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The Long & Winding Road
February 15, 2004
Over the past few weeks, we’ve been speaking about how we can better make it through the storms of life.  We focused, two weeks ago, on the kind of storm we walk ourselves into because of the choices we make… and last week we spoke of those storms that hit us not because of anything we’ve done… but just because we live and breathe in this world! 
· The simple reality is that, intertwined with all the good times that we face through that “long and winding road” of life, will always be those more painful, challenging storms.

· David certainly faced a number of those twists and turns.  In Psalm 23 he writes, ““The Lord is my Shepherd; I shall not want… he guides me… I will fear no evil… goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life.” 
· And yet, just one chapter back, we see him crying out, “My God, why have you forsaken me?  Why are you so far from saving me?  I cry out by day, but you do not answer…”
· Like David, when we face that unexpected storm in our lives… whether its sickness, loss of a job, marital struggles, boy/girlfriend breaks us with you… whatever… we tend to ask the same kind of questions… “God, Are you here?”  “Why is this happening?”
In the Book of Job, we’re invited into the life of a godly man who, through a series of tragedies over which he had no control, looses not only his livelihood and family but became so sick himself that he almost died. 

· And then, on top of all that, three of Job’s friends came by to offer him comfort by telling him that the reason all this was happening must have been because of some unforgivable thing he had done wrong to make God so angry.
· So Job answers his three friends. And, the first thing he tells them was right on the money… basically saying what we said last week… that in life, “storms happen”… even to those who love and walk with God… “This isn’t about my sin!” 

· And yet, in the midst of his suffering he shared two other things that reflected just how much pain he was in… and yet two things that were very much wrong.
· He said that God must be an uncaring God and, if not uncaring, than unable to make things better when things come crashing down in our lives.
You know, just as in David’s life and Job’s life, when you’re in the middle of something painful… when the scaffolding of life gets stripped away…  where some or all of what you’ve been working so hard for falls apart-- reputation, a relationship, security, wealth, comfort…
· When you still aren’t pregnant after months of trying; you still don’t have a job, 

· When you still haven’t met that special someone; you’re still feeling depressed…

· Than what do you do?  
· Maybe you begin to wonder yourself whether God really does care… or if He really can help you.
· We may share not these feelings with everyone around us, but at times we’ll find ourselves whispering it in our subconscious.... "God, do you really understand my sorrow? Do you really know? Do you really care?" 
Well, what I’d like to do for the rest of our time this morning is to focus in on three truths that I believe can help us face the challenge of trusting God when He seems so silent…. three things that can help us make it through those winding roads.    PRAY
1.  Our deepest comfort will not come from having answers but from knowing God.
We saw a few minutes ago how Job accuses God of two things. He says to him, "You don't really care for me. And even if you do, you are not able to help me."  It was after this that God chose to speak to Job… and he didn’t do so in a “still small voice”, but, as chapter 38 says, “From the whirlwind”.
· What did God say?  A lot!  In fact, His response to Job, in chapters 38-42, is the longest discourse in the Bible in which God speaks the whole way through.
· But rather than answer all of Job’s questions, God goes ahead and raises seventy questions right after another. 
· He starts off saying, “Who is it that questions my wisdom?  Where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth?  Do you know how its dimensions were determined?  Do you know what supports its foundations and who laid its cornerstone as the morning stars sang together and all the angels shouted for joy?

· I want to encourage you to read these four chapters this week… and as you read them, notice that there are no answers. There are only questions.
Imagine God asking you as He did to Job, “Have you ever commanded the morning to appear and caused the dawn to rise in the east?  Can you hold back the movement of the stars?  You read in chapter 39, "Do you know the time the mountain goats give birth? Have you given the horse its strength or clothed its neck with a flowing mane?  Are you the one who makes the hawk soar and spread its wings to the south?  Is it at your command that the eagle rises to the heights to make its nest?”

Then after each of God's discourses of questions, Job makes a reply. For his first one, look at chapter 40, verse 3. “Then Job answered the Lord and said, ‘Behold, I am nothing. What can I say back to you?’" 
· Job is saying, "I have no right to accuse you of not caring, because you have created it all. You control nature and tenderly provide for all of its animals. If you provide for them, how much more must you care for and love me.”
· The second discourse brings a second response, found in chapter 42 at verse 6. After the first discourse Job was broken as he realized who he was… up against the backdrop of who God really is. 
· And now Job cries out to God saying, "I am sorry… I’m so sorry for saying that you don't care, because I know you care. I am sorry for saying that You can’t help me… because I know now that You can… that you are in control."

What I want you to see from all of this is that what changed Job wasn’t some fresh revelation of why bad things happen to good people. 

· The truth is, God didn’t answer any of Job’s questions.  Instead, it was through that profound revelation of who God is that Job found true solace and comfort in his pain.
· In fact, even though we know that Job had walked with God for many years before all of this, he writes in 42:5, “I had heard about you before, but now I have seen you with my own eyes.  I take back everything I said, and I sit in dust and ashes to show my repentance.” 

Is there any comfort when there are no answers? Guys… most of life is spent in that sphere… of not understanding why it hurts so much… why it happened it us. 

· And yet, even when there are no answers, there is comfort, and that comfort comes from a reliance on the revealed character of our God. 
· Is there any comfort where there are no answers?  There was for Job.

· In spite of deep pain, Job is comforted… not because he’s come to understand the nature of suffering… not because he believes he’ll never have to experience pain again… 
· But because came to understand the Father’s Heart… the heart of a God who is infinite in His mercies, love, and goodness. 
· So, if you’re in pain right now, you can turn out the lights and go to bed and rest, not in a set of answers, but in renewed understanding of the goodness & nearness of God.
2.  God doesn’t purpose to make our lives easier… but better.

The good news of the gospel is not that God will provide a way to make life easier.  The Good News of the Gospel, for this life, is that He will make our lives better.

· I really believe that all of us, consciously or unconsciously, to whatever degree, have this belief (or hope) that God is here to simply make our lives easier.

· I think it comes from a struggle we, particularly as American (Western) believers have regarding our journey through life.

· We somehow have come to believe that things should always go well and that we deserve to always feel good. 

· That our feeling good is always God’s greatest priority for us.

Even though we realize that believers in China are suffering while those in Africa go hungry, as American believers, we still have an expectation that things will… and should always go well.

· God has the power to make it happen… so then, why wouldn’t He use that power?  He loves us, right?  

· Then, when dreams shatter and prayers go unanswered, we find often find ourselves drifting further and further away from God

· Not that we just turn away from God… but that we grow angry or indifferent/apathetic. And why?  

· B/c on some level, we assume that the nature of our spiritual journey is such that God’s glory will be revealed in our prosperity… whether financial, relational, physical, or emotional.

To the degree that we believe that God’s agenda is to make our lives easy… to that degree will we struggle trusting God through the difficult times.

· I’ll never forget going to the hospital with Dan and Karen to tell Dan’s dad that he only had four months to live.

· He was quiet for about 30 seconds before looking up at us and saying, “Well, God has always been good to me” while a tech stood over his shoulder.

· His assuredness of God’s essential power and goodness not only anchored him… but allowed him to focus his energy on consoling us.

It is so natural for us to think at times that our relationship with Jesus has no greater purpose than to improve the quality of our journey through life…

· And, by quality, I mean a pleasurable life where things don’t go wrong (or at least too wrong) and when they do, they correct themselves in 30 minutes like a Brady Bunch episode.

· Marriages should be perfect, biopsies should come back benign, we should always succeed in ministry, etc.

· BUT if our dreams were never shattered, we would continue to walk thru life believing that lie, valuing only what God can do for us now.

· God is not committed to making our lives easier… but through the difficult times he allows from time to time, even devastating times, He is always working to make our lives better.

3.  God Will Always Rescue us… but not always how and when we think.
In the first three chapters of Daniel, we read about how three godly men, Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego, had been thrown into Nebuchadnezzar’s fires as punishment for not bowing down and worshipping him.
· The fires should have engulfed them in a moment… but in 3:24 we read how King Nebuchadnezzar “leapt to his feet in amazement.”
· He asked his advisers, “didn’t we tie up three men and throw them into the fire?’ They said, “Yes!” 
· He then said, “Look! I see four men walking around in the fire, unbound and unharmed, and the fourth looks like a son of the gods!”
· Well… he almost got it right!  Right there in that fire was the Son of God.  Jesus was there to protect them from the flames… to take off the ropes that bound their hands.

When I read that passage, I can’t help but wonder what they were saying to each other.  I can imagine Jesus telling them how proud He was of them… that He loved them so much. 

· In a very real way, that furnace, which looked like the end of their lives, turned out to be the greatest thing they had ever experienced. 
· It was no doubt the most incredible event of their whole lives… and it all took place in the midst of all the pain they went through till the moment they realized that God was with them.

· You see, just like it was for Job, the furnace turned out to be the place where they met God in a whole new way.

· And… God wants to meet us in the furnace, too.  
· Isn’t that where the disciples really understood who Jesus was… as they were near death miles out during that terrible storm… until Jesus shows up.  They may have thought it before… but now they knew it… “Truly you are the Son of God.” 

But what I want you to see here is that as much as Shadrach, Meshach and Abednego must had   cried out to be delivered from the furnace, the reality is that God decided to deliver them while in the furnace. 
· In other words, its in the middle of those storms… those places in life that seem so terrifying and painful… that we find Jesus right there with us.
· And just as it is in the eye of the storm, those places, then, turn out to be the safest places of all. 
· Jesus is telling us, “I’ll meet you in the furnace. Follow me. It’s going to look dark, it’s going to look dangerous, it’s going to scare you, but you keep following me. I’ll meet you in the furnace.”   

I’ll never forget being there with Diana (a friend of Joyce and me) a few years ago while in the hospital… she was 30 years old.  Her husband Paul and a few of us were standing around her… he was holding her one hand… and I was holding the other.
· She knew… we all did… that she was about to die.  We asked her what we could do to make her comfortable… she just wanted us to worship God with her.

· He didn’t save her life… not the way we wanted Him to… but instead, He gave her more than she, or anyone this side of heaven, can understand… the blessings of being with Him face to face.

· But even before that… through the struggle that led up to that, God was ministering to her… loving her.

· “Don’t loose hope… you may have cancer… it might take your life.  I make no promises about that.  But the same power that sent Me to Calvary and brought Me out of the grave, will be the same power with which you will experience a joy you could never have dreamed of in this life.”
That profound encounter with the Father’s love and presence is something we could never experience without our own storms… because it is in the midst of these storms that we can say what Job said…   “I’ve heard about you before, but now I have seen you with my own eyes!

· Folks… How many heroes in our faith had easy lives? How many of those people written down in that great Hall of Faith in the Hebrews 11 had easy lives?
· It is, as David wrote in Psalm 81:16 that out of the rock will come forth the honey… that out of the hardest of times, we’ll experience the sweetest of all God has for us.
Conclusion
1. Our deepest comfort will not come from having answers but from knowing God.

2. God doesn’t purpose to make our lives easier, but better.

3. God will always rescue us, but not always how and when we think.

Folks… we know that along with all the wonderful times life brings will come times of deep struggle.  It might not be the threat of death… 

· Perhaps it is the insecurity and fear of having a teenager who is in trouble… the pain of a fragile marriage… a struggle with depression… or just the daily stress of work or insecurity or fear about the future.

· Whatever it is, remember that what will anchor us in the midst of life’s storms isn’t set of answers… but an understanding of God’s essential character… His love & goodness.
· David said, in Psalm 27:13 that he would have despaired if it had not been for the goodness of the Lord.
· Knowing His goodness… His love… Knowing that not only cares for us… but has the authority and power to intervene… will anchor us when those painful storms intrude.
If you’re struggle right now… then hear God telling you, “I’ll meet you in the furnace. I might not deliver you from it, but I’ll deliver you in it.”   
· I don’t know what furnace you’re facing; I don’t know what this means for you. 
· I just know who will meet you there. 
· He says in Isaiah, “Fear not, though you pass through the flames they will not burn you, they will not destroy you.”  
· He says, “I’ll meet you in the storm. I will be your knight in shining armor.”                      
“But this precious treasure – this light and power that now shine within us – is held in perishable containers, that is, in our weak bodies.  So everyone can see that our glorious power is from God and is not our own. For momentary, light affliction is producing for us an eternal weight of glory far beyond all comparison, while we look not at the things which are seen, but at the things which are not seen; for the things which are seen are temporal, but the things which are not seen are eternal.”  2 Cor 4:7, 17-18
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