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1 Kings 3:5-12 

At Gibeon the Lord appeared to Solomon in a dream by night; and God said, "Ask what I should give you." And Solomon said, "You have shown great and steadfast love to your servant my father David, because he walked before you in faithfulness, in righteousness, and in uprightness of heart toward you; and you have kept for him this great and steadfast love, and have given him a son to sit on his throne today. And now, O Lord my God, you have made your servant king in place of my father David, although I am only a little child; I do not know how to go out or come in. And your servant is in the midst of the people whom you have chosen, a great people, so numerous they cannot be numbered or counted. Give your servant therefore an understanding mind to govern your people, able to discern between good and evil; for who can govern this your great people?" 

    It pleased the Lord that Solomon had asked this. God said to him, "Because you have asked this, and have not asked for yourself long life or riches, or for the life of your enemies, but have asked for yourself understanding to discern what is right, I now do according to your word. Indeed I give you a wise and discerning mind; no one like you has been before you and no one like you shall arise after you. 

Romans 8:26-39 

    Likewise the Spirit helps us in our weakness; for we do not know how to pray as we ought, but that very Spirit intercedes with sighs too deep for words. And God, who searches the heart, knows what is the mind of the Spirit, because the Spirit intercedes for the saints according to the will of God. 

    We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose. 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 within a large family. And those whom he predestined he also called; and those whom he called he also justified; and those whom he justified he also glorified. 

    What then are we to say about these things? If God is for us, who is against us? He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us, will he not with him also give us everything else? Who will bring any charge against God's elect? It is God who justifies. Who is to condemn? It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the right hand of God, who indeed intercedes for us. Who will separate us from the love of Christ? Will hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword? As it is written,

    "For your sake we are being killed all day long;

        we are accounted as sheep to be slaughtered." 
No, in all these things we are more than conquerors through him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord. 

Matthew 13:31-33, 44-52 

    He put before them another parable: "The kingdom of heaven is like a mustard seed that someone took and sowed in his field; it is the smallest of all the seeds, but when it has grown it is the greatest of shrubs and becomes a tree, so that the birds of the air come and make nests in its branches. He told them another parable: "The kingdom of heaven is like yeast that a woman took and mixed in with three measures of flour until all of it was leavened. The kingdom of heaven is like treasure hidden in a field, which someone found and hid; then in his joy he goes and sells all that he has and buys that field. Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a merchant in search of fine pearls; on finding one pearl of great value, he went and sold all that he had and bought it. Again, the kingdom of heaven is like a net that was thrown into the sea and caught fish of every kind; when it was full, they drew it ashore, sat down, and put the good into baskets but threw out the bad. So it will be at the end of the age. The angels will come out and separate the evil from the righteous and throw them into the furnace of fire, where there will be weeping and gnashing of teeth. Have you understood all this?" They answered, "Yes." And he said to them, "Therefore every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like the master of a household who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old." 

Friction/Traction

Did you know that the Tour de France is finishing up today? Unless you’re a big cycling enthusiast, probably not. You are probably unaware that the annual bicycle race, undoubtedly the sport’s biggest event of the year, is concluding today with the traditional ride down the Champs-Élysées in Paris, with Spaniard Carlos Sastre expected to maintain the yellow jersey and win the event. 

Go back three years, to 2005, when Lance Armstrong was completing his unbelievable seventh consecutive Tour de France victory, and almost everyone who follows sports worldwide was aware of his unprecedented feat, as well as his story of overcoming cancer to become one of the world’s greatest athletes. Armstrong’s image was everywhere as were his familiar yellow bracelets supporting his Livestrong foundation to combat cancer.

Now go back twelve years, to 1996, when Armstrong had to take a break from cycling when he was diagnosed with testicular cancer, which had already spread to his brain and his lungs. There were, I’m sure, times when he wondered if he would even survive his struggle, but he went on not only to defeat the cancer, but to become one of the greatest athletes of our time. 

When asked to reflect on it all, Armstrong said that his great success did not come despite his battle with cancer, but rather because of it. He said, “Without cancer, I never would have won a single Tour de France. Cancer taught me a plan for more purposeful living, and that in turn taught me how to train and to win more purposefully. It taught me that pain has a reason, and that sometimes the experience of losing things–whether health or a car or an old sense of self–has its own value in the scheme of life. Pain and loss are great enhancers."


I wonder if this is at least part of what the apostle Paul was getting at when he wrote to the Romans, “We know that all things work together for good for those who love God, who are called according to his purpose.” All things work together for good. In other words, that which may seem to be a curse actually turns out to be a blessing. Not just sometimes; all the time. 

I don’t think this means that God sends us these negative things, like cancer or other serious diseases, tragic accidents or natural disasters, in order to teach us a lesson or make us stronger or inspire us to a greater faith. No, God does not desire that any of us experience death, or pain, or suffering of any kind. But these things do happen, and Paul reassures us that, when they do, not only can they not separate us from God’s love, they can actually turn out to be blessings. There is no tragedy so great that God cannot redeem it; there is no pain so deep that God cannot overcome it; there is no sadness so profound that God cannot turn it into joy. Can it be, then, that we can be so bold as to not only thank God in all things, but thank God for all things?

Even though the struggles and challenges and pain of our lives may not be sent by God, they can be used by God for our good if, and here’s the key part, if we are paying attention. This would mean that our task, whenever we are faced with something difficult, is not to turn away from it, hoping that somehow God will rescue us from it, but to turn into it, looking to see how God can use it to bless us.

Erwin Raphael McManus, pastor of Mosaic Church in Los Angeles, has a way of speaking of this dynamic, at least as it applies to the life of congregations. He writes that “the very movements that create friction for the contemporary church are the same ones from which we can generate traction. Friction is what hinders us, slows us down. But traction is what helps us get going and enables us to launch a movement!”
 This friction/traction principle applies not only to congregations, but to our individual lives, as well. That is, those things that cause us to slow down and even stop are the very things that God can use to help us move forward with our lives.

Think of how this works in our marriages or other close personal or family relationships. Whenever we are in relationships, there is going to be friction, there is going to be conflict. I often tell couples in pre-marital counseling that the only way to avoid being in conflict is to be dead. Conflict is a fact of life. The question is, how do we respond? There are basically three choices: we can ignore it, we can score it, or we can explore it. (I’m sorry; I just wanted to find three words that rhymed.) 

We can ignore the conflict, and pretend that it just doesn’t exist. This is a common response, especially among Scandinavians, and there are occasions when this may be the best response. When the conflict is about something small, and there are much more important issues at hand, it may well be that ignoring the conflict is wise and good. More often, however, ignoring our conflicts leads us to just stuffing them inside ourselves, and they come out later, often in a way that is more painful and damaging than we intend.

The second response to conflict is to score it, to turn it into a competition, a win-lose situation. Rarely is this the best response, for this is where conflict can become escalated, even to the point of violence, emotional and/or physical. Fear of escalating the conflict is what leads most of us to choose option number one and ignore the conflict altogether.


There is, however, a more excellent way, and that is to explore the conflict, to take the time to discover the roots of the conflict and to examine possible solutions to it. This is hard work, and it requires us to be patient, and open, and vulnerable, and that’s why it doesn’t happen more often. But this is where the friction in our relationships can be turned into traction, and the conflict can serve to deepen our commitment to the other. It means asking yourself and the other, what’s really going on here? Why does this upset me, or you, and what can we learn from it, about ourselves, about each other, and about how we can move forward? I guarantee you, if you take the time to explore the conflict, to listen, really listen, to yourself and the other, you will find that your love will grow stronger and deeper, not despite the conflict, but because of it.

I think Paul is trying to help us understand how this is true for all of life. Whenever we are faced with trouble or distress of any kind, we can ignore it and pretend that life is fine; we can score it, bemoaning our bad luck or asking why God is punishing us; or we can explore it, opening ourselves to the workings of God so that we might find the blessings of God in the midst of our darkest times. I’m not sure I understand how it all works, but I’ve come to believe that God is good, all the time, and that God’s goodness is so strong, and so pervasive, and so eternal that it can take anything, even death itself, and use it to bring us closer to the one whose love is life for us all. Thanks be to God; amen.
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