God, I Have a Question #3

“What Do You Mean, ‘Not More Than I Can Bear’?”

1 Corinthians 10:13

Several years ago Bruce Willis and Samuel L. Jackson starred in the movie Unbreakable, about a man who could not feel pain or be injured. At the beginning of the film, the main character walks away from a train derailment without a scratch, while the other 131 passengers and crew are killed.


Of course, that’s Hollywood—not the way you and I live in real life. As human beings, we are not unbreakable. We all have a breaking point, though not everyone has the same breaking point, and few of us really know where our breaking point is.


Perhaps you feel life has pushed you to your breaking point…or even beyond it. Maybe you think to yourself, “I just can’t take it anymore. I can’t go on.” If you’ve ever been there, or perhaps you are there right now, then this message is for you.


In our continuing series, “God, I Have a Question,” we come to a query that speaks directly to this issue. It goes something like this: “God, what do You mean that You will never give me more than I can bear?”


You’ve probably heard those words (or something similar) at one time or another. People reassure us during a difficult time with the words, “God won’t give you more than you can bear.” As comforting as those words are meant to be, they don’t always work that way, do they?


So is this even true? Does God really say that He won’t give us more than we can bear? The answer to this question is found in 1 Corinthians 10:13,

No temptation has seized you except what is common to man. And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear. But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it. 


What word or thought jumps from that verse? To me, it is the word “temptation” or “tempted” that appears three times. When I first received this question, my first thoughts were of this verse and the fact that it refers to temptation to sin and not trials or tests in life. However, I discovered this statement by Greek scholar Marvin R. Vincent: “It is a mistake to define this word as only solicitation to evil. It means trial of any kind, without reference to its moral quality.”
 Leon Morris agrees:

Temptation is sometimes understood simply as “test,” a meaning it certainly has on occasion. But here it is used in a broad sense which includes both “test” and “temptation.”


First Corinthians 10:13 can mean, then, the tests, trials, and temptations of life. 

This is borne out in reading the same verse in a couple of newer versions:

Every test that you have experienced is the kind that normally comes to people. But God keeps his promise, and he will not allow you to be tested beyond your power to remain firm; at the time you are put to the test, he will give you the strength to endure it, and so provide you with a way out [Good News Bible].
No test or temptation that comes your way is beyond the course of what others have had to face. All you need to remember is that God will never let you down; he’ll never let you be pushed past your limit; he’ll always be there to help you come through it [The Message]


This verse, then, is a true comfort for Christians. In fact, one commentator calls this verse “one of the most helpful verses in the New Testament.”
 But how are we to understand it? I believe this verse teaches three truths that come together in providing an answer to our question for this morning.
The Practical Reality


The first truth I call the practical reality. God’s Word is preeminently practical; it speaks about real life problems and solutions. In this passage—and 1 Corinthians is perhaps the most practical of Paul’s letters—he brings the truth into everyday terms. 


The first statement of the verse says, “No temptation has seized you except what is common to man.” In other words, the trials and temptations of life are common to all people. Despite the advancement of knowledge and technology, human nature has not changed. We face the same basic challenges of our parents, our grandparents, the founding fathers of our nation, the heroes of church history, and even the characters whose lives are recorded in the pages of Scripture. 


“How can that be?” you may wonder. “Every personality is unique. Furthermore, how can we say that temptation hasn’t changed? The people of the Bible never had to deal with smoking cigarettes, the lure of illegal drugs or of internet pornography!” That may be true. But the basic appeal of temptation has not changed. I like the King James Version of 1 John 2:16, “For all that is in the world, the lust of the flesh, and the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life, is not of the Father, but is of the world.” Here is the essence of temptation: It looks good, it feels good, or it makes me proud. 

Think back to the first temptation, in the Garden of Eden. Genesis 3:6 records, “When the woman saw that the fruit of the tree was good for food [lust of the flesh] and pleasing to the eye [lust of the eyes], and also desirable for gaining wisdom [the pride of life], she took some and ate it.” The essence of temptation was all there.

Or consider Jesus’ temptation in the wilderness. Satan tempted Him to turn stones into bread [lust of the flesh]; he showed Jesus all the kingdoms of the world and offered them to Him [lust of the eyes]; and goaded Jesus to jump off the pinnacle of the Temple in front of a big crowd to gain a large following [the pride of life]. Once again, all the basic components of temptation to sin are present.

Erwin Lutzer writes in his book, How To Say No To A Stubborn Habit, 
You cannot plead that your case is unique or special. True, no two situations are identical, but your basic struggles against the passions of the world, your sinful nature, and Satan are the same as those others have faced. You can take comfort in the fact that you are experiencing a temptation that someone else has already faced—successfully. Joseph did not succumb to lust; Moses conquered pride; Elijah overcame depression…. Your situation is not unique. Someone has already faced your problem victoriously. 


Where do we find that truth? Hebrews 4:15 states, “For we do not have a high priest who is unable to sympathize with our weaknesses, but we have one who has been tempted in every way, just as we are—yet was without sin.” Jesus Christ has been there, done that. Whatever trial or temptation we face, He has already conquered it. While temptation is inevitable, it’s not irresistible.
 
The Promised Relief


The second truth emerging from 1 Corinthians 10:13 is what I call the promised relief. The middle of the verse assures us, “And God is faithful; he will not let you be tempted beyond what you can bear.” This promise assures us that God places a limit on our suffering that is not beyond what we can bear in each circumstance. He knows our strength and weakness in every area of our lives—physically, emotionally, spiritually—and says that He will not allow any suffering on any occasion that we cannot handle. The will of God will never take you where the grace of God will not sustain you.


This does not mean that God would take the testing away but He did promise that we would not be tested beyond our ability to bear it.
 This promise is also seen in 2 Peter 2:9, “the Lord knows how to rescue godly men from trials…” Michael Green comments,

No temptation from within or test from without is too great to be endured, for God not only regulates it, but gives his people the strength to face it (1 Cor. 10:13). Note that God delivers a man ‘out of’ (ek) not ‘away from’ (apo) trials. Christianity is no insurance policy against the trials of life. God allows them to befall the Christian; he meets us in them and delivers us out of them.


We may pray to be taken out of our trials and tests, but more often than not God brings us through them instead, to make us stronger. I love how Warren Wiersbe puts it, “When God puts His children into the furnace, He keeps His hand on the thermostat and His eye on the thermometer.”
 Isn’t that good?


Our text from 1 Corinthians ends with these words: “But when you are tempted, he will also provide a way out so that you can stand up under it.” When we face the trials and temptations of life, we are promised that there is always a way out. We may feel sometimes that a temptation is too overpowering for us to bear, but that’s a lie from Satan. God has promised never to allow more on us than He puts within us to handle it. Remember the promise of 1 John 4:4, “Greater is He that is in you than he that is in the world.” God will not permit any temptation that we cannot overcome. However, we must do our part, too.

The Personal Responsibility


This brings us to the final truth, the personal responsibility. In times of trial God puts at our disposal all the grace we need and provides an escape that we may be able to bear the testing. The word “escape” literally means “a way out.” God always provides a means of escape for the Christian; that is, He always makes a way out so that the Christian is able to bear the testing. Thus we see that God does not always deliver us from the midst of testing but He does always strengthen and enable us so we are able to bear up under the testing. If God delivered us from the midst of testing, then His purpose in molding our lives into what He wants them to be—conformed to the image of Christ—could not be served.


At the beginning of this message I mentioned that the word rendered “temptation” and “tempted” in 1 Corinthians 10:13 can mean either a test of our faith or a temptation to sin. These three truths discussed concerning this verse apply to both temptations and tests. But how this last truth applies does differ somewhat. Let me explain.


When it comes to being tempted to sin, God will always provide an escape route. That is the promise of this verse. By God’s grace we should want that escape.
 What is our personal responsibility when tempted to sin? Consider these admonitions from the pen of the apostle Paul:

· “Flee from immorality” (1 Corinthians 6:18) 

· “Flee from idolatry.” (1 Corinthians 10:14)

· “But you, flee from all this [the love of money]” (1 Timothy 6:11)

· “Flee the evil desires of youth” (2 Timothy 2:22)

In every instance his advice is the same: Flee! Put on your spiritual sneakers and run! Don’t hang around, don’t wait to see how far you can go without falling off the edge—get out of there! Do what Joseph did when Potiphar’s wife tempted him: flee!

We end every service here by praying together the Lord’s Prayer. Near the end of the prayer we say, “Lead us not into temptation but deliver us from evil.” Yet, as John MacArthur points out, “I cannot say ‘lead us not into temptation’ if I deliberately place myself in its path.”
 It is our personal responsibility to take the way of escape God gives.


Trials in life do not always have such an escape. Physical illness, disability, the persecution of others against us, the pain of loss—these have no easy way out. Many circumstances in life are beyond our control and may be inescapable. In these instances God may not choose to pull us out of the fire, but instead to bring us through it, making us stronger.


Trials can turn into temptations, though, as Satan appeals for us to abandon our trust in God during those difficult days. He might say to us, as Job’s wife said to Job in the midst of his terrible trials, “Are you still holding on to your integrity? Curse God and die!” (Job 2:9)


In such cases, the “way of escape” is to hold on to our faith in God. As A. W. Tozer writes,

Some poor, suffering Christians say, “I feel all boxed in, as if there was a wall all around me.” Someone has pointed out that when you can’t escape to the right, the left, forward or backward, you can always go up. God’s faithfulness is the way out, because it’s the way up, you can be sure of that.

Or, as someone else put it, “If the outlook seems bad, try the uplook.” We overcome trials and the temptation to abandon our faith in God by trusting in Him.


Hymn #281 in our hymnal is entitled “In the Hour of Trial.” It is not one I have sung before, but the lyrics are very good:

In the hour of trial, Jesus, plead for me; 

Lest by base denial I depart from Thee: 

When Thou seest me waver, with a look recall, 

Nor for fear or favor suffer me to fall.

With forbidden pleasures would this vain world charm, 

Or its sordid treasures spread to work me harm; 

Bring to my remembrance sad Gethsemane, 

Or, in darker semblance, cross-crown’d Calvary.

Should Thy mercy send me sorrow, toil, and woe, 

Or should pain attend me on my path below, 

Grant that I may never fail Thy hand to see; 

Grant that I may ever cast my care on Thee.


With poetic beauty the hymn writer captures both times of temptation (in verse two) and times of trial and testing (in verse three). In both instances the solution is the same: “Grant that I may ever cast my care on Thee.”


This past week I listened to a message on this passage preached by the pastor of my home church many years ago. I was struck by the way he knocked down every excuse, every pretense, every rationalization that often arises when tough times come.


Here is a sample of what he said:

“Paul’s statement in verse 13 places the responsibility to handle life’s problems squarely on you and me… We cannot ask God to excuse us from our responsibility claiming that our situation is unique. All men in all times men face the same basic problems.”
“Paul is saying, ‘If others have gone through this, so can you!’”

“If God, as it says in His Word, never sends trials or temptations heavier than I can bear, then I have no right to say, ‘I can’t.’ If God has sent it, I can take it; if God has required it, I can do it!”


One phrase really jumped out at me as I listened: “I have no right to say, ‘I can’t.’” Failure is never a valid option for the Christian when we are tempted or tested. The only times we fail is when we choose to fail. When we choose not to trust God, when we choose not to obey God, when we choose to allow circumstances to overwhelm us—that is when we fail. There is no blaming God, the devil, our spouse or child or boss or neighbor…when we choose to fail, we need only to look in a mirror if we want to place blame.


“Oh, but you don’t know what I have to put up with!” you might be thinking. You’re right; I don’t. But God does. And God has said in His Word, “Nothing you experience in life is totally unique—others have faced it before, and they have overcome it. You trust me, and I will bring you through it.” Those are His words, not mine. If you choose not to believe Him, then you can stand before God and call Him a liar. Be my guest—I won’t be joining you there!


“Oh, but it’s too late,” some others may be thinking. “You don’t know how miserably I have failed.” Again, you would be right; I don’t know. But He does. And nothing is too far gone for the Lord to turn it around. It is never too late to start doing what is right.


No, I am not suggesting that we are all like Bruce Willis’ character in the film; we are not unbreakable. But when God says in His Word that nothing can come our way that is beyond what we can bear, He means it! When Paul writes in Romans 8 that we are more than conquerors through Christ, that nothing in all creation can separate us from the love of God, he means it!


We are required to trust God and look for the way of escape. When it comes to temptation, God will always provide a way out. Look for it…and use it! Run from it! Avoid it altogether, when that is possible. When it comes to trials and tests, God may not provide an easy way out, but He will pull us through…if we hang on in faith. It may seem impossible for us, but remember that Scriptures says, “All things are possible with God” (Mark 10:27).
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