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DEDICATION

To Jenny and Robyn

Who can understand how our simple acts of kindness
will impact the rest of eternity?

“The Lord Jesus is making experiments on human hearts
through the exhibition of His mercy and abundant grace. He
is effecting transformations so amazing that Satan, with all
his triumphant boasting, with all his confederacy of evil
united against God and the laws of His government, stands
viewing them as a fortress impregnable to his sophistries and
delusions. They are to him an incomprehensible mystery. The
angels of God, seraphim and cherubim, the powers commis-
sioned to cooperate with human agencies, look on with aston-
ishment and joy, that fallen men, once children of wrath, are
through the training of Christ developing characters after the
divine similitude, to be sons and daughters of God, to act an
important part in the occupations and pleasures of heaven.”

—Ellen G. White, Testimonies to Ministers, p. 18.



CONTENTS

INTRODUCTION ..ot 9
CHAPTER 1 Overview of the Journey ..........cccccvnniiiiiiinnniinne.n. 13
CHAPTER 2 Don’t Be Surprised by the Crucibles!.......................... 22
CHAPTER 3 Case Studies in the Crucible:

Watching God at Work ........cccoiiiiiiiiiiiiee 31
CHAPTER 4 Character: The Crucible’s Holy Purpose .................... 40
CHAPTER 5 How Hot Can It Get? ....oooooiiiiiiiiiiii e 49
CHAPTER 6 Disciplines for Staying on the Path........................... 59
CHAPTER 7 Hope—in God Himself .........cccooooo, 69
CHAPTER 8 Faith—in the Invisible God ... 79
CHAPTER 9 Praise—Faith in Action ... 90
CHAPTER 10 Meekness—Faith in the Justice of God.........cceeuuneeee.. 99
CHAPTER 11 Patience—Faith in the Timing of God...................... 110
CHAPTER 12 Submission—Faith in the Will of God ...................... 120
CHAPTER 13 Crucibles and Glory ........cccccoeeiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiicee, 131



CHAPTER 1

Overview of the Journey

“He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.”
Psalm 23:3

W e sat across the table from each other sipping chamomile tea, but it
was not an ordinary day. Tears flowed freely down her wrinkled
cheeks, and her pain and anger was obvious. As she got to the end of her
story she asked me, “So where was God? Where was God!”

As I sat there stunned I didn’t really know what to say. My degree in
theology hadn’t quite prepared me for this, and [ wasn’t sure what if any-
thing could have.

The story I had listened to was filled with anguish and tragedy. Many
years before, she had been living in the southern part of Albania as the
Communists had begun to take control. Realizing the implications for her
family, she had made plans to escape across the border into Greece. Telling
only those in her Bible study group, she along with her husband and two
children made a midnight trek to the border. But to their astonishment,
just as they were nearing the border, waiting soldiers sprang a trap.
Someone in their Bible study group was an informer.

The authorities took her young son and daughter away from her and sent
both her and her husband to a labor camp. The sentence was particularly hard
on her husband. Every time that he refused to work on the Sabbath he re-
ceived a beating. Eventually he died of the abuse and the exhausting work.

The stress on her two children was overwhelming. They would come
and talk to their mother at the prison through the wire fence. It broke her
heart to see them standing there barefoot, denied shoes because of the
“crimes” of their parents.

The mother had her own traumas. For a period of 18 months the
prison authorities kept her in a metal box, one meter square, too small for
her ever to lie down in. She remained there through the bitter cold of
winter and the stifling heat of summer.
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Eventually the government released her, but now she was an enemy
of the state. The authorities refused her a place to live and forbade anyone
to help her.

And here we were, more than 40 years later, sipping chamomile tea
together. I was a young twentysomething free Westerner who had just
flown in to help out for a few months now that the Communist dictator-
ship had finally collapsed. And then I would be leaving. But she, and her
questions, would be staying.

So while she was suftering, where was God, and what was He doing?

To be honest, I felt like a fraud trying to answer her question. I could
describe a little bit of theory from the Bible, but who was I to explain why
she had been hurting so intensely, for so many different reasons, for so
many years? What did I know about suffering?

While her question was still hanging in the air, I prayed. Oh how I
prayed. I desperately needed something to bring comfort to her.

To be honest, I can’t remember exactly what I said, but as I finished,
she reached across the table and squeezed my hand, then smiled.

“Thank you,” she said with a nod.

She’s not the only one to have asked this question. I have raised it my-
self, and I'm sure you have too. We may not have suftered as she did, but
at some point in our lives, with a deep ache in our hearts, we all have cried
out, “Where are You?”

Grasping for the Bigger Picture

The problem is that when our hearts are breaking, it’s hard to think
clearly enough to make sense of what we’re enduring, to understand some-
how how our personal pain fits into the larger scheme of things.

[ know it was about 10 years after my visit to that heartbroken
Albanian woman that [ began to grasp a sense of a bigger picture that I had
not noticed before.

[ was on study leave abroad when a friend called my cell phone with
some bitter news. Hurrying back to my room, I closed the door and leaned
back against it. As the news sank in, I slid onto the floor. The report con-
firmed something that I had been fearing. Someone that I had considered a
friend and a support in my work was spreading very unpleasant gossip about
me. What he was saying was not just unkind but intentionally poisonous. It
hurt me so much that I hardly knew how to respond. I just couldn’t under-
stand how anyone could say such things. Especially someone whom I had
thought a friend.
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After some time I pulled my Bible off my bed and opened it. Trying
to focus through the tears, my eyes finally fixed on some familiar words:
“He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake. Even though
[ walk through the valley of the shadow of death” (Ps. 23:3, 4).

“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death.” Yes,
it certainly felt like that. But suddenly my gaze jumped back to the previ-
ous text: “He guides me in paths of righteousness . . .” My eyes widened
quickly. Could it be that this path of righteousness actually passes through
the valley of the shadow of death? Could going through the valley of the
shadow of death also be “for his name’s sake”? I stared, frowning at the
text. As I thought about it, I slowly began to view Psalm 23 in a totally
new light.

Now, I could see how the paths of righteousness wind their way
through green pastures and along quiet waters, but are they still paths of righ-
teousness when we find ourselves in the dark and exposed to our enemies?
Could it also be God’s design that sometimes He will permit us to experi-
ence severe trials, even to lead us into them, “for his name’s sake”? It began
to dawn on me that perhaps it was possible for the path of righteousness to
still be that even when it went down into the valley of shadows.

The Journey of Psalm 23

Before we explore suftfering more closely in later chapters, let’s first
stand back and look at the larger context of suffering as seen through the
lens of Psalm 23.

Imagine a picture. All across the canvas in front of us we notice a se-
ries of paths—the small, narrow kind that sheep use. They begin on the
left-hand side of the canvas, but then twist and turn, going upward, down-
ward, crisscrossing every now and again, before they all finally merge
together on our far right. There they become a single path that leads right
up to a very large door on the front of a very large house—the house of
the Lord (Ps. 23:6).

The house of the Lord is where we are all headed. In the original con-
text the house of the Lord was the Temple where God’s people went to
worship Him. Of course, we can have intimate communion with God and
worship Him now, but we are still on a journey to meet Him in His heav-
enly temple.

We must always keep in mind that we are not yet there, but we are
beginning to walk this path.

Now let’s fill in some details from the psalm. The Shepherd (verse 1)
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stands to the far left, watching over the paths and the sheep that follow them.

Along the paths we see some beautiful lush green pastures (verse 2).
Some of the sheep are enjoying a feast.

A little further along the paths we notice some quiet pools of water
(verse 2). The Shepherd has already dammed up the stream so that the
water is still enough for the sheep to be able to pluck up courage to drink.
It 1s because of the grass and the fresh water that some sheep are feeling to-
tally refreshed and at peace (verse 3).

However, further ahead there looms a very large and dark valley (verse
4). Some of the sheep have already found themselves surrounded by its
high walls that seem to block out almost all the light. It looks an evil and
terrifying place.

Further down some of the paths we notice what look like picnic tables
(verse 5). The Shepherd must have walked ahead and been here earlier too,
because He has covered the tables with as much food as the hungry sheep
could possibly need. But while some of the sheep are feasting there, enemies
lurk nearby. Extremely hungry wolves totally surround the tables, outnum-
bering the sheep (verse 5).

If you stand back a moment from your painting, you will clearly see that
Psalm 23 is a journey. The sheep don’t stay in one place all the time, but are
moving, always continuing toward the Shepherd’s house.

Thus Psalm 23 is a picture of life. It is a depiction both of God’s care
and of the unexpected. Although the Shepherd provides everything His
sheep need (as we can easily see), they will regularly find themselves in un-
pleasant, difficult, and painful places, ones that they would never choose to
be in themselves.

Tips for Surviving the Journey

So how do we prepare for the unexpected? Of course, the simple
answer 1s that we can’t completely—otherwise it would not be unex-
pected. But what we can do is allow Psalm 23 to reshape our perspective
on life. So when the unexpected does happen, we will have some idea of
how to keep going until we arrive with thanksgiving at the Shepherd’s
front door.

1. No matter how unprepared and weak we might feel on our
journey, the Shepherd promises to provide everything we need.

“The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not be in want” (verse 1).

[ remember reading that verse one day and blurting out loud to God,
somewhat agitated, “But I do want—I do want!”
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Here 1s our first challenge for the journey: if we are to travel without
complaining against the Shepherd, we have to accept the fact that our expec-
tations of the journey will start out very different from His. The first obstacle
we face 1s learning to relinquish our escalating demands, expectations, and
ambitions for ourselves, and then learning to accept that what God provides
1s all, and everything, that we need.

2. No matter how bewildering or confusing our journey might
be, walking the Shepherd’s paths will always accomplish His pur-
poses for our lives.

“He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name’s sake” (verse 3).

Notice how Scripture calls all of them “paths of righteousness” (NIV)
or “right paths” (NRSV). But why does it refer to them as right or righ-
teous paths?

First, they are right paths because they lead to the right place, the
Shepherd’s home.

Second, they are right paths because they keep us on a journey in the
company of the right person, the Shepherd.

And third, they are right paths because they shape us into the right
people. Notice how we travel the paths of righteousness “for his name’s
sake” (verse 3). “For his name’s sake”” means for the honor and glory of the
Shepherd.

But exactly how do we honor and glorify the Shepherd? We don’t
honor Him simply by surviving long enough to get to His house without
giving up. To become the right people is to live out the purposes of the
Shepherd. As we shall increasingly see, we honor the Shepherd most by
reflecting His character, and the strange truth is that the Shepherd may ac-
complish this in us most through permitting us to suffer.

We find this last idea further expanded in the next point.

3. No matter how frightening our journey might be, the
darkness is not a place to fear, for it is something that the
Shepherd uses to mature us.

“Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will
tear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staft, they comfort
me” (verse 4).

When we cannot see the Shepherd because the darkness is so thick,
Satan will tempt us to believe that God has abandoned us or that we have
taken the wrong route. The reality is the opposite, as Elisabeth Elliot ex-
plains: “A lamb who found himself in the valley of the shadow of death
might conclude that he had been falsely led. It was needful for him to tra-
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verse that darkness in order to learn not to fear. The shepherd is still with
him” (Elisabeth Elliot, Quest for Love [Grand Rapids: Fleming H. Revell,
1996], p. 218).

Indeed, in the darkness as our enemies endeavor to spring a surprise at-
tack, we suddenly glimpse flashes of our Shepherd at work, beating back
our enemies with His rod. And as we sometimes wander oft blindly by
ourselves and find ourselves so terribly alone and frightened by the sounds
in the dark and what we imagine to be out there, we feel the unexpected,
and sometimes painful, grip of a shepherd’s staft hauling us back to safety.

In those dark valleys, perhaps more than anywhere else, we experience
the salvation of the Shepherd and thus we develop confidence in His care.

4. No matter how easy we expect our journey should be, the
Shepherd may regularly allow our enemies to surround us in
order for us to gain a deeper understanding of His love for us.

“You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You
anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows” (verse 5).

“What would you be thinking,” I asked the children at church, “if you
had a table with everything you could possibly want on it, but your ene-
mies were standing nearby?”

“I think my enemies would want to steal it all!” chipped in one little
boy. He was right! How many times we find ourselves concerned that our
enemies are going to rob us of our happiness, our jobs, or God’s purposes
for us? That is one of the lessons of the table. God places it even under the
noses of our enemies, enabling us to realize that nothing they can do will
ever take away what He has promised us.

When we see how abundant His blessings are for us, and how noth-
ing and no one can prevent us from receiving them, we find ourselves
filled with a renewed wonder and thankfulness at the goodness of our
Father. Then we can declare with the psalmist, “I will exalt you, O Lord,
for you lifted me out of the depths and did not let my enemies gloat over
me” (Ps. 30:1).

5. No matter how lonely our journey might appear to be, the
Shepherd is always present.

“Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and
[ will dwell in the house of the Lord forever” (Ps. 23:6).

Both goodness and love are divine attributes. So to be followed by
goodness and love is to be followed by God Himself. As David assures us
here, goodness and love follows him every single day, not only through the
fields of green grass, but also right into the dark valleys. Whether or not
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