
FINDING HOPE IN HARD THINGS 
 

Conference for Metro Presbyterian Church, March 13, 2021 
 

Introductory Comments 

● Who am I?  

● Why I wrote Finding Hope in Hard Things 

○ What are the things that have changed me the most? 

○ Thesis: Hard things are going to shape us in ways easy things can’t. 

● Questions that Christians have when they encounter hard things 

○ Doesn’t God care about how I feel? 

○ Doesn’t God want me to be happy? 

○ Why would God allow bad things to happen to his people? 

○ How can I live faithfully in the midst of hard things? 

 

Goals: Our goals for the two sessions we have together are as follows. 

● To understand and embrace the goal of the Christian life  

● To learn about the path God has set for us to attain that goal according to Jesus and Paul 

● To discuss our difficulties in taking that path 

● To encourage each other in Christlikeness 

 

  



Session 1: The Goal of the Christian Life 
 

I. What is the goal of the Christian life? Why are you here? 

A. WLC, Q.1: “What is the chief and highest end of man? Man’s chief and highest end is to 

glorify God, and fully to enjoy him forever.” 

1. How do we glorify God? 

a) To glorify is to give worshipful honor and admiration for something. 

b) This applies to mind and body. 

(1) “Or do you not know that your body is a temple of the Holy 

Spirit within you, whom you have from God? You are not 

your own, for you were bought with a price. So glorify God 

in your body” (1 Cor. 6:20). 

(2) “Whether you eat or drink, or whatever you do, do all to the 

glory of God” (1 Cor. 10:31). 

c) We glorify God by following his word and thus becoming more like 

him, since he’s the most glorious. 

d) “For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed 

to the image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn 

among many brothers” (Rom. 8:29). 

(1) Our destiny is to be conformed to the Son of God. That’s 

how we glorify the most glorious being! 

(2) Why? So that we might enjoy fellowship with the Trinity, to 

call Jesus our brother! 

e) Implications 

(1) Becoming like Christ in our success (e.g., Vern Poythress’s 

response to student praise) 

(2) Becoming like Christ in our failures (striving for holiness in 

repentance) 

(3) Becoming like Christ in our pleasure (enjoying God’s gifts 

while keeping God primary) 

(a) Idolatry is when our pleasure in something becomes 

primary and God becomes secondary or peripheral. 

(b) G. K. Beale: “What you revere you resemble, for 

restoration or for ruin.” 

(4) Becoming like Christ in our pain (mourning and lamenting, 

suffering physical and emotional pain) 

(5) KEY QUESTION: How can I be shaped to Jesus Christ 

through this experience? 

(a) Personal examples for pain: grief, anxiety, and self-

doubt 



(i) Grief: finding true fatherhood and counting 

time as precious (focusing on the word and 

will of God) 

(ii) Anxiety: finding true God-reliance and being 

shaped as a giver (the C soul vs. the Y soul) 

(iii) Self-doubt: finding and trusting in my identity 

as a creature of God remade in the image of 

Christ 

(b) Conforming to Christ often means increased 

dependence on God, a heart full of grace, and a 

vigorous prayer life. 

2. How do we enjoy God? 

a) To enjoy is to find pleasure, satisfaction, and contentment in 

something. 

b) Joy is found in abiding in a person. 

(1) “If you abide in me, and my words abide in you, ask whatever 

you wish, and it will be done for you. By this my Father is 

glorified, that you bear much fruit and so prove to be my 

disciples. As the Father has loved me, so have I loved you. 

Abide in my love. If you keep my commandments, you will 

abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father’s 

commandments and abide in his love. These things I have 

spoken to you, that my joy may be in you, and that your joy 

may be full” (John 15:7–11). 

(2) “Jesus’s joy is rooted in his love for the Father and in the 

unflinching reciprocation of that love. His joy lives in a 

relationship. Our joy thus lives in a relationship. And because 

that relationship doesn’t end, our joy can’t ultimately leave. 

We can be blinded to it, of course. We can feel joyless, but 

that doesn’t mean the joy is gone. The joy has already been 

given; it’s not taken away from us. Happiness, in contrast, 

comes and goes, flickering like a candlelight. It resembles the 

warmth of joy in its flame, but joy is the constantly burning 

hearth in winter—steady, certain, always warming up our 

bones when we gather around it” (The Book of Giving, p. 52). 

(3) How do we abide in Christ? 

(a) Concrete actions: Scripture, obedience, prayer. Do 

you have times built into your day for this? 

(b) We have to know not just what it means to abide in 

Christ but how to do it! 

http://piercetaylorhibbs.com/3-obstacles-to-giving/


c) Enjoying God means finding ourselves—our pleasure, satisfaction, 

and contentment—in him. 

(1) Directly: speaking to God through prayer and meditating on 

his words 

(2) Indirectly: finding joy in the gifts God gives (other 

relationships, food, nature) 

(a) Take what you experience and look for the character 

of God revealed there (Rom. 1:20; Ps. 19:1–4). 

(b) Are you chasing the experience or the God who gives 

it? 

d) Implications 

(1) Find Jesus in the joy you experience. Ask, “How is this 

reflecting the joy I have in Christ?” 

(a) Sitting in the grass with your daughter 

(b) The pleasures of food, music, and relationships 

(2) Stare at Jesus, not at things. 

3. Glorifying and enjoying God are tied to communion with God and Christ-

conformity (Session 2). 

a) Communion with God means that we’re being made more like him 

as we glorify and enjoy him. 

b) We cannot glorify and enjoy God without being drawn closer to him 

in holiness. 

c) Glorify + Enjoy + Christ-conformity = The Goal of the 

Christian Life 

II. Goals that compete with glorifying and enjoying God through Christ-conformity 

A. To experience success, comfort, and pleasure (secular world) 

B. To receive only God’s blessings (prosperity gospel) 

1. “God only wants good things for you.” NO. That’s not enough! 

2. God wants the best things for you, and those things are always in Christ. 

C. To clear away all obstacles of adversity as soon as possible (a child of the prosperity 

gospel) 

1. Note the hidden goal: to receive only God’s blessings 

2. To treat adversity as essentially outside the providence of God 

D. The goal you have will lead either to clarity or frustration. 

 

  



Session 2: Living in Christ-Conformity through Hard Things 
 

I. What’s your perspective (vantage point) and focus? 

A. We often neglect a heavenly perspective (where we are headed for eternity) and take 

on an earthly perspective (what we are experiencing right now). Our suffering is 

magnified when we do this—it looks insurmountable.  

B. What’s your focus? What does your mind keep coming back to throughout the day? 

C. Right now vs. eternity 

1. J. R. Miller: “Consciousness of immortality is a mighty motive in life. If we 

think only of what lies in the little dusty circle about our feet we miss the 

glory for which we were made. But if we realize even dimly the fact that we 

are immortal, a new meaning is given to every joy of our life, to every hope 

of our heart, to every work of our hands” (The Ministry of Comfort, p. 3).  

2. That consciousness of immortality is bound up with how you are being 

prepared for eternity right now: Christlikeness! When you enter the gates of 

paradise, you will so beautifully portray the Son of God that every angel will 

notice the family resemblance. 

3. Observation: Christians who experience great adversity seem to be more and 

more heavenly minded. The adversity lays bare the longing for eternity. 

II. The great why question: This often governs our perspective on suffering. 

A. Why is X happening to me or to someone else? Why would God allow this to 

happen? Why am I not finding peace when I’m praying for it? 

1. Why questions attempt to pry into the providence of an all-powerful and all-

knowing God. We could not fathom or handle the providence of an 

exhaustively powerful and omniscient God. 

2. Why questions can still be useful, but they can also lead to frustration and 

additional pain (e.g., guilt, bitterness, blame shifting). 

B. What if we answer why generally and how more specifically?  

1. Why: “Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness. For we do not know 

what to pray for as we ought, but the Spirit himself intercedes for us with 

groanings too deep for words. 27 And he who searches hearts knows what is 

the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according 

to the will of God. 28 And we know that for those who love God all things 

work together for good, for those who are called according to his purpose. 29 

For those whom he foreknew he also predestined to be conformed to the 

image of his Son, in order that he might be the firstborn among many 

brothers” (Rom. 8:26–29). 

a) Note how prayer amidst our weakness and suffering is set in the 

context of three things: 

(1) God’s intercession for us in the Spirit (God is talking to 

himself about you!) 



(2) God’s plan for our good 

(3) Our being conformed to Christ (the goal of the Christian life) 

2. How: the specific question for our unique context 

a) God, how do you want to teach me through this? 

b) Lord, how do you want me to become more like Christ through this? 

c) Father, how can I suffer and grieve with hope (1 Thess. 4:13)? 

C. Why questions don’t always have clear answers for us because we’re limited and still 

being sanctified. How questions can often lead to healthy spiritual introspection and 

concrete action. 

III. What’s your path? (This is where we walk every day.) 

A. Jesus: “If anyone would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross 

and follow me” (Matt. 16:24). 

1. Denying self: saying “no” to what I want (e.g., my father’s early death) 

2. Taking up my cross: being ready to sacrifice your own will (and even life) at any 

moment 

3. Following Christ: Thinking, saying, and doing out of God’s word 

4. POINT: Following Christ means the suffering of self-sacrifice. That’s what it 

will look like (not merely the joy of experiencing blessing)  

B. Paul: Why does the Apostle Paul want to be “found” in Christ and embrace Christ’s 

righteousness? “That I may know him and the power of his resurrection, and may 

share his sufferings, becoming like him in his death, 11 that by any means possible I 

may attain the resurrection from the dead” (Phil. 3:10–11). 

1. Paul wants to “share in Christ’s suffering” and become “like him in his 

death.” 

a) Note the correspondence to Matt. 16:24 (self-sacrifice, suffering, and 

death of self). 

b) Why? To become like Christ in the most amazing way possible: 

resurrection from the dead!  

2. Paul wants to die and rise with Christ. 

C. Paul Miller, J-Curve 

1. “The normal Christian life repeatedly re-enacts the dying and rising of Jesus” 

(p. 20). 

2. “Our J-Curves each have their own unique cadences, but they all 1. enter 

some kind of suffering in which evil is weakened or killed; 2. weaken the 

flesh and form us into the image of Jesus; 3. lead to a real-time, present 

resurrection” (p. 21). 

3. “Paul links faith and the J-Curve in an opening summary of Philippians: ‘For 

it has been granted to you that for the sake of Christ you should not only 

believe in him but also suffer for his sake’ (Phil. 1:29). First, notice that faith 

(‘believe in him’) comes before the J-Curve (‘suffer for his sake’). ‘Jesus lived 

the J-Curve for me, so that he can reproduce the J-Curve in me.’ The 



foundation of believing the gospel frees us to become like the gospel (the J-Curve). 

Believing comes before becoming. For Paul nothing is more important than 

‘faith working through love’ (Gal. 5:6). Faith energizes love. Second, the 

word granted is related to the Greek word charis, or ‘grace.’ God has not only 

gifted us with believing in Jesus, but also with suffering for his sake (the J-Curve). 

Paul mentions this specifically because we like believing, but we recoil from 

becoming. Both are gracious gifts” (p. 50). 

4. POINT: Dying and rising with Christ is something that happens every day; 

it’s our path to Christlikeness! In suffering, we repeatedly “die” to ourselves, 

and are raised up in the power of God for (1) the benefit of our own Christ-

conformity or (2) the benefit of others.  

D. Our path is straightforward: We glorify God and enjoy him forever as we are 

conformed to Christ, which happens through suffering and God-given 

resurrection. Our ‘hard things’ are ultimately not obstacles; they are markers 

on the path. 

IV. God shapes us into givers after his own heart. 

A. Hard things can turn us into givers because we see how much God has given us and 

how hollow it is to be self-focused in a God-centered universe.  

B. “God gave himself in creation, pouring out the overflow of his fullness into a pocket 

of time and space. He gave himself in redemption, offering both hands of his holy 

Son wrapped in flesh. And he continues to give himself in our growth, heaving the 

Spirit into our hearts, letting our veins run free with the blood of giving. God gives 

himself to make us like himself. He offers who he is to who we are, so that who we 

are might resemble who he is” (Finding Hope in Hard Things, p. 44). 

V. Trouble in the middle: clinging to three truths 

A. Pain is real. 

1. Grief 

2. Anxiety 

3. Self-doubt 

4. Others? 

B. Providence is perfect. 

1. “He sees to it that things happen in a certain way” (Piper, Providence, p. 30). 

2. The purposes of that “certain way” 

a) Christ-conformity: How is THIS shaping me to Christ? 

b) God’s glory: God, how can you glorify yourself through THIS? 

C. Clarity and learning often come in hindsight.  

1. In the midst of pain, it is okay to grieve, lament, to feel.  

2. Study yourself as you move forward. 

a) How are you changing as a result of dealing with the pain? 



b) What are you learning that you might not have learned otherwise? 

(E.g., My decision to go to seminary, my clinging to God’s word in 

anxiety) 

3. Remember the complexity and depth of God’s nature and will. 

a) There’s not always a 1-to-1 correspondence between suffering and 

spiritual growth. God is doing far more than we realize. 

b) Our ultimate goal is to glorify and enjoy, not understand. Why questions 

keep haunting us; fight back with the how questions. 

4. Things that help with hindsight 

a) Talking to others about what you’re experiencing and struggling with 

b) Writing (journal) 

c) Praying that God would reveal this to you 

VI. Open Discussion 

 

 

If I can be a blessing to you, especially by praying, please get in touch with me. You can do so via 

my website (http://piercetaylorhibbs.com/subscribe-and-connect/). Or send me an email at 

wordsfrompth@gmail.com. 

 

Other Resources 

● Finding Hope in Hard Things: A Positive Take on Suffering 

● Struck Down but Not Destroyed: Living Faithfully with Anxiety 

● Still, Silent, and Strong: Meditations for the Anxious Heart, V. 1 

● Finding God in the Ordinary 
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