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Beauty for Ashes
I. INTRODUCTION

A. The context of the letter to the Thessalonians is that they are in persecution and tribulation Paul is writing this letter to encourage them to press on to become like Jesus in the midst of their tribulation instead of falling away.

6 You became followers of us and of the Lord, having received the word in much AFFLICTION, with the JOY of the Holy Spirit…(1 Thess. 1:6)

14 You also SUFFERED the same things from YOUR OWN countrymen…(1 Thess. 2:14)

2 We sent Timothy…to establish you and encourage you concerning your faith, 3 that no one should be shaken by these AFFLICTIONS; for you yourselves know that we are appointed to this. (1 Thess. 3:2-3)

3 We…thank God always for you…4...for your patience and faith in all your PERSECUTIONS and TRIBULATIONS that you endure…(2 Thess. 1:3-4)

B. All will have some sort of persecution and suffering. It may come from many different sources, from within the church and from without.

12 All who desire to live godly in Christ Jesus will suffer PERSECUTION. (2 Tim. 3:12)

33 In Me you may have peace. In the world you have tribulation, but take courage; I have overcome the world. (John 16:33)

C. Maturity within the church is not when no one gets hurt or wronged, maturity is when it happens and we are able to love and forgive without any bitterness and strife, even in our heart.
21 How often shall my BROTHER sin against ME and I FORGIVE HIM? Up to seven times? 22 I do not say to you, up to seven times, but up to seventy times seven…35 Each of you…forgive his BROTHER from your HEART. (Mtw. 18:21-35, NAS)
II. JESUS’ DESIRE: ALL OF MY HEART

A. The Lord is after our heart to be completely His. We can measure the maturity of our life in 2 ways: the First and Second commandment (and the greatest prophecies). It outlines how we grow in love with Jesus and how we grow in meekness towards other.
30 You shall love the Lord your God with all your HEART, with all your SOUL, with all your MIND, and with all your STRENGTH… 31 You shall love your neighbor AS yourself…(Mk. 12:31)
B. The Lord will USE OUR CIRCUMSTANCES to establish this in our hearts. This is what Paul spoke of in 3:12 when he says “may the Lord cause you to increase and abound in love”. This is the great prayer of the Song of Songs in 4:16.
16 Awake, O north wind (cold, bitter winds of difficulty and pain), and come, O south (warm winds of God‘s blessing)! Blow upon my garden, that its spices may flow out. (Song 4:16a)

10 After you have suffered for a little while, the God of all grace…will Himself PERFECT, CONFIRM, STRENGTHEN AND ESTABLISH you. (1 Pt. 5:10)
C. Paul wanted to know (experience intimacy with Jesus) in the place of suffering, a place where most never know the Lord. This place of intimacy is ONLY available in this age, not in the age to come. This is truly an invitation of the Lord.

10 That I (Paul) may know (experience) Him (Jesus) in the power of His resurrection and the FELLOWSHIP OF HIS SUFFERINGS…(Phil. 3:10) NAS

III. THE ROLE OF PAIN AND SUFFERING
A. Since pain is something that touches all of us, there must be a reason for it. The pain must be allowed in our lives for some purpose. Pain, seeming like a completely bad thing, must have some redemptive value to it. What did Paul know about encountering Jesus in the midst of pain that made him want to know Jesus in the “fellowship of sufferings”?
B. Pain exposes things in us that we would not recognize were there without it. Pain is an indicator that everything is not alright internally. It is an internal alarm clock screaming “AWAKE! AWAKE! WHAT’S HOLDING MY HEART UP IS NOT STABLE…THERE MUST BE SOMETHING MORE STABLE AND BEAUTIFUL TO GAZE AND LEAN UPON!”
C. Pain shows us that what we are looking at is less than true beauty. All that is around us is less than true beauty, beauty of which only God possesses. Pain is an indicator that what we think is true beauty is not because it lets us down. Nothing earthly satisfies when you are in pain.

D. Pain removes all of the things that hold us up from being fully His. It kicks out all of the props, or temptations (options), leaving us empty, hurting, dry and looking for something to fill this ache and boredom inside of us. Pain can awaken a deep hunger and thirst for something that satisfies. The only One that really satisfies is Jesus Himself. Pain causes you to seek.
E. Our spirit and soul are crying out for the nearness of Jesus. We desire to behold Him and know Him intimately. It’s what we were made for: communion and intimacy with the God-head.

1 My soul thirsts for YOU; my flesh longs for YOU in a dry and thirsty land (earth) where there is NO WATER. (Ps. 63:1)
16 You will call ME (Jesus) ‘my HUSBAND,’ and no longer call Me ‘my Master”…(Hos. 2:16) NKJV

2 I (Paul) betrothed you to one Husband…to Christ. (2 Co. 11:2) NKJV
F. The fall has blinded us and Satan has shown us temporary enjoyment, pain killers (food, movies, TV, friends), in order to keep us from going after the Lord and being fully satisfied in Him. We would rather do anything than be bored, but that boredom should cause a resolve in us to enter into something that truly satisfies, gazing on the beauty and loveliness of God.
G. Our flesh wages war with the desires of our spirit, wanting to participate with the deeds of darkness rather that light (Rom. 7:14-8:14; Gal. 5:13-26). Our flesh sets itself against the desires of the spirit. This causes great tension in our bodies, and because feeding the flesh is usually the easier way, especially in the beginning of our journey, many of us often take this road.

17 The flesh sets its desire AGAINST the Spirit, and the Spirit AGAINST the flesh; for these are in opposition to one another, so that you may not do the things that you please. (Gal. 5:17)

H. God wants to fascinate our hearts and woo us into love by His beauty and tenderness. This is His passionate desire, but it takes effort on our part to enter into this river of love. We must set our hearts before the Lord continually in a spiritually violent way (John 11:12). In fellowship with Him is where we truly find comfort, peace and joy inexpressible. The closer we get to Him, the more we experience what He is like. He is the joyful, glad God. He has extravagant passion and affection for us.

11 You will  show me the path of life; in Your presence is FULLNESS of JOY; at Your right hand are PLEASURES forevermore. (Ps. 16:11)

I. Pain can only lead us, it cannot change us. Our external circumstances in and of themselves have no value to transform us. Most hearts are hardened by difficult circumstances. Pain only has ‘redemptive value’ to the redeemed.
J. When we shift our focus to the Lord and off our circumstances in the midst of them, transformation happens. We encounter Jesus, true beauty Himself, in the midst of our pain and trials. Pain won’t change us, but it is an escort to the place where we can be changed. 
K. The question is this: How do we move forward once we find ourselves in pain. It seems so complicated. The answer is simple, it’s just costly. It takes time and effort, and we must be willing to open our hearts and let Jesus into the deepest places.
L. Here are some starters: 

1. Prayer and meditation.

a) Fill your mind with the word of God (specifically His emotions towards you) and then pray the scriptures right back to Him. Turn the word of God into dialogue with Him. Sing the word (the Psalms are a good place to start, they were meant to be sung and David had much revelation into the emotions of God).
18 And do not get drunk with wine…but be filled with the Spirit, 19 speaking to one another in psalms and hymns and spiritual songs, singing and making melody in your heart to the Lord…(Eph. 5:18-19, NAS)
b) It is more than just a Bible study. Only studying can be a dangerous thing because you think that you are in the word, which you are, but the word is not getting in you. This is what the Pharisees did and it made them hard in their heart instead of tender and loving. 
39 You search the Scriptures, because you think that in them you have eternal life; and it is these that bear witness of me; 40 and you are unwilling to come to Me, that you may have life. (John 5:39-40, NAS)
c) We must pray the word, turning it into dialogue with God, so that it may get into us and change us (washing us by the water of the word).
26That He (Jesus) might sanctify her (church), having cleansed her by the washing of water with the word…(Eph. 5:26, NAS)
2. Weeding and watering the garden of your heart.

a) In Mt. 5 and 6 there are 6 negatives that we need to weed out of our heart (resist them): spirit of murder (anger), spirit of adultery (lust), unfaithfulness, false vows, repaying evil for evil, hating our enemies. There are 5 positive nutrients that we need to water the garden of our heart with: serving, giving, blessing enemies, praying, fasting. Ex: We need to resist anger towards others (inward in our heart and outward as our reaction) and we need to embrace and pursue meekness (restraining of something for the sake of love). 
b) We must water and weed. 

c) If we only weed, and don’t water, nothing will grow. We can weed all we want, but if we don’t water the garden, nothing will grow. We will only be left dry and burnt out. We must replace what we weed out with new growth by watering with the 5 positives.
d) If we only water, the weeds will eventually grow up and choke out any growth. We must do both to mature and grow correctly. By doing these, even thought they may be hard, we gain the attraction of heaven. It’s like a magnet.

IV. THE TRANSFORMATION PROCESS
A. This transformation does not just fall on us. We must participate with the grace of God. He gives us strength (grace) to turn our eyes upon him, to resist evil, and pursue righteousness. We must participate with it. It is not necessarily easy or fun all the time, but the outcome is glorious. He is faithful to bring us to Himself. 
B. We do the disciplines to encounter Him. It is not legalistic that we do the disciplines, it only becomes legalistic with a certain position of our heart (usually before the eyes of men). Legalism and passion often look the same, but one moves towards tenderness of heart and loving the Lord and the other moves towards a hardened heart (like the Pharisees). We want to do the disciplines with the goal of encountering Jesus and being made like Him. He is faithful. If we do not grow weary in sowing, we will reap in due season. He makes all things beautiful in His time.

C. The transforming of our emotions from pain and hurt to beauty and joy is a mysterious thing. There is no formula for it and you cannot make it happen. Its mysterious in how it happens, but it is not mysterious what you do: just take your focus off the circumstance of pain and place it on the Lord, He transforms you. May each one of us take the escort that He has given us.

3...give them BEAUTY for ASHES, the oil of JOY for MOURNING, the garment of PRAISE for the spirit of HEAVINESS…(Is. 61:3) NAS

D. We don’t need to act like everything is ok. We need to acknowledge that we are hurt, that we have been wronged. This is reality. Things happen and many times it hurts. We all are hurt and we all hurt others. This is part of human life in this fallen world. We are not unique in our pain as if we are the only ones who have ever gone through pain. 
E. Acknowledge the pain before the Lord, but then go after Him. Do not give up your right to go after the Lord just because you have been wronged. Place your heart in a position before Him to receive strength and beauty from Him. Don’t live in that place of being hurt. Lift yourself up from the dust, loose yourself from the chains of bondage, and put your heart before Him to receive from Him and be made like Him.

1 Awake, awake, clothe yourself in (put your heart in a position to
 freely receive) strength…clothe yourself in your beautiful garments (put your heart in a position to freely receive beauty)…2 Shake yourself from the dust, rise up…loose yourself from the chains around your neck…(Is. 52:1-2, NAS)
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