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Sifting the Saints
“Simon, Simon, Satan has asked to sift you as wheat. But I have prayed for you, Simon, that your faith may not fail. And when you have turned back, strengthen your brothers.” (Luke 22:31-32 NIV)
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Flour demo - (White flour mixed with black peppercorns) Want to use the flour, but can’t. The pure, clean flour has some horrible bits mixed in with it. What can I do? - Sift (demonstrate using sieve).


As you sift the horrible bits are exposed, the shaking stops them being hidden, brings them to the surface. As you sift the pure, clean flour falls through and the horrible bits are left behind.


Now the flour’s ready to be used. 

Message -
From time to time we all go through a sifting time. We’ve all of us experienced painful and unpleasant shakings in our lives - as individuals and as fellowships. We should expected it! If we set ourselves to be whatever God wants us to be, and to do whatever God wants us to do. We know that this always leads to a painful ADJUSTMENT stage - you cannot go with God and stay as you are - it always involves transformation.



This adjustment process has always been the same, (see Amos 9:9 to see how God uses it in the life of O.T. Israel). In our passage, right at the instigation of the church age (see flow chart ‘Sifting the Saints). Jesus announces what is going to be the process of transformation. Satan will attack the church in the most dreadful way, but this will also be God's strategy to purify and strengthen it. In Luke 22:31-32 the first ‘You’ is plural i.e. all the disciples we’re to be sifted. God allows this sifting to happen. But while Satan’s goal is to destroy the disciples’ faith, God’s goal is to strengthen their faith and to prepare them for something they couldn’t handle the way they are.


[Read 1 Cor 10:13] Right at the front-end, this must be something we absolutely hold to be true. The very fact of our experiencing testing and temptation means it’s both limited and survivable. N.B. Jesus’ prayer is not for protection from, but preservation through.


If we work through the flow chart we see that at the start of our Christian lives we are mixed-fruit! i.e. fruit of the Spirit and fruit of Sin. Painful shaking experiences exposes sinfulness (reactions/attitudes/desires/actions). We are then faced with a choice about changing. 

If we choose YES, then process continues. If we choose NO then we have deliberately gone against God’s will for our lives - does this mean our faith has failed? If YES, then Satan’s purpose has been successful. We have known the truth and rejected it, only despair remains. If NO, i.e. we still have some faith in God, then we go back to the start and all the pain has been pointless.

If we chose to change and to continue on God’s plan we find that the pain continues. And we have to choose whether or not to persevere. This is because character is formed only be prolonged, repeated choices. i.e. do something right once and it’s merely a good action, do something right several times and it’s a good habit, do something right over a prolonged period and it becomes a characteristic. God is interested in changing our CHARACTER.[Jam 1:4]

If we choose not to persevere, then all of the pain we’ve experienced has been pointless. We find ourselves back at the ‘Faith Failed’ box. The very best we can hope for is to start all over again.

The complete process is repetitive and developmental/on-going.

Why is all this necessary? - God’s primary desire for us is an intimate relationship with himself. Our capacity for intimacy is directly linked to the level of our holiness. So, to be more intimate, more holiness is required. Therefore we know that in a healthy, developing, deepening relationship with God our holiness will have to increase.

Note that EXACTLY THE SAME CIRCUMSTANCES either strengthen or break us. The deciding factor is our attitude. Our attitude determines the end result - 

(1) - Pointless Pain - we refuse to be changed.

(2) - Productive Pain - we make changes, confess, repent and turn away from the sin God exposes and consequently get closer to God and become more useful to him.

(Read Heb 12:7, 10f) 

Four points to note -

(1)
Whatever hardship (shaking experiences) we experience, we are to regard them ALL as discipline from God to change us. Even though many will be sent by Satan.

(2)
Discipline is never a pain free, pleasant experience.

(3)
Discipline will enable us to share in God’s holiness - take on his nature/character.

(4)
Discipline will produce righteousness and peace IF we CHOOSE to be trained by it.

This process is going to continue - we’ve all (and always!) got a long way to go! But we’ve chosen to go with God and this is to be regarded as both ESSENTIAL and PREPARATION. We might often be inclined to pray asking the pain will stop - but the pain stops when the change is made. The best thing to do is to change! If we set ourselves to make the right choices we can SHORTEN this time. If we make the wrong choices we can LENGTHEN it - but we CAN’T AVOID IT!
God doesn’t waste effort. He goes to a lot of trouble over us. It is majorly exciting to consider just what we are being prepared FOR.
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