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When God Breaks Your Heart
What if you can’t imagine any possible good that could come from what happened?
*****
Several years ago, I went through the most painful ordeal of my life. I had been a pastor for a quarter century and fully expected to do that work the rest of my life. A group of people became embittered and informed me their goal was to destroy the church. They clearly wanted to inflict as much pain as possible on me in the process and they succeeded in both goals. Some even fabricated accusations of crimes, hoping to put me in prison.
I tried everything to reconcile with these people, including hiring an outside organization to come in and help us. Scripture calls us to live at peace with everyone “as far as it depends on you” (Romans 12:18). But sometimes, no amount of effort can soften hearts.
I had always believed that if a church was faithful to the preaching of the Word and prayer, God would not let it be destroyed. I also believed that God would allow me to serve as a pastor for the rest of my life. 
I was wrong about both. One day I was pastoring a church I dearly loved and that I had poured my heart and soul into from the day it began as a Bible study ten years prior. Days later, I was unemployed. 
Because of the lies that were spread about me online, I found myself unemployable as a pastor. I had never learned any other skills because I believed God wanted me to devote myself completely to the study of his Word. At age 50, I had to find an entry-level driving job. 
Until then, I had never realized how much of my identity was tied up in ministry rather than in simply being a child of God.
The combination of having people I thought were my friends turning against me and my family, losing my career, and watching the church I loved die was almost unbearable. Added to that was the fear of not knowing how I would earn enough to live on for my remaining years. Worst of all was seeing the ungodly responses of so many in the church and thinking that all those years of ministry had accomplished nothing. 
I felt so worthless that I began putting my affairs in order because I believed the Lord must be about to take me home.
For decades, I had preached about God’s total control and perfect goodness. I suffered many hardships in my life, and each time I found comfort in knowing that the trial was a gift sent by God for my good. But this time, that didn’t help. My soul simply wouldn’t accept it. 
It may have been a combination of wanting to cling to self-pity, anger at the people involved (no doubt a mix of righteous anger and sinful, selfish anger), and confusion about why God didn’t seem to fulfill his promises. But no matter how many times I told myself it was a good gift from God, my soul rejected it.
Misplaced Trust
Step one in my recovery was realizing that I had been trusting in promises God never made. Did God ever say that a church committed to prayer and the Word will never die? No. 
But even after realizing that, my faith in God was shaken. When you invest your life in a promise, your heart comes to identify that promise with the person who made it. The one who spoke and the word spoken run together so that the promise becomes as precious to you as the person. I hadn’t just been mistaken about a point of doctrine. My heart had embraced that imagined promise and had tied it to my relationship with God. And when your heart wraps itself around something, it doesn’t turn on a dime when you realize you’re mistaken.
When people speak of being disappointed with God, it’s generally because false expectations have become emotionally fused to God himself. We often absorb unwritten promises from years of hearing subtle messages about how God “normally” works. When the expectation collapses, trust in God falls with it. 
Sadly, it took many months of wrestling before I finally came to a place of accepting and welcoming what happened as the good work of God.
But I had also lost confidence in my ability to understand God’s Word. If I had been wrong about something so fundamental, what else was I wrong about? Suddenly, nothing in the Bible seemed true, and all the arguments against Scripture I had heard over the years rushed my heart like an invading horde. 
I knew the answers to those arguments, but as soon as I shot one down, it roared right back. 
During those months, I begged God every day to restore my crippled faith. In every exchange of prayer requests at church, mine was always the same. Ask God to enable me to trust him like I did before. I memorized passages like Deuteronomy 32:4 and preached to my soul every day about the goodness and wisdom of God. I prayed for my enemies, that God would eliminate anything keeping them from sweet fellowship with him. And I set this goal: every time anxious thoughts arise, always give Scripture the last word before moving on to think about something else.
Slowly—very slowly—trust and joy began to germinate anew. 
I tell that story in hopes that you, dear reader, will not follow my example. Looking back, I can see how much longer my suffering lasted because I clung to self-pity. But I didn’t see that at the time. 
There is, of course, a place for grief. And confusion is not unbelief. Accepting God’s way does not mean pretending evil is good in itself. Godly examples in Scripture teach us that grieving, lament, and weeping are appropriate responses to suffering.
But in my case, it was self-pity, not godly grief. I later realized that I had forfeited months of joy as I obsessed about the evil those people intended and gave only lip service to the good God intended. It took far too long to peel my eyes away from the angry, scowling faces of those people and shift my attention to the glorious, loving purposes of God.
Now that I have, however, my life is full of joy again. It’s been ten years, and I’ll most likely never be a pastor again. But who am I to tell God he didn’t give me enough years as a pastor and should have given me more? In taking it away, he taught me I don’t need that to have a happy life. I only need him. I have daily grace from God that is more than enough to satisfy the longings of my heart.
Will You Live by Faith or Sight?
Your eyes tell you that what happened was only bad. The Bible tells you the unknown, invisible good that God accomplished in that action completely overrides the evil. Which will you believe? When God says, “I love you,” and tragedy leaves you saying, “This doesn’t feel like love,” you have to choose between judging reality by your feelings or by God’s Word. If we trust how we feel more than we trust what God has said, we don’t trust God at all. 
Why Seeing the Good Isn’t the Goal
Positive thinkers will often look for a silver lining when life gets ugly. “You got hit by a car? At least it wasn’t a bus!” Modern writers have referred to that “toxic positivity” because it can minimize real suffering.
When tragedy strikes, looking on the bright side doesn’t bring peace because whatever bright side you find isn’t bright enough to outweigh the darkness. Many times, it’s impossible to find any real bright side. 
You may have suffered horrors that, in your wildest imagination, you can’t dream of any good that could come from it. But always remember—the goodness of God’s plan does not depend on our ability to see it. 
When You Can’t Find Any Good in the Trial
My joy returned when I turned my focus to the good that God was working through the ordeal. People sometimes ask me, “What was the good that God brought out of all that?” 
The answer is simple. I don’t know. Just as God never told Job the reason for his test, God hasn’t said anything to me either. 
If I thought hard enough, I could probably think of some good outcomes, but there is a danger in that. If my “trust” in God’s good purposes depends on seeing a possible good outcome, that isn’t trust. It’s living by sight, not by faith.
Imagine a woman who mentions to her husband she stopped by the store, and he says, “I trust you, honey, but I won’t believe you went to the store unless you can show me video footage.” That isn’t trust.
Can’t See the Good? Good!
It is faith that pleases God (Hebrews 11:6). That means the harder it is to see the good in what happened, the greater your opportunity to bring pleasure to God by trusting him. 
Charles Spurgeon put it well.
Providence is wonderfully intricate. You want always to see through Providence, do you not? You never will, I can assure you; you have not eyes good enough. You want to see what good that affliction was to you; you must believe it. You want to see how it can bring good to the soul; you may be enabled to do so in a little time; but you cannot see it now; you must believe it. Honour God by trusting him.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Charles Spurgeon sermon titled “God’s Providence,” Metropolitan Tabernacle Pulpit Volume 54. ] 




Godliness Training Exercises

· If you struggle to understand the doctrines of God’s sovereignty, providence, goodness, and love, I recommend Jerry Bridges’ book Trusting God. Bridges provides a wonderful biblical defense of the doctrines in a way that is both instructive and encouraging. 

· This chapter and the previous two have some heavy theology, and there’s a danger to learning theology if you don’t put it to use in practical ways. Don’t let those truths sit and gather dust in the theoretical archives of your mind. Use them to make sense of the sources of your anxieties. Are you troubled over past abuse, a terrible loss, a broken relationship, a bitter disappointment? When you catch yourself replaying it, pause and rehearse these three truths:
1. God sovereignly ordained that event in your life.
2. He did it for your good.
3. The good he was accomplishing matters far more than the evil others (even you) were accomplishing. 

· When your thinking is too muddled from the pain to remember any of this, simply pray: “Lord, I believe; help my unbelief” (Mark 9:24) and rest there for today.
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