Believing Is Seeing #35

“Hold On Tight!”

John 16:17-33

Roller coasters are lots of fun…for kids.

Growing up in northeastern Ohio, our church youth group would make a trip every summer to Cedar Point, an amusement park on the shores of Lake Erie.  We didn’t think that much of it at the time, but Cedar Point has become known as the Roller Coaster Capital of the World, featuring the most, the biggest, and the fastest rides around.  I remember going on the Corkscrew when it was the first ride to go upside down.  We’d stand in line for (what seemed to be) hours for a three-and-a-half minute ride.  We’d be strapped in and hold on tight as the cars thundered down the tracks.

Roller coasters are not so much fun for adults…particularly the emotional kind.

Yet it seems that much of life resembles a roller coaster ride with emotional highs and lows—not to mention moving so fast that your surroundings are just a blur!  Some folks believe that when something good happens, they’d better prepare for something bad to take place, because life just seems to work that way.  We just hold on tight and try to survive.

In our text this morning, Jesus recognized the ups and downs of life—especially what His disciples were about to face in the hours and days to come.  His words to them speak powerfully to our own situations as they did two thousand years ago when they were first uttered.

From Grief to Gladness

We read in John 16:17-24,

Some of his disciples said to one another, “What does he mean by saying, ‘In a little while you will see me no more, and then after a little while you will see me,’ and ‘Because I am going to the Father’?” They kept asking, “What does he mean by ‘a little while’? We don’t understand what he is saying.”

Jesus saw that they wanted to ask him about this, so he said to them, “Are you asking one another what I meant when I said, ‘In a little while you will see me no more, and then after a little while you will see me’? I tell you the truth, you will weep and mourn while the world rejoices. You will grieve, but your grief will turn to joy. A woman giving birth to a child has pain because her time has come; but when her baby is born she forgets the anguish because of her joy that a child is born into the world. So with you: Now is your time of grief, but I will see you again and you will rejoice, and no one will take away your joy. In that day you will no longer ask me anything. I tell you the truth, my Father will give you whatever you ask in my name. Until now you have not asked for anything in my name. Ask and you will receive, and your joy will be complete. 

Over the past three chapters, Jesus had given the disciples an awful lot of information.  He spoke about His imminent departure, the coming of the Holy Spirit and what He would do in their lives, and the difficult times they would face.  Honestly they admit in verses 17-18, “We don’t understand what he is saying.”
Knowing what was on their minds, “Jesus replies to the need, rather than to the question, of the disciples.”
  Isn’t that usually the case?  We may come to God with the questions of our minds, but He responds to the real needs that underlie those questions.

Jesus first tells His followers that they will go from grief to gladness.  He knew that He would soon be taken from them.  He knew how crushed they would be when He was arrested, condemned, and crucified.  To them it seemed like the end.  How could anything be worse…unless the authorities came and did the same thing to them.  (And they worried about that, too!)

But their time of grieving would not last.  In the depth of grief, we may feel that it will never get any better.  Our loss seems so insurmountable, so devastating, so permanent.  Darkness falls and it seems that morning will never come.  Yet that is not the case in reality.  True, we do experience grief and loss, and those emotions are real.  Christians are not immune to pain.  But the painful times do not go on forever.

Jesus uses a common occurrence to underscore His point.  Labor pains are (I have been told) among the most excruciating pains a human being experiences.  Sometimes a woman can be in labor for hours that stretch into days.  But there is an end to that labor.  And when the child is born, all the hours of pain are quickly swallowed up in the joy of the new life.  

The same is true for us spiritually, as Warren Wiersbe writes,

God brings joy to our lives, not by substitution, but by transformation. His illustration of the woman giving birth makes this clear. The same baby that caused the pain also caused the joy. In birth, God does not substitute something else to relieve the mother’s pain. Instead, He uses what is there already but transforms it. …And so it is in the Christian life: God takes seemingly impossible situations, adds the miracle of His grace, and transforms trial into triumph and sorrow into joy. “Our God, however, turned the curse into a blessing” (Nehemiah 13:2).

Even the most painful, traumatic experiences we face can be transformed into good—for ourselves and for those around us.  Consider Joseph: He was sold into slavery by his own brothers; he was falsely accused and wrongly convicted of rape, winding up in prison; he was forgotten and left in that prison for at least two years.  We know the end of the story, but for a moment try to put yourself in his shoes in the midst of it all.  During that long ride to slavery in Egypt—wondering if he would ever see his family or homeland again.  During those long nights in prison, wondering if he would ever get out.  Yet when it all came together, he could tell his brothers, “You intended to harm me, but God intended it all for good” (Genesis 50:20, nlt).  He could see the hand of God at work despite the evil done to him by those around him.

Jesus knew that His disciples were about to experience the grief of their lives.  But He also knew “the rest of the story” (as Paul Harvey might call it).  He knew that when He rose from the dead, their grieving would be transformed into gladness.

We can rest assured of the same truth.  In the darkness we can know the meaning of Psalm 30:5, “Weeping may endure for a night, but joy comes in the morning” (nkjv).

From Confusion to Clarity

Jesus then tells them that they would go from confusion to clarity in verses 25-31,


“Though I have been speaking figuratively, a time is coming when I will no longer use this kind of language but will tell you plainly about my Father. In that day you will ask in my name. I am not saying that I will ask the Father on your behalf. No, the Father himself loves you because you have loved me and have believed that I came from God. I came from the Father and entered the world; now I am leaving the world and going back to the Father.” 

Then Jesus’ disciples said, “Now you are speaking clearly and without figures of speech. Now we can see that you know all things and that you do not even need to have anyone ask you questions. This makes us believe that you came from God.”  “You believe at last!”﻿﻿ Jesus answered.
Suddenly the light bulb goes on in the minds of the disciples.  “Now we get it!” they tell the Savior.  Notice that they do not say that they understand fully all that Jesus is saying; instead they say that they know that He knows all things.
  We don’t have to have all the answers; we just need to know who does, and keep our faith in Him.  Like the roller coaster ride at the amusement park, we have to hold on tight.

When experiencing emotional upheaval, we may not be able to make much sense out of the situation.  Questions go unanswered.  Confusion reigns.  We wonder, “Why, God?”  But, in the words of the gospel song,

Trials dark on every hand, and we cannot understand
All the ways that God would lead us to that blessed promised land
But He’ll guide us with his eye, and we’ll follow ‘till we die
We will understand it better by and by 

Temptations, hidden snares often take us unawares 
And our hearts are made to bleed for some thoughtless word or deed
And we wonder why the test when we try to do our best
But we’ll understand it better by and by 

By and by, when the morning comes,
When the saints of God are gathered home,
We will tell the story how we’ve overcome 
We will understand it better by and by.
 

Think about how often we look back on circumstances in our lives that were so confusing at the time but now make perfect sense.  “Hindsight is 20/20” the old saying goes.  We may be able to look back and understand what we’ve gone through in a matter of months or years; we may not fully comprehend it until we see it from the vantage point of Heaven.  But the key is not knowing all the answers; it is knowing who knows all the answers.  When we realize that God knows all things and is working in our best interests, we can leave all the particulars in His hands.  And we can rest assured that we are indeed in good hands (even better than Allstate!)

From Defeat to Delight

Finally Jesus told His disciples that they would go from defeat to delight.  We read in verses 32-33,

“But a time is coming, and has come, when you will be scattered, each to his own home. You will leave me all alone. Yet I am not alone, for my Father is with me. I have told you these things, so that in me you may have peace. In this world you will have trouble. But take heart! I have overcome the world.”
As excited as Jesus was that the disciples finally understood what He was saying (at least as much as they could comprehend at the time), He also knew that they were about to experience spiritual defeat.  When push came to shove, they would up and run!  Before the night was over, one of the Twelve would betray Him, another would three times deny any association with Him, and the other ten would run away like frightened children.

But Jesus did not end His words on such a negative note.  He instead provides them with the path to peace in the midst of persecution.  The word translated “peace” is, as we have previously seen, the Hebrew word shalom, which carries the implication of wellness and delight.  It does not mean that Christians will never face difficulty or opposition.  In fact, Jesus states very clearly that, “in this would you will have trouble.”  No “maybe” or “possibly” about it; we will face problems in our lives.

We need to be realistic about our lives.  I have heard many Christians (who probably heard from their preachers) quote verses like Revelation 3:10, 

Since you have kept my command to endure patiently, I will also keep you from the hour of trial that is going to come upon the whole world to test those who live on the earth…

or 2 Peter 2:9, 
…the Lord knows how to rescue godly men from trials and to hold the unrighteous for the day of judgment, while continuing their punishment…

…to mean that Christians will be spared trials and tribulations on earth.  But this is not the case.  Leon Morris points out that the phrase in Revelation 3:10, “keep you from the hour of trial” might mean “keep you from undergoing the trial” or “keep you right through the trial.”  The Greek is capable of either meaning.
  Using the passage above, Peter uses as illustrations of his point both Noah and Lot.  Noah was saved through the “trial” of the flood while Lot was taken out of the “trial” of fire and brimstone.  Scripture is filled with examples of both.

Christians are not exempt from all trials and tribulations.  Jesus said in John 16:33, “These things I have spoken unto you, that in me ye might have peace. In the world ye shall have tribulation: but be of good cheer; I have overcome the world” (kjv).  Paul taught the Christians in Acts 14:22 that “we must through much tribulation enter into the kingdom of God” (kjv).  Then in 1 Thessalonians 3:4 we read, “For verily, when we were with you, we told you before that we should suffer tribulation; even as it came to pass, and ye know” (kjv). Being a Christian does not give us a free pass from all problems.

When it comes to the end times, my personal belief is that the Great Tribulation has two components: the wrath of Satan against the believers and the wrath of God against the unbelievers.  I believe this promise in Revelation 3:10 deals with the latter.  Christians will be spared from the wrath of God that will be poured out on the whole world.  I do not believe, though, that they are exempt from the wrath of Satan worked through unbelieving men.
  This is what Jesus referred to in our text this morning.

So we are going to face difficulties in our lives.  Our experience will resemble that roller coaster of highs and lows, exhilaration and exhaustion, affiliation and antagonism.  At times we might expect to hear Jim McKay’s voice from the beginning of Wide World of Sports, “from the thrill of victory to the agony of defeat.”

When it comes to the latter, though, we have a choice.  As Wiersbe points out,

Every believer is either overcome or an overcomer. “And this is the victory that overcomes the world, even our faith” (1 John 5:4). The world wants to overcome us; this is why Satan uses the world to persecute and pressure believers…. When we yield ourselves to Christ and trust Him, He enables us to be overcomers.


This is where we will decide whether we are a victim or a victor.  Through the work of Jesus in the past and the work of the Holy Spirit in the present, God has provided us with everything we need to overcome.  Notice that Jesus said we will have trouble but we may have peace.  The first is definite—we cannot change that fact.  The second is conditional—it is possible but not automatic.  It is up to us to choose to overcome.

The Christian can and must be optimistic when realizing that his or her faith is grounded upon the One who said, “Be of good cheer, I have overcome the world” (John 16:33). The presence of Christ’s saving grace in the individual’s life constitutes the hope of future glory (Col. 1:27). Probably the best scriptural antidote to pessi​mism is the assurance that all things work to​gether for good to those who love God (Rom. 8:28).

I close with a story told by Tony Campolo of a black minister’s sermon: 

“For an hour and a half the pastor preached essentially one line over and over again... “It’s Friday, but Sunday’s comin’!” He began by saying the phrase real softly, “It was Friday; it was Friday and my Jesus was dead on the tree. But that was Friday, and Sunday’s a-comin’!” Someone over in the ‘Amen’ section yelled out, ‘Preach it, brother; Preach it!’ It was all the encouragement the pastor needed.”

“He turned up the volume a little and said, ‘It was Friday and the disciples were runnin’ in every direction, like sheep without a shepherd, but that was Friday, and Sunday’s comin!’ The preacher kept going. He picked up the volume still more and shouted: ‘It was Friday, and on Friday Pilate thought he had washed his hands of a lot of trouble. The Pharisees were struttin’ around, laughin’ and pokin’ each other in the ribs. They thought they were back in charge of things. But they didn’t know it was only Friday! Sunday’s comin’.’ It was Friday and Mary was crying her eyes out to see her baby boy on that tree. He was dying the agonizing death of crucifixion as a criminal. That was Friday, Sunday’s a comin’. The Devil thought he had won. ‘You thought you could outwit me,’ he said, ‘but I’ve got you now.’ But it was only Friday. Sunday is a comin’.” 

The old preacher kept it up for 30 minutes, 40 minutes, an hour. “It’s Friday and evil has triumphed over good. Jesus is dying up there on the cross. The world is turned upside down. This shouldn’t happen. But it’s only Friday. Sunday’s a comin’. Mary Magdalene was out of her mind with grief. Her Lord was being killed. Jesus had turned her life from sin to grace. Now he was dead. But it’s only Friday. Sunday is a comin’. The cynics look at the world and say, you can’t change anything, you can’t make a difference. The cynics didn’t know that it was only Friday. But remember “It’s Friday, but Sunday’s comin’!”

Campolo writes, “I was exhausted. It was the most powerful sermon I’d ever heard. The old preacher was saying it and the people were with him. ‘It’s Friday, but Sunday is comin’.’ He kept on working that one phrase for an hour, then an hour and a quarter, then an hour and a half. Over and over he came at us, “It’s Friday, but Sunday’s comin’!” 

“By the time he had come to the end of the message…He had me and everybody else so worked up that I don’t think any of us could have stood it much longer. When it was over he just yelled at the top of his lungs, `It’s FRIDAY!’ and all 500 of us in that church yelled back with one accord, `SUNDAY’S COMIN’!’”

You see, when it’s Friday all the forces of evil seem to be winning don’t they?

· When you are faced with some crisis in your life and it feels like you are dying inside…
· When you are standing in the cemetery looking into an open grave…
· When you are so far down that you don’t remember what up looks like…
· When you have lost the love of your life and you fear that you will never love again…
· When every fiber of our body and soul wants to cry out to a suffering world…

But remember: “It’s Friday, but Sunday’s comin’!”
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