  And yet God used this time to tone down his ego—and 
strengthen his heart so that he could save his family—and save millions of people as 
the Prime Minister of Egypt.  How many of you think, in the middle of his suffering, 
Joseph thought:  This will end well!  I can see it all!”  He didn’t—but God did!   
 

-And he was able to say to his brothers when the whole plan became clear, You 
meant this for evil—like your intentions were HORRIBLE—but God used it for 
GOOD!   
  

b. One more example that you may be less familiar with.  It’s Saul—who became Paul.  
He was a person with a huge capacity—and rose to the top of his class as a leader 
among the Pharisees.  But God knocked him off his horse and transformed his life.  
Then he moved from hating Jesus and his Followers to being willing to do anything 
for Jesus and His Followers. And he started preaching to the people he was once so 
deeply respected by; the religious.   

  

-Know what happened?  He created so much chaos that that Jesus disciples had to 
ship him back to Tarsus—and then he stayed there 13 years!  Now, that shouldn’t 
be surprising—cause God gives most leaders a chunk of time that seems wasted.  
For Abraham—it was 25 years waiting for Isaac; for Moses—it was 40 years of taking 
care of sheep.  For David—it was losing everything—and then years of living in 
caves, hiding from Saul.  
 

-But God knew that Abraham, Joseph, Moses, David, and Paul—needed the depth 
and strength and endurance for what lay ahead of them.  That’s the part God could 
see—that they couldn’t see. 
 

c. Here’s my question this morning.  What do you believe about God?  What’s He really 
like?  Does He allow difficulty—just because He likes to see people suffer?  Does he 
allow hardship because, frankly, He’s not strong enough to do anything?  Does he let 
stuff happen because, frankly, He’s very busy taking care of the universe! 
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-Or…or…is He at work in you, walking with you, by your side, coaching you—
training you for something He wants to do through your life or through your 
example?  Can He do that quietly and secretly without telling you—and will you place 
yourself in his hands and trust His character when you can’t explain what’s 
happening? 
 

d. Just so you know, Jesus has already been through this.  An amazing start, 30 years 
of obscurity, and a great ministry that ended badly.  His life and mission looked like a 
complete failure.  And yet it’s through the cross that God chose to save us, break the 
power of death and hell—and redeem all suffering and loss.  That’s His M O—that’s 
what He does.   
 
-Does He have your permission to do that in you?  The question isn’t whether you’ll 
struggle—it’s how you’ll struggle; with God, or without Him. 

 


