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One of the joys of my life is to play basketball.  I’m much slower than I was 35 years ago, and I can’t jump very high at all, but I still get a great deal of pleasure out of playing the game.  That’s not to say I don’t get winded; it’s not to say I don’t get sore.  But the fact that I get tired and sore from playing a game doesn’t enter into the equation when someone asks me if I want to play.  If I have the time, I will play.
Now while I play for the fun of it, the fact is that playing basketball has a positive impact on my body.  When I play a lot of basketball, my body shape changes, as you would imagine.  Playing basketball is a positive experience that shapes me.

Unfortunately I don’t get to play basketball very often.  So to maintain my health I make it a habit to go to the gym four or five times a week.  And although I’ve been doing this for the last ten years or so, I still don’t like it.  I know quite a few people for whom a workout at the gym is a positive experience.  I’m not one of them.  For me it’s a painful experience.  I lift weights, I do crunches, I do cardio.  And while I don’t enjoy those exercises, it goes without saying that they shape me.  If I didn’t do those exercises, the body you see in front of you would be shaped very differently.  In terms of my physical fitness, my body is shaped by both positive and painful experiences.

And in much the same way, God uses the positive and painful experiences of our lives to shape us into the unique individuals he has designed us to become.  An artist in Florence, Italy once asked the great Renaissance sculptor Michelangelo how he went about creating such magnificent works of art.  Michelangelo said that when he approaches a huge block of marble, “I see a beautiful form trapped inside and it is simply my responsibility to take my mallet and chisel and chip away until the figure is set free.”  When God created you, he had in his mind’s eye the image of you at your very best.  I’m not talking about you at your very best looking; I’m talking about you at your very best, the you who is best prepared and equipped to maximize your impact on your world.  But God appreciates that he needs to do some additional shaping for you to become your very best, and one of the ways God shapes you and me is through our experiences, our positive experiences and our painful experiences.
This morning, as we conclude our series called “The Shape Of Your Life,” I want to focus on how we can make the most of our experiences to become the masterpiece God had in mind when he created and designed you.  First, I want to address how we can most fully appreciate the experiences God brings into our lives, and second I want to explore how to amplify the value of those experiences, how to make the very most out of everything that has happened to us in our days on this earth.  
Appreciating The Value Of Your Experiences
So let’s start by learning how to appreciate the experiences God brings into our lives.  Of course it’s not hard for us to appreciate the positive experiences in our lives, is it?  We know how to appreciate good grades and chocolate chip ice cream and Sunday afternoon naps and a kiss from our sweetheart.  But we’re not quite as appreciative of the painful experiences God sends our way.  We don’t appreciate the tax bill in the mail, one we weren’t expecting and don’t have the resources to pay.  We don’t appreciate the truck that ran into our car.  We don’t appreciate getting sick.  We don’t appreciate losing our job.  We don’t appreciate having our heart broken by someone we love.
But the hard truth of the Bible is that the God who loves us purely and passionately often deems it to be in our best interests to bring pain and hardship and suffering into our lives.  Here are three reasons to appreciate the value of our painful experiences.  
First, God uses our painful experiences to teach us to trust him.  Listen to what Paul writes to the Christians at Corinth:

We do not want you to be uninformed, brothers, about the hardships we suffered in the province of Asia.  We were under great pressure, far beyond our ability to endure, so that we despaired even of life.  Indeed, in our hearts we felt the sentence of death.  But this happened that we might not rely on ourselves, but on God, who raises the dead. (2 Corinthians 1:8-9)
If you’re married, think about how it was you discovered that you could trust your partner.  They told you that you could trust them.  They stood up in front of a church full of people and took a vow that they would be there for you in sickness and in health, for richer or for poorer.  But you didn’t really know you could trust them until you got sick.  In fact, I can tell you when you found out you could trust your spouse – it’s when you got the flu.  Do you remember the first time after you were married that you got the flu?  You did not look your best.  You did not smell your best.  You did not sound your best, if you know what I mean.  But wouldn’t you know but that your husband, who at times can be so insensitive and so self-absorbed, stayed with you every step of the way.  He didn’t pull the covers over his head and pretend not to hear you.  He didn’t turn on the TV to drown out your groans.  He was there with a washcloth to wipe off your face; he was there to hold your hair out of the toilet; he was there to clean up after you, and he didn’t complain.  And while you might have had some lingering doubts before then, it was when you got the worst flu of your life that you discovered that you could actually trust this man who once upon a time had promised to love you in sickness and in health.
Rick Warren tells the story of one of his seminary professors who became ill with cancer, a man named Oscar Thompson.  Shortly before he succumbed to the disease at a relatively young age, Dr. Thompson told his students this: “I want you to know that I’ve been to the bottom … and it’s rock solid.”  Oscar Thompson discovered in his sickness, in a way he could never have discovered through his health, that he could trust God to be with him and to care for him in any circumstance.  And we need to appreciate that the God who loves us uses our painful experiences to teach us that we can trust him.
Second, God uses our painful experiences to build our character.  The longest chapter in the Bible is Psalm 119, and in that Psalm we read this short verse: “Before I was afflicted I went astray, but now I obey your word.” (Psalm 119:67)  One of the ways God shapes our character is through affliction.  Next Sunday I’m going to address the question “Would Jesus Be A Democrat Or A Republican?”  So please don’t read anything political into this next illustration.  Like many of you, I watched the acceptance speeches of the major candidates at both national conventions, and there was much to admire, I thought, in both candidates.  And like many of you I have heard a number of times the account of Senator McCain’s capture by the North Vietnamese when his plane was shot down out of the sky.  But while I had heard Senator McCain talk about his five and a half years in captivity before, I had never heard him put it quite like he did at the Republican National Convention.  Here’s a snippet of what he said that night:
On an October morning, in the Gulf of Tonkin, I prepared for my 23rd mission over North Vietnam. I hadn’t any worry I wouldn’t come back safe and sound. I thought I was tougher than anyone. I was pretty independent then, too. I liked to bend a few rules, and pick a few fights for the fun of it. But I did it for my own pleasure, my own pride. I didn’t think there was a cause more important than me. 
Then I found myself falling toward the middle of a small lake in the city of Hanoi, with two broken arms, a broken leg, and an angry crowd waiting to greet me. I was dumped in a dark cell, and left to die. I didn’t feel so tough anymore. When they discovered my father was an admiral, they took me to a hospital. They couldn’t set my bones properly, so they just slapped a cast on me. When I didn’t get better, and was down to about a hundred pounds, they put me in a cell with two other Americans. I couldn’t do anything. I couldn’t even feed myself. They did it for me. I was beginning to learn the limits of my selfish independence. Those men saved my life …
A lot of prisoners had it worse than I did. I’d been mistreated before, but not as badly as others. I always liked to strut a little after I’d been roughed up to show the other guys I was tough enough to take it. But after I turned down their offer, they worked me over harder than they ever had before. For a long time. And they broke me. 

When they brought me back to my cell, I was hurt and ashamed, and I didn’t know how I could face my fellow prisoners. The good man in the cell next door, my friend Bob Craner, saved me. Through taps on a wall he told me I had fought as hard as I could. No man can always stand alone. And then he told me to get back up and fight again for our country and for the men I had the honor to serve with. Because every day they fought for me. 

I fell in love with my country when I was a prisoner in someone else’s. I loved it not just for the many comforts of life here. I loved it for its decency; for its faith in the wisdom, justice and goodness of its people. I loved it because it was not just a place, but an idea, a cause worth fighting for. I was never the same again. I wasn’t my own man anymore. I was my country’s.
I’m not suggesting by telling this story that you should vote for John McCain.  But there couldn’t be a better illustration of how God uses adversity to shape our character.  God used some incredibly painful experiences to shape John McCain’s character, and I imagine every one of us could come up here this morning and talk about the ways God has used pain and heartache to shape ours.  In the book of Hebrews the Bible says this: “Endure hardship as discipline; God is treating you as sons.  For what son is not disciplined by his father … Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness.” (Hebrews 12:7, 10)  None of us like to be disciplined; none of us like pain or heartache.  But most of us are able to look back on those times that God brought pain and heartache into our lives and appreciate that God used those painful experiences to build our character and to shape us into better, stronger people.  
Third, we need to appreciate that God uses our painful experiences to accomplish his good purposes.  Let me quickly give you two examples from the Bible.  The Apostle Paul wrote the book of Philippians while in a Roman prison.  His imprisonment was wholly unfair and extremely miserable.  But listen to Paul’s perspective:
Now I want you to know, brothers, that what has happened to me has really served to advance the gospel.  As a result, it has become clear throughout the whole palace guard and to everyone else that I am in chains for Christ.  Because of my chains, most of the brothers in the Lord have been encouraged to speak the word of God more courageously and fearlessly.  (Philippians 1:12-14)  
Now please understand that Paul wasn’t a masochist; he didn’t enjoy having chains on his wrists and ankles and sleeping on the dirt in a cold, dark underground prison cell.  But Paul appreciated that God was using his painful experience to accomplish something good in the world.  Now let me share this thought with you from some of my painful experiences.  Most of the time we don’t get to see how God is able to use our pain for something positive.  It would be much easier to handle hardship if we knew that sooner or later God would drop in and explain what he was up to.  My job as a pastor would be infinitely easier if I could tell people, “Look, I know this is hard, but if you just hang in there until next Tuesday, God will be here to explain why this happened to you.”  But I can’t tell people that, and neither can you.  I do believe that someday God will reward our faith by helping us to see the good that he was able to accomplish because of the hardship we endured, but for now we are called to walk by faith and not by sight, we are called to trust in the goodness of our God.
But that’s not to say that our faith is a leap in the dark. Read your Bible and you will find many illustrations of how God used a painful experience to accomplish something good.  I already mentioned Paul’s experience; let me remind you of Joseph’s.  Joseph’s story is recorded in the book of Genesis. As a teenager his brothers sold Joseph into slavery and told their father that he was dead.  Joseph was taken by slave traders from Israel to Egypt.  There he ended up in prison for a few years for a crime he didn’t commit.  But eventually Joseph became the second in command in Egypt and because of his leadership the world was able to survive seven years of crushing famine.  The day came when Joseph met his brothers, the brothers who assumed he was long dead.  They begged Joseph for mercy.  And here was Joseph’s response: “Don’t be afraid.  Am I in the place of God?  You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives.” (Genesis 50:19-20)   

Time and again the Bible reminds us that our God uses our painful experiences to accomplish something good.  God doesn’t promise to text us with an explanation every time we go through something hard.  God doesn’t say, “I’ll email you a slide show with beautiful music that will make my intentions perfectly clear.”  God says, “Look at the cross and know that I love you and know that you can trust my heart.”  Let’s learn to appreciate that God uses our painful experiences to accomplish his good purposes.
Amplifying The Value Of Your Experiences
So how do we make the most of our experiences?  How can we amplify the value of our experiences?  Let me suggest three practical ideas to do that.
First, examine your experiences and extract their value.  It was Socrates who said, “The unexamined life is not worth living.”  The Bible often extols the virtue of wisdom, and the way we become wise is to learn from our experiences, to examine what we’ve gone through and to extract the lessons we can learn from them.
Have you ever done something really dumb?  We all have.  We’ve said dumb things, we’ve made dumb purchases and investments, and we’ve made dumb choices.  But it’s one thing to do something dumb; it’s quite another to do it again.  That’s the definition of a fool.  Did you ever put your Starbucks drink on top of your car and then drive away?  Did you ever do it again?  Did you ever set your Diet Coke on top of your computer and then have it spill all over your keyboard?  Did you ever do it again?  Did you ever buy your wife a scale for her birthday?  Did you ever do it again?
The way we become wise is to take the time to examine our experiences and to extract the lessons we can learn from them.  In Deuteronomy Moses said this to the people of Israel: “Remember how the Lord your God led you all the way in the desert these forty years, to humble you and to test you in order to know your heart, whether or not you would keep his commands.  He humbled you, causing you to hunger and then feeding you with manna … Your clothes did not wear out and your feet did not swell during these forty years.” (Deuteronomy 8:2-4)  Moses challenged the people of Israel to stop and look back over their 40 years of wandering in the wilderness and to remember the lessons they learned.  He said, “Think back.  Remember how hungry you were?  Remember how when you cried out to God he fed you?  Remember the manna that was there for you every morning?  Remember how God made the clothes you wore last for 40 years?”  And why does Moses tell them to remember?  Because he doesn’t want them to waste the 40 years’ worth of life lessons they had learned.  To forget those lessons would be foolish; to remember them is the essence of becoming wise.
Second, exploit the experiences of others.  Here’s something you’ve probably had someone say to you before: “You’ve got to experience it for yourself.”  Sometimes that’s true, but often it’s not.  One of the groomsmen in my wedding, a man who loves God dearly, some years later got drunk and ran his car off the freeway and into a light pole.  His drinking cost him his driver’s license, but worse it cost him his marriage.  I don’t need to experience getting drunk for myself.  The wise thing to do is to learn from his experience.  If you and a friend are trying to repair a light and you see your friend grab a wire and get shocked, what do you tell yourself?  Do you say, “I’ve got to experience that for myself?”  Of course not.  You exploit his experience.
Third, employ your experiences to benefit others.  Listen to what Paul writes in the book of 2 Corinthians:
Praise be to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of compassion and the God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our troubles, so that we can comfort those in any trouble with the comfort we ourselves have received from God … If we are distressed, it is for your comfort and salvation; if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which produces in you patient endurance of the same sufferings we suffer.  (2 Corinthians 1:4-6)  
Some of you have gone through some very hard circumstances, circumstances that I haven’t gone through.  And that means that you are far better qualified than me to offer hope and comfort to someone going through that same experience now.  You’ve had a miscarriage or lost a baby at birth.  You know that pain firsthand.  You didn’t think you would survive; some days you didn’t want to survive.  But you did.  That experience is part of how God has shaped you.  And now God is calling you to employ those experiences and to use your shape to bring comfort and healing and hope to someone who is going through the very same kind of pain.
Or maybe you’ve been through a very difficult divorce.  Who better than you to give counsel and comfort to someone in our church who is facing the same challenge?  You’ve been a victim of abuse.  Who better than you to help someone else find their way out of an abusive situation?  You struggled with infertility and went through the often frustrating experience of trying to adopt a child.  You went to the mall and saw sixteen year old high school girls push a stroller with a baby they are too young to parent in it, and it made you angry and it made you sad.  But you made it through that time, one way or another, and now who better than you to help someone to navigate the pain of infertility?  
We’ve spent the last six weeks exploring the shape of your life.  We’ve discovered that the God who loves variety has gone to great lengths to shape each of us uniquely.  He has given us spiritual gifts.  He has given us our hearts and passions.  He has given us abilities.  He has given us our personality.  And he has given each of us a unique set of experiences, some positive and some painful.  But let’s be sure we understand why God has invested so much of his heart and soul into shaping us.  It’s not so he can sit back and say, “Boy, that one is sure different!”  God has not created you to be a mere consumer.  God created you to make a contribution.  And because you are uniquely shaped, you are able to make a contribution to our church and to our world that no one else can make.  You can impact people in ways that I never could, in ways that no one else on this planet ever could.  And now it’s time to decide that you won’t cheat the world of what you have to offer.

One of my favorite authors is John Ortberg, now the pastor up at Menlo Park Presbyterian Church.  His wife Nancy is also an accomplished speaker and writer.  In her book “Looking For God” Nancy writes about a defining moment in her life from many years ago.  She was a social worker and in her work she visited a young mother who was really struggling in a number of ways.  For some reason this girl’s plight really grabbed Nancy’s heart.  After she drove away from the girl’s rundown apartment she pulled the car over and pulled out her notebook.  It occurred to Nancy that she and her church had the resources to do a tremendous amount of good for this young mother and her kids.  Nancy is gifted at organizing and at recruiting, so over the next 30 minutes Nancy wrote out a few pages of things she and her friends at church could do to help this girl.  She even wrote down a timeline for when she would do all she planned to do.   And as she drove away Nancy felt very fulfilled, knowing that God had prepared her and equipped her and shaped her to offer this young family just the help they needed.
So guess what happened next, Nancy writes?  Nothing.  To her great regret, Nancy never did the first thing on that long list.  The list stayed in the backseat of her car for some time until months later it got thrown away.  And in reflecting on that experience some time later, Nancy made this decision: “Never again.  That will never happen again.”

I hope and pray that you and I will make that same decision right here and now.  Never again will we waste our gifts.  Never again will we see a need God has equipped us to meet … and do nothing.  Never again will we some someone whose pain we have felt and not offer comfort.  Never again will we put our abilities and talents on the shelf and leave the job we can do for someone else … or for no one else.  God has shaped you and me to make our world better.  Let’s decide here and now to do just that.
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